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“The probability of apocalypse soon cannot be realistically estimated, but it is surely too high for any sane person to contemplate with equanimity.”
—Noam Chomsky
 



CHAPTER 1
OCTOBER 12, 2037, 11:56 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
EAST OF RISING STAR, TEXAS
 
Marcus Battle checked his scope. Though the green and black optics revealed nothing, he knew something—or someone—was out there. A trip alarm three hundred yards from his front gate told him he wasn’t alone.
He was flat on his stomach thirteen feet in the air, hidden between the pine slat walls of his son’s oak-mounted treehouse. The muzzle of the twenty-inch barrel of his rifle rested at its edge in the middle of a wide gap at the corner.
It provided Battle with both good reconnaissance and an excellent spot from which to stop intruders should they get too close. Intruders were always trying to get too close. He always stopped them.
Battle fingered a piece of mint chewing gum from his breast pocket and popped it in his mouth. He checked the scope again. Nothing.
He slipped his finger off the trigger of his DPMS Prairie Panther King’s Desert Shadow semiautomatic synthetic .223. He called the rifle “Inspector” after the lead character in the Pink Panther movies. He named all of his weapons after movie characters.
Battle checked his watch. It was almost midnight. Until he identified the intruder or intruders, this would be a long night. Since the Scourge five years earlier, there were a lot of nights like these.
He smacked his gum, relishing the mint. He tried to pop a bubble, but the piece was too small. The gum got stuck on the back of his front teeth and he had to flick it free with his tongue.
Then he heard footsteps.
Really, it was the sound of leaves rustling and crunching under the pressure of someone running. Somebody was sprinting toward his gate. He checked the scope, scanning the oak-dotted landscape that hid his property from the main highway.
He shifted left and then right. Then he moved left again and saw a green figure moving swiftly toward the gate. It disappeared behind an oak and then flashed between two more. The darkness was a challenge with night-vision scopes. Too much light and they didn’t work; too little light and they didn’t work.
Battle let out a long breath and touched his finger to the trigger. He pressed the rifle into his shoulder, tracking the intruder, anticipating its line to the gate.
“As far as the east is from the west,” he whispered to himself, “so far has he removed our transgressions from us.”
Battle set his jaw. He was about to pull the trigger when a woman screamed.
“Help me!” she cried breathlessly, her plea echoing into the cloudless, moonless sky. “Help me, please!” The woman was running away from the gate now, parallel to the front fence that surrounded the central two acres of his property. She was running west, straight toward him.
Battle knew this could be a trap. She could be bait intended to lure him from the security of his perch. Then, somewhere not far away, hidden amongst the oaks, men would lay in wait to pounce. Still, a voice in his head told him to wait before pulling the trigger.
The closer the woman got to the treehouse, the more genuine her fear seemed to be. She was tripping over herself, unable to maintain her balance as she worked the fence line. The lack of moonlight made it nearly impossible to see anything without the scope.
Further south amongst the oak trees, there was more rustling. There were at least two men running and grunting. One was running faster than the other. He called after the woman.
“Get back here!” he growled. “You belong to me!”
Battle shifted his weight and scanned left again, pulling into focus a bright green image. He saw the faster of the men on the gravel path outside the gate. He gripped a shotgun with both hands, like an infantryman, and had a handgun holstered on his right hip. His chest was heaving as he stood at the gate.
“You can’t run!” he yelled. “I’m gonna get you. This time I’m cutting off a—”
Thump! Thump!
The seventy-seven-grain hollow-point bullets took one tenth of a second to drill through the man’s sternum once Battle pulled the trigger. Immediately expanding on impact to increase the damage, the bullets dropped him where he stood, still clutching his own rifle.
Pop! Pop! Pop!
Battle pulled his eye from the night scope to avoid the muzzle flashes’ blinding bursts of green light from the return fire. His eyes searched the darkness.
Pop! Pop! Pop!
The bursts of white light were about seventy-five yards away and directly south of the treehouse.
From the sound of the gunfire, Battle figured it was a .45 semiautomatic pistol. The magazine probably held ten or fifteen rounds.
Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop!
The slower man was either out of bullets or he had five more. It didn’t matter. The four bursts of light confirmed his position. He’d be dead in less than three seconds.
Battle saw the final two flashes. He glanced in the scope and spotted movement against the side of an oak.
Thump! Thump! Thump!
Pop!
The hollow points hit the man’s neck in a tight pattern near his collarbone. The shock of the impact caused an involuntary twitch, and he pulled the trigger of his Glock once as he hit the ground. The slug bore into the oak next to him.
Battle listened to the quiet: no rustling, no wind, only the soft whimper of the woman. He elbowed his way to a spot at the corner of the treehouse, where he could peer straight down. He pointed Inspector straight at her, his finger behind the trigger guard, and used the scope to find her.
She was curled against the fence, her body as small as she could make it. Her face was buried beneath a long mop of hair. He could see her back heaving and trembling as she breathed. He took a deep breath, almost swallowing the gum, and made a judgment call.
“Stay there!” he yelled down to her. “I’m coming to help you.”
“No!” she called back, looking upward in the general direction of his voice. “No! Don’t, please.”
“I’m not going to hurt you,” he promised her and inched back into the treehouse. She repeated her lack of interest in his assistance. A moment ago she was asking for help, now she didn’t want it. Maybe it was a trap. Maybe she was bait. However, he’d cut the line and she was floating free.
Battle dropped back onto his rear and unscrewed the bipod from the bottom of the rifle. He pushed himself to his feet, slinging Inspector over his back. He grabbed a pair of head-mounted thermal goggles and tucked his Sig Sauer P226 into his waistband. The Sig was nicknamed “McDunnough”, after Nic Cage’s character in Raising Arizona.
Between the fifteen rounds left in Inspector’s magazine and the twelve nine millimeter rounds in McDunnough, he was loaded for bear, or whatever else he came across.
At the trapdoor entrance on the western side of the eight-by-eight treehouse, Battle climbed down the pine planks nailed into the oak’s trunk. Rung by rung, he moved quickly and silently until he hit the leaves clustered on the ground. He was mere feet from her, but was separated by the five-foot-tall wooden picket fence that ran in a rectangle around his central two acres. Thick aluminum mesh, sturdier than chicken wire, filled the spaces between the pickets.
“Just stay there,” Battle said in the most comforting voice he could muster. It had been years since he’d tried to comfort anyone but himself. “I’m going to come around through the gate. I’ll come around and help you inside.”
“No,” she whimpered. Even a few feet from her it was hard to make out much more than the whip of her hair as she protested. “Please don’t.” Her voice trembled with a vibrato that under other circumstances might have made Battle laugh.
Battle flipped the thermal goggles over his eyes and turned them on. Everything was awash in orange. Her pupils, pinpricks as they were, glowed back at him like a deer on the side of the road. Goosebumps rose on his neck. Her fear was palpable.
“It’s okay,” he said, holding his hand up. “I won’t hurt you.”
He marched toward the gate, his feet crunching the leaves as he stepped. The woman said something to him as he walked away, but it was warbled and unintelligible. He could only imagine what the men had done to her. He didn’t want to imagine it.
At the gate, he opened a waist-high box and punched in a code. The wrought-iron gate hummed along its track as the motorized chain pulled it open.
He stepped through the opening and knelt at the body of the running man. His eyes were fixed open and he stared back at Battle as he rummaged through the man’s pockets. He didn’t find much: a pack of Camel cigarettes, a lighter, a flask, and a box of shotgun shells.
Battle checked the long gun, a gas-operated Browning Silver Hunter. He shook his head at the impracticality of the weapon in a post-Scourge world. It was beautiful, with a walnut stock and a satin finish. But it was a stupid weapon carried by what Battle imagined was a stupid man.
He laid down the Browning, which he’d already decided he’d call “Lloyd” from the movie Dumb and Dumber, and checked the hip holster. It was empty.
Empty?
Battle closed his eyes and thought back to the moment he saw the holster from his position in the treehouse. It wasn’t empty, he was sure of it.
He scrambled to his feet and started backing toward the gate. When he reached the threshold, he spun to reach for the access panel. But something solid and heavy crashed into the side of his head, knocking the optics from his eyes. Battle stumbled, momentarily dazed as another thick volley hit him in the side of the head and he tumbled to the ground, the weight of Inspector pulling him awkwardly to one side as he fell.
He was on his side, the rifle half underneath his body, when a steel-toed boot slammed into his ribs. Battle tried scrambling away but wasn’t fast enough.
“You killed my brother,” snarled the attacker, kneeling down with all of his weight onto Battle’s bruised ribs. “I’m gonna kill you.” Still leaning onto Battle, the attacker gripped his neck with his left hand and pushed a handgun into his cheek with his right.
Battle’s right arm was pinned underneath his body, but his left arm was free. He whipped his hand to the small of his back, groping for McDunnough.
“You’re like a bug on its back,” the attacker sneered, jabbing the muzzle at Battle’s face. “A little baby bug. Say goodbye, baby bug.”
That taunt gave Battle the instant he needed to pull the Sig from his back and, in one fluid motion, jam it into the attacker’s chin and pull the trigger. The point-blank blast knocked him onto his back. Battle rolled over, sliding the rifle from his back as he got to his feet, and wiped the blood splatter from his face. He tucked the Sig into his waistband and stepped to the chinless attacker to kick the handgun from his cold, dead hand. Battle winced against the pain in his side, raising the rifle’s scope to his eye as he moved aggressively back to the woman.
“Who are you?” he demanded, Inspector leveled at her head. “Why are you here?”
“I—I—” She held her hands in front of her face.
“Who are you?” Battle shoved the rifle at her. “Were you bait?”
“Bait? No. No. Please.”
“You asked for help, then you said no. Then I get jumped, almost killed. What do you want?”
“I wanted help,” she whimpered. “I wanted help. They were chasing me. I escaped. They chased me. I escaped.” She shook her head, her hands still blocking her from the muzzle.
“Who are they?”
“They’re bad men,” she said. “Bad men.”
“Why did you tell me not to help you?” Battle’s finger was on the trigger, his left eye pressed to the scope.
“I knew you hadn’t killed all of them.”
“How did you know?”
“Two were chasing me. Two were farther behind.”
“Two?”
“Yes.”
“So there were four of them?”
“Yes.”
Battle spun around, his pulse quickening. He adjusted his grip on Inspector and scanned the tree line, his eye darting from oak to oak. Nothing. He spun back to check the woman.
She still cowered against the fence, her hair and hands blocking her face.
“Come with me.” He reached down and grabbed her arm, pulling her to her feet. “We need to move.”
She hesitated. “I think I sprained my ankle.”
“We’ll worry about it later. You need to cope.”
At a pace that had her tripping over herself, Battle led her to the gate. He shoved her past the opening and, scanning the oaks, backed his way behind the gate. He thumbed the electronic lock and the tall wrought-iron fence slid past him, clanging as it locked into the closed position.
“We need to get to the house.” He tugged her along the crushed gravel driveway toward the front door of the main house. She limped, almost hopping as she moved. She asked Battle to slow down. He ignored her.
The drive split at the eastern edge of the house. Part of it continued straight back to the detached three-car garage. Battle followed the fork to the left, in front of the house. He pressed an electronic code on a panel at the front door and pushed on the heavy, solid mahogany wood.
He stood in the entry, scanning the property one more time, and shut the door. He made a mental note of the weapons he’d left outside; Lloyd the shotgun, and the 9mm that nearly killed him. He’d have to wait until daylight to retrieve them.
“I’m going to search you,” he warned. “I’m not going to hurt you. I need to make sure you don’t have any weapons.”
She didn’t respond. Her arms were folded across her chest. She was shivering and trying to keep weight off her bad ankle.
“I need you to lower your arms,” he said. “I’m going to run the back of my hands along your body.”
She dropped her arms and flinched when he touched her. He carefully searched her as he would any potential threat. Satisfied she was weapon-free, he turned his back on her and stepped back to the front door to flip a series of switches on the wall. The entryway and a long hallway lit with a soft yellow glow. He pressed some numbers on a keypad.
“The alarm is now on,” alerted the monotone security system.
He put his hand on the small of the woman’s back, leading her toward the kitchen. She was wearing jeans and a white T-shirt. Both were filthy. Her feet were bare. Battle imagined she hadn’t bathed in a while.
He helped her to the kitchen and punched the dimmer switch near the entry. He pointed to the lone barstool at a large white and gray granite island.
He moved around to the opposite side of the island while she took a seat and swiveled to face him. She pulled her hair behind her ears using both hands and looked up at him.
Battle set the rifle on the island in front of him, but kept his hands on it. He was a safe enough distance away from her should she try something, and still close enough to have a conversation.
She was the first person in the house, other than him, in more than seventeen hundred days.
 



CHAPTER 2
AUGUST 5, 2032, 10:35 AM
SCOURGE -2 MONTHS
EAST OF RISING STAR, TEXAS
 
“You know you’re crazy.” Sylvia Battle stood at the bottom of the largest oak tree on their fifty acres. She was looking up at her husband and his latest creation. “He’s never going to come down from there.”
Marcus Battle slung his canvas tool bag over his shoulder and sat on the edge of the trapdoor, his feet dangling. He’d just finished affixing the second hinge to the door.
“Him?” He laughed and slid his body into the opening, pulling the door closed behind him, then descended the fresh pine planks that served as a ladder on the trunk of the tree. “I may never come down.”
He skipped the final couple of rungs and jumped to the ground, the tool bag slapping him on the side.
“Careful.” Sylvia laughed, wrapping her arms around her man. “You’ve got a bag full of dangerous tools there.”
“I’ll show you a dangerous tool,” he smirked and planted a kiss on her lips.
“You taste like sweat.”
“I’ll show you sweat.”
“Enough, Marcus.” She slapped him on the chest. “You’re filthy.”
“I’ll show you—”
“Got it.” She shoved him and turned to walk toward the house. “You coming in?”
“Yeah. I need to check the barn first. I’ll take a shower before I head into town to get some replacement supplies.”
“I thought you did that already,” she said, stopping to plant her hands on her hips. “It’s an hour each way to Abilene. How long will you be gone?”
“Three hours or less. I’m a fast shopper. I’ll stick to the list. I’ve got a rotation going. Out with the old and in with the new.”
“Sir, yes, sir.” Sylvia stood at attention and saluted him.
“I’m not a sir.” He rolled his eyes. “If you’re going to salute me, at least get it right.”
“Sorry, Major Battle.” She giggled. “That always gets me. Major Battle. You should have stayed in a little longer, then you’d be Lieutenant Colonel Battle. So much better.”
“You wouldn’t let me stay in,” he reminded her.
“Whatever.” She waved him off and walked straight for the main house. “I’ll see you inside.”
Marcus loved watching her walk. Her shoulders were back, her hips swinging slightly back and forth. She disappeared inside the house, and he made his way to the barn, one of three structures on their fifty acres. He’d fenced in the central two acres and added an electric gate. He didn’t like his wife and kid being alone in the middle of nowhere when he traveled, and the fence and the gate gave him a slight sense of security.
Inside the fence was the barn, the main house, the three-car garage, and a garden. He also had added a treehouse for his son’s birthday. Wesson was about to be nine. He was the center of their world. If it weren’t for Wes, Marcus knew he probably would be lieutenant colonel. He’d probably still be active, probably be in Syria or Iran. Or he’d be dead.
Instead, he was swinging open the large barn door and stepping inside a two-thousand-square-foot guardian against the end of the world. The barn contained a cache of goods that could keep his family alive and thriving for years if everything went to hell.
Having served six tours of duty in three war zones, he knew what hell was like and believed he could never be too prepared.
Along the back of the eighty-foot-long wall of exposed beams, Marcus had constructed a series of twelve-foot-high shelving units. The unit stretched for forty feet and featured six shelves, each two feet apart. He’d divided them into four ten-foot sections; dry goods, canned goods, toiletries, and first aid/hardware. He even managed a stash of antibiotics and corticosteroids. A former army medic who’d become a pharmaceutical sales rep had given him samples on trips through Abilene. They were common, broad-spectrum drugs with a decent shelf life, and the rep told him the drugs lasted long after the marked expiration date. Even if they lost some potency, Marcus thought it better to have something on hand in an emergency. TEOTWAWKI was definitely an emergency. Marcus would always pay for lunch in exchange for the supply.
It took him three years to fully stock all of the shelves, and as items were set to expire, he’d use them and purchase replacements. Marcus knew Sylvia thought at first it was a big waste of time and money, though she’d stopped complaining when a freak winter storm had blown through central Texas, crippled the power grid, and left the roads to and from their property impassible.
It was that storm that convinced her to let him buy a trio of Norcold freezers that ran on solar, natural gas, or electric current. They weren’t cheap, but they could lengthen the life of their food storage by months. He kept two of them stocked with ground hamburger, chicken breasts, pork loin, and venison. The venison he’d hunted and dressed himself. There were even a couple of packages of boar sausage.
One of the three freezers, all of which were in a row against the western wall of the barn, was dedicated to water. It was filled from top to bottom with gallon jugs of frozen well water. If by some chance his well became contaminated or the pipes froze, the frozen jugs in the freezer would be the only potable water available. Once thawed, it might last his family a week or two. It was better than nothing. He used and refilled the jugs every month.
The eastern wall was lined with weapons. Inside a sliding locked cabinet that stretched most of the wall’s twenty-five feet were wall racks replete with rifles, handguns, a shotgun shell press, boxes of ammunition, a composite bow and quiver, and a couple of dozen high-precision arrows.
Marcus also had a gun safe in the master bedroom closet of the main house, in which he kept his favorite sidearm and a sawed-off shotgun, which he jokingly called his “room broom”. This armory was for the end of days he was certain he’d see in his lifetime.
As he always did, he checked the lock on that cabinet first, tugging on it before spinning the combination numbers on its bottom. He turned to his left and walked along the warehouse-style storage racks along the back of the barn. He scanned the shelves along the bottom, the items that expired more frequently, and pulled out his cell phone.
“Open notes,” he said into the device. “I need AA and AAA batteries. Also I need another two boxes of Sudafed, three tubes of Neosporin, and five bottles of aspirin.”
He walked the remaining shelves, checking expiration dates on bags of rice and cans of beans, soup, and tuna, before finishing his rounds with the freezers. His list wasn’t as long as he’d anticipated, which was good. He’d spend less time at the store and less money.
Marcus closed the barn doors as he left, walking by the large natural-gas-powered generator that abutted the edge of the barn. Each of the three buildings had a dedicated emergency generator that automatically engaged in thirty seconds.
They were connected to a natural gas line that ran underneath his property. He’d reached an agreement years earlier to lease a section of his land to an energy speculator. When the play hit gas, the operator installed a gathering line exclusively for Marcus’s use.
Central Texas was a huge source of natural gas, accounting for a large part of the fifty-eight thousand miles of pipeline that ran through the state. Unlike a lot of landowners, Marcus kept his mineral rights when he bought the land. That move allowed him to earn royalties on whatever was found beneath his property: oil, gas, a mixture of the two.
The speculator had been more than happy to accommodate Marcus’s insistence on a free, virtually unlimited and uninterrupted flow of natural gas rather than paying out residuals on the find.
The in-kind deal allowed for the gas to flow from the well to a nearby field treatment plant that removed the sulfur, helium, and water from the otherwise dry gas. That gathering line, much narrower than the pipeline, carried clean gas directly back to the Battles’ property.
Sylvia told Marcus she wasn’t sure about the arrangement. She didn’t like the idea of a gas well and the aboveground mechanics operating on her land. She thought her husband was foolhardy for turning down the monthly four-figure payout the residual would provide.
Marcus had insisted she think long term. Between the natural gas and the solar panels on the roofs of the barn, house, and garage, they were living off the grid. They had no electric bill, and when the worst happened, they’d be living like nothing happened. At least, that was the plan.
Marcus stepped onto the porch and opened the front door to his home. He was immediately leg tackled by his son.
“Is it finished?” The boy looked up vertically at Marcus, his eyes wide.
“Yes,” Marcus said. “You’ll be able to play in the fort until you shove off to college.”
The boy buried his head in Marcus’s legs and squeezed.
Marcus was right about so many things. His son shoving off to college someday wasn’t among them.
 



CHAPTER 3
OCTOBER 13, 2037, 2:14 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
EAST OF RISING STAR, TEXAS
 
Battle couldn’t take his eyes off the woman slurping hot broth behind the steaming bowl she held to her face. She’d bathed and was wearing an oversized faded TCU T-shirt. The purple horned frog was barely visible from the wear. Her shorts, also Battle’s, were cinched with a drawstring as tight as she could knot it. Her purplish, swollen ankle was expertly wrapped in an Ace bandage.
Her hair, still wet, was an auburn color, something he couldn’t tell when she was dressed in the grime of the chase. Her face was drawn, her eyes sad, but there was something beautiful about her. The pain etched into the thin lines on her brow and her temples made her appear paradoxically vulnerable and resilient in a way Battle hadn’t seen since Aleppo, a lifetime ago.
He shook off the thoughts of the battlefield and offered her more milk. She nodded from behind the bowl.
“You don’t want to eat or drink too fast,” he warned. “You’re back out on your own in a couple of days. I don’t want you sick.”
She lowered the bowl and took a gulp of the milk before wiping her mouth with the back of her arm. “How do you have this? I haven’t had milk since before the Scourge.”
“It’s powdered milk. I keep it in a vacuum-packed container and mix it with water when I need it. It’s okay, but I really should have stopped using it a couple of years ago.”
She held the glass at her lips and put it down. “Maybe I should have water.”
He shrugged and glanced at the glass. “I haven’t gotten sick. There’s an aftertaste, that’s about it.”
She picked up the glass and took another sip. “Thank you.”
“You said that. It’s not a big deal. And you can’t stay here long.”
“You said that.”
Battle walked back to his refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of well water. He uncapped it and took a swig. “You haven’t told me your name.”
She ran her finger through the bowl and licked it. “Lola.”
“Lola, huh? I’m Battle.”
She squeezed her eyebrows together, deepening the furrow between them. “Battle?”
“Yes. Who were those men?”
She traced the inside of the empty bowl with her finger, her eyes avoiding contact with his. “They’re part of the Cartel.”
“What’s that?” Battle took another swig and leaned on the counter.
What little color flushed her cheeks vanished. She spoke slowly, every word sounding calculated. “You don’t know what the Cartel is? You don’t know who they are?”
“No.”
“How is that possible?” she asked. “They control everything, at least for two hundred and seventy thousand square miles.”
“What do you mean everything?”
“Everything,” she repeated, her eyes lifting to meet his. “They run the water, the gas, what little power we have. They control the food supply and the roads.”
Battle studied her face, the concern in her eyes, and the barely visible tremble in her lower lip. “Never heard of ’em.”
“Then how do you have all this?” she asked, waving her hands around the room. “Power, running water, cold milk, and hot soup?”
Battle considered the limitless number of answers to that question and chose the easiest. “I just do.”
“And they let you?”
“Nobody lets me.”
“It’s been five years since the Scourge started,” she said. “How have they not taken this from you? How do they not know you and you not know them? I can’t be the first person to come here.”
“You’re the only one who’s lived to talk about it, except for the one who got away tonight.”
She sat up and backed her body away from the counter. “So you kill everybody.”
“Yes.”
“Wh—”
Battle held his finger to his lips. He needed to think.
These weren’t random scavengers or thugs. They were organized criminals with bosses. How the Cartel hadn’t found him until now was miraculous. But the blessing was over. The one who got away would be coming back with reinforcements.
“Wh—” Lola tried again. He shushed her again.
He didn’t have much time. He needed as many answers from Lola as he could get: who she was, how she’d become involved with the Cartel, how she escaped, what she knew about the men he’d killed and the one who escaped. Any actionable intelligence was critical to their survival.
“They’re coming back,” he told her. “They’ll kill both of us unless you tell me everything you know about them. And I need to know everything about you. Understood?”
Lola nodded and tears welled in her eyes.
 
***
 
OCTOBER 13, 2037, 7:42 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
EAST OF RISING STAR, TEXAS
 
They sat on the back porch, the sun casting its earliest shadows from the east. Battle looked to the right, seeing the orange glow peek through the tangle of oaks and mesquite beyond the fence line.
Neither he nor Lola had slept while she’d carefully unpacked her story. Battle struggled to understand her. At times she spoke in fragments and non sequiturs. He knew she was leaving out details, but conceded to himself those were left in her head.
He slid his palms along the cracked arms of his Adirondack chair. She rocked back and forth, rhythmically pushing with the ball of her uninjured foot in the high-back chair next to him.
“So after you left Louisiana,” Battle coaxed, “you moved west into Texas and found shelter in Tyler.”
She nodded. “After my husband was killed, we couldn’t stay there. Louisiana was always supposed to be a waypoint for us anyway. I didn’t know anybody. The shelters were overflowing. It was lawless there, and that was before the Cartel.”
“What did you do in Tyler? You still haven’t told me how the Cartel kidnapped you.”
She stopped rocking. “My son, Sawyer, he—I—we did what we had to do.”
“And the Cartel?”
“They moved north from the border and east from Arizona, I think,” Lola said. “I don’t know, really. There are so many rumors and legends about them, I’m not sure what’s true. I still can’t believe you don’t know about them.”
“I don’t have television,” he said. “And I rarely listen to the radio, shortwave or otherwise.”
“Why?”
“There’s nothing out there for me. My world starts and stops here. I need to focus on protecting what’s mine, not concern myself with the outside world.” Battle shifted in his seat and then redirected the conversation. “This is not about me, right now. I need to know about you and the Cartel.”
Lola looked north, toward the vegetable garden directly behind the house, and shuddered. “My son,” she said, swallowing against what she was about to tell him, “he stole from them.”
“What did he steal?”
“An orange.”
“An orange?” Battle looked at Lola. A tear rolled from the corner of her eye down her cheek. He was surprised she had any tears left. “That’s it?”
“Yes,” she said and sniffed. “He was hungry. Food distribution wasn’t for another day and—”
“Food distribution?”
“Yes,” she said. “I told you, they control everything. Everything.”
“So he stole the orange…”
“From a man in our apartment building,” she said. “He wasn’t home. His door was unlocked. Sawyer always saw the man with food, so he snuck in to take an orange. The man walked in on him.”
“I’m assuming he was Cartel.” Battle pinched the bridge of his nose and rubbed the lack of sleep from his eyes. “The man. That’s why he always had food?”
Lola nodded and buried her face in her hands. Battle let her cry without interruption or consolation. He started to reach for her a couple of times, but stopped himself. He waited until the emotional wave subsided.
“What did they do?” he asked.
“They made us their slaves.”
“You were already a slave, though,” Battle reasoned. “Weren’t you?”
“We were more like indentured servants,” she corrected him. “We got paid. We worked at a laundry. It was the only job I could find for us. It was enough to survive, most of the time. When Sawyer stole from them, when he took one orange so he wouldn’t go to bed hungry again, they took our jobs from us. They made us work on one of their farms, in the fields. Sunup to sundown. They moved us to a commune. Thirty-two people in a room. Sixteen beds.”
“How old is he?”
“Thirteen.”
“When did this happen?”
“Six months ago.”
“Where is he now?”
Lola’s face lost all expression, her eyes fixed in the distance. She began rocking again, faster than before, her foot pumping up and down. Up. Down. Up. Down. Battle thought she hadn’t heard the question, so he repeated it.
“Where is he now?”
Nothing.
“Lola!”
Her eyes fluttered and the rocking slowed. She turned to Battle and looked him in the eyes for long enough that Battle had to glance away.
“He’s still with them,” she said. “There were four of us who tried to escape. Two were…they didn’t make it out of the commune. Sawyer and I made it out. We ran. We ran…so fast…”
“How far did you get?”
“We were gone for a couple of days, I think,” she said. “We fell asleep. Somewhere not far from here. Maybe a couple of hours. They found us. Followed our tracks maybe, or moles ratted us out, I don’t know. But they found us.
“They grabbed me first,” she said, her lower lip quivering again. “Sawyer kicked one of them and that distracted them. I got free and…”
“And what?”
“He told me to run.” She popped up from the rocking chair and turned away from Battle, balancing herself on her good leg. “Sawyer yelled for me to run. I didn’t want to. A mother shouldn’t—”
“You ran.”
Though her back was to Battle, he could see her head nod, backlit against the rising sun. Her shoulders trembled and she sobbed.
Battle slowly rose and stepped closer to Lola. His hands felt foreign to him, as if they were someone else’s, and he reached out to place them on her heaving shoulders. She flinched when he touched her then turned and threw her arms around him. He froze for a moment before pulling her into his body and holding her.
His fingers could count her ribs against her back. She was muscle and bone. Lola had suffered since the Scourge. Battle felt guilty for his relative fortune.
She pulled away from him, gripping his arms as she stepped back, the thick callouses on her fingers grazing Battle’s triceps. “I went back for him. I didn’t run far. I turned around and followed them. There were five of them. One of them was on a horse. The rest of them were walking. They had Sawyer tied to the horse.”
“So he’s alive.”
“I think so,” she said. “I wasn’t able to follow them for long before one of them spotted me. The one on the horse took Sawyer and ordered the rest of them to catch me. He yelled after them that they might as well not come back to the commune if they didn’t get me.”
“And they chased you here?”
“Yes. I had maybe a five-minute head start on them. I ran for an hour maybe. In circles. Finally, I saw your gravel road and thought I might find a hiding place.”
Battle smirked. “I guess you did.”
“Thank you again.”
“Don’t thank me,” Battle said, looking toward the sun, which was clear of the nearest oaks in a cloudless sky. The air was crisp. He took a deep breath. “I was protecting myself as much as I was saving you.”
Lola folded her arms across her chest. Goosebumps popped on her bare arms, products of the early morning cool and the darkness that lay ahead.
“So what’s your plan?” Battle asked. He knew the answer.
“I’ve got to find my son,” she said. She looked up at Battle, her eyes pleading with him. “Will you help me?”
Battle took a step back from Lola and looked at the limestone pavers beneath their feet. He focused on the worn brown leather toe of his boot. “Sorry, Lola. Not a chance.”
 
***
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Salomon Pico was heading northwest toward Abilene. He slowed from a jog to a walk, out of breath and beginning to taste the dryness in his mouth. He needed to slow down. He shook the last couple of water drops from his canteen and clipped it back onto his belt.
His feet were sore and the sting of blisters were bubbling on the back of his booted heels. He had another eight hours of walking, he guessed, but he wasn’t sure if he wanted to make it.
The posse boss told him not to come back if he didn’t have the woman with him. Three of his Cartel brothers had heeded the warning and wound up dead. He’d run instead. Whoever their killer was, he was too much for Salomon. The slightly built, wiry henchman was only good in a pack. When the last of his brothers died, he knew he needed to bug out.
He rubbed the back of his neck, then ran his sweaty hand up along the back of his bald head. The sun was rising in the East. It would be warmer soon and the walk would be tougher. Even in October, Abilene could have its hot spells.
He licked his cracked upper lip, feeling the bristle of his thick mustache, and pounded his feet along the edge of the asphalt one step at a time.
Salomon Pico knew there would be hell to pay at the end of the long walk. That, as much as his exhaustion, fueled his decision to walk instead of run. He needed time to think of the best way to handle his failure.
Pico was low on the Cartel totem pole. He didn’t even have a rank or a title. Nobody answered to him. He was a grunt and he knew it.
However, Pico reckoned that being a low man on the only totem that mattered was better than being atop a heap of losers. That was how he saw the world after the Scourge—Cartel and losers.
He adjusted his jeans, which were riding up his crotch. The sweat was chafing him in uncomfortable places. The jeans didn’t fit right anyhow. He hadn’t owned the right fit of jeans in over a year. Grunts couldn’t be choosers. They were grunts.
Or better yet, Pico secretly told himself, he was a runt. He suckled at the smallest tit, if and when it was available.
His mind drifted as he walked, back to the days before the Scourge. He had a 2019 Camaro, a condo in Fort Worth, and a girlfriend who danced at a local club where he tended bar. He’d occasionally delve into the criminal world. A petty thief, Pico had a knack for cracking safes. It was a skill that paid enough to keep his girlfriend with him long after he knew she wasn’t interested anymore. It was a sad relationship but exactly what Pico thought he deserved. He thought about that Camaro, imagining himself behind the wheel and cruising the interstate. The windows were down, or better yet, the air-conditioning was cranked. The music was cranked. Maybe old ZZ Top. “La Grange”. His woman in the seat next to him, her hand on his leg.
He was so enraptured with the mirage he didn’t see the man in a cowboy hat riding horseback and galloping toward him.
“Pico!” the man yelled, snapping the grunt from his daydream. “Where are the others?”
Pico focused on the man, looking up at him as he gathered his wits about him. His own pitiful reflection stared back at him from the man’s reflective sunglasses. “You have some water?” He plucked his empty canteen from his hip and waved it at the man.
“I got water,” he said, dismounting from the horse, landing awkwardly on a club foot. “But you gotta tell me what happened to the others. Why are you out here wandering on the highway?”
“There were…problems.”
“What kind of problems?” The man took a canteen from his saddlebag but kept it at arm’s length. He balanced himself against the horse, tugging on the leathers above the stirrup iron.
“She ran down some road to a house.” Pico eyed the water. “It was more than a house. It was like a fort. There was a guy there.” He reached for the canteen.
The man pulled it back. “What guy?”
“I dunno.” Pico licked his lips. “He was like Mad Max. He ambushed us.”
“So they’re dead.”
“Yes.”
“And the woman?”
“I dunno.”
“Because you left.”
Pico hung his head. “I had no choice. He would have killed me.”
“And…” The man slid his free hand onto his holster.
Pico tried to rearrange his jumbled thoughts, sensing the clock was ticking fast. “And if he’d killed me, then I couldn’t come back and tell you where she is,” he spat. “I couldn’t have led you to them. I couldn’t have helped you—”
The man held up his hand, pulling it from the holster. “I got it.” He reached out with the other hand, giving Pico the canteen. “You make a good point. I’m surprised, but you did the right thing, Pico.”
Pico uncapped the canteen and poured the water into his mouth, as much of it running down the sides of his face as his throat. He gulped and gasped. He only stopped when he choked.
“Easy there, Pico.” The man adjusted the wide-brimmed brown cowboy hat on his head, tilting it lower on his forehead. The Cartel posse bosses wore brown cowboy hats. It was as much a warning to others as it was a privilege to the men who wore them.
Pico stopped coughing and caught his breath. “Thank you, Queho. Thank you.”
Queho leaned on his good foot and took back the empty canteen. “Don’t thank me yet,” he said. “I ain’t decided if you’re living long term. I’m just not killing you here and now.”
Pico thanked him again and went to shake Queho’s hand. Queho stepped back.
“We’re not friends, Pico. You work for me. How it’s always been and how it’s always gonna be.” Queho stuffed the canteen into the saddlebag, gripped the pommel, and pulled himself onto the horse. “Get on,” he ordered without offering a hand.
Pico clumsily reached with one hand onto the cantle on the back of the wide saddle. He stuffed the other hand under the saddle and gripped the gullet. With what little strength he had left, he managed to heave himself on the back of the horse and swing a leg over to the other side.
“I didn’t think you’d make it,” Queho said. He chuckled and dug his spurs into the side of the horse, yanking the reins to turn it around. The horse snorted, shook its head, and trotted northwest back to Abilene.
“We should be there in fifteen minutes or so,” Queho called back to Pico. “You’re gonna need to tell the men what you told me. Give us details. Tell us what you know about the fort.”
“When are we going back?” Pico had his hands behind him, white-knuckling the back of the saddle. As the horse picked up speed, he held on tighter. He wasn’t about to ask Queho if he could hold onto him.
“When I say.” Queho pulled tight on the reins, stopping the horse. A stray mutt, mange creeping along its back and ears, was walking in the dirt some twenty yards to the right of the highway. Queho pulled a revolver from his hip and leveled it at the dog, tracking it as it slugged along, head dragging. “It’ll be soon.”
Pow! The shot rolled along the open plain like thunder. The dog dropped dead, the single bullet ending its sad life before it could yelp.
“I hate dogs,” said Queho. He holstered the six-shooter and spurred the horse.
Pico affixed his grip as they gathered speed, his eyes on the dead mutt bleeding out in the dirt.
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Bible Hardware was located at 333 Walnut Street between Third and Fourth Streets in historic Abilene. Family owned and always stocked, Marcus Battle preferred Bible to the other places in town.
He pulled his 2025 F150 up to the curb in front of the store, parking in front of the painted green awning that hung at the entrance. He looked across the wide street at the back of the main post office. The fenced parking lot was dotted with white mail trucks. He walked through the open glass double doors. A woman sat in a swivel chair at the entrance, surrounded on three sides by a large blue counter. Marcus said hello, grabbed a basket, and shuffled down the aisles, checking his phone for his list.
Shopping Bible Hardware was like stepping back in time. The store hadn’t changed all that much since it had opened ninety years earlier. There was something comforting about the familiarity of it, though the irony of shopping there for the end of the world as he knew it wasn’t lost on Marcus.
A kind older man named Don walked up to Marcus and patted him on the back. “Can I help you?” He laughed when Marcus turned around. “Oh, Marcus! I didn’t recognize you with that ball cap pulled over your head.”
“Hi, Don.” Marcus took his hand and gripped it. “I’m good. Only got a few items on the list today.”
“What’s the date?” Don asked, stuffing his hands into the front pocket of his work apron.
“For what?”
“TEOTWAWKI?”
Marcus chuckled and dropped a package of AAA batteries in the basket. “I couldn’t tell you, Don. That’s a question for Sunday mornings. I want to be prepared when it comes.”
Don winked. “Seems like Sunday morning would be the best time to get prepared. We haven’t seen you in a few weeks.”
“No excuses,” Marcus said. “We just haven’t made the time. We should, I know. It’s good for us, and our boy loves Sunday school.”
“No judgment,” Don said. “I promise. But we’d love to see you.”
“I got it. I shop at a place called Bible Hardware, I’m bound to talk about church, right?”
Don winked again, gave Marcus a thumbs-up, and backed down the aisle. “Let me know if you need anything. Say hi to Sylvia for me.”
“Will do, Don.” Marcus waved goodbye and found the AA batteries. He dropped several packages into his basket and rounded the corner, looking for LED lightbulbs. Even though they didn’t expire, he liked keeping a stockpile of five for every bulb in the house. He needed a couple to round out the requisite stockpile.
He cut through the pesticide aisle and found Don helping a woman who wouldn’t stop scratching her head.
“Hey, Marcus,” Don said. “You got any pets?”
“No.” Marcus made a wide berth around the head scratcher. “Why?”
“This young lady here is the fifth person this week to come here looking for flea prevention.”
“Is that unusual?”
“It is because all the vets are out,” Don answered. “Apparently there’s some sort of flea outbreak.”
“Hadn’t heard about it.”
“Something about the unusually warm summer all over the country.”
“It’s always hot down here.” Marcus inched past Don and stopped at the end of the aisle. “So I wouldn’t have figured.”
“True enough.” Don winked and turned back to the itchy woman.
Marcus finished his shopping and plunked the loaded basket onto the counter. He still had a half hour to grab some refills at the grocery store and hit the ETA he’d promised to Sylvia.
“No flea dip, Marcus?” the clerk asked, scanning the batteries, some six-inch-long galvanized plumbing pipe, and a rubber mallet. “You’re about the first one today who hasn’t had it in their basket or asked me where to find it.”
“I didn’t even know you carried it,” he said, reaching for his phone. He slid it over the payment panel at the edge of the counter and waited for the total.
“There’s been a run on it,” she said, finishing up the scan. “Crazy, right? We can’t keep it in stock. I hear it’s a problem all over the world. Fleas are the new locusts.” She laughed.
Marcus closed his eyes, recalling the exact words from Exodus. “And the Lord said to Moses, ‘Stretch out your hand over Egypt so that locusts swarm over the land and devour everything growing in the fields, everything left by the hail.’”
“Wow, Marcus,” she said, nodding her head. “Had no idea you were so well versed with the good book.”
“I don’t advertise it.”
“Let’s hope it’s not the end of days.” She chuckled. “It would be awful if the good Lord promised no more locusts and tricked us by swapping them out for fleas.”
“Glad I don’t have a dog.” Marcus bagged his bounty himself and gathered the bags.
“I have three cats,” she said and stuffed a paper receipt into one of the plastic bags. “They’ve got flea collars. Seems to do the trick. Plus they’re inside only. That helps.”
“I bet it does.” Marcus smiled. “See you next time.” He carried his bags out through the open doors, stepped from the curb, and tossed the bags into the bed of the truck. His cell phone buzzed.
“I’m on time,” he said preemptively.
“It’s not that,” Sylvia said. “I need a few extra things at the grocery. I’ll text you the list.”
“Does it include more wine?”
“It does,” she purred. “Hurry back.”
“Will do. Send me the text. Love you.”
“Love you.”
Marcus knew these were the salad days.
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“They’re coming back,” Battle insisted. “From what you’ve told me about these guys, they’re not for letting bygones be bygones. They sent a search party to find you and your son. They’re not going to look the other way at losing three of their men.”
He drove the spade into the dry Texas dirt and shoveled out another load, making the hole another couple of inches deeper. Lola stood behind him, her arms folded across her chest.
“You’re only making my point for me,” she whined.
“How so?” Battle grunted mid-dig. He was a machine, standing in the hole he’d been digging for the last two hours. They were on the back edge of his acreage, hidden behind a cluster of mesquite. He stopped to grab a swig of water from a large bottle and wiped his forehead with the back of his gloved hand.
“If they’re coming back, we shouldn’t be here. We should run. And if we should run, we should go find my son. I can’t do it without you. I’m hurt. I don’t have the strength or the ability to kill people, so…”
Battle blinked against the sweat in his eyes and turned back to his job, stabbing the dirt with the shovel, pulling up the dirt, and tossing it to the edge of the hole. Stab. Pull. Toss. Stab. Pull. Toss.
“Are you listening to me?” Lola leaned forward to press her point. “We shouldn’t stay.”
“I’m not going anywhere.” Stab. Pull. Toss. “This is my home.” Stab. Pull. Toss. “I’m alive because I stayed here. I’d be dead if I left.” Stab. Pull. Toss.
“My son will die if you don’t.”
Battle stopped and planted the spade in the dirt at his feet. “I understand that’s a possibility. But you have to understand something. You are not my responsibility. My responsibility to others died with the Scourge. Like I said, you can stay a week or so, until you can walk, and then you have to go.”
“You’re really kicking me out? Throwing me to those—those wolves?”
“I saved you from the wolves.”
“Not if you’re kicking me out. Not if you’re refusing to help me find my son.”
Battle used the handle of the shovel as leverage to step from the hole. He moved a step from Lola and stuck a gloved finger in her face.
“I didn’t ask for this,” he jabbed. “I almost shot you on sight last night. Maybe I should have. The longer you’re here, the more danger I face. You have to understand, the world of compassion and helping thy neighbor died with two-thirds of the world’s population. I’m a nice guy. But I don’t have a death wish.”
Lola’s arms were locked at her sides, her hands balled into tight fists. “If you’re not going to help me, you might as well have pulled that trigger. I’d just as soon be dead than live in a world where even a nice guy has lost his humanity.”
She limped back toward the gate at the back fence. Battle watched her huff off for a beat before returning to work.
Stab. Pull. Toss. Stab. Pull. Toss. Stab. Pull. Toss.
“This is exactly why I stay to myself,” he mumbled to himself. “Exactly why. I should have killed her. I wouldn’t have known any different.”
In the months after the Scourge had ravaged his family and countless others, Battle considered assimilation. He thought about inviting others to stay with him, to form a survival cooperative. He’d clear more land, expand the farming capabilities of his acreage, and indoctrinate up to a half dozen people into his way of thinking and doing.
He prayed about it. He did the mathematical calculations. Ultimately, he decided against it.
There was no way to vet the people he’d invite. Since returning from war and retiring from the military, he’d chosen to live a Spartan life.
His job had allowed him to live anywhere. He and Sylvia had bought property in the middle of nowhere, and when she was seven months pregnant, they’d moved from base housing at Fort Hood to their land near County Road 133 in Eastland County, Texas. The closest town was Rising Star, less than two square miles in size with a population of seven-hundred sixty-two.
“We don’t have any neighbors,” Sylvia had said, standing in the middle of the fifty acres with both hands on her belly. “And we barely have any trees.”
“I can plant some. I’ll put them all over the place. They’ll be good cover.”
“Neighbors?”
“Trees.”
“What about neighbors?”
“We don’t want any. That’s the whole point of this.”
Sylvia hadn’t loved it. She’d missed her army wives and weekly margarita nights. Marcus traveled too much, and she was alone at least a half dozen nights every month. But she’d willingly given up civilization to have her man with her most of the time, in whatever circumstances.
They’d lived in a large Winnebago for close to two years while Marcus oversaw construction of the main house, the barn, and the garage. Aside from a week in Eastland Memorial Hospital when their son was born and one weekend a month in an Abilene hotel, they’d survived in close quarters.
“It’s better than sleeping in a bunker,” he’d frequently said.
“But not better than a latrine,” she’d frequently replied.
Sylvia had been a saint of a woman. What woman wasn’t when she supported the man she loved? For all the nights he was half a world away, she’d take him and their baby cuddled together in a twenty-five-by-seven-foot home on wheels.
A couple of nearby farmers stopped by during the construction. They were busybodies, nothing more. Neither offered help nor friendship.
One woman from a church in Abilene had brought a peach pie a week after they finished construction. Sylvia had met her at Bible Hardware and had opened up to her about their plans.
That was the one and only time she’d come by the place, though they had seen her every once in a while on Sunday mornings. Her name was Marge.
It was by design that Marcus had no friends or trusted neighbors before the Scourge. As such, he had none after it. The prospect of trying to trust people during desperate times had been too daunting and unpredictable for the skeptical soldier to risk.
Stab. Pull. Toss. Stab. Pull. Toss. Stab. Pull. Toss.
Battle stood elbow deep in the five-foot-long hole. He reckoned it was big enough for the task and climbed his way out. A few feet from the hole he grabbed the hand grips on a wheelbarrow and heaved it forward. The front brace creaked its disapproval of the weight, as did Battle’s knees. He slogged forward to the edge of the hole.
Rather than dumping the contents into the hole, he grabbed each of the men by their legs and dragged them over the edge, rolling them into what would be their collective grave.
All three of them, one on top of the other, heaped into the hole. They were starting to stiffen, which made the task tougher. Once they were inside, he said a prayer for them and began the burial process.
Stab. Pull. Toss. Stab. Pull. Toss. Stab. Pull. Toss.
“You prayed for their souls?” Lola had returned. She was leaning up against a thirty-year-old oak without any foliage. “Why would you do that?”
Battle stopped shoveling and let out a sigh. “Why wouldn’t I?”
“They tried to kill you.”
“All the more reason I should pray for them.”
She pursed her lips and used her back to push herself from the tree before taking several steps toward Battle. “You still believe?”
“In what?”
“God?”
Battle laughed. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”
She wiped her reddened nose with the back of her hand. Her eyes were swollen. “Why would you?”
“God tries us,” Battle said. “He challenges us. He hurts. He lifts us up. To me, God is never more present than in the darkness. I don’t need God’s strength when everything is good. I need it when I’m faced with a bunch of dudes from the Cartel coming to my house wanting to hurt me.”
Battle turned back to look at the bodies half covered in dirt at the bottom of the hole. Tangled together, their limbs were indistinguishable from one another. The men had had mothers and fathers, maybe siblings and spouses. It was possible they even had kids. The Scourge had affected them too. They did what they had to do to survive, just as he had done. Though there was no excuse for enslaving a woman and her son, Battle wasn’t judging them for that. He killed them because he had to kill them. Only God would judge them for why they made the decisions they’d made, just as He would someday judge Battle.
“You were crying?”
Lola nodded.
Battle looked at her for a moment and then turned back to the shovel. He adjusted the gloves on his hands, pulling them tight on his fingers, and dug into the shrinking pile of dirt and roots at the edge of the hole. Stab. Pull. Toss. Stab. Pull. Toss. Stab. Pull. Toss.
“How can you have mercy on their souls and not mine?”
Battle ignored her at first. He wanted to finish the job. Stab. Pull. Toss. Stab. Pull. Toss. Stab. Pull. Toss.
“Bat,” she repeated more loudly, “can you have mercy on their souls and not mine?”
Stab. Pull. Toss. Stab. Pull. Toss. Stab. Pull. Toss.
“Hold on a second.” Battle drove the shovel into the dirt and walked over to his guest. His chest was heaving up and down, his pulse quickened, as much by the challenge of the work as the challenge from Lola.
“You pray for them,” she said, “but you’ll kick me out and let me die. Let my son die.”
Battle wondered why she was pushing. Did she sense a weakness? Was she trying to manipulate his faith? He knew she was desperate. He’d be desperate too. He couldn’t relent. He couldn’t go on a fool’s mission, abandoning his home in the hopes of finding a boy who may not even be alive.
“It isn’t like that,” he said through a clenched jaw. “You can’t judge me for how I live my life. You can’t make assumptions about why I do what I do. If you don’t like it, you can leave now. I’ve broken every rule I’ve made for myself by letting you live, by letting you stay. If you keep pushing me, I will break. And I’ll send you back into the wilderness with nothing.”
Lola didn’t argue with him. She didn’t pout or turn back to the house. She dropped to her knees, there in the leaves and dirt, and clasped her hands in prayer. She asked God for help. She asked He keep her son safe. She asked He help her navigate the road ahead. She asked He protect her host, despite his obstinacy.
By the time she rose from her knees, Battle was finished burying the dead. He had one hand around the shovel and the other placed on Lola’s back, leading her toward the house.
“I need your help,” he said. “We have to prepare for the possibility of an attack. Prayer can only do so much.”
 
***
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Queho hopped from his horse, landing on his good foot first. He adjusted his hat, slid his sunglasses up his nose, and loosely looped the reins over a waist-high wooden post outside the Cartel’s Abilene headquarters.
“Hurry up,” he called to Salomon Pico. “We got stuff to do.” He stepped onto the cement curb under the large green awning in front of the building. His club foot ached, as it did every day, as he pushed his way through the double glass doors. He didn’t acknowledge either of the grunts standing guard at the entrance.
“You don’t look good, Sal,” one of the guards said to Pico.
Pico stepped slowly onto the curb. “Don’t ask.”
“Where’s everybody else?” the other guard asked.
Pico waved him off and followed Queho with a push through the entrance. “Don’t ask.”
Pico walked into the dimly lit building, thankful for the blast of cold air greeting him. Smoky and stale, the HQ resembled a saloon as much as it did the place where the Cartel ran much of Central Texas. He found Queho off to the right, joining a group of cowboy-hatted posse bosses, but kept his distance until Queho called him over.
Queho shifted in the high-back wooden chair. He was one of five posse bosses sitting at the round table, along with an area captain named Cyrus Skinner. He wore a white hat and was blowing smoke from his nose, a cigarette hanging from his thick lower lip.
“Tell them what you told me,” Queho instructed.
“Which part?” Pico asked.
Queho looked around the table and locked his eyes on Skinner, who sat across from him. “The part about Mad Max.”
Pico shrugged and shrank against the eyes of the bosses. He swallowed hard.
“Tell us about Mad Max,” Skinner growled. His voice was a deep gravel pit. “This single man who killed three of our brothers.”
“I-I-I never s-s-saw him up close,” Pico stuttered. “It was dark. But I saw his shadow. He was fast and strong. He shot straight.”
“You never saw him?”
Pico shrugged again. “Like I said, boss, it was dark. I only caught a glimpse of him.”
“And you’re sure it was only one man?” asked Queho. “You told me you were sure.”
“I’m sure.”
Skinner took another long drag, the smoke circling his hat. “How is it we didn’t know about this man?” His eyes moved from Pico to sweep the table. “We’ve been in control of this area for more than three years, ever since the US got out of Texas. How did we not find this man and take care of him a long time ago?”
The brown hats shook back and forth. The men wearing them had no answer for their captain.
Skinner took another long, slow drag and then slammed his fist on the table. His face contorted with anger and his lips curled. “WHY DID WE NOT KNOW ABOUT HIM?!”
All the bosses but Queho buried their heads behind their brown hats. None of them had an answer. Queho, though, looked Skinner in the eyes.
Pico took a step back from the table, partially hiding in the shadow cast by an overhead beam.
“We got about two hundred seventy thousand square miles to look after, Skin, and a good quarter of that falls under your command,” he drawled. “I ain’t gonna apologize for missin’ one badass dude in the middle of nowhere on some backward county road.”
Skinner flexed his fist and stared at the back of his hand as he spoke. “I hear you, Queho. But there’s no excuse for losing three men to one badass dude. Especially when we were trying to wrangle a woman and her kid after they escaped right out from under our noses.”
“You got a point. I think the question now ain’t what we did or didn’t do, it’s what we do now. We got the boy back. Now we need to go get the woman and erase the badass Mad Max.”
Skinner popped another cigarette between his lips and lit it. He sucked his chest full and held it before exhaling. “What’s your idea?”
“Let’s hit him fast. Big firepower. A lot of men.”
“How many men?”
Queho looked around at the other posse bosses. As he met their eyes, one by one they looked away. His lips wormed into a smile. They were gutless.
“I’ll start with every posse boss at this table,” he said. “And I’ll take four of their men.”
“Twenty men?” Skinner took the cigarette between two fingers and flicked the ash onto the floor. “That it?”
Queho shook his head. “No. I’m going too. And I’m taking Pico. He knows where the place is and knows the rough layout.”
Skinner nodded and let the cigarette droop from his lip. “That makes sense. Pico, what do you think?”
Pico looked at Skinner. “I think—”
“I don’t care what you think,” Skinner cut in. “You’re going.”
Pico slipped back into the shadow, digging his hands deeper into his pockets.
“Thanks, Skin.” Queho chuckled. “Pico knows he’s needed. He knows he doesn’t have a choice.”
“What else do you need?” Skinner puffed.
“I’ll give you a list.” Queho pushed back from the table and stood. He shot a look at each of the other bosses. “I’m in charge,” he said to nobody in particular.
“When are you going?” Skinner raised one eyebrow higher than the other. “You said you wanted to hit him fast.”
“Tonight,” Queho said. “We go tonight.”
 



CHAPTER 6
OCTOBER 2, 2032, 2:00 AM
SCOURGE +/- 0 DAYS
EAST OF RISING STAR, TEXAS
 
Sylvia couldn’t sleep, which meant Marcus couldn’t sleep. The bedroom television was turned to cable news.
“…appears to have begun in Iranian refugee camps. The pneumonia is believed to come from a deadly bacterial strain scientists have isolated to Yersinia pestis. It’s airborne, spreads rapidly, and can kill its host within forty-eight hours in extreme conditions. Reporter John Mubarak brings us the latest from a camp north of the Iran-Turkmenistan border near the city of Ashbagat.”
“Do we have to watch this?” Marcus was bleary-eyed, having spent much of the previous week finishing the fence line security system. He’d worked twenty hours a day, testing and retesting. He buried his head under a pillow.
“This is important,” Sylvia said, aiming the remote at the television to increase the volume. “They’re saying it’s like a plague.”
“…journey through the mountains of northeastern Iran to reach this camp was challenge enough for the thousands who braved it,” said the reporter. “Now that they’re here, they’re facing a graver danger in this tent city with close quarters. A deadly disease international doctors have nicknamed the Scourge is ravaging those at their most vulnerable.”
Marcus adjusted his pillow so he could see the screen. “The Scourge? That’s a little dramatic, isn’t it?”
“For the world’s biggest prepper, I’d figure you for taking this as dramatically as it’s being presented.”
“I’m not saying it’s not bad, I’m saying the name of the illness is over the top.”
“It’s only over the top if it’s not killing your family.”
“Maybe.”
“The illness begins with a fever, a headache, and weakness, quickly deteriorating into pneumonia. If medication isn’t administered within the first twenty-four hours, the mortality rate is an astonishing ninety-five percent.”
Marcus sat up in bed. “That’s scary.”
“In camps like this, an airborne illness is the worst kind…”
Marcus reached for his iPad at the side of his bed and tapped open the browser. “What did he say the name of the disease was?”
“It’s pneumonia,” said Sylvia.
“No. What kind of pneumonia?”
“I don’t know.”
“Rewind it.”
Sylvia rewound the report to the beginning of the reporter’s introduction. The woman on the screen was sitting on the news set with a large graphic behind her emblazoned with the words A New Plague? She hit play.
“…bacterial strain scientists have isolated to Yersinia pestis. It’s airborne…”
“Yersinia pestis,” Marcus said and typed the words into his tablet. His lips moved as he read through the results, his eyes widening with every finger scroll.
“What is it?” Sylvia paused the television again. “What does it say?”
“It says it really is the plague,” Marcus answered. “It’s the pneumonic plague, a bacterial pneumonia spread by rats and fleas. There is no vaccine, but fast treatment of it with ampicillin or tetracycline usually knocks it out.”
“The reporter said fast treatment works.”
“Still…”
“Still what?”
Marcus clicked off the iPad. “There are so many of those refugee camps over there. Five or six in Turkmenistan, another half dozen in Afghanistan, which is crazy. Who wants to flee to Afghanistan, right? That’s how bad it is in Iran. And that’s not counting the countless hordes who’ve left Syria and are living in slums outside its borders. Then there’s the Ukrainians. They’ve fled Russian control and have gone north to temporary shelters in Belarus or headed west into Moldova, where hundreds of thousands are living in tent cities there.”
Sylvia leaned into Marcus and put her hand on his chest. “What does all of that have to do with pneumonia? Belarus is nowhere near Turkmenistan.”
“All of these places have volunteer doctors,” said Marcus. “They hop from one hot spot to the next, doing good, getting medicine and supplies to those who need it.”
“And?”
“And all it takes is one of these do-gooders to get infected in one bacteria-laden camp and, without knowing he or she is sick, carry it to the next one.”
“Spreading it.”
“Yes.”
“That is scary,” Sylvia said. “I mean, I knew it was scary. That’s why I was interested in watching the report. But now, knowing it’s even scarier—”
“You wished you hadn’t watched it?”
She gently stroked his face. “No. I’m glad you watched it with me.”
“Me too.”
“You don’t think it’ll get this far, though, do you?”
Marcus took his wife’s hand and pulled it around his neck, rolling onto his side to face her. “I wish I could say no. But I can’t. That’s why I’m doing what I’m doing. I’ve never thought a catastrophe might happen. I just wondered when it would.”
 



CHAPTER 7
OCTOBER 13, 2037, 11:30 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
EAST OF RISING STAR, TEXAS
 
Lola nodded at a pair of photographs stuck to the kitchen refrigerator. “What was your son’s name?”
Battle was washing dishes and she was drying them. He looked over his shoulder toward the fridge. “Wesson.” He turned back to the sink and squeezed the suds from a sponge. “Wes for short.”
She opened a cabinet and slid a plate on top of a stack. “Why Wesson?”
“Two reasons. It’s my wife’s maiden name. And I’ve always like Smith & Wesson.”
“It’s a nice name.”
“Thanks.”
“What was your wife’s name?”
“Sylvia.” He handed her another dish and filled a cup with water.
“Pretty name.”
“Thanks.” He handed her the cup. “We need to get going. We’ve wasted too much time.”
“Eating?”
“They’re coming back. I need to be ready. And as long as you’re here, you need to be ready. You can help me.”
“Fine.” She put the cup in the cabinet and closed the door. “What are we doing?”
“Follow me.” Battle dried his hands on a dish towel and led Lola from the kitchen back to the front entry hall.
“I’m going to run you through the basics of how we’re set up here. You don’t need to know everything, but I’ll run you through the basics in case they attack, we get separated, and I need your help.”
“Okay.”
Battle stepped to the wall next to the front door. “These switches are critical. They control power to the house. Typically, I’m running on solar. That’s this switch. If the solar drains too low, the power flips to natural gas. Generators power up within thirty seconds and everything goes back to normal.”
Lola looked at Battle as if he were speaking Persian. “You don’t get your power from the Cartel?”
“No.”
“Everybody gets their power from the Cartel. They control the grid.”
“I’m on my own,” he explained. “I haven’t been on the grid in years. I’m solar with a natural gas backup.”
“What about water? Don’t you have to pay them for your water?”
“I’m on a well. My septic system is okay. I have three tanks. One is full. I also collect rainwater in a cistern to irrigate the garden out back.”
“Internet?”
“I don’t have it. I was on satellite. I stopped paying for it right after my family—I disconnected it. I don’t need to know what’s going on beyond my land. It takes away from my focus.”
“Wow.”
“What?”
“I had no idea…”
“What?”
“That anyone was living like this. Clearly the Cartel didn’t either. What do you do for food, other than the garden?”
Battle rubbed his eyes in frustration. “I’ll get to that. Let me finish with the power source controls.”
Lola raised her arms in surrender. “Fine.”
“This switch over here shuts off all power. Don’t touch that one.”
Battle handed her an umbrella to use as a cane as they walked, not having the patience for her measured limp. He opened the front door and led Lola from the main house, the gravel crunching under their feet as they followed the path around the left side of the main house to the barn. He swung open the doors and ushered her inside.
He closed the doors behind them and planted his hands on his hips. “You said the Cartel controls power.”
Her eyes on the massive shelves against the back wall of the barn, Lola answered, “Yes.”
“So the infrastructure is in place—water, power, television, Internet?”
“Mostly. Power and water are expensive and can be intermittent. The power goes off a lot, in fact. Television is limited. It’s all reruns and messages from the Cartel, no commercials. And the Internet is filtered.”
“What do you mean?”
“Google doesn’t work. There’s something blocking it. I don’t know. But you can use it to pay bills to the Cartel. Stuff like that.”
“What happened to the government?”
“The Cartel is the government.”
Battle let that sink in.
In the days after the Scourge, the government had collapsed, leaving a power vacuum? A criminal element had clearly taken over and essentially grabbed power from the surviving people, subjugating them or enslaving them. This was Hell.
“Who exactly is the Cartel?”
Lola turned her attention from the shelves. “I don’t know how to answer that. They’re just…they’re the Cartel.”
“Is it drug lords who filtered north? Biker gangs? Mafia? Who are they?”
“I guess all of the above? I really don’t know. I only know you’re either in the Cartel, you pay the Cartel, or you owe the Cartel. That’s it, really.”
Though Battle didn’t like that answer, asking the question again wouldn’t get him closer to understanding what and who it was he’d unwittingly alerted to his existence. He walked Lola toward the shelves.
“This is the stockpile.” He waved at the vast floor-to-ceiling racks, trying to suppress a grin. “I’ve got maybe another eight or nine years’ worth of supplies.”
“That long?”
“I planned for three to four years,” he said, walking along the racks. “When my household shrank to one, that extended my supply.”
“How long did it take you to collect it?”
“Years. That said, we have to protect this. Without it, life becomes much tougher.”
He pointed out the freezers and then led her across the barn to the armory wall. Lola trailed behind him, looking up at the high beams, taking in the size of the barn.
“Why did you do all of this?” she asked. “You couldn’t have known the Scourge was coming.”
He stopped and turned to face her. “I knew something was coming. A plague, a nuclear attack, zombie invasion, something… I’m cynical enough to know you can’t give man anything nice without him breaking it. It was only a matter of time.”
“You got lucky. You were paranoid.”
“I was prepared, not paranoid. And I wouldn’t call this lucky. I prepped. I planned. I prepped some more. And the only reason you’re alive is because of that simple fact.”
“Point taken,” she said, lowering her head. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”
“Apology accepted. Let’s move on. Do you know how to fire a weapon?”
“Yes. Well, kinda. I’ve shot a .22 at a shooting range before. I took archery at summer camp when I was a little girl.”
Battle nodded his approval. “Good. That helps.”
He opened the doors to the twenty-foot cabin and revealed the weaponry he’d stashed for a moment like the one he imagined was coming before the sun rose again.
Lola’s eyes widened and she covered her mouth with her hands. “Holy mother—”
“Yeah,” Battle cut in. “This is what will keep us safe.”
 
***
 
OCTOBER 13, 2037, NOON
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
ABILENE, TEXAS
 
“I don’t think you should take everybody tonight,” Salomon Pico said. He was standing over a crudely drawn map of Mad Max’s property. At least it was as close to a map as he could gather from the little time he’d spent there in the dark. Queho and the other posse bosses stood around him while he explained what little he knew.
Queho looked at him. “Why not? What’s wrong with attacking him tonight? It gives him less time to prepare.”
“He’s already prepared, Queho,” Pico said without looking his posse boss directly in the eyes. “It doesn’t matter how much time we give him.”
Queho shifted from his club foot to his good one. “Go on…”
“I think we should start by testing his defenses,” Pico said. “I assume he’s expecting us. I would be expecting us. If we hit him with everything tonight, we get one shot. But if we poke at him tonight, we find out what he’s got going on. Then we go at him again tomorrow night with better information.”
Queho ran his fingers along the cartoonish sketch on the table. “You surprise me, Pico. I wouldn’t have pegged you for smart. But what you’re suggesting, this idea of yours, it’s smart. I like it.”
Pico stood a little taller, lifting his chin. “I think—”
“You already told us what you think,” Queho cut in. “I’d stop while you’re ahead.”
“How many men, how many horses?” asked one of the other bosses, a tall, heavyset man named Rudabaugh who was called “Rud”. “And we takin’ any trucks?”
“Six of each,” Queho said. “No trucks. We can’t spare the gas.”
Gasoline was the one commodity the Cartel couldn’t control in bulk. Despite a large concentration of refineries along the Gulf Coast and wet gas wells in the shale plays, they didn’t have the manpower or skill to operate either on a large scale. Gasoline was, therefore, at a premium.
Electric or hybrid vehicles weren’t a much better option. The hybrid vehicles still required gasoline. Both they and the electric cars required a reliable source of electricity for charging. That didn’t exist in post-Scourge Cartel territory. Add to that the lack of maintenance and accelerated battery degradation from the Texas heat, and electric vehicles became obsolete. Most were cannibalized and melted at some of the high-temperature aluminum recycling plants that dotted the state. The lithium was used in making concrete when possible. Much of the metal product was repurposed for ammunition. All of it was subject to a functional power grid.
Hydrogen cars were just becoming popular when the Scourge took hold. Refueling stations were few and far between, as were reliable repair shops. The H-cars were even more obsolete than hybrids and electrics.
As a result, horses became the primary mode of transportation. The roads were mostly devoid of motorized traffic. Motorcycles were a distant second, behind the horses in popularity, and only the wealthiest of the Cartel hierarchy could afford them. The Cartel used cars and trucks for transporting goods and not much else.
“What about a motorcycle or two?” Rudabaugh pressed. “They could help with reconnaissance and speed things up for us.”
“No,” Queho answered. “We have directives not to use gas. It’s too tight right now. This isn’t important enough to take up the chain.”
Rudabaugh tipped his hat back on his head. “You mean you don’t want the brass knowing about this. That’s why you don’t want to ask.”
Queho licked his teeth. “Six men. Six horses. That’s the team.”
“They wouldn’t like it.” Rudabaugh took a step toward Queho and leaned on the table, his hands flat on the map. “Your team lost the girl and got themselves killed. Who’s got their guns now? Mad Max? Sounds like you’re a triple loser, Queho. And why you’re in charge of this miss—”
Pow!
Queho, having had enough of the criticism, pulled his six-shooter and, in one seamless move, grabbed Rudabaugh’s wrist with one hand and used the other to jam the barrel into the back of his right hand before firing a slug through it.
Rudabaugh screamed and jumped back, grabbing his injured hand. “What the—why the—you mother—I’m gonna—” He stumbled backward, the pain burning through his hand and arm apparently rendering him unable to complete a thought. The momentum of his girth tipped him too far and he fell over the chair behind him.
While everyone else at the table stood in stunned silence, frozen in disbelief, Pico rushed to Rudabaugh’s side. He knelt down to help the bleeding posse boss, but got a boot to his chest and fell back, hitting his head on the floor.
Queho stood over the two men and holstered his pistol. “Don’t help Rud, Pico. You’re not as smart as I just gave you credit for. This fat loser challenged me, your boss, and you’re gonna help him? Go get me a beer.”
Pico scooted backward on the floor until he was clear of Queho’s reach. He scrambled to his feet and shuffled off to the bar, rubbing the back of his head.
“You believe that guy?” Queho said to Rudabaugh. He bent at his waist and put his hands on his hips. “Dude runs from a fight at Mad Max’s but jumps to help you? Stupid.”
Rudabaugh was sweating profusely and breathing through his mouth. He pushed himself straight against the wall, his legs still tangled with the chair. His hand was cradled in his ample lap.
Queho kicked his leg. “As for you, Rud, don’t confuse your rank with my authority. You may be a posse boss, same as me, but you ain’t got the power I got. I’m in charge. You question me again, it won’t be your hand I make you see through. Got it?”
Rudabaugh grunted in between heavy, spittle-laden breaths. He started rocking back and forth against the wall.
Queho kicked his leg a little harder. “Got it, Rud? Don’t make me ask again.”
“I got it,” Rudabaugh spat without looking up at Queho. “I got it.”
“Good. Now get that hand fixed. You’re leading the posse tonight.”
 



CHAPTER 8
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Marcus was on the speakerphone in his home office. He was having trouble understanding his wife. She sounded like she was on the verge of hyperventilating.
“Slow down. Where are you?”
“I’m in town,” she said. “Abilene is a mess.”
“What do you mean?” Marcus spun in his swivel chair and opened the browser on his laptop. “Computer,” he said, “show me Abilene Newspaper.”
“First I went to the pediatrician,” she said. “Wes had a well-check appointment today.”
“And?”
“And they turned us away. They had too many unscheduled patients show up. They’re three days behind schedule, so I’ve got to come back here Tuesday.”
“Did they say why?” There was nothing obvious on the paper’s home page.
“Vaccinations. They said they were overwhelmed with people demanding vaccinations. Then I went to the grocery store. There’s barely anything on the shelves. Nothing. And the lines are ridiculous everywhere; gas stations, banks, the hospital parking lot is packed. I’ve never seen it like this, Marcus. And what’s worse is…”
Marcus tuned Sylvia out as she explained the most frightening part of what she’d encountered. He was focused on the link he’d found under the business
section.
ABILENE REGIONAL MEDICAL PREPS FOR PLAGUE, HIRES HELP
Abilene—It’s a scene from a disaster film. Inside ARMC, the Key City’s largest medical facility, administrators and healthcare workers are scrambling ahead of what they worry could be a local outbreak of the illness dubbed “The Scourge”.
The illness, a highly contagious and potentially fatal form of pneumonia, has spread quickly from refugee camps in the Middle East and Eastern Europe.
The first cases in the United States hit New York and Philadelphia a week ago. There are now reported deaths in California, Kansas, Florida, Ohio, Michigan, and New Jersey.
The Texas Department of State Health Services has not received any reports of plague so far, but a warning late Thursday night from the Governor’s Office has healthcare officials in cities throughout the state concerned about the implications of an outbreak here.
“It’s coming,” the governor’s statement read. “We need all Texans to remain vigilant. The best protection is good hygiene. If you experience any of the early symptoms, we ask you immediately contact a healthcare provider.”
ARMC has two hundred and thirty-one beds and has access to one thousand healthcare providers. However, should the bacterial pneumonia spread to Abilene, those resources won’t be enough.
“We’ve already purchased one hundred fifty portable cots,” said ARMC CEO Dr. Harry Newman. “And we’ve hired back many of our recent retirees. We don’t know if it will be enough, but it’s the best we can do right now.”
“Did you hear me, Marcus?” Sylvia asked. “Did you hear what I said? Everybody is wearing those little surgical masks over their faces. Wes is freaked out. I’m freaked out. Is it here? Is the plague here?”
Marcus took a deep breath and exhaled. “No. It’s not here y—”
“Then why is everybody panicking? Why is—”
“It’s not here yet. But it’s coming.”
“How did we miss this?” Sylvia shrieked. “Your whole existence is prepping. How did you not know this was happening?”
Marcus could hear the stress in her voice, so he bit his lip before answering. “I’m a prepper, you’re right. I’ve been preparing for this. And we are prepared, Sylvia.”
“But you didn’t know it was here.” Her speech was ragged as she tried to regulate her breathing. “You didn’t know everyone would be wearing masks or that the grocery store would be empty.”
Marcus lowered his voice, trying to sound as calm as possible. “No, I didn’t.”
“I-I just…I…” Sylvia’s words devolved into an indecipherable garble as she broke into sobs. “The masks…and Wes, I—”
“Sylvia,” Marcus said sharply, “I need you to calm down. Understand, we are prepared. We’ll stay isolated. Everything will be fine. Those people with the masks, the ones at the grocery stores, the ones panicking about vaccinations that won’t help, they’re not prepared like we are. Okay? I understand you’re frightened, but I need you to calm down. Where are you?”
“The grocery store parking lot.”
“Are you okay to drive, or do you need me to come get you?”
“I can drive,” she whimpered.
“Get yourself together and come home. Drive the speed limit. We’ll talk about what to do next when you get here.”
“Okay.”
“How’s Wes?”
“Scared.”
“Play some music. Take his mind off things. Assure him everything will be okay.”
“Okay.”
Marcus exhaled, sensing he’d talked his wife off the ledge. “I love you.”
“I love you, Marcus.”
“I’ll see you in an hour.”
Marcus turned back to his computer. On his home page was a preselected menu of items his computer’s search engine intuitively selected based on his location and previous interests. He pressed “Plague Map” on the screen and then “images”.
A series of maps appeared on the screen. The first was static and indicated known cases with black circles plotted on the global map. The larger the circle, the higher the number of cases in that region. A pinpoint indicated fewer than one hundred cases. The largest circle represented more than one hundred thousand.
The largest black dots covered most of the major cities in the Middle East, India, Pakistan, Ukraine, Western Russia, China, Japan, and other parts of Southeast Asia.
Medium-sized dots populated Western and Northern Europe: Rome, Milan, Paris, Marseilles, Frankfurt, Berlin, Stockholm, Geneva, Amsterdam, Belfast, and London.
The smallest dots were all over the United States. According to the map, the Abilene newspaper article published that morning was already outdated.
Marcus checked the key at the bottom of the screen. It indicated the map, a product of the CDC, was updated every thirty minutes.
Next to the static polka-dotted map was a full-color animated map. When initiated, the empty map bloomed with color. The darker the color, the greater the concentration of disease. Atop the map was a timeline. It began two weeks earlier, paused at present day, and extrapolated the data to predict future spread. Within another month, the entire map was dark purple.
Marcus leaned his elbows on the desk and ran his hands through his closely cropped hair. All of the preparation in the world wouldn’t necessarily prevent them from getting the illness. They needed to isolate themselves. Once Sylvia and Wesson got home, nobody would be leaving for the foreseeable future.
He picked up his cell phone and called work. Marcus was a security consultant. He was his own boss and was incredibly well compensated for his expertise. It was that compensation that paid for the extravagance of their compound; however, it required a lot of travel. He wasn’t traveling anymore.
“Hey,” he said into the phone. His booking agent was on the other end. “I have to cancel the upcoming Los Angeles gig. Miami too. Take me off the books for everything until I call back.”
The agent didn’t like the idea of temporarily losing the ability to book his most sought after consultant.
“Too bad,” Marcus told him when he resisted. “My family comes first. I’ll be in touch.” He hung up without waiting for the agent’s response. It didn’t matter to Marcus what he said. He was hunkering down. As much as he hated that characterization, it was exactly what he was doing.
He knew the next four weeks would be critical to their survival. If they could weather the storm that long, they’d be okay in the long term. He believed that. He had to believe that.
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“Is it taut?” Battle called out. “It needs to be taut. No slack.”
Lola looked up from the bottom of the tree trunk, her head poking above the high yellow grass. “It’s as tight as I can make it.”
They were fifty yards apart at the entrance to the property, both of them sitting beneath thinning oaks. The gravel driveway was mostly overgrown and barely visible from the highway.
Battle tugged on the green threaded fishing wire to check Lola’s work.
“You’re good,” he told Lola. “Stay there.”
Battle opened up a canvas bag he’d carried with him from the barn and pulled out his supplies. He flipped open a Spyder knife, sliced the top from a plastic party popper, held the plastic-sheathed fuse at the top of the popper, and poured in a vial of gunpowder. He slid a cherry bomb into the bottom of the popper top and then attached it to the fishing thread. He checked the knots at both ends and then wrapped it with electrical tape. He cut an extra foot-long piece of thread and knotted one end to the longer string.
“How many of these are you making?” Lola was leaning on the umbrella, standing a couple of feet from Battle while he worked on his explosive tripwire mine.
“Four.”
“They won’t kill them,” she said. “A firecracker won’t even hurt them, will it?”
Battle affixed the tripwire to the tree. “No, but the loud noise will confuse them and it’ll give me a better idea of their position.”
“I thought you had a motion alarm?”
“I do. It only lets me know someone has breached the perimeter, it doesn’t tell me where. These will give me a much better idea of where they are.”
“From the noise?”
“The noise and the flash. Plus, there’s a good chance they’ll open fire. The firecracker sounds like a gunshot. They might react before they think.”
Battle reached back into his canvas bag and pulled out a flat metal contraption, a handful of nails, a hammer, and a plastic bag containing shotgun shells.
“What’s that?”
“A twelve-gauge booby trap.”
“What does it do?”
Battle looked up at Lola and sighed. He didn’t feel like tutoring her. He held the plate low against the tree trunk, just above the tripwire, and hammered it into the oak with four thick nails. He took the free end of the foot-long string and knotted it into a firing pin on the side of the trap, being careful not to tug on it so as to activate the tripwire.
Once he checked the line, he thumbed one of the red shotgun shells into an opening behind the firing pin. “That’ll do it.”
“What will it do?”
“The shells contain pepper gas. At the same time the tripwire pops, the booby trap will fire the shell horizontally at the intruder. The shell will hit them with the gas. It’ll make for a really bad day.”
“It doesn’t kill them?”
“No. It incapacitates them, giving me time to react. Incapacitating one or two of them has a multiplying effect. You get guys yelling and screaming for help, it occupies two or three more. If I kill them immediately, they can’t help me mitigate additional threats.”
“How many of these?”
“Four. One at each of the possible entry points.”
“Have you done this before?”
Battle grabbed his canvas bag and stood. “No.”
“Why not?”
“I only have enough supplies to do this once,” he said. “I’ve never needed it.”
“Will it work?”
“We’ll find out. I’ve got other surprises too.”
They walked toward the eastern edge of the property and a fence that separated Battle’s fifty acres from a neighboring abandoned horse ranch. The fence was only waist high and useless for anything other than keeping lazy horses penned inside its perimeter.
There wasn’t a spot Battle thought they might be more or less likely to penetrate the fence except for a point at which the fence swung northwest away from his house. He strung the tripwire for twenty yards on either side of that point, running the fishing line an inch above the top rail of the fence. That line was attached to a booby trap designed to shoot upward. Battle secured it to the fencepost nearest the center of the tripwire. He knew it was a crapshoot, but better to have the additional security than nothing.
He placed the third tripwire/booby trap combination on a northwest-southeast diagonal stretching between his house and the barn. He repeated it along the covered walkway leading from the garage to the rear of the house.
Battle took a swig of water from a canteen on his hip and leaned against the side of his house facing the rear garden. “All right, now comes the fun part. You need to pay attention.”
“What do you mean fun?”
“We’re gonna set cartridge traps.”
“What are those?”
“They’re designed to break an intruder’s foot. Make him even less mobile than you are right now.”
Lola wiped sweat from her forehead and reached for the canteen. “Not funny.”
“Wasn’t meant to be,” he said. “The idea is to maim, not kill. At least not at first. An injured man is a much bigger problem than a dead one.”
“You’ve said that a million times.”
“It’s the truth. Follow me.”
Battle retrieved a shovel and a stack of thin plywood boards from the barn and they trudged south through the grass toward the treehouse. Once they reached the tree, he tossed the boards to the ground, pulled a can of spray paint from the canvas bag, and shook it.
“What don’t you have in that bag?” Lola asked.
“You’re getting too comfortable.”
“What does that mean?”
“Your sarcasm,” he said, rattling the can. “It’s indicative of someone who’s comfortable. Don’t get comfortable. You’re not staying here. As soon as your ankle—”
“I’m anything but comfortable, Battle.” She took a step back and her eyes narrowed. “My son is missing, maybe dead, my ankle’s busted, and I’m not welcome by the one person who could help me. I’m uncomfortable. Sarcasm is also a coping mechanism. You’re such an—”
“Fine,” he cut in. “You’re not comfortable. Now I need you to pay attention.”
Lola huffed and tossed the umbrella to the ground. She folded her arms across her chest and shook her head as if he was wasting her time. “What?!”
Battle uncapped the paint can and sprayed a yellow square onto the weeds and dirt. He took five steps and painted another square. He repeated the process until he reached the gravel driveway at the gate.
“If you have to run from the house, make sure you’re to the left of the driveway. If you’re on this side, you could get caught.” Battle stuck the shovel into the ground at the edge of the first spray-painted square. He kept shoveling until the top of the spade disappeared below ground as he dug.
It took him a half hour to hole out each of the squares. Lola was sitting under the treehouse, leaning against the trunk, sipping water from Battle’s canteen. She pushed herself to her feet and joined Battle once he’d finished the dig.
Battle knelt beside the first hole. He took one of the plywood boards and lowered it to the bottom. It fit perfectly inside the square and provided a flat surface for the next step in the project.
“Can you hand me one of the large silver cylinders from the bag?” he asked Lola. “It looks like a big bullet.”
She fished around in the bag and pulled out a pair of the silver cylinders. “What are they?”
“Big bullets.”
“Sarcasm is a sign of—”
“They’re fifty-caliber rounds, and they’re the key component of these traps. Now hand me a handful of nails and the hammer, please.”
She fisted a half dozen nails and handed them to Battle. He leaned over the hole and drove the nail into the board deep at its center. He took four more and hammered them lightly into a tight pattern around the center nail. Then he slid the fifty caliber cartridge into the center of the four nails, which held it upright on top of the center, deeply driven nail.
He took another balsa wood square, placed it on the top of the hole, and covered it with a thin layer of dirt and grass. The hole was concealed.
“That’s a cartridge trap,” Battle explained. “Somebody steps on the balsa wood, it can’t support their weight, the foot drops onto the top of the cartridge, and that drives it down onto the nail. The nail acts like a firing pin and the bullet rips through the guy’s foot or ankle. It’s a bad deal.”
“How’d you come up with this?”
Battle laughed. “I didn’t come up with it, the Vietnamese did. This is a variation on what they put throughout the jungles of South Vietnam. They used them to injure and ambush.”
“And you’re putting them across the whole yard?”
“Only the wide side. It stops them from getting too close to the house. You need to remember, if you have to bolt, it’s on the left side of the driveway.”
“Let’s hope neither of us have to bolt.”
 
***
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The Cartel was bigger than anyone could comprehend. Even its leadership, who divided its power into large areas and regions, didn’t know its true scope.
In the days after the Scourge, as civilization devolved and desperation trumped reason, disparate criminal elements seized control. After months of bloody turf wars and needless thinning of the unrighteous herd, the countless factions reached an agreement. Instead of fighting each other, they fought the existing, legitimate power structure and beat it back.
From small, disconnected enclaves, they consolidated their lands and held much of the space between the Mississippi River to the east, the Red River to the north, the Sandia Mountains to the west, and the Rio Grande to the south. The Rio Grande was a porous border, and the traditional Mexican drug cartels were considered brethren, if not patrons, of the new consolidated Cartel.
The men who rose to the top of the Cartel were the meanest, most morally bankrupt of its membership. They weren’t elected to their positions, they grabbed them and choked the life from those who opposed their ascension.
One of those men was Cyrus Skinner, a ruthless self-preservationist who, before the Scourge, was a drug-dealing prison guard in South Texas. His thick neck and barrel chest matched the gravel rolling around in his nicotine-tainted voice. In his area he was king, judge, jury, and executioner.
Skinner was in his office, a back room in the corner of the HQ that used to house the hardware store employee break room. He was leaning back in a cracked leather chair, his boots planted on the edge of the black metal desk. Cigarette smoke swirled around his head, mixing with the dust dancing in the stale air. A fat man with a hand wrapped in gauze stood across from him, demanding action.
“He shot me,” Rudabaugh whined. “That’s got to break some sort of rule. You’ve got to be able to do something about it.”
Skinner rocked gently in the chair, which creaked under his weight. He held half a cigarette to his lips between his thumb and forefinger, sucking the ashes red. “Probably,” he said.
Rudabaugh tugged on his belt buckle, lifting up his pants. “Probably what?”
“Probably breaks some sort of rule. Frankly, Rud, I don’t rightly care. You’re two grown men. You fought. He won.”
“There wasn’t a fight, Cyrus. He hauled off and put a hole in my hand!”
“If I say it’s a fight, Rud, then it’s a fight.”
“So you’re not gonna do anything? You’re gonna let it slide?”
A voice from the doorway behind Rudabaugh answered for Skinner. “Damn right, he’s gonna let it slide.”
Rudabaugh looked over his shoulder. Queho was leaning against the doorjamb, his hands stuffed in his pockets. His holster was slung low on his hip, and his brown hat was tipped back on his head, revealing a widow’s peak.
“You weren’t invited to this meeting,” Rudabaugh sneered. “This is between me and Cyrus.”
Queho chuckled. “Sounds like it’s between you and me and you want to go bringing the boss into it.” He craned his neck to look past Rudabaugh and catch Skinner’s eye. “That what it sounds like to you, Skin?”
Skinner lifted his feet from the desk and leaned forward in the creaking swivel chair. “Yeah. It does. Honestly, Queho, I don’t have time for this. You two need to work it out. You got a job to do tonight.”
Rudabaugh turned, his wide frame open to both men. Sweat beaded on his upper lip. He tugged on his belt buckle. “I ain’t done with this. This is not the end of it.” Rudabaugh tipped his brown hat to Skinner, grunted, and elbowed his way past Queho, almost knocking him from the doorway.
Queho ignored the transgression and laughed as he sidled up to Skinner’s desk. He sat on the edge of the desk opposite Skinner. “You believe that? He’s gonna come to you?”
Cyrus Skinner rubbed his chin in thought. “I’m as much a bastard as the next man, but you can’t go around shooting another posse boss. If it was anyone but you, I’d be putting a hole through your hand.” He smiled, took another drag, and exhaled.
“Rud’s not an equal, Skin,” Queho argued. “He’s a fat, lazy drunk who’s only in the spot he’s in because of connections.”
Skinner’s geniality dissipated with the smoke. His eyes turned dark and he leaned forward, pointing the remnants of his cigarette at Queho. “You’re only where you are because of connections. Don’t make me regret my decisions, Queho. Now get off of my desk, out of my office, and go kill Mad Max.”
Queho immediately stood and stepped back from the desk. He tipped his hat to Skinner. “Sorry, Skin. My bad.”
“It’s fine. Just don’t forget your place. Make peace with Rud.”
Queho nodded and turned to leave the office.
“How you gonna do it?” Skinner pulled a cigarette from behind his ear and lit it. “You got a good plan? Pico give you good information?”
“We’re not killing him tonight,” Queho said over his shoulder. “We’re testing his defenses. No need to risk killing more men tonight.”
“Whatever you think is best, Queho. Don’t let me down. Or I’ll have to start listening to Rudabaugh.” He sucked another drag from the cigarette and threw his feet back onto the desk.
Queho stuffed his hands back into his pockets and left the office for the bar. Skinner chuckled to himself as his right-hand man left in a huff. He’d never pick Rud over Queho. For anything. But he couldn’t let Queho, an ex-con who’d worked for Skinner behind bars, ever think he was too big for a swift kick.
Cyrus Skinner had a gift for giving people enough rope to hang themselves. He’d work that noose up and down, toying with them. Just when they thought he was going easy on them, he yanked a little harder. Then, when they felt the life slipping from their pores, he let loose, giving them new purpose.
He’d dangle Queho enough to make the others uncomfortable. Every once in a while, though, when Queho got too comfortable with his swing, Skinner would wrap the rope around his fist and tug.
The post-Scourge world was meant for men like Cyrus Skinner. He was in his element. There were no rules except for the ones he created. And even then, he could ignore them if he was so inclined.
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The onions came out in clumps, the sharp smell sticking to Marcus’s hands as he knelt in the thick black soil, harvesting the food-ready vegetables from the garden. Fall was always a tricky time of year. Other than the green onions, Marcus found he was limited to crops that grew underground. They needed the warmth of the soil to protect them from the cold wind and drop in temperatures that blew into Abilene every year at the same time.
He cursed himself for pulling the onions first, forgetting their pungency would rub off on the kale and chard as he plucked them from the ground. He should have done the onions last.
The garden had started as an experiment not long after they’d finished construction on the main house. There were leftover timbers and stone and, rather than toss them out, give them away, or pile them up behind the barn, Sylvia had suggested her prepper husband start a vegetable garden. He could build out the frame with the leftover construction supplies.
She’d already been canning her own jams and preserves as a contribution to their readiness and thought it would be therapeutic and productive for Marcus to give gardening a shot.
Marcus had hedged at first. “I don’t have a green thumb. I can’t even grow a weed.”
“I believe you can do anything you put your mind to doing,” Sylvia had encouraged him. “Plus, the smell of potting soil is a real turn-on.”
He’d built the garden frame, complete with its own dedicated irrigation, in less than a week. His first crop of carrots, peas, and potatoes was paltry at best. But with each subsequent season, his skill improved, as did the yields.
Some of the vegetables they ate the day he picked them. Others they froze in bags and used before self-created expiration dates. They learned the hard way that snap peas weren’t good after much longer than six months.
They’d packed their first summer crop of cucumbers in vinegar, water, and salt and had pickles for the better part of a year. With each crop, their pickling formula got better: a little less vinegar, a little more salt.
Marcus’s bag was getting heavy. By the time he’d added the radishes to the bag, his knees and lower back needed a break. He stood at the garden’s edge and brushed the soil from his knees. He knew he’d need to cut back the plants soon and start planning his next rotation, but it was getting close to dinnertime. He knew Sylvia was in the kitchen, awaiting the kale. They were having a salad to go with their meal of chicken and homemade sourdough bread. She’d cooked a lot in the last couple of weeks as they’d stayed isolated.
Marcus didn’t want her in town, nor did he want Wes at school. He didn’t take any trips. Despite the protests from his wife, his son’s teachers, and his bosses, he was doing what had to be done.
The plague was coming. There was no stopping it. They could avoid the worst of it if they stayed to themselves, hidden from the rest of the world.
Sylvia conceded after week two, he’d been right. They were watching late-night cable news again. Instead of the mask-clad reporters telling stories from refugee camps in the Middle East, they were live outside of overwhelmed hospitals in Miami, Cleveland, Los Angeles, Chicago, Houston, San Antonio, and Dallas.
It was getting worse by the day. As the disease moved closer, it was strengthening, like a hurricane in the Gulf. People were dying in less than twenty-four hours after showing the first symptoms. The global death toll was becoming incalculable. Instead of reporting numbers, governments were issuing percentages. The 2032 presidential election was postponed until spring 2033 because of fears that gathering to vote could worsen the spread of the disease.
In their idyllic fifty acres, the Battles were safe, healthy, and prepared.
Marcus trudged the short distance from the garden to the rear entrance of the house. He stepped into the mudroom, slid his shoes off with his toes, and carried the vegetable haul into the kitchen.
“Hey, Sylv—” Marcus stopped himself. They had a visitor. A woman was sitting on a barstool at their kitchen island. She was breathing their air; her hands were touching their granite.
Sylvia forced a smile. “Hi, hon. This is my friend Roseann.”
The woman turned on the stool, looking over her shoulder at Marcus. She raised a hand from the granite and waved at him. “Hello. I’m so sorry to intrude.”
Marcus didn’t respond. He didn’t move. He stood in the kitchen entry, gripping the heavy bag of vegetables. He shot a look at his wife.
“Roseann is looking for some help, Marcus,” Sylvia said. Marcus recognized her sanitized tone. His wife was uncomfortable; something was wrong.
“What kind of help?” Marcus said, his eyes shifting back to the intruder.
“I know your wife from church,” Roseann said. “She’s such a good Christian woman. You’re blessed.”
Marcus didn’t like where this was going. The woman wanted something he knew he wasn’t going to give her. “I’m very blessed. In many ways.”
“She’s told me you served in Syria and Iran,” Roseann said. “Thank you for your sacrifice, Mr. Battle.” Her smile was genuine, though Marcus sensed the flattery was not. “She also told me your military training prepared you quite well. She told me you’ve built quite a place here.”
“What kind of help do you need?” Marcus said bluntly.
“I have a husband and three children,” Roseann said. “There’s Billy, Jimmy, and Tammy. My husband is—”
“What do you want?”
“Marcus…” Sylvia chided.
“What do you want?” Marcus asked for the fourth time. “I don’t have time for pleasantries and small talk, Roseann. I need to know what you want so I deny you and you can leave.”
“Well,” Roseann huffed, her dramatic glare bouncing back and forth between Sylvia and Marcus. “I’m not sure what to say to that, Mr. Battle. I understand I’m a guest in your home, but I don’t see the need for—”
“You’re not a guest, Roseann,” Marcus said. “You’re an intruder. My wife has a softer heart than I do. I wouldn’t have answered the door, let alone allowed you into our kitchen. But Sylvia, being the good woman you say she is, wasn’t about to turn you away.”
“I—” Marcus held up his hand to stop the woman from saying another word. “You want our food. Am I right?”
“I-I—”
“You’re wasting my time,” he said. “Tell me what you want.”
Roseann lowered her head and her cheeks flushed pink. “Yes. I am here asking for some food. Only enough for a day or two. We haven’t eaten since Sunday night.”
Marcus shook his head. “No.”
Sylvia pleaded to Marcus with her eyes. “Can’t we—?”
“No,” he repeated. “And I’ll tell you why. We give you food now and we create a bigger problem. You’ll eat the day or two supply and then you’ll get hungry again. A week from now, if not sooner, you’re back. And then you bring your neighbors with you. They want food too. Do I say yes to you and no to them? Do I help all of you, shortening the limited supply I have for my family? I give you anything today and it begins a never-ending cycle of dependency on your part.”
Roseann shook her head. “That’s not—”
“If I say no to you today, you don’t come back. You curse me, you hate me, your neighbors hate me—everyone hates me. But nobody comes here looking for a handout.”
Roseann coughed into her hand and sniffled. She hefted herself from the stool and tugged on the bottom of her ill-fitting blouse. She stuck her chin up in the air and marched toward the hallway. She stopped at the entrance to the kitchen and spun around. “Matthew 19:21. Look it up.”
A smile edged onto the corner of Marcus’s lips. “Jesus said unto him, If thou wilt be perfect, go sell that thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come and follow me.”
Roseann’s eyes narrowed. “God have mercy on your souls, Sylvia. I’ll show myself out.” She bounded from the room, opening and slamming the front door behind her.
“Two things,” Sylvia said. “Why can’t we give them something? We have plenty.”
“We have plenty today. We won’t in a month or two or six. We don’t know how long this plague will last. I don’t want to create our own little welfare state.”
“I still think—”
“Trust me,” he said. “I know what I’m doing. What’s the second thing?”
“How did you know that Bible verse?”
“I know a lot of verses. I read a lot at night when I was on a tour.”
“I had no idea.”
“I don’t like advertising my faith. But when that self-righteous beggar tried to shame me, I couldn’t help myself.”
Sylvia moved from behind the island and walked to her husband. She put her hands on either side of his face. “I know you’re not the proselytizing type, Marcus, but you could have shared that with me. I think it’s wonderful you read the Bible when you were over there. It makes me love you even more.”
Marcus thumbed the platinum cross hanging around her neck. “So you didn’t love me as much as you do now?”
“You’re ridiculous.” She patted his chest. “But yes. And I’ll love you even more tomorrow. Just don’t hide something so important from me. We should be able to share our faith.”
“Gotcha.” Marcus wasn’t much for emotion or sharing too much. He was strong. He was a man. He needed to project his unwavering stoicism, even to his wife. If he was vulnerable or perceived as weak, their world could crumble.
Sylvia took a step back. “You’re being dismissive.”
“No,” he said. “I need to make sure Roseann doesn’t steal from us. “Where’s Wes, by the way?”
“Out front. In the treehouse maybe.”
Marcus pecked Sylvia on the cheek, put the vegetables on the counter, and hurried out front. He stepped from the front stoop to the yard, saw Roseann’s Chrysler minivan in the drive, and turned to his right. Wes was underneath the treehouse oak. He had a visitor. Roseann. And he was pointing her toward the barn.
“Hey!” Marcus called out, catching their attention. “Wes! Don’t talk to her!” Marcus waved his hands and started running toward them. He slowed when he got close enough to see Roseann holding his son by the back of the neck with one hand. Her other hand was hidden behind his back.
“What are you doing?” Marcus approached with his hands up. “Roseann, this is not how to handle this. My son has nothing to do with my choices.”
“Yes, he does!” she spat, venom dripping from her lips. She was shaking, pulling Wes backward toward the barn as Marcus moved closer. “He’s your son. He has everything to do with your choices.”
“Let go of him, Roseann.” Marcus kept stepping toward her. “Let’s work this out, you and me.”
Roseann pulled her hand from behind Wes’s back and stuck the muzzle of a semiautomatic pistol against the side of his head. She looked over her shoulder, watching her step as she tugged backward and closer to the barn.
“Dad!” Wes cried out, his face squeezed with fear. His shoes were untied, and his little feet shuffled heels first in the dry grass.
From behind him, Sylvia shrieked. She was calling out Wesson’s name as she sprinted toward them. She was out of breath by the time she reached Marcus.
“Roseann?!” Sylvia’s voice warbled. “What are you doing? This isn’t you.”
“Stop where you are, Sylvia!” She jerked Wesson’s head with a shove of the gun. “Don’t get closer. Tell your husband to stop too. Tell him to stop!”
Sylvia raised her hands and stopped. “Marcus, listen to her. Stop.”
Marcus took a deep breath and, against his better judgment, stopped. “What do you want? How do we end this without anyone getting hurt?”
“Give me food from that barn,” she said, coughing between words. “I have kids to feed too. They need food. I can’t go back and tell them I don’t have any.”
“Fine,” Marcus said. “Let go of Wes. I’ll give you enough canned food to last a week. Deal?”
“A month,” she said. “I want enough for a month. And I want meat too.”
“Fine,” Sylvia answered. “A month. And we’ll give you some meat from the freezer.”
Marcus nodded his agreement. “Let Wes go. I’ll get you the food from the barn.”
“You get the food,” Roseann snapped, “then I let go of your son.”
Her hand was shaky. She was jittery. Marcus didn’t like it. “Pull the gun from his head.”
“No!”
“Pull the gun down or you’re not getting anything.”
“Marcus!” Sylvia protested.
Wes whimpered as he kept shuffling backwards against his will. “Dad!”
“You’re not going to kill him,” Marcus said. “You kill him and I kill you. Then your kids get nothing and they starve.”
Roseann pressed the gun against Wesson’s head. “I don’t—”
“Put down the gun! Otherwise we all lose. You don’t want that.”
Roseann’s eyes darted back and forth between Marcus and Sylvia. She stopped moving. The four of them stood in silence. Marcus knew she was playing out the scenarios in her head and kept coming to the same conclusion. Her only option was to lower the gun, and she did.
“Thank you,” Sylvia said. “Thank you, Roseann.”
“Get my food,” she snarled and coughed.
Marcus took a step toward Roseann and Wes. “You’re sick, aren’t you?”
Roseann wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “It’s allergies, that’s all.”
Marcus took another step. “Look, let go of Wes. Put the gun on me. We’ll go into the barn together and I’ll let you pick the food. I don’t want you coughing on my son again.”
“You keep trying stuff,” she argued. “We agreed! I put down the gun. You go get my food.”
“You’re sick,” he repeated and stepped closer. “It’s not allergies. You know it. How many of your kids are coughing?”
Roseann’s eyes welled. Her face reddened. Her grip on Wesson’s neck tightened and he winced.
“My hands are up.” Marcus tried to reason with her. “I don’t have a weapon, you do. Point the gun at me and let go of my son.”
Roseann’s chest started heaving as her breaths became more shallow. She was shaking. “No,” she said. “I’m not doing that.” She took another step backward. Her heel caught a shallow root from a young, dying oak and she fell, losing her grip on Wesson.
In a single bound, Marcus leapt forward, shoving Wes off to the right and out of harm’s way as he tackled Roseann on the ground. He rolled onto her arm and yanked the gun from her hand before she could pull the trigger.
“Get Wes!” he yelled to Sylvia. “Get inside the house!”
Roseann struggled under Marcus’s weight. She kicked and punched with her free arm. Marcus absorbed the blows and pushed himself free of her. He rolled over and onto his knees, pointing the gun at her head. She lay in the dirt and grass, coughing, retching, and wheezing.
“Get up, Roseann.”
Her coughs and wheezes morphed into heaving sobs as she stumbled to her feet. She bent over at the waist. “I…food. My babies…food. Please. I’m sorry. So…sorry.”
Marcus held the gun and looked back over his shoulder. Sylvia was standing at the front door, her trembling hands cupped over her mouth. Wes was hidden inside the house.
“I get it. You’re desperate,” Marcus said. “We’re all desperate. But I can’t have you coming back here for food every few days. I can’t have your people coming here. I don’t have enough. You understand?”
Roseann was looking at the ground, her hair in front of her face. She was drooling from the phlegm in her mouth and throat. Marcus couldn’t tell if she was nodding or struggling to breathe.
“I’ll give you food for a week, that’s it. But I’m warning you. Anybody comes close to my property, my house, my family, and I’m killing them without asking questions first.”
Roseann lifted her head, strands of hair sticking to her pallid, pained face. Her eyes were red and swollen. She looked fifteen years older than she had a few minutes earlier in his kitchen. Though he thought about putting a bullet in her head to end her suffering, he led her at gunpoint into the barn. He grabbed a bagful of canned food and loaded it into the back of her minivan.
She slowly rolled down the driveway and back onto the highway. It was already too late. She’d done her damage the minute she entered their home. She was infected and knew it.
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Though the graves were marked, nobody aside from Marcus knew the importance of the people buried six feet beneath the headstones. He knelt to the side of the limestone brick. His hand rested on it and his thumb moved back and forth against its texture.
He was in the northeasternmost corner of the central two acres. The graves were inside the fenced perimeter, framed by a cluster of mesquite.
“I wish we were together,” he said to the stone. “But I’m not ready to join you and your momma just yet.”
He closed his eyes, trying to remember his son’s face. It was getting harder. The edges of his features were blurring with each passing day, more opaque with each month.
“I may have made a big mistake,” he admitted to Wes. “I let a woman onto the property and I didn’t kill her. She’s the first person inside the house since you and your momma left me.”
Marcus ran his finger along the date chiseled into the stone. The chisel marks were darker than the rest of the stone, dirt, and mildew staining the thin but deep lines defining a life too short.
He traced the letters slowly. “She wants me to leave you. I told her no.” Marcus awaited the imaginary question and answered, “Because, Wes, I built this place for us. If I leave, there is no us anymore. It’s simply an empty house.”
His finger reached the month of his son’s birth and he ran it along the etching, listening to Wes’s voice in his head. “I’m not being stubborn, son. I’m being smart. I’m surviving.” He lifted his hand and balled it into a fist, squeezing the color from his hand.
“Fine. I’ll ask your mother.” Marcus shifted on his heels and turned to face the other stone. “Sylvia, what do you think? Was it a mistake to let this woman into our house?”
The oaks swayed in a slight breeze. Leaves struggled against it, gave up, and floated free of their branches. A couple of them landed on the stone marked for Sylvia Battle: Wife, Mother, and Friend. Marcus wiped the stone clean.
He chuckled. “I know you would have helped her. Maybe that’s why I didn’t shoot her on sight and why I let her in our house.”
Another breeze, stronger than the previous one, whistled around him. He looked up and saw clouds building in the sky above him. “Yeah, it looks like a storm is coming. I’ll be ready. I’m always ready.”
Marcus closed his eyes and imagined his hands on the sides of Sylvia’s face as he pulled her close. He could smell her jasmine perfume. “Her son,” he said. “Her son is missing. That’s why she wants me to leave you. She says she needs my help finding him. I can’t do it, Sylvia. I already told Wes I couldn’t do it. I—”
“Battle?” The voice was soft and feminine. For a moment, Marcus thought he was actually hearing Sylvia’s voice.
“You’re not supposed to be here.” He pushed himself to his feet and stepped away from the stones.
“I’m so sorry,” Lola said. “I didn’t know…”
“Didn’t know what?”
“That they…you…”
“That my family was buried here?”
Lola nodded. She looked at the stones and tears pooled in her eyes. She wiped them away with the back of her hand.
“How much did you hear?”
“Enough,” she said, her eyes darting between the stones and Battle. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. I heard you, and I didn’t know who you were talking to. When I realized…”
Battle crossed his arms. “What are you doing out here anyway? You were sleeping.”
“I couldn’t sleep.” She limped a step forward. “I went down to the kitchen and called for you. You didn’t answer. I thought maybe you were in the garden. The back porch door was cracked open. I had no idea—”
“You’re right,” Battle snapped. “You don’t.”
“I’m sorry.”
Battle looked at the stones and then at Lola. He took a step toward her and then marched past her, toward the back porch. “Forget about it. Let’s eat. It’s gonna be a long night.”
Lola wiped her eyes clean of the tears that kept streaming. She gripped the umbrella and followed Battle back to the house. He was at the refrigerator when she slid the back door shut and found a seat at the island.
“We need protein,” he said, bracing himself against the wide-open fridge. “We’ll go very light on the carbs tonight. If we eat heavy food, it’ll make us tired. That’s not good.”
“Okay.”
“I’ve got some venison I killed a couple of months back. Thawed it two days ago. It’s not a big portion, since I wasn’t expecting intrud—er, guests.” He turned and looked at Lola as he corrected himself. “You ever eat venison?”
“No.”
“It’s very lean,” he said. “Not much fat. I let it age after I killed it. That tenderized it, so it should be okay and not too gamey. I’ll dice it up and sear it in a pan. That’ll be the fastest way to cook it. We don’t have time for stew or a roast. I’ll add some bush beans. It’ll be good.” Battle was trying to generate a conversation that had nothing to do with what had transpired outside. He wanted to move past it. Bury it.
Lola nodded again.
“Usually, I’d cook it with some dried prunes,” he said, pulling the container from the refrigerator. “That’s really good. But not tonight. For obvious reasons.”
“So you hunt?”
“Yes.” Battle slapped the meat onto a wooden cutting board. “It’s the only way to get good, fresh protein.” He flipped on the water in the sink and washed his hands.
“Did you before?”
“Before what?” He yanked open a drawer and pulled out a large serrated knife.
“Did you hunt before the Scourge?”
“A little,” he said, drawing the knife easily through the thinly marbled meat. “Ooh, this is good. Nicely done, Battle!”
Lola chuckled. “You always talk to yourself?” Her face blushed crimson as soon as the words slipped from her mouth.
Battle stopped mid-slice. His expression flatlined and he clenched his jaw. His chest rose with a deep breath and he exhaled slowly. “Not always.” He finished the cut.
“I didn’t mean—”
“I would hunt boar occasionally,” he said, his attention on the venison. “Some people call ’em peccary or javelina. They were overpopulated before the Scourge, and they could do damage too.” He chuckled and crosscut a slice of meat to cube it. “I had no problem killing them with my bow.”
Lola cleared her throat, her color having returned to normal. “Did you eat them?”
“Only in a stew,” he said. “I never much cared for the taste. My wife liked it. She also liked quail.”
“What’s that taste like?”
“You haven’t had quail?” He looked up at Lola, his nose scrunched in disbelief. “How have you survived this long and you haven’t had venison or quail?”
“I told you, we haven’t had good food in a long time.”
Battle washed his hands again and plopped a saucepan onto the gas cooktop. He spun the igniter and threw a chunk of animal fat into the pan. It immediately popped and sizzled as it melted to a liquid. “It’s deer fat. I save it and reuse it. I ran out of good cooking oil a year ago.”
“Oil goes bad?”
“Yes. And you know it when it does. Olive oil is the best. It lasted me nearly three years. Since then, I’ve been draining fat, chilling, and reusing it three or four times before I toss it. Sometimes I’ll use it instead of butter on my beans. It tastes pretty similar, especially when it’s salted.”
“I am sorry,” Lola said. “I didn’t mean to intrude.”
Battle fought the urge to yell at her or uncomfortably change the subject again. He spooned the grease, tossed in the venison cubes, and covered the pan. “It’s okay. I know you didn’t. But I don’t want to talk about it. We need to focus on eating and preparing for tonight. Got it?”
Lola exhaled. “Got it.”
 
***
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The road was easier on horseback. Salomon Pico held the reins tightly as the recon posse clopped away from the setting sun. It was low in the sky, and he felt it on his neck as they moved in a caravan along the highway. He didn’t have the benefit of a brown hat like the bosses. Up ahead, in the distance, pillows of clouds bloomed downward.
He tried licking his lips. They were dry. He curled them into his mouth and licked them with what little saliva he could muster. He wanted to save his water for the road back.
Rudabaugh slowed his horse and trotted alongside Pico’s. “You better find this place,” he said. He was holding the reins with one hand. The other, he held in a sling against his chest. “If you don’t, I’m gonna put a bullet in both of your hands.”
Pico thought about responding, about telling Rud that he’d had nothing to do with Queho’s violent outburst. But he knew it wouldn’t do him any good. He just nodded. “I’m pretty sure I do.”
“Pretty sure?” Rudabaugh mocked. “Pretty sure? That ain’t gonna cut it, Sillyman.”
Pico gritted his teeth. He hated the nickname some of the bosses gave him. “What I meant to say was that I’m sure. I know where it is. It’s not easy to spot, that’s all.”
“We’ll see about that,” Rudabaugh snarled and spurred his horse forward. He joined a couple of men at the front of the caravan.
Pico couldn’t count the number of times he’d been on “hunting trips” in the past five years. Several times a month, the posse bosses rounded up a handful of grunts and mapped out a search area. They’d pack for a few days on the road and leave in search of undiscovered homesteads, farms, ranches, silos, anything they could commandeer and ravage.
He always got a sick feeling in his stomach when a boss would call him in for a hunt. Queho was the most brutal. But Rudabaugh wasn’t much better. When they’d find an untouched but developed piece of land, they were ruthless in their acquisition of it.
Pico lost himself in the long shadow extending ahead of his horse, his mind drifting from one raid to another. He shuddered.
He wasn’t like so many of the men, or women, in the Cartel. It wasn’t as if he was a good man. He wasn’t. His proclivities and strong desire to live left him on the wrong side of history. But he wasn’t morally bankrupt either. He had trouble sleeping. Voices and faces haunted his dreams.
He knew what he was doing and how he lived in the face of an apocalypse was wrong. But unlike most of the bosses, and so many of his fellow grunts, he didn’t relish the opportunity to take a woman without her consent, make her man watch as he lay dying. He didn’t laugh at the squeals of suddenly orphaned children herded into wagons so they could be put to work.
He also knew they’d seemingly combed every square inch of land for fifteen hundred square miles. So the idea that there was someone that close who’d escaped their detection and their wrath was surprising.
Pico thought back to the last hunting trip. He figured it had to have been at least six months ago. It was the worst of them to that point.
He knew, though, that this hunting trip was different. They weren’t only looking to annex Mad Max’s land and weapons. They were exacting revenge. Even if it was just to test defenses, there was the possibility it could end that night. Pico watched Rudabaugh bouncing in his saddle, chatting up the man riding alongside him. He knew Rudabaugh would do what he could to end it, even if that wasn’t the objective. He wanted to prove to Cyrus Skinner he was more valuable than Queho. Pico could smell the jealousy on him. If Rud had his way, he’d ride back to Abilene with the woman on his saddle and Mad Max’s head in a bag.
The fact that the big guy, Skinner, had personally okayed the hunt only amplified its importance. He’d seen the anger dancing in Skinner’s eyes. Even through the thick blanket of smoke that followed the man everywhere, Pico knew this hunt was crucial. He imagined Rudabaugh had seen it too.
It was likely Mad Max was responsible for killing more than the three men Pico had seen him execute. There’d been other small hunting parties that had up and disappeared. Skinner, Queho, Rudabaugh, and the others always assumed missing men had died of natural causes or greed. Some of them, they guessed, had tried to run off and got lost in the vast, dry wilderness.
They’d never considered, until now, a single man had taken care of them. Maybe, then, Mad Max hadn’t gone undetected. They’d found him. He’d just hadn’t let them leave alive.
Pico swallowed hard and pulled his attention from the shadow, which grew longer by the second as the sun dipped closer to the horizon. He uncapped his canteen and took a swallow of warm water.
Within minutes, the sun disappeared and the sky darkened to a deep shade of blue before edging into black. There were clouds ahead of them. Storm clouds, Pico figured. They were still forming in the sky. A familiar nausea slithered from his stomach to his throat. He gulped against it and tasted its acidic burn on the back of his tongue.
Pico looked to the horizon ahead of them, his eyes drifting upward from the caravan to tendrils of lightning that forked through the clouds. Thunder cracked and rolled toward them, rumbling across the open land. It was getting colder. A fresh breeze was building into a wind. All of these were signs, Pico thought. It was nature’s way of telling them to turn around. It was God’s sentinel warning them of their enemy’s strength.
He knew people would die in the coming storm. He wondered to himself if they were the ones who should be afraid.
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Marcus sat in the dark of his home office, staring at his computer, his head in his hands. He reread the same page over and again, searching for contradictory news on other websites. He couldn’t find any.
The Centers for Disease Control has confirmed the pneumonic plague known as PP1, or the Scourge, is drug resistant. At a news conference this morning, Associate Director for Healthy Water, National Center for Emerging, Zoonotic, and Infectious Diseases, Mateo Negro, PhD, told reporters the outlook is grim.
“Despite early indications a drug protocol involving tetracycline and other broad-spectrum antibiotics was effective in diminishing the long-term effects of the disease, we now know this is no longer the case,” Dr. Negro said. He is also the director for PP1 Emergency Response. “All indications are that the PP1 bacteria are adapting at a phenomenal rate. They are no longer responsive to any tested combination of existing drugs. This includes streptomycin, gentamicin, and a variety of cocktails involving the aforementioned drugs.”
Dr. Negro, speaking for CDC headquarters in Atlanta, Georgia, added that those who contract the latest strain of the Yersinia pestis bacteria are almost certain to die within seventy-two hours.
“Historically,” Dr. Negro said, “fatality rates for septicemic or pneumonic plague was at ninety percent without treatment. We’re finding this latest incarnation of the bacterial disease is one hundred percent. Even with treatment, the rate is nearly ninety-seven percent.”
The World Health Organization reported yesterday it is working on a vaccine cultivated from the blood of the early Syrian survivors of the disease. But development and testing could take months. There are also several American, German, and British pharmaceutical companies working on new, plague-resistant antibiotics. Those, experts caution, could take months to perfect on the fastest of approval timelines.
Both the WHO and the CDC have warned against air travel, attending large gatherings, and have advised those with the disease to isolate themselves for the sake of others.
The most recent census, in 2030, calculated a world population of 8.2 billion people. Three hundred and thirty million live in the United States. To date, the WHO estimates 2.74 billion people have died from the disease, seventy-five million are US residents.
The numbers are increasing exponentially by the day. Dr. Negro sees no end in sight.
“The only people who will survive this,” he said at the conclusion of the news conference, “are those who have a natural immunity. And right now, there’s no way for us to know who those people are. The incubation period is anywhere from a couple of days to a full month.”
Marcus closed his laptop and sat in the dark. From the kitchen he could hear the hum of the refrigerator. The ice maker clunked. The house was otherwise quiet. And then Wesson coughed.
It was a wet hack that sounded croupy, full of phlegm, and was getting worse. In between coughs, Wes sucked in air as if he’d just surfaced from nearly drowning. Marcus hurried to his son’s side to find Sylvia already there. She was rubbing his back with one hand and holding an empty popcorn bowl in front of him with the other.
“Get it out, Wes,” she said. “Spit it into the bowl if it helps.”
Wes was hacking, shaking his head as he struggled. Marcus flipped on the overhead light and moved to the other side of the bed. He patted his son’s back and looked across to Sylvia. She was on the edge of the bed, wearing a loose tank top and baggy boxer shorts. She hadn’t changed clothes in two days. Her eyes were swollen from lack of sleep and her cheeks drawn from a lack of food.
“Anything we can do to treat the symptoms?” she asked Marcus above the din of Wes’s fit.
Marcus shook his head. The cough syrup, the lozenges, the analgesics, the ice packs—none of them had done anything in the last forty-eight hours to soothe the worsening signs of the plague.
Wes caught his breath and reached for a glass of water at his bedside. He gulped it down like a toddler and wiped his watery eyes. “It’s hard to breathe,” he said. His voice sounded as though his vocal chords were shredded. “If I take a deep breath, I cough.”
“Don’t take a deep breath,” Marcus suggested. He put his hand on the back of his son’s neck and gently squeezed. “Breathe in slowly through your nose.” His son’s skin was hot to the touch. His fever had to be above 102 degrees.
Marcus exchanged glances with his wife. He could tell she was struggling to maintain her composure. Her eyes were as wet as their son’s. The puffiness, he reminded himself, was probably as much from crying as it was from sleeplessness.
“Can I get you anything to eat?” Marcus asked. “A popsicle maybe? We still have cherry and lime.”
Wes nodded. “Lime, please.”
Marcus tousled his son’s sweaty head and smiled at him. “I’ll be right back.” He moved to the doorway when Wes stopped him with a question.
“Dad,” he asked, his rasp making it difficult to understand him, “am I going to die?”
Sylvia immediately spun around, away from her son and toward her husband. She was quietly sobbing, trying hard to control the shudder in her shoulders.
Marcus put his hands on her shoulders. He looked at his son, who suddenly seemed more frail than he had a few seconds earlier. He couldn’t lie to him. He smiled. “That’s up to God, Wes. If he needs you more than us right now, then, yes, you will die. If he doesn’t, you’ll be fine before you know it. Either way, you win.”
“I don’t want to die, Dad,” he whispered. “I don’t think I’m ready to go to Heaven.”
“Nobody is ever ready to go to Heaven, Wes,” Marcus answered. He could feel his wife’s tears dampening his shirt at his stomach. “That’s why God makes the choice. He always knows the best time. I’ll be honest, Wes, if God is calling you first, that must mean you’re really special. It means you’re important.”
Wes nodded at his dad. He reached out and put his hand on Sylvia’s back. He rubbed it back and forth. “Mom, it’s okay. It’s okay to be sad and scared. I’m scared. You don’t have to hide from me.”
Sylvia slowly turned back to her son and flung her arms around him. Wes reciprocated and waved his father toward them.
Marcus hesitated but sat next to Sylvia and joined the group hug. He pulled both of them toward him and took a deep breath. If his son was going to die, he might as well too. He willed the bacteria into his lungs with another deep breath. Sylvia kissed Wes’s head repeatedly. Her nose was running; her eyes were shut and squeezing tears down her cheeks.
Marcus sat back, releasing his hold, and stood. “I’ll go get the popsicle.” He walked to the kitchen without turning around.
He opened the freezer door and stood in the blast of cold air. He reached into the popsicle box and fished around. He’d miscalculated. The box was empty.
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Battle called out to Lola above the whistle of the intensifying wind. “Can you pass me Inspector, please?”
“Which one is that?”
“The long rifle. It’s got a camouflage finish. The shotgun, the Browning, is called Lloyd.”
Lola stood at the base of the oak, looking up to the treehouse trapdoor. She raised Inspector up above her head. “Why do you name your weapons?”
Battle peeked through the trapdoor opening. It was dark, but with his thermal goggles he could see her leaning against the tree. He grabbed the weapon and set it inside the treehouse. “I just do.”
“Please tell me,” Lola asked, picking a couple of leaves from her hair.
Battle sighed. “Did you ever see that old movie Cast Away?”
“No. I don’t watch movies. I haven’t had a lot of downtime in the last few years, Battle.”
“You asked. You wanna know or not?”
“Yes. Sorry.”
“I watch a lot of movies,” he called down to her. “I have a collection on a ten terabyte hard drive. Cast Away is like, I don’t know, more than thirty years old now.”
“What about it?” Lola shrugged, her orange glow flexing in the artificial goggle light on Battle’s eyes.
“The main character, a guy named Chuck Nolan, gets stranded on an island after a plane crash. He’s alone for four years. His only companion is a volleyball he names Wilson. He talks to the ball and becomes emotionally connected to Wilson.”
“A volleyball? How’d he get a volleyball?”
“It washes ashore in a package,” Battle said, “but that’s not the point. The point is, he has no human interaction. He personifies the ball to stay sane, to simulate normalcy.”
“So you have a relationship with the guns for the same reason?”
“More or less.”
“You talk to them?”
Battle didn’t answer. He regretted telling her. He shouldn’t have told her. She couldn’t possibly understand. She’d lived among people, albeit evil ones, since the Scourge had swept across the globe and left little standing in its wake.
She could poke fun, she could mock, she could question. But she couldn’t understand.
There was a very thin line between sanity and…the alternative.
Lightning flickered in the distance, and the accompanying thunder was a low rumble.
“What happened to the ball?” Lola called up to him. Her voice was louder than it had been. She was closer.
Battle looked out the trapdoor. Lola was standing on her good foot halfway up the ladder. “I’m sorry.”
“You say that a lot.”
“Because I am. What happened to the ball?”
“He lost it. It floated off into the ocean.”
Lola stood in the dark, her orange image dancing in Battle’s thermal goggles, her bad ankle dangling in the air. Lloyd was strapped to her back.
Battle offered her a hand, reaching out in the darkness and grabbing her wrist. He pulled her up the ladder and into the treehouse. She sat next to him on the floor.
“What now?” she asked.
“We watch.” He took off the goggles and handed them to her.
Lola slid the goggles over her eyes. “Whoa. This is weird. Everything is orange.”
“Keep those on,” he said. “They’re thermal. You’ll see people moving around no problem. Just don’t kill me.”
“What are you going to use?”
“I’ve got a scope on my rifle. I’ll use that. Follow me.”
Battle inched his way to the front of the treehouse, the perch from which he first saw Lola running onto his land. He looked through the scope. There was nothing yet.
“You’re going to be here,” he said. “I want you to point that weapon through this opening. It doesn’t matter if you hit anything. You’re here to confuse them and keep them away from the house.”
A gust of wind howled through the pine slats. It was cold and damp. Lightning flashed, illuminating the stark inside of the treehouse. The thunder followed immediately and rattled the tree.
Lola lifted the goggles onto her forehead. “You’re not going to be here with me?”
Rain started thumping against the roof. It was an intermittent patter before intensifying to a heavy, rhythmic beat.
“No,” he said above the din. “I’m going to be on the other side of the yard. If you hear me open fire and then stop, that’s your cue to pop off a couple of shots. I need you to distract them and draw their attention while I reload.”
“You mean draw their fire?”
Battle shrugged. She wasn’t stupid. “Put your goggles on,” he said and backed away from the perch toward the trapdoor. “I’m closing this behind me. There’s a latch on it. Lock it once I drop down.”
“What do I do if…”
“If they kill me?”
Lola nodded. Lightning flashed and cracked an instant before thunder crashed around them.
“They won’t.”
Battle slipped down the opening and pulled the trapdoor over his head, descending into the rain. The drops were heavy and cold and they were relentless.
McDunnough was strapped to his hip, his canvas bag slung over his chest. It thumped his back as he jogged toward his position, the toys inside clacking and clanging as he moved. He held Inspector with both hands and pounded through the mud on his way across the yard. He moved north, closer to the house to avoid the line of traps, and then turned south once he crossed the driveway.
About thirty feet east of the driveway was a large oak tree. It had grown faster than most of the others he’d planted. He reached its trunk and looked up, rain falling into his eyes. He figured if he climbed halfway up the thirty-foot oak, he’d be in a good position.
He rubbed the bottoms of his rubber-soled boots on the base of the tree to free them of mud, slung Inspector over his head, and grabbed a pair of thick branches above his head. He hoisted himself with ease and navigated his way up the tree to the bottom of its dying canopy.
He set himself in a thick fork near the trunk and stuck his bag in a crook next to him. Satisfied it was secure, he pulled Inspector over his head and set it in his lap. His back was against the trunk and he had one knee pulled close to his chest.
The rain slapped against the branches above him, some of it pooling before streaming down like a small waterfall onto his head. It was miserable, but he was focused. His training came back to him like muscle memory. He was attuned to his surroundings but undistracted by them.
Battle thumbed the rain from both sides of the scope and pulled it to his eye. The rain distorted his view. The infrared scope wasn’t the best in fog or heavy rain. Marcus cursed the weather.
He was essentially blind and they were coming.
 
***
 
Pico found the driveway with little problem. Despite the high grass, tall weeds, and intense rain, he led the posse straight to the area where it intersected the highway. Rudabaugh told the five other men to dismount and tie their horses to the fencing that separated the wide easement from Mad Max’s land.
“Make sure you got enough ammo,” Rudabaugh called out. “We don’t want to run out and get trapped. Pico takes the lead. He knows the land, so he says.”
“We staying together or splitting up?” asked one of the grunts.
“Two teams of three,” he said. “Pico takes two and heads straight ahead. I’ll follow with two more. Once we get past the interior fence, we’ll split. I’ll head left, Pico heads right.”
The sky lit up and the ground rumbled as lightning forked directly beside them. A deafening boom shook them as they split into their teams. The men were armed with identical shotguns, the same model as the one he’d lost to Mad Max the night before. They also carried side pieces slung low on their legs, long-barrel pistols loaded and ready to fire.
“We get past that inside fence Pico talked about,” Rudabaugh ordered, “we check it out, better figure out what he’s got close to the house, and we pull back.”
“What if he shoots first?” asked one of the grunts, wiping the rain from his face. “We supposed to hightail it, or are we staying and fighting?”
“Mad Max shoots first and we fight back, boys,” Rudabaugh said, water pouring in sheets from the brim of his hat. “We ain’t running if there are bullets flying. If we have to end him tonight, we do it.”
“I don’t think—” Pico started.
Rudabaugh grabbed Pico’s collar, wringing the water from it with his fist. “You ain’t supposed to think. You got us here. Now you do what I say.”
Pico coughed and nodded. He regretted having said anything. He stumbled backward when Rudabaugh let go of his collar and shoved him in the chest.
“Screw it,” Rudabaugh snarled. “I’ll take the lead. Pico, you and your guys are behind us. When we get to the fence, we’ll go left. You go right.”
Pico pointed to the two men he’d take with him. They were grunts too, so they weren’t gonna back-talk him or bust his chops. They’d do what he said because Rud told them he was the leader.
Rud and his two grunts disappeared into the sheet of rain and darkness. The only concept of how far they’d gotten was when a lightning flash gave away their position. Pico spit the water from his lips and waved his two men forward. He motioned for one of them to take his right and the other his left. He could feel the gravel crunching under his boots as they marched forward, but he couldn’t hear it. The steady rain was too loud. They’d made it only halfway between the road and the interior fence when Pico saw a bright flash at eye level followed by a series of smaller flickers closer to the ground. A moment later came the crack of an explosion and the subsequent pops of gunfire.
 
***
 
Rudabaugh and his two men were walking shoulder to shoulder, traipsing through the high weeds and mud. They were off the gravel driveway and moving straight north.
In a flash of lightning, Rud saw the main house beyond a low wooden fence. To the far left, in the corner of his eyes, he thought he spotted what looked like a treehouse. He couldn’t be sure. So he reached out and gripped the shoulder of the grunt to his left.
“Go ahead,” he said above the percussion of the rain. “Walk a few steps to the left and then move to the fence. I think there’s a fort or something in the tree.”
The grunt nodded and moved to the northwest a few steps ahead of Rud and the other grunt.
Rudabaugh gripped his weapon and marched forward, turning his attention to the right. He was waiting for another flash of lightning to reveal more of the layout when a bright explosion boomed to his left.
He snapped his attention toward the explosion in time to see another flash and hear what sounded like a shotgun blast. The grunt wailed and started cursing. Rudabaugh responded by picking up his feet and running through the mud, splashing his way toward the grunt.
As he approached, his eyes, nose, and throat started burning. His eyes reflexively squeezed shut. He tried opening them but couldn’t.
“I can’t see!” screamed the grunt. “I think my eyes got shot. I can’t see.” The grunt’s hands were covering his face. He was wandering aimlessly in circles and ran into Rudabaugh.
“What the—” Rudabaugh pushed back against the grunt and knocked him to the ground. The grunt rolled in the mud, unarmed and crying.
The sting was dissipating and Rudabaugh figured he was breathing in some sort of pepper gas or mace. The rain was lessening its effects. He blinked back tears and forced himself to surveil the area around him. The grunt was useless.
Rud raised his shotgun and spun in a semicircle, looking for whoever fired the gas canister. He still couldn’t account for the initial explosion. He licked the rain from his lips and pulled his wet shirt above his nose. It exposed his belly to the rain but helped him breathe and made the air around him less torturous.
“Shut up,” he called to the roiling grunt. “You’re gonna get us killed.” Rud took another couple of steps, the Browning held at eye level. He panned the fence line as he approached it.
Another flicker of lightning raised the hair on his neck and arms. Instantly a bolt cracked to his right, followed by another crash of thunder that rattled his teeth. For a split second he thought he saw someone perched in a tree outside the fence. He couldn’t be sure. He thought maybe the sniper had a rifle aimed directly at him. It was the snap of a rifle shot and a bullet ripping into his shoulder that confirmed it.
 
***
 
Without the help of his scope, Battle knew he’d need to wait until somebody tripped a wire. The silent laser alarm he’d used the night before was useless in the rain. His watch, which connected to the alarm wirelessly, kept flashing false intrusions. He took it off and stuffed it into a pocket. He didn’t want the light giving away his position.
A flash of lightning gave him the first hint that somebody was on his land. He saw three men walking side by side. He held his position and slowly raised the rifle. The scope was grainy, the rain blocking any accuracy it might have provided on a clear night.
Then one of the men tripped the wire. The firework exploded, as intended, and immediately triggered the gas-filled shell. Battle couldn’t see what was happening, but he thought he heard a shriek and some yelling in the general direction of the trip.
He trained the rifle in that area, southwest of his position, and he waited. He knew the lightning would flash again, providing him a target. Battle held still, the rain pouring down his neck and back. It dripped from his head down his face. It was worsening.
Then there was a momentary flicker and a bright, ear-ripping bolt of lightning overhead. He saw two men in that instant. One was in the mud. The other was armed. He was large and was crouched with his rifle leveled. His head turned and Battle thought, maybe, the man saw him.
Battle deemed him the more immediate threat. He closed his eyes, the burned image of the man imprinted in his mind. He moved his aim incrementally to the left and fired a single shot. He then moved his aim downward and fired again. Twice.
Pop! Pop!
A distant strobe of lightning revealed he’d hit the gunman once, in the shoulder. He’d dropped his weapon and was holding the wound. The dude on the ground wasn’t rolling around anymore. He was still. But in that flicker, Battle saw a third armed man joining the injured and dead.
Battle knew he had a split second to make a decision. He could stay in the tree, a position they’d likely identified, or he could jump down and assault them. The question he asked himself was how many more men were coming.
“There can’t only be three,” he mumbled to himself, tasting the cold rain. A shiver ran down his spine. He flexed his hands one at a time. They were stiffening in the cold, damp air.
He was about to leave his perch when a shotgun popped. The flash, however, didn’t come from the trio near the tripwire. It was farther away, from the treehouse.
Lola!
A gust of wind blew the rain directly into Battle’s face. He blinked past the water and raised the scope toward the treehouse. The infrared was still mostly useless.
Pop! Pop!
Lola again. Battle realized she was doing what he’d instructed, holding his place while she thought he was reloading. He’d need to act or she could be in trouble.
Rather than staying in the tree, he made the call to rush the trio and eliminate them before another wave of men attacked. He needed to move fast.
He grabbed his rain-soaked canvas bag, zipped it, and tossed it to the ground. Against another flash of lightning he slid out onto a branch and slipped. He tried to steady himself but couldn’t and fell. But he caught himself with the crook of his right arm, Inspector slung over his back, and he held onto a thick branch twelve feet off the ground.
He was dangling from the branch by his forearm. He managed to reach up with his left hand and, despite the slickness of the oak branch, maintain his grip. His back was to the trio of men. Another flash of lightning lit up the sky, illuminating the milky clouds hung low and moving fast in the central Texas sky. Battle knew he was exposed.
Pop!
Another shotgun blast. But this one whizzed by Battle’s head. He heard its whistle as it zipped past him. His hands were slipping.
Pop! Pop!
Two more shots whirred past him. One of them slugged the thick branch from which he was hanging. The wood splintered and shards exploded around him. A piece pierced the back of his arm, drilling deep. The jolt surprised Battle and he flinched, losing his grip.
He dropped to the ground below, splashing into the mud with both feet before falling onto his back and the rifle. His head slammed into the ground, disorienting him for a moment. But Battle struggled onto his stomach and swung around Inspector. His lower back was tight. His fingers were stiff. The back of his right bicep was thick with a searing pain.
He pitched himself onto his elbows, spread his legs behind him, and flipped open the bipod on the bottom of the rifle. He planted it in the mud and lay in wait.
Pop! Zip! Pop! Zip!
The shots were a good three or four feet above his head. They were coming from his ten o’clock. Battle shifted his weight and spun the rifle to the left. He slipped his hand onto the trigger and pressed, holding it there as Inspector did its job.
Rat tat tat tat tat tat tat! Rat tat tat tat tat tat tat!
Despite the steady, loud percussion of the rain, he could hear a man’s sharp squeal followed by a grunt and the sound of a body splashing into the mud. A second threat was neutralized.
There was at least one more.
 
***
 
Pico could hear what sounded like a firefight, but the rain obscured his vision. He directed both of the grunts to follow him closer to the bursts of light.
The three of them moved cautiously but with purpose through the deepening puddles of mud. Pico felt his boots stick and worked hard to pick up his feet past the suction with each successive step.
The sky lit up for a moment and went dark again. One of the grunts caught Pico’s attention and pointed off to the right. Pico nodded, giving him permission to move in that direction. The grunt stepped ahead, moving more quickly than Pico, and he slipped into the darkness.
The sheets of rain might as well have been a brick wall between Pico and whatever he was trying to see. He moved to the left with the other grunt. Together they forged a path toward the spot of the first explosion.
Pico kept his eyes up, despite the downpour, hoping for another fork of lightning to help him see his surroundings. A couple of shots sparked the blackness ahead of him. They came from maybe twenty feet off the ground. Somebody was there.
Rat tat tat tat tat tat tat! Rat tat tat tat tat tat tat!
The barrage of gunfire to his left threatened to draw his attention, but he kept his focus. Even as he heard a squeal and unearthly wail, he kept moving ahead. He crouched low, his weapon aimed upward. His eyes were set at the spot where he could best tell the shots emanated.
An explosion of thunder rocked the ground as the night turned to day with another prolonged concussion of lightning. He could barely see a treehouse set in the thick cradle of a large tree. He didn’t see anyone. But he knew someone had to be there.
Pico worked his way west, making a ninety-degree turn to the left, and moved quickly, crouching as he ran parallel to the interior fence line. He knew better than to approach the treehouse from the front. He’d be an easy target. He thought it better to approach from the side. He gripped the Browning with one hand, holding it vertically, and he maneuvered his way to a fence that ran perpendicular to the highway. He climbed over it, into the neighboring property, and followed it north, past the treehouse. In another snap of lightning he saw a large barn on the other side of the fence. From this position, he could approach the treehouse undetected. He moved to the fence and grabbed the top rail to climb over. The instant his hand reached for the wood, he felt a wire tighten against his palm.
Boom! Pop!
A loud crack exploded to his left, knocking him to the ground. It sounded like a gunshot followed by a shotgun blast.
The successive blasts looked more like firecrackers to Pico. He immediately rolled onto his side and tried to push himself back to his feet when he sucked in a poisonous gulp of air. He stopped short and coughed out the burn. His eyes stung and he closed them. Pico dropped back onto his knees and tried covering his face with his shirt. He crawled in the mud, splashing like a hog as he moved on all fours away from the burn. His ears were ringing. He was disoriented. In the midst of the rain and lightning, mud and gas, Pico thought he might be dying. In that moment, he actually wished for death. The thought of it was strangely comforting.
 
***
 
Rudabaugh’s arm hung uselessly from his ruined shoulder. His good hand was no better than the one with the bullet hole through it.
He was on one knee between two dead grunts. He bit down hard on his cheek, trying to mitigate the searing pain in his shoulder. He grabbed at it with his wounded hand and then planted the gauze-wrapped fist into the slop. He willed himself to his feet and stumbled forward toward a wrought-iron gate.
The rain poured off his head into his eyes as he staggered, his hat lost somewhere in the mud and blood. His heart pounded in his neck, his temples, and at the wound on both sides of his shoulder.
His breathing ragged and shallow, he somehow managed to flip himself over the fence where it met the gate. On his back, he blinked against the heavy drops slapping against his face. He’d lost track of Mad Max, or whoever it was who’d unloaded the barrage of semiautomatic gunfire.
Rud couldn’t believe this was where he would die—in the mud belonging to some vigilante hermit. He’d survived the Scourge; he’d helped to build the Cartel’s influence and risen through the ranks; he’d killed countless men, women, and even children to earn that brown hat. Damned if he was gonna go out like this.
He rolled over and again found his footing. The sky strobed white and he saw the treehouse straight ahead. Rudabaugh reasoned that was his best option. If he could make it to the treehouse, he could find cover and regroup. He still had his sidearm. It wasn’t over yet.
Rudabaugh looked over his shoulder, but didn’t see anyone. Still, he could sense Mad Max was there. He started walking, hobbling really, toward the treehouse. One step. Then another. Right. Left. Right. Left. His arm dangled limply, bouncing against his side. Another step closer. Straight ahead, beyond the treehouse, he saw an explosion of light and a smaller orange burst.
Then Rudabaugh, without any concept of what was happening, lost his footing in the mud, his boot slipping through the ground, into a hole, and onto something sharp.
His ankle twisted and snapped at the same moment he heard a gunshot and felt an instantaneous burning heat tear through the meat of his foot. He fell forward, his broken ankle and shattered foot still stuck at the bottom of the hole.
Without the use of one arm, his face slammed to the mud. Rudabaugh swallowed some of it when he gasped in shock and pain. He sucked in the mud, gagging on it as he grabbed at the wet earth. He coughed out the bilge water and cried out defiantly.
He was on his side, struggling like a beetle, when a pair of boots planted themselves in front of his face. Rudabaugh craned his neck, trying to look upward toward the owner of the boots. Before he could catch even the slightest glimpse of the hermit he knew as Mad Max, the man put the barrel of a Prairie Panther to the back of his head and tapped the trigger once.
 
***
 
Battle stared at the pitiful heap of a man in front of him. He knelt down and fished the six-shooter from the man’s leg holster, flipping it over in his hands. It was a Cimarron Rooster Shooter, a single-action revolver that was essentially a rip-off of John Wayne’s Colt single action. He opened the cylinder. It was fully loaded.
Battle stood and stuffed it into his waistband. He’d come up with a name for it later. “As far as the east is from the west,” he whispered to himself, “so far has he removed our transgressions from us.” He took a deep breath. There were more people to kill.
Just before he’d ended the lard in front of him, he’d seen the tripwire explode on the western edge of the property. Somebody was over there. He made a mental tally: three dead and at least one more alive.
He carefully walked back to the fence, hopped over it, and traveled along its edge toward the tripwire. The rain was lessening. At least the drops didn’t sting as much as the wind blew them into his face. He was trying to get a good look at the treehouse and strained his eyes in the dark. He couldn’t see much more than the rough shape of the fort lodged in the branches. He stopped and tried to focus when he felt something poking him in the back, right between his shoulders above where the canvas bag was hanging.
“Drop the rifle.” The voice was jittery and sounded young. “I’m gonna shoot you if you don’t drop it.”
“Okay then.” Battle raised his hands above his head, holding Inspector in one of them. “I’ll put it down, but I’m not gonna drop it. It could fire and kill us both.”
“Then put it down.”
Battle felt a jab at his back. He imagined it was the same Browning shotgun all the intruders were carrying. He slowly bent at his knees and then his waist. He set Inspector into the mud.
Another man emerged from the darkness in front of him. He was marching with confidence, his Browning trained at Battle, who stood back up and kept his hands above his head.
“Where’s the woman?” the new intruder asked. “What’d you do with her?”
Battle counted in his head. There were three dead, a fourth was likely rolling around in the mud, fighting the effects of the tear gas, and then there were these two. Six total.
“You guys only bring six people to this party?” Battle asked, clasping his hands behind his head. He was trying to buy himself time to think.
“We brought what we needed.” Scarface stepped up to Battle and held the barrel inches from his face. The man, with a shaved head and long red scar down his cheek, looked past Battle. “You seen the woman?”
“No.”
Intruder number five poked Battle again from behind. “Where is she?”
“Who are you talking about?” Battle shrugged and twisted his right boot heel deep into the mud. “What woman?”
Scarface inched a step closer, the shotgun pointed between Battle’s eyes. “Don’t be a—”
Using the mud to his advantage, Battle slid his left heel forward while keeping his right in place. Dropping into a quasi-split, he drove the heel of his left hand upward into Scarface’s chest.
At the same time, he reached into his waistband with his right hand and pulled out the Cimarron Rooster, fanned back the hammer and plucked the trigger three times at the man behind him. He then emptied the other three forty-five-caliber slugs into Scarface as he tumbled backward and dropped the Browning into the mud. The series of moves took a little more than two seconds.
Certain the two men were dead, Battle rolled onto his side. His groin hurt. And when he stood, it tightened. Battle worried he’d pulled a muscle or, worse yet, tore something. He tested his gait and limped toward the treehouse, staying on the outside of the fence. There was one man left, by his count.
He doubted there was another team. In fact, he worried there wasn’t another team.
He hopped the fence, without his bag or weapon, and gingerly climbed the planks of pine toward the treehouse trapdoor. He banged on it, rattling the locking board on the other side.
“Lola!” he yelled. “It’s Battle. Let me in.”
He heard scurrying above his head and then the pounding of footsteps. “Coming!” Within a few seconds she had the trapdoor open, and Battle climbed through.
“Are they gone?” Lola asked. “Did you kill them? Did I kill them?”
“Let me see the goggles. I think there’s still one out there.” He hobbled to the right and slid the thermal goggles over his head. He leaned against the wall and peeked through, looking toward the fence on the western perimeter. He scanned along the fence line to the left and then back to the right.
Lola joined him at the wall. “Why do you—?”
“Shhh! Wait.” Battle saw him. A heat signature glowed on the other side of the fence. At first, he couldn’t tell if was an animal or a human. Then the figure stood and moved back and forth along the fence in a tight pattern. He was dazed or injured. Either way, he was vulnerable. “Stay here, I’ll be right back.” He ripped the goggles from his eyes and handed them back to Lola, stepping past her to the trapdoor opening.
She grabbed his shoulder. “Where are you going? How many were there? You’re leaving me here?”
Battle put his hands on the sides of her face. “Chill. I will be back. You wait here.”
“You’re going to kill the last one?”
“No. I need to talk with him.”
 
***
 
Battle’s limp lessened the more he walked. The rain was shrinking to a drizzle and the flashes of lightning were moving north and west. He walked straight back toward the barn with McDunnough, the Sig Sauer, in his hand. He edged along the front of the barn toward the western fence line, crouching low. He barely picked up his feet as he slid along the mud, trying to be silent. When he approached, he realized the man was gone. He wasn’t anywhere near the spot where Battle had spotted him a couple of minutes earlier. When he reached the fence line, he caught a glimpse of the man running south. He was headed for the highway.
Battle wasn’t about to let another man escape. He hopped the fence and started running. His gait was like a wounded horse, but he kept running. The figure ahead of him was getting larger as he closed in on the man.
The rain was softening to a mist by the time they reached the cattle fence that ran parallel to the highway. Battle could hear the man huffing and wheezing as he leapt at him. He wrapped his arms around the man’s spindly body, driving his shoulder into the man’s back and plowing him to the ground.
The air was forced from the man’s lungs as they landed and slid to a stop inches from the fence. Battle threw a battery of punches at the man’s kidneys, pushing his head sideways into the mud. He grabbed at the man’s waist and searched for his hands. The intruder was unarmed.
“Don’t move,” Battle spat into the man’s ear and then shoved his back to push himself free. “Move at all and you’re dead like all of your buddies.”
The intruder groaned but didn’t speak. His hand was twitching.
Battle rolled onto his knees and got a better look at the man’s face. His face was long and narrow, and his mud-caked mustache seemed too big for it. The man’s eyes were cracked open. Battle snapped his fingers and the intruder blinked.
“I’m not killing you,” he said. “Not yet, anyway. We’ve got business to discuss.” Battle stood, wincing against the pain in his groin, and ordered the intruder to stand. He got no response. A second order didn’t yield different results.
“Okay then,” he said. “Have it your way.” Battle walked around to the man’s feet, turned his back, and reached down to grab an ankle with each hand. “Watch your head,” he said, and started pulling the intruder through the mud, belly first. The clouds were beginning to thin and the sliver of a new moon was fighting to shine through the milky blanket in the sky.
By the time they reached the treehouse, the intruder was unconscious. Battle called up to Lola. “C’mon down. I got him.”
Lola climbed down the ladder and walked straight to the fence line. Remembering not to walk through the minefield of booby traps, she hopped the fence and met Battle on the other side.
She looked at Battle standing in front of the unconscious intruder, holding his ankles in the air like wheelbarrow handles.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m dragging him.”
“Why?”
“He wouldn’t get up.” Battle dropped the man’s feet into the slop. “Do you recognize him?”
“It’s too dark,” she said, shaking her head. “I can’t tell.”
“Let’s get him to the garage.”
“Why there?”
“I don’t want him seeing what I have in the barn, and I don’t want him in the house.”
“Fair enough.”
Battle reached down and grabbed the man’s ankles, lifting them waist high. He looked over at Lola. “Grab his hands.”
“Please?”
Battle rolled his eyes. Manners weren’t a priority. “Grab his hands, please.”
The two of them carried the intruder the rest of the distance to the garage. They dropped him onto the ground at the entrance to the bay doors. He grunted after his head hit the ground.
Battle tapped a code on a keypad adjacent to the doors, and one of them hummed to life, rumbling upward to reveal the cavernous garage inside. Gas vapor lights blinked on, intensifying as they warmed up. Battle dragged the intruder the rest of the distance and closed the door behind the three of them.
Though the garage was more than wide enough for three cars, only an old pickup truck sitting atop flat tires occupied the bays. Tool-laden pegboard covered the back wall of the garage. Underneath the pegboard was a long wooden workbench next to a four-foot-tall tool chest. Part of the workbench looked like a desk. A vented metal swivel chair was stored in the opening.
Battle grabbed the chair and rolled it to the center of one of the empty bays. He walked back to the pegboard and pulled two sections of bungee cord from their hooks.
“Let’s get him into the chair.” He nodded at Lola, who was preoccupied with taking in the size of the garage. “Help me, please.”
They moved the heavy, limp intruder to the chair, and Battle bound him with the cord. He pulled the man’s hands behind his back and wrapped the cord around his wrists, winding the excess around his chest. The second cord affixed his ankles and feet to the center cylinder, essentially tucking them up underneath the seat.
Lola was standing a couple of feet back, watching Battle work.
“We need to go get the weapons,” he said. “We can’t leave them out there. That’ll give this guy a chance to wake up a little bit. When we get back, he starts talking.”
The intruder grumbled something unintelligible and shook his hanging head. A viscous mix of snot and blood was nesting in his mustache. One eye was swollen shut and his upper lip was busted. He was caked with mud and tied to a chair. It didn’t matter what he was mumbling.
He would eventually talk.
 



CHAPTER 14
NOVEMBER 11, 2032, 2:18 PM
SCOURGE +40 DAYS
EAST OF RISING STAR, TEXAS
 
“It’s my fault.” Sylvia was pacing back and forth in the kitchen. She was inconsolable. “I killed our son,” she said.
Marcus tried reasoning with her. “You can’t say—”
“Yes, I can!” she yelled, pressing her arms downward. Her hands were balled into fists. “I shouldn’t have opened the door. She would have gone away. Wesson would still be here. He would be here!”
Marcus stepped around the island toward his wife. She backed away, holding up her hands. She shook her head.
“I don’t want your consolation, soldier,” she said. “The idea of you holding me only makes me angrier at myself. You smell like him.”
Marcus shrank back a step and stuffed his hands into his pockets. Their son had been dead less than twenty-four hours.
Marcus had buried him in the backyard like a pet they’d had to put down. It wasn’t worthy of Wesson, but it was all they could do.
Sylvia wouldn’t come outside. She couldn’t, she told him. But while he’d dug the hole, he’d seen her peering through a window. Her nose had been pressed to the glass like a child. He’d pretended not to notice her.
He’d had no idea whether she’d watched any of the short burial service or not. Marcus had wrapped his son’s body in a large plastic blue tarp he’d found in the garage and helped him into the ground.
With a shovel, he’d filled the hole and patted it as flat as he could. Then, alone, he’d prayed for his son’s soul.
On his knees, he whispered, “In a favorable time I listened to you, and in a day of salvation I have helped you. Behold, now is the favorable time; behold, now is the day of salvation.”
Now he stood in the kitchen, feeling a disconcerting combination of guilt and anger. Sylvia was right. It was her fault. She knew better than to let anyone in the house. He’d warned her; she didn’t listen. She didn’t even wear the surgical masks he’d given her and Wes to wear if they inadvertently came in contact with someone.
He’d never said, “I told you so,” after handling Roseann. He didn’t have to. He knew Sylvia could see it in his eyes. And when Wesson coughed for the first time, he’d seen the apology in her eyes.
He was angry at her. Still, he also loved her. He regretted not having done a better job protecting them. Ultimately, Marcus believed it was exclusively his job to keep them healthy and safe.
He’d spent his entire post-army life prepping for the end of the world. Now it was upon them and his son hadn’t lived more than six weeks. It was his fault more than it was hers. But that unspoken chemical, emotional mixture of conflicting feelings was like a wall between them.
“So if I can’t console you,” he said, “what can I do?”
“Nothing.” She cleared her throat. “Nothing. It’s too late.”
“Too late?” he questioned. “That implies I could have done something earlier. But not now.”
“No, it doesn’t,” she snapped. “This isn’t about you anyway. Not everything is about you, Marcus.” Sylvia cleared her throat again.
Marcus bit his lip before he spoke. He already regretted the tone of their conversation. He glared at her. “Really?”
“Yes, really.” She crossed her arms across her chest and leaned in. “All of this is about you. You moved us here. You isolated us. You convinced me to live in a Winnebago for two years.”
“Convinced you?”
“I did all of it, Marcus”—her eyes narrowed—“because you promised me it would work. You told me that if we did this, if we gave up normal lives, we’d survive whatever catastrophe came our way.”
“I didn’t—”
“You were wrong, Major Battle.” The sarcasm oozed more thickly with each successive word. “It didn’t work. Wesson is dead. None of your stupid planning saved him. None of it.”
“That’s not—”
“I put up with your eccentricity, your need to be some kind of hermit, because I thought it was therapeutic. I thought it would help with what I knew was PTSD. You came back a different man, Marcus. You’re not the man I fell in love with. You haven’t been since you deployed to Syria.”
Marcus flinched at the jab. He could feel a thick lump building in his throat. “What does that—”
“Shut up and let me talk!” A thick vein in her forehead looked as though it might burst.
Marcus took a deep breath and held it. He put up his hands in surrender.
“For all of your—your—crap—I thought there was a pot of gold at the end of it.” She waved her hands wildly. “I thought, ‘Okay, so my shell-shocked husband is a freak now. What do I do with that? I guess I go along with it. Because, eventually, if anything bad ever happens, we’ll be safe. Our family will be safe.’
“That’s not what happened. That’s…” She hitched and tears rolled from her eyes. She started sobbing. She leaned onto the island, dropped her head, and started coughing.
Marcus fought the instinct to move toward her and then succumbed to it. He slowly approached Sylvia and gently put his hand on her back before turning her toward him. She didn’t resist.
He put his hand on the back of her head and stroked her hair. He didn’t know what else to do. The pressure of the lump in his throat was painful. So he released it.
For the first time since returning from Syria, he cried. While he didn’t moan or wail, he knew Sylvia could feel the shudder of his chest. Marcus wasn’t sure why he was openly emotional. It might have been because he’d just buried his only child. It might have been because he could feel the congestion rattling in his wife’s lungs as he held her back. He could hear it in her crying. She was sick too.
 



CHAPTER 15
OCTOBER 14, 2037, 1:27 AM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
ABILENE, TEXAS
 
Queho rolled over and fumbled around on the bedside table until he felt the tin case in which he kept hand-rolled cigarettes. “Want one?”
“No,” said his girlfriend. “And I thought you quit.” She got up from the bed and crossed the room naked.
Queho watched her slink toward the bathroom in the low, flickering glow of a pair of pedestal candles. His girlfriend had fashioned them from wax. She was good at two things. One was making and selling homemade candles. The other they’d just enjoyed together.
Queho regularly joked she could probably make more money at that skill. She never laughed, though she often countered by telling him she got more enjoyment out of making candles.
He dragged a lighter from the table and lit the cigarette. He puffed a couple of times and then tossed the case and lighter back onto the table. “I did quit.”
“Doesn’t look like it,” she called from the bathroom. She was the only one, other than Skinner maybe, who could talk to Queho truthfully. She never genuflected or begged forgiveness for an indiscretion.
They lived together in a house on the corner of 9th and Butternut. It was a part of Abilene called Original Town South. Across the street were what used to be a liquor store and a library. The store was out of liquor; the library was empty of books.
The elderly man who’d lived in the home for sixty years before the Scourge was buried out back. Queho had tossed his stiff, bloated body into a hole after finding him dead in a recliner in the front room.
He took possession of the house. It wasn’t much, but it was close to the HQ. He also knew he’d get the respect of his men by not choosing one of the fancier places in town. Respect was important to Queho. So was power.
“I’m stressed,” he called back after a long drag. “It helps me cope.”
She laughed. “I thought I just relieved your stress.”
Queho chuckled to himself. He got up from the bed and walked to the dresser on the far side of the room. Atop the dresser, along with his holster and revolver, was his hat, his wallet, a large key ring, and an ashtray. He tapped the cigarette into the ashtray and carried it back to bed with him, his club foot thumping along the wood floor.
“What are you doing?” She emerged from the bathroom, wearing an open terry cloth robe, the tattoos that ran across her breasts and around her navel visible as she floated back to bed.
“Getting an ashtray.”
“So”—she slithered under the sheets and ran her hand along Queho’s leg—“what’s got you stressed? I could tell you were…preoccupied.”
“A woman.” Queho sucked on the cigarette and waited for her reaction.
“Oh really?” She ran her fingers up his chest. “What woman?” she purred. It wasn’t the reaction he expected.
“Some worker.” He shrugged. “She owed us. She escaped. A few men got killed trying to find her.”
Her hand moved down his chest and traced the scripted tattoo on his abdomen. “She killed them?”
Queho screwed the cigarette into the tray. “No. She found some ranch we didn’t know about. Some guy was living there. He killed the men.”
“And the woman?”
“Don’t know. But the man is tough. That’s what Pico says.”
She laughed. “Pico? You trust what that little weasel says? He’s scared of his own shadow.”
Queho set aside the ashtray and slid his hand onto her thigh. “Yeah, he is. But I believe him. I think the guy’s gotta be tough. He killed three men, one of them with his bare hands. At least that’s what Pico said.”
“Okay,” she said. “So a woman goes missing. She gets away. Big deal.”
Queho pulled his hand from her thigh and her hand from his stomach. He sat up straight and turned to look his woman in the eye.
“Are you kidding me?” he spat. “Big deal? Our power, our way of life, relies on fear. If people ain’t afraid of us, we lose. One woman gets away and we do nothing about it? Word gets around. People start thinking they can do it. Next thing you know, we’re getting hanged in the street by the common folk.”
“I get that,” she said meekly. “I just don’t understand why it stresses you out.”
Queho slapped the bed with his hands. His eyes widened. “Because we got this guy out there too. We’re calling him Mad Max. He’s a problem.”
“Then take care of him. I don’t get why this is such a big deal. You’ve taken care of plenty of people. What makes this one different?”
“I can’t tell you that,” Queho admitted. “I got a feeling about it, that’s all. I don’t think it’s as easy as ‘taking care of him’. He’s probably been on that land since the Scourge. You could argue we ain’t found him until now, but I don’t buy that. We’ve had too many posses out looking for occupied ranches. We didn’t miss him. I got a gut feeling we had more than one posse stumble on his place and he took care of them.”
“So what are you doing about it?”
“We got a scout party out there tonight,” he said, easing a pillow up the headboard behind him. “They’re looking around, getting a better feel for the place. Then we’ll go back with twenty to twenty-five men and end it.”
“Okay.” She shrugged. “Then that’s your answer. No reason for the stress. No need for the cigarettes. No need to be…preoccupied.” She slipped her hand under the sheet.
“Maybe,” he said. “I don’t know. I’m itching for the scout team to come back. Once I hear from them, I’ll feel better. What time is it?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “Does it matter?”
“Yeah.” He threw the sheet from his body, leaving his girlfriend alone in the bed. “It’s late. They should be getting back soon.” Queho thumped across the room to a pile of clothes on the floor. He reached down to get himself dressed.
“You aren’t gonna wash up at least?”
“No,” he said. “I gotta go talk to Skin. Don’t wait up for me.”
 



CHAPTER 16
OCTOBER 14, 2037, 2:00 AM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
TEXAS HIGHWAY 36
EAST OF RISING STAR, TEXAS
 
Battle twirled a brown cowboy hat with his hand. He was sitting opposite a man calling himself Salomon Pico. Lola was wrapped in a sleeping bag in the bed of the pickup truck. She was snoring.
“I appreciate the information you’ve given me so far, Salomon,” said Battle. “But I’m gonna need a little more.”
Pico asked for water. He licked his lips. His head hung such that his chin touched his chest.
“We’ve been at this for a couple of hours now, Salomon.” Battle stopped twirling the hat and set it on his lap. “I’ll give you water when we finish. You’ve given me your name. You’ve told me you’re with the Cartel. You admitted you came here to kill me and take Lola. But you haven’t told me where she can find her son. You haven’t told me who sent you here or where you came from.”
Pico shook his head back and forth without raising it. “I don’t know where he is.”
“Where did you come from?”
“I told you.” Pico’s voice was raspy. “I came from local headquarters.”
“Which is where?”
“Near here.”
“Wrong answer, Salomon.”
He lifted his head. His lips were crusted white at the corners. “I can’t tell you,” he said. “They’ll kill me.”
“I’ll kill you if you don’t, Salomon,” Battle answered. “But let’s do this. I ask a question. You answer. I like your answer and I give you water or maybe something to eat. Sound good?”
Pico dropped his head again.
“If you don’t give me an answer that I like, I’m gonna hurt you. I’ve been really patient. But I’m tired of being patient.”
“Abilene.”
Battle played coy and leaned forward in his seat. “What’s Abilene?”
“That’s where we have our HQ,” Pico mumbled as if he didn’t want Battle to hear him. “We came here from Abilene.”
“Is the boy in Abilene?”
“I don’t know. Can I have water?”
Battle reached down and picked up a canteen. He grabbed Pico’s sweaty mop of hair and pulled back his head. “Open up.” He held the canteen above Pico’s mouth and poured in enough water to wet his whistle.
Pico slurped down the water like a baby bird in its nest. “Thank you.”
“Where in Abilene are the headquarters?”
Pico shrugged.
Battle held up the canteen. “C’mon, Salomon, help me out here. Where are the headquarters?”
Pico pressed his eyes closed and cursed. “An old hardware store. Bible Hardware. That’s where the bosses are set up.’
Battle nodded, working not to betray his disappointment at the fate of the old store. “How many?”
“How many what?”
“How many men are there? How many people in the Cartel?”
Pico hung his head and laughed before coughing. He shifted uncomfortably against the binds pinning him to the chair. “You really don’t know?”
Battle put the canteen on the ground, sat back in the chair, and gripped the hat in his hands. He set his jaw and glared at the intruder.
Pico picked up his head and lost the smile on his face. He licked his mustache with his tongue. “Everyone is Cartel. Everyone. Even your woman over there. Lola? She’s Cartel.”
“What do you mean?”
“The Cartel controls everything,” Pico explained. “If you’re not in the Cartel, you pay the Cartel. If you pay the Cartel, you ain’t gonna oppose them. So everybody’s a part of it. There’s no escaping it. You might be the only one in this part of the world who doesn’t know that.”
Battle leaned forward again. “So how many?”
Pico’s eyebrows arched as if he didn’t understand the question. He licked the thick white spittle from the corners of his mouth. “You can’t kill all of them.”
Battle didn’t move. His gaze held Pico’s.
“Ten thousand.”
“Men?”
“Yeah.”
“And that’s Cartel regular, right?”
Pico blinked. “Yeah.”
“And the people who aren’t in the Cartel, but who support them?”
“A couple thousand.”
Battle sat back in the chair, his eyes wide. “Abilene had a hundred twenty thousand people living there.”
Pico shrugged.
“You’re telling me nine out of ten people are gone?”
Pico shrugged.
“All right then,” Battle said. He slapped his knees and stood from the chair. “You and me are heading there. I’m gonna thin out the herd a little bit and find that boy.”
Pico shook his head. “Not a good idea. Not a good plan. You’re gonna get us both killed.”
“You’re already a dead man, Salomon,” Battle said, sliding the brown hat onto his head. “And I’m a boss now,” he said, affecting Pico’s Southwestern twang. “Ain’t nobody gonna kill me.”
 
***
 
OCTOBER 14, 2037, 3:04 AM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
ABILENE, TEXAS
 
Cyrus Skinner pinched the bridge of his nose and rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. The machine-gun knock on his door jolted him from his sleep, but didn’t really wake him up.
He was sitting in the living room of his three-bedroom house. He called it the parlor. Not many visitors saw more of the house than that room. As an area captain, Skinner liked his privacy.
He sat in a high-back Fauteuil chair, his elbows resting on the exposed gilded wood-frame arms. He shifted against the quatrefoil fabric and blinked his eyes open to look at his early morning guest, Queho.
“So you’re telling me that, after you decided to scale back and take a look-see before you attacked Mad Max, it was the wrong thing to do?”
“Yeah.”
“And you want me to do what about it, seeing as how this mini-mission is already underway?”
Queho was sitting low in a chenille sofa that had seen better days. His knees rose above his lap. He felt like an adult in a kid’s seat. He shrugged.
Skinner mockingly shrugged in return. “That’s it? You wake me up at three in the morning for this?” He called over his shoulder, down the hall. “Woman! Get me a coffee.”
“I thought it was a good idea to send a scout team,” Queho explained. “We didn’t know enough about this place or Mad Max to send an assault posse. We rushed exposing a lot of men without good intelligence. I mean, it was Pico giving us the information.”
Skinner rubbed his chin and clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. He sounded like he was ticking off seconds as he thought about how to respond.
“I’m flummoxed,” he finally offered. “I think that’s the right word. Flummoxed. You doubt how good Pico’s information is, so you trust his suggestion to send a scout team. Then you shoot Rudabaugh in the hand ’cause he questions you. So you make him the lead. And you don’t go with him. Yeah, flummoxed is the right word.”
Queho started to answer but stopped when a tall, thin woman walked into the parlor, carrying a tray with two cups of coffee and a pile of sugar packets. She was hunched at the shoulders, as if she carried a hump on her back. Her eyes were set deep in her skull, her lips oversized for her narrow jaw. She set the tray on a polished cherry table and slowly backed out of the room. She never looked either of them in the eyes.
Skinner reached for the coffee, and the lights flickered. “You were saying?”
“I didn’t have the feeling in my gut before,” Queho said. “I figured the guys could handle it and we’d minimize the risk of losing more men. Now, I don’t know. They should be back by now.”
Skinner pulled the steaming cup to his lips and sipped the scalding coffee. “This is where destroying cell phone towers doesn’t sound like such a good idea, does it?” He didn’t wince when the drink burned his tongue, the roof of his mouth, and his throat. He took a second sip and nodded toward the cup still on the tray.
Queho took the coffee. “I never understood that,” he said. “It’s like biting off your nose to spit in your face.”
“Spite your face.”
“What?”
“The saying,” Skinner smirked. “It’s ‘biting off your nose to spite your face’.”
Queho blew into his cup. “Whatever. It didn’t make sense to me. We could have used cell phones to coordinate things, to communicate better.”
Skinner set the coffee cup back on the tray. “The generals over in Houston and Dallas thought the risk outweighed the gains. They figured it was better that nobody had cells than for the early opposition to have them. Remember, in the days after the Scourge, we were fighting for control. We needed every advantage we could find. We had numbers. So it was better to level the technical playing field. Plus, those cells didn’t work out in rural Texas anyhow.”
“Have they talked about fixing them? I mean, now that we control everything from Louisiana to New Mexico?”
Skinner cracked his neck. “I dunno. Look, Queho, all of that’s beside the point. And they reserve their two-ways for the cities. The situations are more unstable there. Instant communication is more critical. Out here, in the great open spaces with a bunch of farmers, they didn’t see the need to share. They figured we could handle it without the creature comforts. And It doesn’t matter. What’s done is done. We need to figure out how we handle this potential mess you’ve created.”
Queho took a tentative sip of the coffee. “Okay.”
“You take ten men,” he said. “Head toward the area Pico told you about. You got a general idea of where it’s at, right?”
“Just past Rising Star.”
“Good,” Skinner said. “Head there. Get going before sunup. You’ll either run into your search team…or you won’t. Either way, we know what to do.”
“What is that?”
“We end this guy. Mad Max. This is one guy, right?”
“According to Pico.”
Skinner shrugged. “So it’s one crazy guy. We end him. Kill the redheaded woman. She’s too much trouble.”
“And the boy?”
“He’s where I told you to put him?”
Queho took another sip of coffee and swallowed it quickly so as to answer. “Yes.
“Leave him there for now,” Skinner said. He leaned over, slid the cup from the table, and pulled it to his lips. He downed the rest of the coffee and licked his lips free of the stubborn sugar granules that refused to dissolve. “Once his momma’s dead, you be sure to tell him. Describe it in detail. Even if you gotta make it up. That’ll keep him in line.”
Queho sipped from his cup and sank back against the worn cushion.
“Don’t get comfortable,” Skinner said. “You gotta get going.”
 
***
 
OCTOBER 14, 2037, 5:40 AM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
TEXAS HIGHWAY 36
EAST OF RISING STAR, TEXAS
 
Marcus stood at the edge of the highway. He walked behind the six horses tied to his fence, his boots scraping across the cracked and pitted asphalt. He was far enough back from their hind legs to avoid a swift kick to the head but close enough, with the help of a flashlight, to inspect them and pick the best of the lot. He was wearing tactical cargo pants and a matching vest. The vest, covered with various-sized pockets, was stuffed with ammunition and first aid supplies.
“This is a good one.” He aimed the light at a thick Appaloosa. It was dark with a black-spotted white blanket over its loin and hips. Its mane was black. It looked healthier than the others.
“I don’t know a lot about horses,” he admitted, sidling up to the Appaloosa, “but I know they have durable hooves. I like that.” He turned off the light and came around to face the animal.
The horse looked at him with its human-esque eyes and nickered. It was a guttural pulse of a greeting that told Battle the horse liked him.
“I like you too.” Battle patted the Appaloosa’s forehead, lightly dragging his hand down to its muzzle. He carefully took the cheek pieces in each hand and tugged. The horse snorted.
“I think you’re the one,” he said. “What’s it name?” he called over his shoulder to Pico.
Pico stood inside the fence line. His hands were bound together. His legs were tied such that he could walk but not run. “Aces,” he said. “That was Rudabaugh’s horse. You’re wearing his hat.”
Battle took off the brown cowboy hat and looked at it before replacing it atop his head. “Only makes sense I should take his horse if I already have the hat. Which one is yours?”
Pico nodded his head to a paint on the end. “That’s mine. His name is Venganza.”
“Okay,” Battle said. “You’re not taking him. I don’t want you on a familiar horse. But thanks for the honesty.” Battle pointed to another paint. “You can have that one.”
“Lola, can you help me, please?”
She huffed, hopped over the fence, and moved next to Battle. She adjusted her T-shirt and folded her arms across her chest. “What?”
“I need you to help me load up the horses with the gear,” he said, hanging a Kevlar vest on the fence post. “I’d appreciate it. Please.”
She grabbed a couple of saddlebags they’d retrieved from the barn while Battle worked on attaching his gear to Aces.
“I should go with you,” she said, handing him one of the bags. “Let me wear the vest.”
Battle rolled his eyes and checked the straps of the rifle scabbard then slid it under his saddle. He ignored her at first. It was difficult enough to leave the house, the barn, his family. It was even tougher to leave Lola in charge of the place. He didn’t want to rehash an argument over leaving her behind.
“The sun’s up in two hours,” he said to Pico. “We should hit the road. I need you to change into some different clothes for me, and I’ll need a lead from the back of my horse to yours.”
Lola took a step toward Battle. “Did you hear me?”
Battle nodded. “I heard you,” he said. “This is too dangerous. And I don’t want the house empty. Plus the vest wouldn’t fit you.”
She threw her hands up. “I can’t protect the house alone,” she argued. “And you’re going to find my son.”
Battle adjusted the leathers. He was taller than Rudabaugh. The stirrups needed to hang lower. “I’m not going to argue about this. If you remember, a few hours ago, I wasn’t ever going to leave my land. Ever. Now I’m doing it. Just stay in the house.”
“But—”
“Please.”
Lola pulled her hair behind her ears and bent over to pick up a bag. She tossed it to Battle. “Fine. Please bring me back my son.”
“You’re not coming back alive,” Pico said. He was kicking his toes into the mud. “They’re gonna kill both of us. Then they’ll come here and they’ll kill her.”
Lola’s eyes flashed from Battle to Pico and back to Battle again. Her jaw tightened. She clenched her fist and took two big steps to the fence. She leapt over it, despite her injured ankle, planted her feet in the mud, and threw all of her weight into Salomon Pico. She drove her shoulder into his gut and knocked him to the ground. He unsuccessfully tried defending himself with his bound hands.
“Get her off me!” he wailed. Lola pushed her left hand onto his face and shoved his head deeper into the mud. With her right hand, she swung wildly with a closed fist. She connected with his neck and jaw.
“Help me!”
“I’ll. Help. You. You mother—” Lola grunted between swings.
Battle took his time moving to the fence. He climbed over it one leg at a time and strode a few steps with his hands in his pockets. “Lola.” His voice was soft at first, as if he didn’t really want her to hear him.
“I remember you,” she snarled and punched him in the throat. “I remember.”
Battle’s voice was louder. “Lola.”
“My son. He’s a child.” She was crying, her arms flailing, but she kept connecting with the now bloodied Pico.
Battle grabbed her shoulder. “Stop.” He squeezed, his grip tightening. “That’s enough.”
Lola pounded on Pico’s chest twice more before sliding off him into the mud. Battle helped her to her feet and put his arms around her. He held her while she released the last of her outburst into his chest.
“It’s okay,” he told her, questioning his own compassion. “I’ll find him. I promise.” He regretted it immediately.
Lola’s sobs slowed and she pushed away from Battle. “What did you say?” She sniffed and rubbed the snot from her nose.
“Nothing. Just that it’ll be okay.”
She pulled strands of muddied red hair from her face. “That’s not what you said.”
Battle bit his lip. He averted his eyes, choosing to look at the pitifully wounded punching bag lying in the mud.
“You promised to find him. You promised.” She thumped his chest with the back of her hand.
He looked back at her and nodded. “I guess I did.”
Battle couldn’t account for the one-hundred-and-eighty-degree flip. He didn’t know why he’d subconsciously relented to the emotional pressure of helping Lola find her son. But he had.
A shaky smile spread across Lola’s face. She nodded and blinked back tears. “Thank you,” she said. “I don’t know what else to say.”
Battle shrugged. “There’s nothing to say. Keep an eye on the place while I’m gone. Let’s get these extra horses into the barn.”
 



CHAPTER 17
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Marcus wiped the sweat from Sylvia’s forehead. She was in their bed and barely conscious. She’d deteriorated almost as quickly as Wesson.
Her breathing was shallow and rapid, like a dog panting. Her cough was thick with mucus and a yellow pus from her lungs that had become pinkish from blood in the last few hours.
Marcus hadn’t slept since their argument in the kitchen. He’d dozed off for a minute or two in the chair next to the bed, but that was it. He couldn’t risk being asleep when she died.
“I love you, Sylvia,” he’d said at regular intervals during his vigil. He held her hand and talked softly to her.
During her first day confined to the bed, when she’d become too weak to stand, she watched his eyes intently as he spoke. Occasionally she managed a hint of a smile.
“I remember seeing you for the first time,” he’d recalled. “It was at graduation. The Goat had just crossed the stage and taken his money. We’d cheered wildly for him. I glanced into the crowd at Michie Stadium and noticed this adorable yellow sundress attached to a gorgeous woman. You glanced back.
“The ceremony ended and I looked for your dress. I found it. You were still attached to it.” He’d chuckled. “Turned out the Goat was your brother. Hilarious. I pretended I was there to congratulate him, which I did. I introduced myself to your mom. And your brother introduced you to me.”
Sylvia had interrupted the story with a violent cough. Marcus had patted her back and wiped her chin free of phlegm. Once she’d lain back against the mountain of pillows behind her head and back, he’d retaken her hand.
“So,” he’d said, “I offered to shake your hand, but you saluted me. You insisted I give you my silver dollar. I said I couldn’t. West Point tradition is explicit. The coin goes to the first enlisted person to salute a graduate. You argued that since your brother was in the army and your father had died in Fallujah when you were a young girl, you’d involuntarily enlisted.”
“You gave me your coin,” Sylvia had whispered through the rattle in her lungs.
Marcus had squeezed her hand, which he’d taken with both of his. “I did. There was no point in arguing with you. Especially since I wanted to see more of you.”
Sylvia turned her head and looked at the ceiling. Above her a fan was spinning. Its pull chain whipping gently in its breeze was the only sound in the room. She tried to take a deep breath but couldn’t. She wheezed and coughed again. With each percussive coughing fit, she emerged with less strength. Marcus could see the disease devouring her by the hour.
“You always kept me on my toes,” he’d told her. “I was a fresh second lieutenant. You may as well have been my CO, the way you led me around. I was whooped. Still am.”
Sylvia had turned her head back to him and rolled her eyes. There was no smile anymore. She couldn’t manage the strength for it. But he’d seen the smile mixed with the sarcasm of the eye roll.
Now, he sat beside her in her final hours, contemplating, regretting all of the mistakes he’d made. There were so many.
When they’d married before his first deployment to Iran, he’d promised her everything would be okay. Her brother, who hadn’t risen through the ranks as quickly as Marcus, was assigned to his company. When Sylvia had kissed her husband goodbye, she’d held his face in her hands.
“I know you’ll come back,” she’d told him. “You’re too strong not to come back. But my brother, please take care of him. Please tell me he’ll come back too.”
“He’ll come back too,” he’d said. “Guaranteed.”
He hadn’t. His platoon had stepped into an ambush. Sylvia’s brother was among the thirty-seven men who’d died. Only three survived. Marcus wasn’t there, he was on a patrol some twenty miles away. He’d had to call his wife and tell her. He’d had to inform her that he’d failed to keep his promise.
Marcus regretted having made the promise to keep Sylvia’s brother safe. He’d resolved not to make promises he couldn’t be sure he’d keep.
When he resigned from the army and bought the land outside of Rising Star, he’d never promised Sylvia his plan would work. She’d pressed him to assure her that their sacrifices would pay off, that they’d survive whatever doom befell them.
“I’m doing everything I can to keep us safe,” he’d told her repeatedly. “Nothing is certain. But if we follow the plan, we’ll be in excellent shape.”
Excellent shape, as it turned out, was a son in the ground and his wife on her deathbed. He’d failed even without making a promise.
Sylvia drifted to sleep. She was still breathing, albeit with difficulty. Marcus let go of her hand and reached for the television remote. He flipped to the cable news channel, turned down the volume, and read the captioning at the bottom of the screen.
“…estimates are at close to four billion,” a news anchor read from behind a desk. “The World Health Organization reports finding three different strains of the Yersinia pestis bacteria are now actively infecting populations in Europe, Asia, and Africa. In the United States, the CDC has reported only one drug-resistant strain of the bacteria. In all cases, patients are succumbing to the illness within seventy-two hours of the onset of symptoms.”
A man in a white lab coat appeared on the screen. “We don’t yet know the length of time between contraction of the illness and the onset of symptoms. It seems to vary from patient to patient. The best we’ve been able to determine is that it can take up to two weeks, but it could be as short as a few hours.”
“There are those who are exposed to the bacteria who survive,” read the news anchor. On the screen was video of hospitals, their parking lots populated with large tents that served as triage facilities. It looked like a scene from a horror movie. “Those survivors, however, seem to have immunity. At this point, overwhelmed researchers at laboratories across the globe have not determined what makes some immune and others susceptible. They estimate, however, that roughly only one in three people is immune.”
Another person in a lab coat appeared on the screen. “We are working diligently to find the common denominator amongst the immune. But so far, nothing. As the bacteria continues to change its makeup and new strains materialize, that effort becomes more difficult.”
Video of sick people fills the screen and the anchor begins speaking again. “Hospitals, clinics, even funeral homes are overwhelmed and cannot handle the incredible numbers of people who are dying. Some cities have turned to burning bodies at landfills rather than let them accumulate at morgues.”
The visual on the screen cuts to an aerial shot of a massive fire burning on top of what looks like a large hill. The camera zooms in to reveal the hill is a pile of bodies, smoldering and burning in the flames and heat. It then switches to a split screen of various cities in various states of collapse: a mob scene at a shopping center, masked gangs tossing rocks into the storefront of a big box store, a riot-gear-clad police force fending off protestors. “But maybe more troubling than the deaths of so many people is the collapse of local governments and lack of first responders,” said the anchor.
“Idiots,” Marcus mumbled to himself. “Why in the world would you put yourself in a densely populated area when a single cough could kill you?” The more he watched, the less he judged. The people were desperate. They were panicking. They weren’t prepared.
He looked over at his wife and took a deep breath. Preparation hadn’t saved her. It hadn’t saved their son. He was no better off than the desperate idiots roaming the streets, looking for food, water, and medicine. Marcus wiped Sylvia’s forehead with the damp washcloth and turned back to the screen.
The anchor looked down at some notes on the desk. “Joining me now is Professor Chris Blayney of Georgetown University. He is an expert in public policy and crisis management. Professor, it seems the infrastructure in so many large cities around the world has collapsed rapidly. Why?”
The professor was wearing a surgical mask. His voice was somewhat muffled. “The catabolic collapse of society is poorly understood. Whereas one complex civilization may survive a sudden or prolonged shift in its economic or social model, another may implode almost instantaneously. There is the well-known Tainter theory. It was proposed some fifty years ago and suggests that complex societies break down when increasing complexity, or stresses, fail to continue benefitting the population.”
“Can you dumb it down for us, Professor Blayney?” the anchor said off camera.
“Okay.” The professor adjusted the mask on his face. “There are some key things which keep order. If they don’t exist, society collapses. And it can happen quickly. Those things are resources, capital, waste, and production. They create a chain that binds a society together. If any one of them, or all of them, weaken or disappear, the chain breaks. Society breaks.”
“What happens next,” the anchor posed, “for those who survive?”
The professor blinked and then looked straight into the camera. “That’s grim,” he said. “Other entities, groups, or individuals seek to fill the void. They forcibly seek to reestablish the chain.”
“Anarchy?” The anchor appeared on the screen beside the professor.
“Or worse,” said the professor. “We’ll likely find areas that fall under rogue rule. It’s happened in destabilized places all over the—”
Marcus turned off the television. He didn’t need to hear any more. He’d been in those destabilized places. He’d seen the chaos. Marcus Battle knew what was coming and he didn’t need a genius professor at Georgetown to tell him about it.
The world, as he knew it, was over. It would devolve into a place where the worst in people was revealed and the worst of people took control.
He resolved he would not become a part of that world. When Sylvia died, and he knew from the cadence of her breathing it would be only hours before that happened, he would isolate himself. No television. No Internet. No connection to hell. He couldn’t do it again.
His fifty acres was his. He’d build his own world within the fences. He’d stay home.
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His posse was at the intersection of Highways 36 and 206 in Cross Plains. A long ago abandoned Dairy Queen sat on the northeast corner. The faded sign still advertised burgers and ice cream.
“You ever have a Blizzard?” Queho asked a grunt riding alongside his right. He nodded toward the sign.
The grunt shrugged, a confused look on his face. “I guess so.”
Queho sat higher in the saddle, straightening his back. “Either you have or you haven’t. I mean, boy, if you had a Blizzard, you’d know it.”
The grunt nodded. “I had it before.”
Queho’s eyes widened. “What flavor?”
The grunt pulled his collar up around his neck. “Butterfinger.”
“Yeah.” Queho nodded, a smile spreading across his face. “Butterfinger. Good one. I liked that one. I always got the candy stuck between my teeth. Same with the Heath Bar.” He picked at his teeth with his finger. “Not worth the effort.”
The grunt kept pace with Queho. The caravan was traveling more like an amorphous pack. The town’s wide streets accommodated the disorganization as the posse clopped along. Queho was so preoccupied with Dairy Queen, he didn’t notice.
“I always got the chocolate chip cookie dough,” Queho said, licking his lips. “Oh, that was good. And remember? They’d hold it upside down?” He held out his hand to pantomime a Dairy Queen clerk holding a cup of ice cream upside down. “That way you knew how thick they made it.”
The predawn chill was giving way to the sun. There was a fog blooming on the road ahead leading south and east toward Rising Star. Off to the left were the remnants of a used-car lot. The sign, which read Bi-Rite, was crumpled and rusted on its ends. It hung crooked on a mangled chain-link fence. An overhead power line drooped low to the ground, the large pole on the corner sitting in the ground at forty-five degrees. Queho pulled a canteen from his saddlebag and popped it open with his thumb. He took a long swig and pointed the canteen toward the dealership. The lot was cracked, empty of cars, and overgrown.
“I miss cars too,” he said, adjusting his club foot in the stirrup iron. “I’ve only been in a car once since the Scourge. It was like floating on air.”
The grunt’s eyes stayed on the portable reader board as they passed it. It was missing all but a few letters. “You been in a car since the Scourge?”
“Just the once,” Queho said. “Leather seats. Nice air-conditioning. I opened the vent all the way and cranked the AC to max.” He closed his eyes and lifted his chin, imagining the cool breeze.
“I ain’t been in one since…I can’t remember, really,” said the grunt. He grabbed the horn of his saddle and adjusted his lower back against the cantle. “I can’t remember what it was like to have a lot of stuff before the Scourge.”
Queho opened his eyes and turned to the grunt. “Like what?”
“Electricity.”
“We got electricity,” corrected Queho.
The grunt shook his head. “I mean, like, real electricity. What we got comes and goes. You never know when it’s gonna be there. One second the lights are on, the next they’re off.”
“That’s true.”
“I miss the TV,” said the grunt. “Streaming video. Binge-watching shows. I miss that. New music. When’s the last time you heard a new song? I can’t remember.”
Queho nodded and looked out into the fog. The blanket was thickening on the horizon and it was rolling closer to them as they moved east and slightly south along the highway.
The grunt snapped his fingers. “I also miss pizza delivery. If I got hungry after a bender, I could call and get a pizza delivered.”
Queho wasn’t listening to the young grunt. His attention was up ahead. It was increasingly difficult to see as the fog billowed. The sun hadn’t yet heated up the air enough for it to dissipate. It felt as if they were swimming in the opaque mist. He and the grunt were at the front of the pack. Queho looked over his shoulder. He could only see three others.
“You miss pizza?” asked the grunt.
Queho slowed his horse and eased back toward the rest of the pack. As he did, more of them emerged from the haze: six, seven, eight, nine. He could see all of the posse now. They were plodding along in the relative silence of the early morning, only the rhythmic clop of the shoed hooves on the asphalt giving away their numbers.
The grunt appeared beside Queho. He seemed oblivious to the lack of visibility.
“I liked anchovies,” he said. “I think it was the salt. It always—”
Crack!
The familiar loud clap of a rifle shot ripped through the fog, slugging the young grunt in the center of his forehead, whipping his neck. His body fell back and then lurched to the side before he fell from his perch. His right foot was stuck in his stirrup as his horse leapt forward, its ears flat back against its head and it squealed with fear.
Crack!
Another shot was followed by a short moan and the sound of a man falling to the dirt. Horses squealed and reared.
Crack!
“My arm!” one of the men called. “Son of a—”
Crack!
The man cried out and fell silent. His body hit the ground with a thud masked by the sound of squealing horses. By now the cacophony of squeals and roars was almost deafening as they bolted from their rough formation.
Queho held his reins tight and tried to control his horse. He struggled against its fear and it shook its head wildly. The horse bucked and strained against the reins, galloping north of the highway and into the weed-laden dirt and mud.
Other horses moved in the same direction, kicking up a spray of mud from the previous night’s heavy rain. The splatter blinded Queho as his horse raced north. The further away from the highway they traveled, the denser the fog.
He dug his spurred heels into the horse’s sides and pulled back on the reins as hard as he could, coaxing the spooked animal to calm down as they crossed a cracked and pitted street adjacent to a grouping of trailer homes and sheds.
“Whoa!” he ordered and the horse stopped. It shook its head and snorted. Queho looked around. He could hear the snorts and blows of other horses, but he couldn’t see much more than ten feet in any direction.
Queho’s heart was pounding, his mind racing. In the years since the Scourge, nobody had ambushed them. Nobody was bold enough or stupid enough to try it.
Queho dismounted and tied his horse to the remains of a rotting wooden fence. He pulled a Browning shotgun he’d tucked underneath the saddle’s billet straps and fender.
He guessed he was a good quarter mile from the highway. He’d be better off walking back and hiding amongst the buildings or waist-high weeds. He’d present a lower profile the attackers wouldn’t expect.
He marched through the weeds south toward the highway and came across two grunts. He told them to dismount, grab their shotguns, and join him on foot. They obeyed without question.
“Who you think it is?” one of them asked Queho as they stomped through a water-filled gulley intersecting their path.
“Hell if I know,” said Queho. “But they got three of us already. That leaves seven. Keep your heads on swivels. Don’t let nobody get behind us.”
“But they hit us from the front,” the other grunt commented.
Queho stopped and grabbed the grunt by his collar. The brim of his hat bent against the man’s forehead as he pulled him close. “Don’t. Let. Them. Get. Behind. Us,” he growled. That’s your job now, grunt. You got it?”
The grunt nodded and stumbled back when Queho released his grip.
Queho grabbed the crown of his hat and adjusted it on his head. He wiped some mud from his cheeks and then grabbed the Browning with both hands. “Let’s go. When we get close to the highway, turn left and head east. We need to use the grass for cover. We don’t know how many of them there are.”
It never crossed Queho’s mind the attackers were, in fact, one man. And that man was the killer he knew as Mad Max.
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Battle adjusted the night-vision goggles on his head. Sweat made them uncomfortable around his eyes, but the heat signature they provided was invaluable.
He’d considered using the rifle scope on Inspector, but the intensifying fog made it useless. He’d managed to fire a couple of accurate shots off the shoulder without his eyes on the sight. That third shot had drifted on him, and Battle had to waste a second bullet on a single man. He blamed it on the fog and the rationalization that the Browning he’d nicknamed Lloyd wasn’t as accurate as the semiautomatic Inspector.
It didn’t matter. As best he could tell, he’d tagged three of them. He guessed there were a half dozen left. Though he’d tried to count them before opening fire, they were clustered such that the signatures blended.
Battle pushed himself from the roadside culvert in which he’d set up shop and walked back ten yards to the Appaloosa named Aces, the paint, and his guest Salomon Pico.
He set the Browning on the saddle and, still holding the shotgun, hoisted himself into the seat.
“Same rule applies, Salomon,” Battle reminded him. “You so much as eke out a fart and I’m putting a bullet in you. Got it?”
Pico cracked his neck and complained again about the garments Battle was making him wear. He shifted in the saddle.
“Got it?” Battle asked again.
“Got it,” Pico said softly. “You’ve got a death wish. You know that, right? Even if you make it past this posse, you’re not gonna survive Abilene.”
Battle adjusted the depth of field on the goggles. He looked west into the fog and chuckled. “Death wish? That’s laughable.”
“I ain’t kidding,” Pico said barely above a whisper, wriggling his wrists against the bungee that bound them to the saddle horn. “You’re gonna die. I’m gonna die. This is pointless.”
Battle turned around, the leather creaking as he twisted to look at Pico. “Salomon Pico, you are far dumber than I gave you credit for.”
“How’s that?” Pico grunted.
“You tell me a single thing in this barren, evil-infested world that isn’t pointless.”
Pico shrugged, snorted through his damaged nose, and spat a blood-soaked loogie to the ground.
Battle turned back around to face the road ahead of them. “That’s what I thought.”
The sun peaked higher in the sky and the fog was lifting, albeit incrementally. Visibility was still nonexistent beyond fifteen feet. The horses had scattered on both sides of the highway, though Battle had no concept for how far off the road they might have galloped.
He tapped his heels into Aces’s ribs and clucked his tongue against his teeth. The horse responded with a neigh and started west. Battle figured the posse didn’t have thermal scopes or goggles. From what little he’d seen, they traveled like Spartans: a couple of weapons, rations, water, nothing else.
Aces clopped along the highway until Battle guided him to its edge. Pulling the paint with Pico aboard, they moved silently off the edge of the shoulder. The rustle of the high weeds was far quieter than the clink of shoes on the asphalt.
Battle forged ahead in the fog and neared a narrow concrete driveway that connected to the highway. It was shrouded by a cluster of bald cypress that had wrecked the drive. Their root knees kicked their way through the concrete, making the short path look as if it had suffered earthquake damage.
Battle turned onto the driveway and looped Aces’s lead around the narrow trunk of a young tree. He looked over to Pico and held his finger up to his lips. Pico nodded.
With Lloyd in his hands and McDunnough in a holster strapped to his thigh, Battle left the horses and the grunt hidden amongst the trees. He walked north toward an aboveground pool and its neighboring house. Neither was in good shape.
He wasn’t waiting for the posse to come to him. He was hunting them. He was a good fifty yards from the tree cluster when he changed his mind. He couldn’t be sure which side of the highway was occupied and couldn’t take the risk of choosing the wrong direction.
He certainly didn’t want to get sandwiched between the half dozen men he imagined were coming for him once they regrouped.
Battle jogged through the mist back to the horses, the goggles bouncing against his eyes. He slowed as he approached the trees. Pico was sitting as he’d left him, tied up and quiet.
“Change of plans,” he said to Pico. He took the bungees and loosened them from the saddle horn before helping Pico dismount. “I’m gonna tie you to the tree.”
He looped the bungee around the young cypress, pulling it tight to remove its slack. He knotted it on the side opposite Pico. “Too tight?”
“Yes,” Pico complained. He was sitting with his back against the tree, his legs bound in front of him. “I can barely feel my hands.”
Battle rounded the tree and smiled at Pico. “Good,” he said. “I won’t be long.”
“I’m uncomfortable,” Pico whined.
“It’s for your own protection,” Battle answered. “I need you alive. I told you that.”
“Alive until you kill me.”
“Pretty much.”
Battle untied the paint from Aces and led it out onto the highway. He adjusted his goggles, made sure he had a good grip on the Browning, and slapped the horse on its hindquarters. It snorted and took off, trotting west along the highway.
He waited about ten seconds and then started jogging behind the horse, running at a pace to keep his distance. His footsteps were masked by the clop of the iron shoes on the asphalt. It reminded him of running patrol on foot behind a Humvee.
Controlling his breathing, he listened intently and, with the help of his goggles, scanned both sides of Highway 36. The horse kept its slow trot west, staying on the asphalt as if it knew the plan.
Crack! Crack! Crack! Crack! Crack!
The shots came from the left, up ahead on the southern side of the highway. The horse snorted and squealed before accelerating into a gallop, disappearing into the fog up ahead. It had done its job as a decoy.
Battle dropped to a knee and focused on the southern side of the highway. He pulled the weapon to his shoulder and aimed, waiting for someone to move into his orange field of view.
He scanned to the right. Nothing. To the left. Nothing.
And then, a thick burst of bright color in the goggles. It was maybe thirty yards ahead, at his ten o’clock. Battle exhaled and pressed his finger to the trigger.
Crack! Crack! Crack! Crack!
He fished a pair of replacement shells from his chest pocket and slid them into the loading port at the bottom of the magazine. He took another pair and loaded them, ensuring they clicked when he pressed them up and inside the magazine.
He stood, walking deliberately toward the target area. He scanned to the right, checking the north side of the road, before panning across the highway to the original spot.
He knew from the number of shots fired there had to be at least two men. The Browning held four shells; there were five shots. The size of the orange glow in his goggles also indicated more than one person was standing at the edge of the highway.
His deduction was confirmed by the pair of bodies lying next to one another in the weeds off the shoulder. One of the men was dead. The other was twitching and grabbing his stomach.
Battle approached and then dropped to both knees next to the dying grunt. The man’s eyes were wide. He was gurgling, gasping for air. Blood was leaking from his mouth and nose. He had both hands at his stomach, but there was another hole closer to his neck. Battle was struck by how young he looked. Despite his unshaven appearance, the fear in his eyes betrayed his youth.
Battle closed his eyes and prayed. “So far has He removed our transgressions from us.” He unholstered the six-shooters from both men, stuffed them in a deep vest pocket at his side, and grabbed one of the Brownings. As he shifted his weight to stand, the dying grunt grabbed his wrist with a blood-soaked hand.
Battle looked the grunt in the eyes. He nodded, dropped the Browning, and pulled out one of the pistols. He pressed it against the grunt’s forehead, turned away, and fired. He felt the warm spray of mercy along his neck and the grunt’s hand released its hold on his wrist.
He slipped the pistol back into the long, wide pocket at his waist and stood with a Browning in each hand. Holding them at his waist, leveled straight ahead, he marched south into the weeds. He scanned the area from left to right. If he saw anything move, anything with a heat signature, he was ready to open fire again.
He looked left. Nothing. Right. Nothing. Left again. Nothing. He stepped deeper into the grass, the mud sucking at his boots as he moved.
Crack! Crack!
The shots came from behind him.
Crack! Crack!
Battle dove into the weeds, losing one of the weapons. He was face first in the mud. The goggles were coated with it. He spun around on his stomach and tore the goggles from his face. He didn’t have time to wipe them clean. The shots, as best he could tell, were from the north. From their volume, he figured they were fired at close range.
He crawled forward on his knees and elbows toward a large tractor tire a few feet to his right. Once behind the tire, he caught his breath and listened. The shooter was probably reloading. If there was more than one attacker, he was in trouble. His only saving grace was the lifting fog and the incremental warmth of the early morning. It was still cool; the crisp fall air tightened his chest if he inhaled too deeply. He looked up through the mist to the sky. The thin clouds high above were tinged pink from the rising sun.
A few more minutes, and the fog wouldn’t be a factor. That was both good and bad. Battle peeked around the side of the tire, still concealed by the grass. He couldn’t see anything of value. He closed his eyes and listened. At first, there was nothing but the ambient sound of a slight breeze blowing through the lifting fog.
But in the subsequent stillness, he heard weeds brushing against something. It was close. Then the suction of mud slipping from a boot or a shoe to his right.
Battle slid his finger onto the trigger, shot to his feet, emerging from the weeds in time to catch the gun-toting grunt off guard. The man fumbled to aim, but Battle was too fast. He pulled the trigger twice and dropped the man where he stood before again dipping below the protection of the high weeds.
He crawled forward toward the grunt and found him on his back. Both shots had pegged him in the chest, blasting through him. His eyes were frozen with the same look he’d had the instant he realized Battle had the drop on him and he was about to die violently.
Battle rummaged through the man’s pockets and took his extra shells. There was also a Leatherman multi-tool and an expired energy bar. Battle shoved the utility knife into his breast pocket and ripped open the energy bar.
It crumbled in his mouth and tasted like dirt, but he needed something. He’d not eaten since before the attack the previous night, and the food he kept in the saddlebag was on the other side of the highway.
Battle counted in his head. Six down. It was a good start.
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Queho heard the repeated shotgun blasts that sounded like they were coming from the other side of the highway. He was on foot with the two grunts, moving amongst the weeds and weaving between dilapidated mobile homes and trailers.
The rusted frame of a 2018 Dodge Charger was on cinderblocks. Queho moved next to the Charger and stopped when he heard a noise on the other side of a white double-wide that blended into the mist. It was its rust and black roof that made it visible.
Queho held up a hand to stop the two grunts walking behind him. He motioned for one of them to maneuver up against the double-wide and hold his position at the corner. Queho lowered himself to the ground and looked underneath the mobile home, but its foundation was too close to the ground for him to see anything. He could hear movement.
Queho pushed himself back to his feet. The clubbed one was throbbing from the walking, the cold, and the intensity of the moment. He motioned for the second grunt to join him and they made their way to the double-wide. He pointed for the first grunt to move around the trailer home to the left. He and the other grunt would go right.
The grunt nodded his understanding and checked the safety on his shotgun. Queho held up his hand with three fingers extended. Two. One.
They swiftly rounded the edge of the trailer, appearing on the opposite side. Queho had his shotgun pressed to his shoulder, his right eye glued to the sight. He swung from right to left and touched his finger to the trigger.
He located his target. Aimed. And, at the last moment, released his finger. “Hold up! Don’t fire.”
Queho and his grunts had found two more survivors of the initial ambush. They were astride their horses. They dismounted when they saw their posse boss on foot.
“Good to see you, boss,” one of them said. “We got separated when our horses got spooked. We didn’t know who was alive and who wasn’t.”
“It’s just the two of you?” Queho asked. He looked over his shoulder and then past the men standing in front of him. The fog was burning off much faster now. It was turning into a clear fall morning. He shifted his weight onto his good foot. “You ain’t seen anyone else?”
They shook their heads. “No,” they said in unison.
Queho looked over the men, taking inventory. There were five of them together. He didn’t know whether that was more or less than the attackers might have. He’d heard a lot of gunfire.
“So it’s us, then.” He shrugged. “We got to find our way outta here and make it east.” He pointed at the two grunts they’d just encountered and told them to get back on their horses.
They remounted the animals and awaited their instructions. One of them offered water to the others.
“We need to stay close to the road,” suggested Queho, “but far enough away from it that we can keep cover. You on the horses, take the lead.”
The two nodded and got their horses headed east. They weaved through a maze of houses and low-slung grain silos, leading the group south, back toward the highway. They moved slowly, each of the men with their weapons at the ready. The fog was all but gone by the time they reached a cluster of bald cypress trees north of the road.
Queho stepped ahead of the group. There was a large horse tied to a tree. It turned toward Queho and nickered. The horse looked familiar. It was dark with a black-spotted white blanket over its loin and hips and a black mane. When he got closer, the horse nickered again and snorted. Queho placed his hand on the animal’s poll, the spot atop its head between the ears and the run of the mane down its neck. He rubbed it then ran his fingers down its crest to its withers. He patted it gently.
“Is that Rudabaugh’s horse?” asked one of the grunts. The group had gathered behind him under the wide canopy of the tree.
“I think it is,” said Queho. “It’s an Appaloosa and looks the same. The spots and such.”
“What’s it doing here?” asked the grunt. “That don’t make any sense.”
Queho was piecing it together in his head when he heard a noise from underneath a nearby tree. He raised the Browning and leveled it waist high, stepping around the horse.
Fifteen feet in front of him was a man tied to a tree trunk. At first, Queho didn’t recognize him, though he knew it wasn’t Rudabaugh.
The man’s head was hung low, his face not visible. He was wearing a thick long-sleeved shirt. His arms were tied behind his back, attached to the trunk with a cord.
“Hey,” he called out to the man. “Hey, you. What are you doing here? Who tied you up?”
The man shook his head but didn’t raise it. He pulled his feet into his body as if he was trying to curl into a ball. As if that made him less visible.
“Hey, you.” Queho aimed the barrel at the man’s head. “I’m gonna shoot if you don’t look up at me. I need to know why you’re here and why you got a Cartel horse right next to you.”
The four grunts held their positions while Queho inched his way closer to the man under the tree. All of them had their shotguns ready to fire.
Queho kicked the man’s leg and shoved the muzzle into his chest, poking him with it. “Hey. Look up or I pull the trigger.”
The man slowly raised his head, looking Queho in the eyes. Queho jumped back, nearly tripping over his bad foot. “Pico? That you?”
Pico nodded almost imperceptibly. He mumbled something Queho couldn’t hear.
“What are you doing here? Where is Rudabaugh? What happened?”
“Can you untie me?” Pico asked. “I can’t feel my hands. My arms are falling asleep.”
Queho looked over his shoulder and motioned to the grunts. “Cut him loose.” He looked back at the battered man he barely recognized. “You got the tar kicked out of you, huh?”
Pico nodded. Two grunts worked from the back of the tree, cutting the bungee cords. Pico fell forward when they snapped. He rolled onto his side, his hands and feet still bound.
Queho checked to make sure the grunts had him covered and set his weapon on the dirt at the edge of the driveway. He flipped out a switchblade and leaned forward to cut the ankle cords. He reached behind Pico and stuck the blade between his wrists, yanking it upward.
“Ahhh,” Pico moaned and pulled his hands to his chest. “Thank you,” he exhaled. He flexed his fingers in and out. “Thank you.”
Queho grabbed Pico underneath his bicep and helped him sit upright. He was squatting like a baseball catcher a few inches from the mustachioed grunt. “Pico, what happened? Where’s Rudabaugh?”
Pico swallowed hard. “Can I get some water?”
Queho studied him for a moment before snapping his fingers at one of the horseback grunts. He looked at Pico’s wounds, the clothes he was wearing, the tree under which he was hidden. Something didn’t sit right. They’d been ambushed less than an hour earlier, but Pico was acting as though he’d been tied to the tree for days.
“You come here with Mad Max?”
Pico nodded and looked at the grunt bringing him a canteen. He reached out for it and pulled it to his mouth, spilling as much of it as he was drinking.
“I asked you a question, Pico.”
Pico wiped his mouth and handed back the canteen. “I did. And I know his name. It’s Battle.”
“Battle?”
“Yep. He killed Rud and the others. He attacked me. She attacked me. He—”
“Wait, wait, wait. Who exactly attacked you?”
“First he attacked,” Pico said breathlessly. “I mean, he had booby traps. So we got caught, and everybody got killed.”
“But he didn’t kill you?”
“No,” Pico said. “He tied me to a chair and asked me questions.”
“What did you tell him?”
“Nothing.”
“Nothing?”
“No,” Pico said, backing up against the tree trunk. “I swear, Queho. I didn’t tell him nothing.”
“You said she attacked you. Who?”
“The redhead we were chasing the other day,” Pico said. “I was all beat up. My hands were tied. She jumped me and started whaling on me.”
Queho adjusted his hat. “How’d you end up here?”
“He put me on a horse and led me here,” Pico said. “He wanted to go to Abilene and get back the redhead’s boy. He’s going to the HQ.”
A knowing smile wormed across Queho’s face. He rubbed his chin. “That’s kinda funny, Pico.”
Pico’s brow furrowed. “What?”
“Twice now you’re the only one to survive this Battle’s violence,” Queho said. “Twice. Everybody else dies. You live. Then you tell me, you swear to me, you ain’t tell him nothing about nothing. But he knew we have an HQ in Abilene? How’s that possible if you ain’t tell him that?”
“I-I—”
“Yeah,” Queho said, pushing himself to his feet. “That’s what I thought.”
Pico waved his hands in front of his face. “Please, Queho, I—”
“I should’ve killed you when I found you wandering the highway yesterday, Pico. You survive an Armageddon that kills men better than you and it’s fishy. You do it twice? That’s downright impossible.”
Pico slid his back up the side of the tree and stood, his trembling hands raised above his head.
“Tell me this, Pico,” Queho sneered. “How many men does Battle have with him? How big is his posse?”
“W-w-what do you mean?”
Queho bent over and grabbed his gun from the ground and then rebalanced himself on his good foot. “How many men does he have with him? How many men ambushed us?”
“It’s just him.”
Queho’s eyes widened and he looked around at the other grunts. He didn’t question Pico. For some reason, as ridiculous as it seemed, he believed him.
“Where is he?”
“I don’t know. He left me here. I haven’t seen him.”
“Maybe he’s dead.”
“Maybe.”
“Where is the woman?”
“She’s at the house,” Pico answered excitedly. “She’s alone. I could take you there, Queho. I could lead you straight to her.”
Queho pouted and considered the offer. “Okay,” he said. “Why not? Hop up on Rudabaugh’s horse. You can lead the way. Let’s go.”
Pico hurried over to the horse. He grabbed the saddle horn, set his foot in the stirrup iron, and heaved himself up into position. Another grunt untied the horse and Pico worked the reins to move Aces toward the highway. The horse trotted about ten feet when Queho raised his weapon to his shoulder, drew his eye to the sight, and pulled the trigger.
Crack!
The single shot exploded square into Pico’s back, forcing him forward from the horse. The Appaloosa bucked as Pico fell, turned, and galloped west toward the center of town.
Pico was face down in the dirt.
“Let’s go get the other horses,” Queho said to the grunts. “We’ve got a woman to get and a house to burn.”
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Battle heard the loud crack of a Browning shotgun to the east. A moment later, racing toward him down the center of Highway 36 was an Appaloosa. He could hear the rhythmic metallic clink of the shoes as Aces galloped toward him. Without considering how or why the horse was free, and what it meant about Pico or his plan to attack Abilene, he acted to gain control of it.
“Whoa!” he called out to the horse as it neared him. He started jogging and waved his arms. “Whoa! Easy, boy! Easy, boy!”
He knew he was giving up his position by calling out to the horse, but he’d already given up the paint. He couldn’t afford to lose Aces too.
The horse turned south as it got close to him, slowing enough that Battle was able to run up to it and jog alongside it into the grass.
“Whoa!” he called again when the horse tried turning in front of him. It shook its head and snorted repeatedly, slowing to a stop. Battle grabbed the reins with his free hand and came around the front of the horse to face it. “Shhh! It’s okay.”
The horse whinnied and nickered. It was breathing heavily through its nose, gradually calming.
Battle looked back east, toward the direction from which Aces had run. He didn’t see anything. The highway was empty. He pulled himself into the saddle with a swift move upward and clicked his heels into Aces’s sides. He clucked his tongue against his teeth. The horse resisted at first but acquiesced and started its trot back toward the cluster of bald cypress.
Battle kept his reins in one hand, the rifle leveled in the other. He rode high in the saddle, his head whipping back and forth across the highway, his eyes scanning for trouble.
The sun was directly in front of him as he rode. It was bright and blinding. He took his reins hand and lowered the brim of the brown cowboy hat he wore. It helped a little bit, though not much. A few more gallops, and he saw the driveway to the left. The bald cypress towered high above it, their green a stark contrast to the overwhelmingly sepia-toned post-Scourge Central Texas.
Battle slowed the horse to a stop and dismounted. He wrapped the reins around his wrist, keeping enough slack so that he could effectively use the Browning if needed.
He inched off the highway into the shade of the trees and saw it immediately. Pico was face down in the dirt to the left of the concrete.
Battle looked to the right and saw the tangle of bungees near the tree where he’d left Pico. Someone had cut him free only to shoot him.
He inched forward toward Pico and immediately noticed the lack of blood. He smiled to himself.
“Salomon Pico,” he said and kicked his leg. “Pico. It’s me, Battle.”
Pico grunted and turned his head to the side. “It hurts. It feels like my back is broken.”
“You’re fine. Bruised maybe. But fine. Roll over and take off your shirt.”
Pico rolled onto his side and unbuttoned the tattered shirt. He sat up, groaning as he did, and pulled off the sleeves. Underneath the shirt was a black Kevlar vest, the back of it splattered with shotshell.
“I told you it would work, if it came down to it,” Battle said.
“I still don’t get why I was wearing it.” Pico got to his knees and then stood. He unstrapped the vest on its side and pulled it over his head, groaning when he raised his arms.
“I needed you alive, until I didn’t,” Battle said. “I couldn’t risk you getting hit in a shoot-out. You’re my insurance policy.”
“I don’t know about that.”
“Why? What happened? Who shot you?”
“A boss named Queho,” Pico said. “He was with some other grunts. They found me here. I told them your plan. I told them you knew about the HQ in Abilene. They weren’t happy.”
“So they shot you and headed back to Abilene?”
“Not exactly.” Pico pulled on the tattered shirt.
“What, then?”
“They’re headed to your place,” he said. “They’re going to get the woman.”
Battle’s eyes widened. Nausea grew from his gut and settled in his throat. “Are they on horses?”
“Yeah.”
“We gotta go. Now. Get on the horse.”
Pico reached for the saddle horn. “You ain’t gonna tie me up?”
“No need,” Battle said. “They want you dead more than I do. I’m your best chance of survival now, Salomon Pico. You won’t do anything I don’t like. Scoot up.”
Pico slid forward in the saddle and Battle hopped on behind him. “One more thing, Battle.”
“What’s that?” He took the reins and dug his heels deep into Aces’s sides, steering the Appaloosa east, parallel to the highway.
“They said they’re gonna burn down your house too.”
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Battle shook the throbbing ache from his hand. Chiseling stone was not something he did frequently, if ever. His carvings were crude and not entirely legible without explanation.
He pounded the hammer onto the top of the chisel for the last time and then tossed both of them to the freshly dug earth beside him. He blew away the limestone dust and wiped the surface clean with a wet rag.
A breeze whistled through the branches in the oaks nearby. He looked up at the cloudless sky, noticing for the first time the absence of airplanes. He hadn’t seen or heard one for weeks, come to think of it. The sun was to his left, casting his shadow across the stones that bore the names of his wife and son. He closed his eyes and inhaled the cold air, breathing it deep into his lungs before exhaling.
He ran his fingers along his wife’s stone, feeling the rough etching under his fingers. A familiar lump grew thick in his throat.
“I failed you,” he said. “I didn’t protect you. I didn’t protect Wes. In the end, all of the preparation, all of the sacrifice was worthless. You were right.”
He’d buried her earlier in the day, speaking to her as he dug. He’d apologized, reminisced, laughed. Battle didn’t know what else to do. The silence was too much.
Now, with the headstones in place and inscribed, it was time for the formal goodbye. He needed to repent. It was a Sunday, after all. The Lord’s day.
“I was selfish,” he said as much to God as to Sylvia. “I was so consumed by a fictional future that I neglected to live in the present. You were a selfless, giving woman I’ll always love. You gave me our son. You gave me your life.”
The wind swirled around him and shifted direction. It was growing colder.
“For the Lord himself will descend from heaven with a cry of command,” he said, quoting the Bible, “with the voice of an archangel, and with the sound of the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive, who are left, will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we will always be with the Lord.”
Battle picked up the hammer and chisel and stood over the graves. He swallowed against the lump, suppressing it, turned from the graves, and walked slowly back to the house. He passed by the garden, looking at the still unripe vegetables his wife had planted.
He marched toward the sliding door at the rear porch and stepped into the kitchen. His laptop computer was sitting open on the counter. He set down the hammer and chisel and refreshed the browser:
Chaos Ravages Major Cities, Pandemic Reaches Critical Mass
The headline stared back at him, reaffirming what he already knew to be true. The world was devolving into a mosh pit, infrastructure was beyond its breaking point, and governments were collapsing. The inmates were running the asylum.
He’d seen it before on a smaller scale. Without a central government, without fear of reprisal, criminal elements would take hold. Violence would replace civility. Neighborhoods would become territories. Good would struggle against evil. There was no avoiding it now.
The only question for Marcus Battle was how long the chaos would rule. A year? Five? A generation?
Against his better judgment, he thumbed the mousepad, opening the doomsday article. He grew more nauseous with each sentence.
What’s left of the United Nations Security Council held an online meeting this morning with surviving leaders at both the World Health Organization and the Centers for Disease Control.
The discussion, which participants accessed remotely via computers, revealed the dire circumstances developing in many of the world’s largest metropolitan areas. Though reporters from the Associated Press and Reuters were invited to view the teleconference, they were not allowed to ask questions.
“The central governments in Berlin, London, Moscow, Paris, and Prague are unable to function or provide basic services,” said UN Secretary General Lucius DeKaamp. “Much of Western Europe is under a facsimile of military rule. In Northern Africa and the Middle East there is essentially no military left. The Chinese,” he said, “won’t discuss the full impact of the Scourge on their people.”
DeKaamp further said UN Security Forces were incapable of responding effectively to the scope of the unrest. He said much of the force had deserted.
The French representative, Ambassador Jacque Roget, confirmed first responders throughout his country had also deserted their posts. “We cannot effectively police our cities or villages. We cannot put out fires. We cannot transport people to the hospitals. There are no policemen. There are no firefighters. There are few doctors.”
Russian Ambassador Vitaly Publichenko said Eastern Europe was a wasteland, overrun by disease, famine, and thuggery. He relayed anecdotal reports of a black market for uninfected children.
“It is most disturbing,” he said from behind a surgical mask. “We have heard stories that criminal gangs are stealing healthy children from their homes. The parents are either too sick or too weak to fight back. If they do fight, they are slaughtered.”
Representatives from the World Health Organization presented their latest casualty estimates, which are growing hourly. They predict two in three people will succumb to the bacterial pneumonia before only the immune are alive.
Economies have collapsed on every continent. The dollar, euro, pound, yen, and ruble are worthless, said Secretary General DeKaamp.
The council offered no solutions, advice, or comfort for survivors. They will meet again, via teleconference, tomorrow afternoon.
Battle slammed shut the laptop and slid open the sliding door with force. He stomped around the side of the house to the junction box on the exterior wall. He swung open its thick plastic cover and gripped a handful of conduit, ripping it from its delicate connection to the box. He grabbed another handful of wires and yanked them too. In an instant, he’d irreparably damaged his satellite connection to the Internet and television. He was cut off.
It was an impulsive, anger-driven choice Battle made. Without his family, he didn’t want any part of the future. He didn’t need the outside world. He wanted to disconnect from everything and everyone.
In his mind, it was a self-flagellating necessity. Without anyone to live for, he’d live alone for as long as he had left. He hoped he’d been contaminated. He prayed he wasn’t among the immune. That would make everything so much easier.
For two weeks, he checked his temperature hourly, anticipating an imperceptible rise. He constantly cleared his throat, hoping it might show signs of an oncoming infection. With each passing hour of health, he further reconciled he was among the “lucky” ones, the one in three who survived the Scourge.
Battle couldn’t kill himself, even though the thought crossed his mind. If he committed suicide, he wouldn’t see his wife or child in Heaven. If he left his land with the intention of dying at someone else’s hand, God would know his true intention.
So he would live in isolation for as long as his supply of food and water would allow. He would visit his wife’s and child’s graves every day. He would talk to them. He would seek forgiveness.
Only if someone came to him seeking help would he interact with others. That was his plan. Until it wasn’t.
 
***
MAY 15, 2034, 3:21 PM
SCOURGE +228 Days
EAST OF RISING STAR, TEXAS
 
Battle didn’t see a soul for one hundred and eighty-four days. Each of those days began with a short prayer before a sunrise visit to his wife and child. He spoke with them as if they would respond. After three months and ninety-three conversations, they did.
Wesson made suggestions about keeping up the property’s defenses, cleaning the guns, taking target practice, and hunting for fresh meat.
Sylvia talked fruits and vegetables. She joked with him about his awful haircut and made fun of the old T-shirts with which he refused to part. She gave him advice about how best to use the rations they’d saved.
The conversations began at their gravesites. Slowly, they migrated from the plots to the garden, to the barn, to the house. Battle might spend half of his day talking to himself, to the ghosts of his family. It was an insanity that kept him sane, voices to break the never-ending silence of loneliness.
The silence ended, at least temporarily, some seven and a half months after Wesson and Sylvia died. He was sitting in the living room, his feet on the coffee table, a computer on his lap. He was watching Raising Arizona from the wireless hard drive he kept in the kitchen.
“That night I had a dream. I dreamt I was light as the ether, a floating spirit visiting things to come…” Nicolas Cage’s character H.I. McDunnough was narrating the final scenes of the movie. Battle was unconsciously mouthing them from memory. He couldn’t have counted the number of times he watched the film if he’d tried.
Movies were a daily escape for Battle, a reminder of his life before the Scourge. He had a couple dozen stored on the drive. He’d cycle through them every few days and start over.
The credits began to roll and Battle shut the laptop. He pulled his feet from the table and stood. He stretched his arms and his back. He needed to check his inventory and clean Inspector, so he trudged to the front door and swung it open. He stepped outside to see a woman standing on the stoop. He jumped back and pulled the door tight behind him.
He checked his waistband. The Sig Sauer was tucked into it. Battle never went outside unarmed. “Can I help you?”
“Yeah,” said the woman through dry, cracked lips. Her hair was mouse brown and wild. She looked as if she’d stuck her finger in a working socket. Her face was painted with dirt. Her remaining teeth were more yellow than white. The river of wrinkles on her forehead smacked of long-lived desperation. “I need some help.”
“What kind of help?” Battle looked past the woman onto his property. His eyes scanned the tree-dotted landscape. He didn’t see anything unusual.
“I haven’t eaten in a week,” she said. “I haven’t had water in two days.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.” Battle studied her clothing. It was tattered and stained at the various creases in her body. Her shoes weren’t hers. The toes were cut away, revealing her toes hanging out the edge. Her long fingernails were thick with dirt.
“Can I come in?” she asked, her voice wavering. “For some water? It looks like you’re doing okay.”
“I can’t let you inside,” he said, paying close attention to her eye movements.
“Please, mister?” she begged. “Let me inside for a second? A sip of water?”
Battle was an instant from relenting, his defensive posture already relaxed infinitesimally, when he noticed her wrists. As she held her clasped hands to her chin in prayer, Battle noticed a bright red rash circling both wrists. The rashes looked like fresh rope burn or the raw blistering from handcuffs.
Either way, he knew she wasn’t alone. He advanced, planted his feet shoulder width, and drew the handgun. “Where are they?” he demanded calmly with the Sig aimed at the woman’s forehead.
She raised her hands and stepped back from the stoop, her eyes flittering. “Who?”
“The people who broug—”
Something collapsed on him from above, knocking him to the ground. The Sig Sauer went flying. He felt repeated, jarring thumps to the back of his head.
Somebody had jumped him from the roof!
Battle couldn’t see him, but he heard the animalistic grunt emitted with every shot to his head. He was dizzy, but had enough sense to blindly jab his elbow straight up.
His elbow caught the attacker in his eye, forcing a girlish wail from him as he fell to the side, grabbing his eye. Battle turned to see blood pouring through the man’s fingers.
Battle’s head was throbbing and his equilibrium was compromised, but he managed a swift soccer kick to the man’s nose. It knocked him unconscious, and the wailing stopped. His hand dropped to his side, revealing the swollen, bleeding hole where his eyeball used to be.
“Help!” screamed the woman. “Help!”
Battle couldn’t tell to whom she was calling. He stumbled forward and tried to stand upright. His head pounded, blurring his vision. He reached for the back of his head and felt a pair of huge knots.
He tried to focus and find the Sig Sauer. However, as he blinked through the pain, a second figure emerged and stood beside the woman. They were ten feet from him, standing in the semicircular driveway.
The man held a rifle at his waist, aimed at Battle. The Sig Sauer was halfway between them on the ground.
The man motioned to it with the rifle. “Grab the gun, woman.”
Battle raised his hands over his head but kept his eyes on the blurry semiautomatic rifle. The woman scrambled to grab the gun.
“What do you want?” Battle asked. His head was so thick with pain, he didn’t recognize the slur of his own voice as he spoke. He felt awash with fatigue. He wanted to sit down.
“Whatever you got,” the intruder spat. “You gotta problem, old man?”
Battle lowered his hands. He couldn’t hold them up anymore. His ears were ringing. He looked at the rifle, tried to focus on it. He couldn’t. He looked down at the unconscious cyclops.
“Any last words?”
Battle leapt to the side, diving behind the cyclops when he heard the rifle rat off a single shot. That was it. One shot.
He looked up to see the intruder struggling with the rifle. Battle used every ounce of strength in his body and pushed himself back to his feet. He lunged and stumbled forward, falling sideways into the rifleman. At the moment he hit him, the rifle discharged its second shot and then a third.
As they tumbled to the ground, Battle heard a scream and then the pop of the Sig Sauer. Battle felt warm blood on his neck as he tried to separate himself from the rifleman. Rolling away, he grabbed the back of his neck, expecting to feel a wound. Instead, it was just wet with blood.
The rifleman was staring back at him. He was on his side and his eyes were open and fixed. Blood leaked from his mouth. He was dead. The blood on Battle’s neck belonged to the rifleman.
From the ground, Battle couldn’t see the woman. He tried to get to his feet, knowing she held the pistol, but he didn’t have the strength. He rolled onto his back and looked up at the sky. The world was spinning. He closed his eyes then squeezed them shut, trying to slow the vertigo.
He knew the woman, the bait, would step over him at any moment and empty the Sig into his chest. However, she didn’t come.
He listened, straining through the high-pitched tone to get a sense of her whereabouts. Maybe she was ripping apart the house, guzzling water and chewing through his food. That was it. She was satiating her thirst and hunger first. Then she’d return to kill him. He welcomed it. He was ready.
For two hours, he lay there somewhere between lucidity and unconsciousness. The ache in his head throbbed with less intensity. The ringing in his ears diminished. He blinked open his eyes to find the sun had arced lower in the sky. There was a voice in his aching head.
“You can’t do this,” Sylvia said. “You can’t give up.”
Though Battle didn’t want to hear it, he couldn’t shut her up.
“We will wait for you,” she said. “We will be here. When you join us, it will be for eternity. Right now, you can’t give up. That’s not you, Marcus. You’re a fighter. You’re my fighter.”
Battle moved his legs, expecting they wouldn’t respond, and swung himself onto his knees. He lifted himself up, the pounding in his head arguing with him, urging him to lie still. He looked across the rifleman’s corpse and saw a second body. The woman was dead too. A pair of large red stains on her torso gave away the culprit.
Battle reconstructed the moments in his mind. He dove for cover behind the cyclops and a bullet missed him. A second pull of the trigger yielded nothing except a jam. When he lunged at the rifleman, the weapon cleared and he fired twice as Battle tackled him. The twin shots had hit the woman who, involuntarily, fired the fatal shot that killed the rifleman.
It was good fortune or serendipity or a blessing. Battle didn’t care which. Nonetheless, he thanked God, rose to his feet, and carried himself inside. He collapsed on the sofa, convinced he had a concussion.
It was three days before he felt well enough to leave the house. By then, the headache had subsided, the ringing was gone, and the trio of bodies in the yard were putrefied.
Battle stood over the dead woman in a surgical mask, rubber boots, and gloves. Her mottled skin was marked by the decomposing blood vessels in her bloated body. There were maggots working at the stains on her shirt.
He dragged her body, then those of the two men, around the side of the house to a large hole he’d dug near the northern edge of his property. One by one, he dumped the stiffened corpses into the hole and covered them with dirt.
When he was finished, he pulled the mask down past his chin and prayed, choosing to believe the three were desperate victims of circumstance and not inherently evil. They’d become what their circumstances forged.
Battle walked back to the front of the house and retrieved the weapons. First, he picked up the rifle. He released the magazine and looked inside. It was loaded with cheap brass-encased ammunition. That explained the jam. The light, inexpensive ammo didn’t always engage well with semiautos. That cheap crap had saved his life.
The rifle was okay, but Battle thought it nothing special. He held it with his left hand and picked up the Sig Sauer. “A lot of good you did me.” He laughed. He flipped the handgun over and thought about the movie he’d finished in the moments before the intruders came to his door.
“McDunnough,” he said to the gun. “I’m calling you McDunnough.” He tucked it into his waistband and headed toward the barn. He still had weapons to clean.
“You could have died.” Sylvia again. “You need to be more careful.”
“I know,” Battle responded. “It was a lapse in judgment.”
“It was stupid.”
Battle laughed and slung open the barn door. “What do you really think?”
“How’s your head?”
“It hurts,” he said. “I’ll be fine.”
“You have a concussion.”
“Maybe.”
“There’s only one way to prevent this from happening again, Marcus,” she said. “You know what that is.”
Marcus took a deep breath and unlocked the gun case at the right of the barn. He looked around, the dust dancing in the high, overhead lights. The barn was bordering on stuffy. He set down the rifle and walked across the open space to a thermostat on the opposite wall, near the large refrigerators and freezers.
“It’s what you have to do,” Sylvia whispered in his ear. “You can’t risk losing our home to anyone. Shoot first. Never ask questions.”
Sylvia was right. She knew what was best. And he owed her. He could not let their home fall into anyone else’s hands.
“Agreed,” he said. “I’ll do what it takes.”
“I know you will,” she said. “You’ll keep us safe, Marcus. All of us.”
 



CHAPTER 20
OCTOBER 14, 2037, 8:30 AM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
TEXAS HIGHWAY 36
EAST OF RISING STAR, TEXAS
 
Lola turned the handle and pushed inward, creaking open the bedroom door. She dismissed the voice in her head telling her not to snoop, but she couldn’t help herself. The room was cooler and darker than the rest of the house. Ribbons of light snuck through the drawn slats of the wooden shutters. She blindly searched the wall for a light switch, found it, and flipped it up to illuminate the room from the trio of bulbs rattling beneath a spinning ceiling fan.
The walls were covered in a cheery floral wallpaper. Lola dragged her fingers across it, smiling at the idea of Battle, a man she knew as something akin to an emotionless killer, sleeping in such a feminine space.
The king-sized bed was made, its duvet pulled taut against the mattress. A pair of large decorative pillows that complemented the wallpaper sat neatly against the headboard. A pale blue chenille throw was draped across the foot of the bed.
On either side of the bed were matching nightstands that held matching glass lamps. A digital alarm clock announced the time. Opposite the bed was a large dresser. Atop the dresser was a flat-screen television. Lola took a couple of steps deeper into the room and noticed the television’s screen was damaged. The large hole in the screen was matched by one equally as big in the wall behind it.
Past the dresser, in the corner opposite the bed, was an Eames chair and ottoman. The brown leather was worn and cracked. Lola moved next to the chair and pulled open the shutters. Sunlight poured into the room and Lola squinted until her eyes adjusted.
She peeked through the slats and saw the garden directly ahead. To the far right she could see the graveyard where Battle had talked to himself and prayed. A wave of guilt washed over her. She looked away and closed the slats. Lola turned to leave the bedroom when something caught her attention. On the floor to the left of the bed was a sleeping bag. It was unzipped. There was a pair of feather pillows at its head. There was a picture frame on the floor between the wall and the bag.
Lola walked the few steps to the bag and knelt down, careful not to tweak her ankle. The bag felt cool against her legs. She was tempted to crawl inside and zip it up. Instead she reached for the frame and held it up.
The photograph revealed a much-younger-looking Battle. His eyes were bright, his hair was shorter and less gray, he was tan, smiling, and his teeth gleamed. His strong arms were wrapped around two other people.
To his left was a beautiful woman with dark hair and penetrating eyes. She had a sly grin on her face. Her left arm was hidden behind Battle’s back, her right hand on his chest.
To his right was a young boy, a remarkable combination of Battle and the woman. He had her intoxicating eyes, though his smile was all Battle. His arms were wrapped around Battle’s neck. If she didn’t know better, she’d have thought the photo came with the frame. The family looked almost too happy.
Behind them, framed carefully above them in the picture, was a treehouse. It was the treehouse. It was newer looking, the wood still had a hint of green to it in the picture. It wasn’t the silvery gray of a weathered fort it was now, but she recognized it.
The perch from which Battle had killed countless intruders was built as a place for his child to play make-believe. Lola returned the photograph to its spot and blinked against the surprise flood of tears welling in her eyes.
She wiped her eyes dry, sniffed back the emotion, and moved to the other side of the room and the master closet. She flipped on the overhead fluorescent light and it clinked to life, casting a harsh white light into the space. It was a single walk-in closet shared by both husband and wife. To the left were his clothes; to the right were hers. The belongings hung and sat inside customized wood organizers measured to fit.
If Lola hadn’t known better, she’d have thought Battle’s wife was still alive. Her clothing was hung neatly and orderly, by garment type and color. Her shoes and boots were arranged in neat pairs on a shoe rack.
Lola’s brows furrowed as she ran her fingers along the rows of women’s clothing. She looked down at what she was wearing: an oversized men’s Dallas Cowboys T-shirt and some large sweatpants rolled over at the waist and ankles.
There were plenty of women’s clothes for Battle to have given her. He’d chosen his own clothing. First a T-shirt and shorts, then a T-shirt and pair of sweatpants.
Lola pulled up her pants, snapping the elastic. She left the bedroom and walked down the long hall to the kitchen, thinking about the man who’d saved her life. He was a killer. He was good at it. There was something disconnected about him, but deep down, at his core, she believed him to be a good man, a family man who was still bent on protecting what mattered most to him.
She pulled out the barstool at the kitchen island and sat down, her bad ankle dangling. In front of her was a Browning shotgun they’d taken from the Cartel, a box of shotgun shells, a cartridge bag, and an unusual-looking stainless steel knife. She picked up the knife by its black rubber handle and ran her fingers along the edge of its five-inch blade. At its tip, the blade hooked backward. Battle told her it was called a “gut hook”. It was more devastating than a traditional smooth or serrated blade.
When he’d given it to her, he’d showed her the maneuver for a brutal thrust and rip. He’d said it was the knife equivalent of a hollow-point bullet. He’d also told her it was a last resort, because if she pulled it, the chances were even her attacker would use it against her.
Before he left, Battle had showed her how to reload the Browning. He’d reminded her it held only four shots.
“Once you fire the third shot,” he’d explained, “you need to have a plan for reloading it.”
She’d asked him why he was giving her one of the Cartel’s weapons and not one of his own.
“It’s better to use the weapon they’re using,” he’d said. “That way they don’t know who’s firing. They’ll recognize the sound of the Browning and won’t know if it’s you or one of them. It’s a little added camouflage.”
Lola put down the knife and rechecked the shotgun. She counted the extra shells in the box. 
She took stock of her arsenal and stood from the stool. Lola knew there was a real chance she’d have to use them.
Lola tucked the knife in the elastic at her right hip. She took the cartridge bag and slung its strap over her head. She rested the bag on her left hip and stuffed it full of shotgun shells from the box.
She held the last of the twenty-five shells in her hand, looking at it closely and rolling it over in her fingers. She kissed it for good luck and dropped it into the bag. This was as ready as she was going to be.
Battle hadn’t told her where to hole up while he was gone. She considered the master bedroom, the boy’s room, the garage, and even the barn.
Ultimately she knew there was only one good spot from which to watch any approaching danger. The treehouse. She limped through the front door, her shoulders back. She turned right and crossed the driveway. Despite the pull of her injured ankle with each step, she pressed forward into the high grass and angled her steps to the left.
 



CHAPTER 21
OCTOBER 14, 2037, 9:35 AM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
TEXAS HIGHWAY 36
CROSS PLAINS, TEXAS
 
Queho figured they were about an hour from Battle’s property. One of the grunts guessed the land was halfway between the almost nonexistent towns Rising Star and Comanche. That had to be twenty-five miles, they figured. The horses galloped at about ten to twelve miles per hour. Even Queho could do the math.
He bounced in the saddle, his club foot aching, but he ignored it as best he could. He was focused on the job ahead.
He recalled the crude map Pico drew at HQ. There was a house, a couple of other buildings, and a treehouse.
They’d have to attack from front to back, working their way from the southern edge of the property against Highway 36. He couldn’t be sure how accurate the map was. Queho almost regretted blasting Pico. Almost.
He’d killed so many men since the Scourge. Really, he’d killed more than his share before the Scourge. His mind drifted with the rhythm of the gallop as he recalled the salad days.
Queho had made a living dealing meth and prescription drugs to the pitiful underclass in West Texas. He’d been careful to avoid the Mexican dealers and stuck to a very restrictive turf. That had only lasted so long.
Eventually, without much of a choice, he’d sworn allegiance to the Sinaloa Cartel, which controlled a narrow strip of land between Mexico and West Texas. It was one of the six major Mexican cartels before the Scourge. It was the only one to prevent the rival Zetas from holding the entirety of the Texas-Mexico border.
When Queho got arrested during a sting, the Sinaloas promised him protection in prison. They’d told him he’d be safe on the inside and he’d be rewarded when he got out as long as he kept his mouth shut. He’d obeyed.
It was in that West Texas prison that he’d met Cyrus Skinner. Skinner wasn’t Sinaloa. He wasn’t Zeta. He was his own man.
Queho remembered not being afraid behind bars. He knew the Sinaloas had his back. Nobody frightened, intimidated, or bullied Queho. Nobody except for Cyrus Skinner.
Skinner was a big man. Tall, broad shoulders, and a ridiculously strong jaw. He chain-smoked; a butt or blunt was always stuck to his lips.
Queho watched Skinner work the cell, the dining hall, and the yard. Other guards tried to act tough. Skinner actually was.
When the guard came to him with a proposition, Queho knew he couldn’t refuse. Together, with the full knowledge of the Sinaloa Cartel, they initiated a complex and successful drug trade within the prison walls.
If anyone challenged them or shorted them, Queho was the enforcer. Skinner was his alibi.
Queho couldn’t remember how many men they’d killed and maimed. It was a tenth of the number he’d murdered since the Scourge.
Queho looked ahead at the rising sun. It was shaping up to be a beautiful day. He had a good feeling about it and regripped the reins, urging his horse to run faster.
He hadn’t killed a woman in weeks. He had an itch.
 
***
 
Battle wasn’t sure how much harder he could push the Appaloosa. He worried it might give out on him, but he couldn’t afford to stop for water. Every second wasted was an advantage to the men racing toward his home.
Battle looked past Pico toward the road ahead. They were drawing closer with every gallop.
“The only way she’ll be alive is if they take their time,” Pico said. “Sometimes they take their time.”
Battle clenched his jaw.
“Why are you taking me with you?” Pico asked, changing the subject. “Why didn’t you just leave me there?”
Battle looked at the side of Pico’s face. “I need your help. I told you that already.”
“Doesn’t make sense,” Pico said. “I’m one of them. I get that you kept me alive as a bargaining chip when we were headed over to Abilene. But now? I don’t get it.”
Battle laughed. “You’re not that thick, are you, Salomon Pico? You’re not one of them. They killed you once already. They’d do it again.”
Pico turned his head forward. He didn’t respond. Battle guessed the grunt didn’t want to reconcile his plight.
“You’re better off helping me,” Battle said. “I give you a chance at living. They don’t. And I need an extra hand. I need someone who knows how the Cartel works. I need a guide.”
Pico didn’t respond.
Battle decided it was time for a full-court press. He needed Pico on his team before they got home. “They don’t trust you anymore. Well, they didn’t. They think you’re dead. And I guarantee if they killed you once, they’d do it again without blinking. You know them better than I do. Am I wrong? Would they let bygones be bygones? If they let you live initially, wouldn’t you always wonder when the bullet was coming? Wouldn’t—”
“Yes,” Pico snapped. “You’re right, okay? You’re right. They’d kill me again. It’d be near impossible for me to prove myself.”
Battle didn’t interrupt. He let Pico vent.
“I did everything I could do for them,” he said, his voice fighting against the wind. “I took orders, I killed, I stole—whatever they wanted. It wasn’t ever good enough, though. They always wanted more. And I wasn’t ever gonna be anything but a grunt. Didn’t matter. Once a grunt like me, always a grunt.”
Battle took one hand off the reins and gripped Pico’s shoulder. He flinched. “I won’t make you a grunt, Salomon Pico,” he said. “You’ll have a stake in things.”
Pico looked back at Battle and then turned forward. He nodded but said nothing, his body bouncing in the saddle.
Battle hoped his talk had worked. If it didn’t, Pico’s admonition would prove right and they’d both die.
 



CHAPTER 22
OCTOBER 14, 2037, 10:39 AM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
EAST OF RISING STAR, TEXAS
 
Lola heard the horses before she saw the men. They were coming from the front of the property, south of the treehouse. A breeze kicked up and whistled through the pine slats in front of her.
Lola cursed herself. If she’d been in the house, the laser alarm at the front fence would have alerted her instead of her guessing and straining to hear.
She looked down at the Browning shotgun in her hands. She understood Battle’s logic, but regretted not having insisted on a longer-range weapon. Even with her lack of experience, she knew a shotgun wasn’t going to be accurate from a distance.
She wiped a cold sweat from her forehead with the back of her arm and pressed her eyes closer to the opening in the treehouse wall. The tall grass was rippling against the breeze, the oaks swaying. Leaves twirled to the ground with every gust.
The skies were clear. The early morning fog was gone. Her pulse was racing. She could feel it in her chest and as she breathed. Lola cursed Battle for leaving her behind, for leaving her alone. She didn’t like being left alone.
Her husband left her alone with their son, Sawyer, when he got himself killed. He’d promised to come back. He was only going to look for water. They were low and maybe had a couple of days left in their Shreveport efficiency.
“We can go together,” she’d suggested. “We should stay together.
He’d refused. He didn’t know exactly where he’d find water or what he’d have to do to obtain it. He didn’t want Sawyer with him, and they couldn’t leave him alone in the apartment.
He’d left with a kiss on her lips and a tousle of Sawyer’s red hair. “I’ll be back,” he’d promised.
Four hours later he’d kept his promise. He came back with two gallons of water and a stab wound under his left arm. He’d never explained how he got the water or the fatal wound.
He’d died on the floor of the apartment, his wife and son watching him take his final breath and exhaling it with a rattle.
Now, sitting in a treehouse alone, she feared her solitude even more. Somebody was coming for her. She narrowed her eyes and focused south, toward the main gate. In the distance, she could see something or someone. There was movement. The oak branches blocked much of the view between the treehouse and the highway.
She tightened her grip on the shotgun and scanned the horizon as best she could. She was lying on her stomach, her elbows bracing the weapon. Lola checked her position and scooted backward into the treehouse a few inches. She didn’t want the muzzle sticking too far out through the opening.
She heard the snorting again. It was definitely horses. Somebody was at the front gate, and it probably wasn’t Battle. He would have bounded into the property by now.
There were men talking. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but picked up at least three voices.
 
***
 
“This is it,” Queho said.
The men hopped off their horses and tied them to a cattle fence along the edge of the highway.
“You sure?” one of the grunts questioned.
“Yep,” Queho said and pointed to clumps of dark brown manure dotting the grass around them. “This is it. There’s a bunch of horse crap right here and the grass is trampled. Our guys were here.”
Another grunt reached for the Browning strapped to his saddle. “What do we do?”
Queho looked at him incredulously and hocked a loogie into the grass. “You serious? We attack. Load up everything you got.”
The grunt imitated Queho and spat onto the ground. “Are we taking the woman alive?”
“Depends on what kinda fight she gives us.” Queho shrugged. He looked up into the blue October sky. There were a few high wispy clouds speeding along. An intermittent breeze swirled around them as they prepped. A couple of black birds circled above.
Queho bent over, leaning on the fence for support, and adjusted the boot on his bad foot. His ankle was sore and felt swollen from the ride. He tested his weight on it, winced, and then bit the inside of his cheek to counteract the pain. He’d suffered through worse.
“Let’s go.” He nodded to the four surviving grunts. “I want this done. I want to be back home in Abilene by sundown.”
The five marched through the opening in the perimeter fence and trudged through the grass.
Queho had his shotgun at his belly, sweeping it from left to right. He had six-shooters on both hips and a double-edged bowie knife tucked into his belt.
He had two men on either side of him. They worked the ground in the same manner, checking each step, careful not to get stuck in the sucking muck left behind by the previous night’s heavy rain.
As they moved closer, weaving between the oak trees large and small, Queho could see the buildings. To the left was a treehouse. Behind that was a large barn. Straight ahead was a house. To the right was a large garage. There was no sign of anyone, no obvious movement.
The closer they got to the fence, the air filled with a pungent, sour odor. Queho recognized it. It was unmistakable. It was the odor of death. He slowed his approach to the interior fence line. The black birds were directly overhead; there were three of them now.
Above the top wisps of grass, he could see what looked like a hand. Maybe it was a bare foot. He couldn’t tell at first. The closer he got, the more apparent it was a hand.
He stood above the corpse and saw there were two men there. They were heaped together in death. Both of them were a purplish color, stiffened, and unrecognizable. Not that Queho would have known their names anyhow. But they looked more like ghouls than men. He could tell the birds were already working on the bodies. Only the cool weather prevented the odor from being worse.
Queho gritted his teeth. Two more men dead at the hands of this man named Battle was too much. Anger rose from deep within his gut, searing his throat as he screamed at the top of his lungs every foul word his mother had taught him.
The birds flapped and crowed and circled away from their meal. Queho’s cries reverberated, falling flat against the breeze.
 
***
 
Lola jumped at the outburst from the man below, worried at first she’d blown her cover. Thankfully, none of the men looked her way.
From her perch, she thought she knew the angry one. He wore a brown hat, which separated him from most of the Cartel. She knew only some of the leaders called “bosses” wore the brown hats. Though she couldn’t clearly see his face, she recognized his limp. He had a bad foot. He was among the more ruthless of the bosses. She’d seen him beat his own men for amusement. He’d hit her once. His shirt had a crease along the sleeve. He hadn’t liked it, so he’d backhanded her at the front counter of the laundromat. She couldn’t remember his name.
Lola touched her cheek, recalling the sting of it, and narrowed her focus through the single sight. She couldn’t hit him from this distance. He was still outside the fence.
She counted the men huddled around the dead bodies of the men killed the night before. There were five of them. Only one boss, the rest were grunts.
Lola wiped her hands on the hip of her sweatpants one at a time. Her mouth felt dry. Her pulse quickened. She worked hard to breathe in and out slowly through her nose.
Five men. All of them armed. She’d need to choose her moment. If she attacked too soon, it could be fatal. If she attacked too late, it might not be fatal enough.
She ran her hand through her red hair, mixing in the sweat from her palms and forehead. She peeked through the opening in the pine boards and shifted the aim of the shotgun. The crippled one with the hat pointed at the interior fence, guiding his men through the gate. They slowly trudged through the opening one at a time.
The brown hat rubbed his chin, scratched his neck, and then looked to his left. His gaze shifted upward and stopped directly at the treehouse. He was looking right at Lola. Her pulse told her he was looking through her.
He stayed outside of the fence line and worked his way west, closer to her. His eyes and his shotgun pointed at the treehouse.
Lola held still, careful not to move at all. She didn’t even train the shotgun downward to match his movement. Sweat dribbled into her eyes. Her nose itched. She wiggled it, knowing she couldn’t scratch it. The more she wiggled it, the worse the sensation became.
He moved to within fifteen yards of the treehouse, his eyes narrowly focused on her position. Lola licked her lips. She was ready to jerk the shotgun down and fire off a volley of shots. Her finger moved to the trigger. She blew the itch from her nose.
“Boss!” one of the grunts called from the driveway, drawing the brown hat’s attention away from Lola.
She exhaled and watched him limp away from her. Two of the men were to the right of the driveway, closer to the garage. The other two were on the drive itself.
One of them pointed at the ground in front of him with his Browning. “Ain’t that Rud?”
“Where?” Queho picked up his pace through the open gate until he joined the pair of grunts. The other two grunts worked their way back to Queho and joined the group.
One of them pointed again. “There.”
“Yeah,” Queho said. “That’s him.” He tipped the hat back on his head and rubbed his face before he chuckled. “This is a sick dude we got here. Surprised he ain’t workin’ for us.”
“That looks like a booby trap or something, right?” said one grunt.
“It is,” said Queho. “We gotta be careful. There could be more of them. You need to move slow or you’re gonna get caught in a hole like Rud here.”
“He looks messed up,” said the other grunt.
“’Cause he is,” said the boss. “Like I said, be careful.” He nodded with his chin forward, as if to point out the invisible traps.
Lola held her position. She scratched her nose and wiped another stream of sweat from her face.
 
***
 
Battle slowed his horse to a full stop about one hundred yards from his front fence. He knew the Cartel was already there. He could see their horses fixed to the posts.
“I don’t want them hearing us,” he told Pico. “We get off here.”
Battle jumped off first and helped Pico down. “Remember,” he told his unrestrained prisoner, “they killed you. I didn’t. You need to trust me.”
“You gonna give me a gun?” Pico asked.
“No. I don’t trust you yet.”
“That don’t seem fair,” Pico argued. “You need my help, but you gonna bring me into a gunfight with nothing to defend myself?”
Battle tipped his hat. “I’ll defend you.”
Battle walked the Appaloosa to the eastern edge of his fence and tied up the horse. He whispered thank you into its ear and pulled his shotgun from the saddle scabbard. He checked his waist for McDunnough. All was good.
He stood against the fence, his fingers curled around the barbed wire, and listened. The only sound was the breeze whistling through the oaks.
He waved for Pico to join him, and they walked through the fence opening. The mud wasn’t as thick as when they’d left earlier in the day, but it made moving with speed a tricky proposition. If Battle’s boots weren’t sucked into it, they were sliding on top of it.
“Be careful once we get to the interior fence,” he warned Pico, who was a step behind him to his right. “Between the driveway and the treehouse, there are a half dozen traps. They’ll break your ankle.”
Pico shook his head. “You don’t play.”
Battle moved a step at a time closer to the interior fence, pushing his way through the grass. The trees obscured a clear shot to the house, but he could see the tops of the roofs.
To the left he caught sight of the treehouse and decided to approach from that side of the property. He crouched low and picked his way west to the edge of his land before cutting back north toward the interior fence.
As he drew close, he stopped and dropped to a knee. Pico followed Battle’s lead and hid in the grass. They were virtually invisible from their position, though Battle could see the treehouse clearly. He searched the thin openings in the slats until he saw a hint of a muzzle poking through the southeast corner of the pine walls. Lola was there.
She was alive!
The sensation of relief and the resulting exhale surprised Battle. He shook himself back to focus and poked his head up above the grass. He saw a group of men to the right. They were at the edge of the driveway near where he’d killed the man whose hat he now wore.
Without thinking, Battle stood up and yelled out to the men while racing back toward them at the fence line. He had the Browning pulled to his eye as he bolted, trying to keep his footing in the mud.
None of the men saw him until he’d reached the fence and he called out to them. “You shouldn’t have come here. This is my land. I didn’t invite you.”
The men turned in unison, swinging their shotguns in his direction. As they spun around, Battle could see there were five of them. He was maybe thirty yards away, well inside the weapon’s effective range. He picked the one on the left and pulled the trigger.
Crack!
The shot exploded from the Browning and hit the grunt in the throat. He grabbed at the spray, his blood spewing through his fingers. Battle dropped to a knee and moved his aim to the right.
Crack!
The second blast struck the target in his shoulder. He moved just as Battle pulled the trigger, growling with pain and dropping his shotgun. His arm went limp when another blast hit him in the chest. He crumpled to the ground, his head slapping the driveway with a thud.
Battle moved his aim again, knowing he had one shot left in the Browning. The remaining three men had reacted now; they were separating. He couldn’t keep all of them within his range of sight.
One of them made a fast approach straight at Battle, running to the right of the dead boss trapped in the hole. Battle pulled the trigger on his last shot.
Crack!
The target screamed, a guttural, unearthly sound echoing uncomfortably in the cool air, and Battle thought he’d hit him. But he hadn’t.
His shot sailed over the man’s head as he fell knee deep into one of the remaining dozen traps. Battle knew it as soon as the man called out in a warbled voice.
“Help!” he cried. “I’m stuck. I think my leg’s broke. Help!”
Battle dropped the Browning, pulled his Sig Sauer, stood, and fired two shots into the man’s forehead. He slumped forward. His crying stopped.
Crack! Zip! Crack! Zip!
A pair of shotgun blasts powered past Battle from his right, some of the pellets catching his side when he turned to react. He resisted the urge to grab at the sting and dove to the ground. There were two left, and they were close.
Battle scrambled to reload the Browning, but couldn’t find it in the grass. He rolled over onto his back, gripping McDunnough with both hands. He was a sitting duck. He knew it. The best he could hope for was taking them out as they pumped him full of shotshell.
 
***
 
On his back, he couldn’t see anything beyond the grass and the sky above him. He sensed the tangled branches of a younger oak to his right. The fence, he knew, was to his left. A cold sweat bloomed on his forehead. If he risked getting to his feet, he’d get his head blown off.
He slowly inched backward in the mud and grass, using his heels to slide along on his backside. The pain in his side was intensifying as if he’d been stung by a swarm of wasps. It made it increasingly difficult to move, demanding his focus and attention. He stopped pushing with his heels and sucked in a deep breath. He lay still and listened.
Nearby, maybe a few feet from him, there were footsteps. One of the men was walking slowly toward him, his boots sticking and pulling from the mud, his legs were brushing against the grass.
Battle thought the man was coming from his right. Or was it the left. No. It was the—
Crack! Crack!
The twin shots shocked Battle. He shuddered and then winced against the burning ache in his side. He heard the low moan and raspy breath of a dying man in the grass to his right.
“Battle!” It was Lola. “Battle! Are you there?”
He started to raise his arm, but stopped. He knew there had to be one man left. And where was Pico? He couldn’t trust Pico yet. He stayed flat on the ground.
“I’m alive,” he called out. He was only fifteen feet or so from the fence. The treehouse was another twenty feet beyond that.
“There’s one left,” she called back. “He’s in the house. And there’s the one you brought with you.”
“Salomon Pico?”
“He’s in the house too.”
Battle wasn’t sure he heard her correctly. “What?”
“He’s in the house. Both of them. They bolted for the house when you killed those first three guys.”
Battle rolled over onto his stomach and pushed himself to his feet. He moved to the fence, trying to ignore the thick heat on his right side. He looked up at Lola peeking through the slats.
“You stay up there,” he said. “I’m going to get them.”
Battle found the Browning he’d tossed to the ground and started reloading it as he walked along the fence line toward the open gate at the driveway. He was walking straight toward the house, scanning the windows for signs of life, when the front door swung open. He hadn’t finished with the Browning.
A worn-looking man with a limp emerged from the house. He was wearing a hat. He had his shotgun aimed at Battle’s head as he shortened the distance between them.
Battle realized he’d lost his hat, and his weapon wasn’t loaded and ready to fire. The cripple had the drop on him.
“So you’re Mad Max,” the cripple called, his bad foot almost dragging behind him. “You’re Battle. Is that it? Battle?” Half of his face was hidden behind the Browning.
“Yeah,” Battle said.
“And this is your land, you say?”
“Yeah.”
“Tell the woman in the treehouse to get down here or I blow your head off right now.”
Battle raised his hands over his head, one of them holding the partially loaded shotgun. McDunnough was tucked into his back. If he could only—
The brown-hatted cripple snapped, “Drop the weapon and get the woman to come here. I ain’t up for games.”
Battle lowered his arms and tossed the Browning onto the ground. “Lola,” he called. “C’mon down.”
“Good boy,” said the man. “Now, I reckon you killed a lot of my men. That so?”
Battle shrugged. To his left, Lola was scrambling from the treehouse. The brown hat called over to her without taking his eyes or his aim from Battle.
“Leave your weapon over there, darlin’. You ain’t got no use for it. You hear?”
Battle could sense Lola moving from the back side of the treehouse to the driveway. He glanced to his left. She was slowly moving toward them, her hands above her head.
“This’ll be over for you in a minute, Battle,” said the brown hat. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “I ain’t gonna keep you long, but I’ll be taking the woman with me.”
A breeze swirled past Battle and he caught the smell of smoke. He looked past the cripple to the house. His eyes drifted to the roof. There were wisps of white smoke curling up into the sky. His eyes darted between the intruder and the smoke.
A grin as wide as the brim of his hat spread across the cripple’s face. “You smell that, huh?” He inhaled deeply through his nose, puffing his chest. “Yeah.” He snickered. “Your place is burning.”
The white smoke was darkening in color, blooming into a grayish black. Battle’s neck stiffened. His hands balled into tight fists. His jaw set.
“It’s the least I can do for you,” he said. “Like I said, you killed a bunch of my men. I can’t let that go unnoticed. What kind of boss would I be? What message would that send if I let you get away with that?” He motioned with his head to Lola. “Come closer, woman.”
Black smoke poured from the roof. The hint of orange flames began licking at the sky, growing in intensity. Battle could feel the heat.
Lola limped to within a few feet of the cripple. Her hands trembled. Her shoulders hunched.
“Get over here!” he snarled.
When she refused to move closer, the man stepped to her. He pulled her in front of him, pressing himself against her while managing to keep the weapon leveled at Battle.
“You’re gonna help me kill him, woman,” he spat. He grabbed her hand, and despite her effort to free herself, he pulled her hand to the trigger. “Now just aim like so and—”
Lola raised up her injured foot and slammed it down onto the cripple’s club foot. He shrieked and let go of her. She jabbed her elbow into his gut and he fell backward onto his tailbone. The shotgun flew into the air and landed some five feet from them and slid across the driveway.
Battle pulled McDunnough from his waistband and aimed it at the brown hat. He leveled the Sig at his face.
The cripple crossed his arms in a futile attempt to block however many nine-millimeter slugs Battle decided to unleash. He shook his head, protesting his impending death when a voice called from the western edge of the driveway.
“Battle. Stop.” It was Salomon Pico. He was carrying Inspector and had it aimed at Battle.
 
***
 
“What are you doing?” Battle snarled. He kept the Sig aimed at his target. He wasn’t letting him move. From inside the house, glass was breaking, wood was snapping, and smoke was leaking from the front windows and from underneath the door.
“Put down the gun, Battle,” Pico said forcefully. He licked his mustache and repeated himself. “Put it down now.”
Battle cursed at him and tossed McDunnough to the ground. He was sick of giving up his weapons. It was almost comical.
The cripple pushed himself to his feet, struggling to stand on one foot. “Pico? That you?”
“It’s me.” Pico nodded. “I ain’t dead.” His eyes narrowed. The smoke was blowing in waves.
The brown hat chuckled nervously. “I can see that,” he said. “I’m thankful you ain’t dead.”
“C’mon, Pico,” said Battle. “He will kill you.”
Pico held the rifle like an amateur. He adjusted it against his shoulder and aimed it at Battle’s chest. “I don’t think you should be talking right now.” He walked closer to Battle.
“All right, Pico.” The cripple sucked in air through his teeth and tottered on his good foot. “You got ’em. You redeemed yourself. You proved it.”
Pico looked over at the man. “What do you want me to do to him, Queho?”
The crackle of the flames inside the home was nearing a roar. Smoke was pouring from the house. It was stinging Battle’s eyes and intermittently obscuring his view of the others. He couldn’t act; he was unarmed and beaten.
Pico wiped his own eyes and cleared his throat. “You tell me where to shoot him. You want it slow or quick?”
“We ain’t got too long,” Queho said and coughed. “This house is gonna blow. Shoot him in the knee first.”
Lola coughed too. She stood, her hands in the air and trying to balance on her uninjured ankle and foot. “Don’t,” she said. “You don’t have to—”
Thump! Thump! Thump!
Lola screamed. She rushed the short distance to Battle and grabbed him through the smoke. “Battle!” she cried. “Battle!”
It was Queho who took the three shots. The first was in his left knee, splintering the kneecap into nasty shards. The second hit his left thigh, boring through the femur and expanding as it nestled inside the thick bone. The third drilled into his gut. He dropped onto his knees, crying out. He fell onto his side, roiling with pain and the knowledge that he was about to die. He grabbed at the hole in his abdomen, thick dark blood leaking uncontrollably from the wound.
Pico offered Battle the rifle and walked over to Queho. He crouched down into a catcher’s position, squatting in front of the boss who’d tried to end his life. He looked into Queho’s eyes but said nothing. He watched the once-powerful boss, hatless, gasping for air like a grounded fish. The color was fading from his face. His lips were blue. His nostrils were flared.
He blinked rapidly, tears draining from his eyes.
Battle stood next to Pico, as did Lola, and they watched Queho take his final breath. His body shuddered, twitched, and went limp. His mouth fell open, his eyes fixed. He was dead.
“Thank you,” Battle said. He offered his hand to Pico.
Pico took it and pulled himself to his feet. “You were right. He’d kill me the minute he got the chance.”
Battle coughed against the thickening smoke and heat. He pulled Lola with him away from the house. Pico followed. Battle directed the two of them toward the barn, and he stood in the driveway, watching the flames consume his home.
He cupped his hands around his mouth. “Go to the barn! I’ll be right there.”
Pico put his arm around Lola and led her away.
Battle wiped his eyes clear of smoke and ran around the right side of the house toward the garage. He rounded the corner into the back of the house and was met with a wall of thick, black smoke. He pulled his shirt collar up over his nose and mouth and stepped back to the eastern side of the home. There was a window leading into the master bedroom. The shutters were drawn, so he couldn’t tell if the flames had consumed the room yet. He touched the glass with his hand. It was hot, but not searing. Battle leaned the rifle against the side of the house. He turned his head away from the window, drew back his elbow, and drove it through the glass.
Smoke spilled out of the jagged opening. Battle tried to take a deep breath but couldn’t because of the shotgun wound in his side. He closed his eyes, pulled up a mental image of his bedroom, and climbed through the window.
He landed awkwardly on the floor, knocking over a bedside table. He felt a tear along his thigh followed by the deep sting of a cut. He pressed forward along the floor. The room was black with smoke. It didn’t help the shutters were drawn on all of the windows.
As best he could tell, the flames hadn’t yet engulfed the bedroom. Though, through the darkness, he could see an orange glow outlining the bedroom door. He could taste the smoke.
Battle slid along the floor, trying to hold his breath in between filtered sips of air through his shirt. It wasn’t really working. He couldn’t see. His nose and throat were burning.
He felt the edge of the bed and yanked on the duvet. He tugged on it twice more until he popped a pillow from atop the mattress. Battle put the pillow over his face and sucked in as deep a breath as he could muster. It was only slightly better, but it helped.
He pulled himself under the bed and crawled flat against the floor to the other side. To his left he heard an explosion. It sounded like a mortar. His mind flashed to Syria, but he brought himself back, emerging from underneath the bed. He felt around blindly with his fingers spread wide, his eyes squeezed shut. Under his hand he felt the nylon sleeping bag in which he’d spent five years’ worth of nights.
He groped around aimlessly. He was coming up empty.
Battle felt the concussive force of another explosion, and a blast of heat poured into the room. He’d been inside the house for less than a minute. He had seconds left. He coughed and felt the dizziness in his head. He was about to black out.
He extended his arm as far as he could reach and felt what he’d come to get. Battle gripped the picture frame and slid it across the floor. He held it with one hand, pushing himself backward along the floor.
The orange glow had spread. The room was on fire. His skin was burning from the ambient heat. He scrambled out from under the bed and opened his eyes, only to close them against the sting of the smoke, and pushed himself to his feet. He held his breath and scrambled for the window, pulling himself through it.
He spilled out of the window, landed on his shoulder, and hit the ground with a thud. He rolled onto his back, coughing and gagging involuntarily. His chest hurt; he was cut and burned and no doubt had sucked in too much smoke.
He crawled to the Inspector he’d left against the side of the house, struggled to his feet, and stumbled away from the house to the garden. He tripped over a thick root exposed from the rain and fell forward, sliding face first onto the ground.
He couldn’t catch his breath. His skin hurt. His side ached. His leg stung.
Battle lay there in the grass and felt the waves of heat from his burning home. He was sinking into the ground from exhaustion. He couldn’t get up. He didn’t want to get up. He opened his eyes and looked at what little was left of the home he’d built with his own hands. It was collapsing in on itself. Despite the care, the planning, the craftsmanship, the security, the home was lost. All it took was a spark, an unconfined spark.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered. He couldn’t have managed more than a whisper if he tried. “I’m. So. Sorry,” he wheezed.
“You need to get up, Marcus,” Sylvia’s voice implored. “You need help. Get up. Make it to the barn.”
Battle tried to swallow. He couldn’t. He couldn’t muster enough saliva.
“Marcus,” the voice repeated. “Get up. Get to the barn. I need you to get to the barn.”
“Dad!” Wesson’s voice joined his mother’s. “Please get up. Please, Dad.”
Battle clenched his jaw. He didn’t want to move. He couldn’t move. He would rest here. This was a good spot. He closed his heavy eyes and sank deeper into the ground.
“Get up, Battle!” It was another voice: Lola’s. “Get up! You need to get away from the house.”
Battle was slipping into unconsciousness. His breathing was shallow and ragged. Lola and Pico stood over him. They bent over and grabbed his arms, trying to drag him toward the barn. Slowly, they trudged backward until they reached the edge of the driveway where it met the barn.
“We can’t pull him across the driveway,” Lola said. “He’s already bleeding. His skin looks burned. His breathing doesn’t sound good. We need to pick him up.”
Together they managed to lift him up and draped his arms around their shoulders. Battle was in and out of consciousness, his wheezing more pronounced by the time they crossed the threshold of the barn.
Along the back wall of the barn, Lola found a folded military cot on the bottom shelf below the first aid supplies. She gingerly walked back to the middle of the open space and unfolded the cot.
Pico lowered Battle onto the cot, and the warrior’s injured body sank deep into it, stretching it nearly to the floor. Pico looked at Lola and shrugged. “What now?”
“We need to help him breathe,” she said. “He’s having trouble breathing. Check the freezer for drugs. I’ll check the shelves.”
Lola limped back to the shelf and rifled through the selection of first aid supplies. She found plenty of things that would help the burns on his arms, neck, and face. There was antiseptic and Polysporin for his shotgun wounds. She grabbed handfuls of what she could carry and lugged it back to the cot.
“Did you find anything?”
Pico was opening and closing freezer doors. He stopped at the third one on the right, leaning into the freezer and calling out over his shoulder, reading labels. “Tetracycline, imipenem, ciprofloxacin. Will any of those work?”
Lola shook her head. “No,” she said. “He needs a steroid. A steroid will open up his lungs. It’ll help him breathe.”
Pico turned and looked at her sideways. “How do you know that? You a doctor or something?”
“No,” she said and knelt beside Battle. “I’m a mom, remember? Every child who gets bronchitis takes steroids to open up their lungs.”
Pico turned back to the freezer. “Ibuprofen? Naproxen sodium?”
“Those are painkillers,” she answered. She struggled to pull Battle’s shirt over his head. “He’ll need those if he survives this.”
Despite the first-degree burns, his skin looked pale. The smoke inhalation was damaging his lungs, and he wasn’t able to breathe beyond gulps of air.
“Albuterol?”
Lola nodded, her eyes wide. “Yes! That’ll work.”
Pico slammed shut the freezer and returned to the cot with the painkillers and the steroid. “What is it?”
“It’s a bronchodilator,” she said. “Not quite as good as a steroid. It won’t last long, but it’ll help him breathe. My son used the liquid for breathing treatments. I haven’t seen the pill before. It’ll have to do.”
“We don’t have any water,” Pico said. “There are jugs in the freezer, but they’re ice.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Lola said. She lifted up Battle’s head and his mouth dropped open. She popped two of the pills into his mouth, shoving them as far back as she could. He gagged and coughed. His body shuddered. “Go thaw a couple of the jugs. We’ll need the water.”
Battle stopped coughing and Lola laid his head back onto the cot. She took his hand in hers and, for the first time in a very long time, prayed. She asked God to save her friend. She asked Him to bring Battle back. She needed him to help her. It was a selfish prayer. She knew it was. But she hoped God would reward her prayer and reinstall the faith she’d lost with two-thirds of the world.
Lola squeezed Battle’s hand. It was hot from the burns and lifeless.
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The doctor held the transducer probe in his gloved hand. “Do you want to know?” He looked at Sylvia before glancing at Marcus. “I can tell you.”
Sylvia squeezed her husband’s hand. Her faded “Make America Great Again” T-shirt was pulled above her belly, her maternity jeans unbuttoned. “What do you think, Marcus?”
Marcus returned the squeeze. “It’s up to you,” he said. “I’ll paint the room blue regardless. If it’s a girl, she’ll live with it.”
Sylvia giggled. She was a beautiful pregnant woman. She radiated joy. Even on the worst of the days, when the baby gave her horrific nausea and debilitating exhaustion, she was as happy as she’d ever been. She’d told Marcus more than once that the only thing better than being married to her hero was having his child.
Marcus remembered the moment she’d told him she was pregnant. It was the last Monday in February. He was in Raqqa, more than two hundred miles from Aleppo, Syria. American, French, and Russian forces had taken control of the city after a month-long siege versus ISIS and antigovernment forces who’d assassinated the previous three Syrian presidents. Marcus, barely six weeks into a three-month deployment, had been on the verge of earning a battlefield promotion to lieutenant colonel. His CO had handed him a satellite phone. Sylvia had said two simple words. They’d changed everything.
Marcus had finished the tour. He’d gone home. He’d requested an honorable discharge. Within days, a buddy from West Point had offered him a lucrative consulting job. He’d taken it, along with the cash he’d squirreled away, and they’d moved to the middle of Nowhere, Texas.
“Let’s do it,” Sylvia said, snapping him from his daydream. “Let’s find out.”
The doctor nodded to the nurse. “Gel, please.”
“Are you excited?” Sylvia looked up at Marcus. “Or are you going to vomit?”
“I’m so excited I think I’ll vomit,” he deadpanned.
Sylvia squeezed his hand again. “You’re hilarious, Major Battle.”
The doctor squeezed warm gel onto Sylvia’s belly. “Major Battle?” He smirked, with one eyebrow drawn higher than the other.
Marcus rolled his eyes. “Yes. Army. You serve?”
“Semper Fi,” the doctor said. “Annapolis Class of ’10.”
“My condolences.” Marcus winked. “West Point ’19.”
“Good for you.” The doctor took the probe and touched it to Sylvia’s belly. He turned his attention to the ultrasound monitor and kept talking. “I’ve got a joke I think you’ll appreciate, Major.”
“I’ll bite,” said Marcus. “I wasn’t aware Marines had a sense of humor.”
The doctor touched a button on the ultrasound and swirled the probe. He stopped near Sylvia’s navel and pressed. “An army officer is standing at the bottom of a hill with a platoon of soldiers. He looks up the hill and grabs one of his men by the shoulder. With a ridiculous amount of seriousness he says, ‘Soldier, there’s a drunken Marine at the top of the hill, talking about our mothers. Go get that Marine and bring him here to me.’ The soldier obeys the order but minutes later comes rolling back down the hill, beaten to a pulp. So the officer sends a fire team up the hill. He shouts, ‘Bring that Marine to me now!’ Three soldiers come rolling down the hill, bloodied and embarrassed. The officer sends the rest of the platoon up the hill to bring down the Marine for a good army whooping. The whole platoon returns humiliated and without the Marine. The officer grabs an injured soldier by the collar of his filthy uniform and demands an explanation. ‘What is your problem, son? Why can’t you bring me that Marine for a good army whooping?’ The soldier, out of breath, says, ‘Sorry, Colonel. It’s a trap. There are two of them.’”
The doctor kept his eyes on the monitor, his shoulders shuddering with laughter. The nurse chuckled. Sylvia pursed her lips and looked at her husband.
Marcus didn’t laugh. “I think we may have the wrong doctor,” he said. “Then again, if he tells us it’s a girl, we could use him for a reference when she applies to Annapolis.”
“That’s sexist,” said Sylvia, pausing for effect. “Women are stronger than most Marines.”
The doctor turned from the monitor and looked straight at Marcus. “I like her,” he said. “How she ended up with a dogface is beyond me.” A smile snaked across his face.
“I’ll agree with that assessment,” Marcus said. “So is it a boy or a Marine?”
“Just a second more,” the doctor said. “I need to check some measurements. We’ll let you listen to the heartbeat and then I’ll let you know it’s a boy.”
“A boy?” Sylvia’s eyes welled instantly. She looked back at Marcus. His eyes were as glossy as hers. “Did you hear that, Marcus? A boy?”
Marcus nodded and blinked back the unexpected pool of tears in his eyes. “I love you,” he said to his wife and moved his hand to her shoulder. He leaned over and kissed her on the lips. He could taste the salt on her warm lips.
“He’s growing well,” the doctor said, wheeling the ultrasound machine closer to the bed. “You can see his head here.” He ran his finger across the screen, circling the obvious three-dimensional representation of their son’s melon-shaped head.
“He’s got an enormous head,” Marcus said. “Is that normal?”
“For a Marine.” The doctor chuckled. “Actually, yes. It’s just fine. Everything is developing normally. And here is where we can tell he is, in fact, a boy.”
“That’s enormous too,” said Marcus. “Like a soldier.”
“You wish.” Sylvia giggled.
The red-faced nurse cleared her throat. “Any names?” she asked.
“Wesson,” said Sylvia. “It’s my maiden name.”
“Wes for short,” added Marcus. “His middle name will be Isaac. It’s my middle name too.”
“Beautiful name,” the nurse said. “Wesson Isaac Battle. Very nice.”
“Did you have any girl’s names picked out?” the doctor asked.
“We were down to two,” Sylvia offered. “Marcus liked Lilly.”
“And you?” the nurse asked, handing the doctor a damp cloth to clean Sylvia’s belly. “What name did you like?”
“I’ve always liked Lola,” she said. “If our baby had been a girl, I would have picked Lola.”
 



CHAPTER 24
OCTOBER 14, 2037, 3:57 PM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
EAST OF RISING STAR, TEXAS
 
Battle slowly regained consciousness, struggling against the paralysis of sleep. His neck and back were drenched with sweat. He blinked open his eyes and felt a deep, muscular pain pulsing throughout his body. He shifted in the cot and felt the sting of burned skin.
He turned his head and looked at his surroundings. He was in his barn. He didn’t remember getting there. The last thing he remembered was the fire. There was too much smoke. It was too hot.
He struggled to sit up, but a hand caught his shoulder and gently urged him back onto the cot. It was Lola.
“How are you feeling?” she asked. “You’ve been out for a couple of hours. Your breathing sounds better, though.”
Battle tried to speak, but nothing came out. He licked his lips and shook his head.
“Pico,” she called, “I need a cup of water.”
A moment later, Salomon Pico appeared next to Lola, holding a Solo cup.
“Lean up slowly,” Lola suggested. She took the cup and drew it to Battle’s lips.
The water was ice cold. It soothed the dry scratch that ran from the roof of his mouth to deep in his throat. He was too eager and coughed up a swallow of it, spraying it all over himself. Pico patted him on the back. Lola withdrew the cup.
“Small sips, Battle. You nearly died. You probably did some serious damage to your lungs.”
Battle coughed, gasped for air, and motioned for more water. He took smaller sips, relishing the relief.
“Take these.” Lola handed him a pair of red capsules. “Advil. It’ll help with the pain from the burns.”
He took the pills and shook them down his throat, gulping past the pain. His throat felt sunburned.
Battle sat up on his elbows and looked at the large six-inch-square bandage on his side. It was stained with blood and ointment.
“I cleaned it out and put Polysporin on it,” Lola said. “It’s not as bad as it probably feels. Everything was pretty superficial.”
Battle swallowed and winced, managing to eke out a few words. “Thank you, Lola,” he said. “Thank you, Pico.”
“You saved us,” Pico said. “Well, I mean to say you saved her. You kinda saved me. You almost killed me. But—”
Lola shot him a disapproving glare. “Pico,” she said.
“You’re welcome,” Battle said.
“What were you doing in the house?” Lola took a damp cloth and draped it on Battle’s neck.
“I needed something,” he said, his voice full of gravel. His eyes widened and his body tensed with the panic of sudden recognition. “Wait. Where is it?” He tried pushing himself from the cot, but Lola stopped him.
“The photograph?” she asked calmly. “I have it. It’s on the shelves over there.” She pointed over her shoulder to the storage racks along the back wall of the barn. “The frame is broken, but the photograph is okay.”
Battle’s body relaxed and he lowered himself flat onto the cot. He exhaled and closed his eyes. “Thank you,” he whispered.
“Why the hell would you risk your life for a picture?” said Pico, stuffing his hands into the pockets of his ill-fitting jeans. “That don’t make no sense. I mean, you done killed all those people and then you run into a burning house for a picture?”
Battle opened his eyes and stared at the high wooden beams that framed the barn’s roof. He slowly inhaled as deep a breath as possible through his nose and then exhaled through his mouth. With each breath he was able to inhale incrementally deeper.
“What’s he doing?” Pico asked Lola.
She put a finger to her lips. “Give him a few minutes,” she said as if Battle weren’t in the room. “He’s lost everything. That house was his connection to his family. It was the only thing that kept him sane, kept him grounded. It was his castle. He spent every day since the Scourge protecting it. Now it’s gone.”
“What’s that got to do with a picture?”
“It’s of his family,” she said. “Don’t you understand that?”
Pico shook his head. “I ain’t never had one. Not that I remember.”
The three were silent for a long time, each of them lost in their own minds. Each of them likely mourning the lives they’d lost as much as dreading the days to come. Finally, Battle broke the silence.
“We need to find your son,” he said. “And we need to find him before the Cartel finds out what happened here.”
 
***
 
OCTOBER 14, 2037, 5:14 PM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
EAST OF RISING STAR, TEXAS
 
Marcus Battle looked at the open gun cabinet along the eastern wall of the barn. All twenty-five feet of weapons and ammunition were exposed. There was an empty spot where Inspector usually hung.
“Tell me again how you broke into this and took the rifle?” He folded his arms across his chest, his skin stinging as he did.
“I have a knack,” said Pico. “I just…I know how to open these things.”
“Huh,” Battle said. “Good to know. Where is Inspector, by the way?”
“The what?”
“The rifle you took?”
“It’s over by the door. You left it in the yard. I figured you’d need it later. Why’d you call it Inspector?”
“Long story,” said Battle. “All right. I need you to grab a couple of backpacks off the shelf. Stuff them full of whatever you think we’re gonna need. Food, supplies, extra socks.”
“Socks?”
“Nothing’s worse than wet feet.”
“Okay.”
“What are you doing?”
“I’m taking inventory,” he said. “I’m deciding what weapons we’re taking with us.”
“And Lola?”
“She’s feeding the horses,” Battle said. “They need to eat and drink before we head out.”
Pico left Battle at the armory to do what was asked of him. Battle pulled out a clipboard on which he kept a meticulous inventory of all weapons. He ripped a sheet of paper in half and marked it with a pencil.
What we need
 
3 Brownings—loaded, one box of ammo
3 9mm—three boxes ammo—armor piercing
dozen hand grenades
3 smoke grenades/flash bangs
XM25, ammo
Inspector, ammo
slingshot
 
He held the pencil above the piece of paper as he reviewed his list. It was good.
They’d use the Brownings to mask their identities from the Cartel once they reached Abilene. They were easy to carry on horseback and fire on the move if necessary.
They’d each get a sidearm. He’d keep McDunnough for himself, and he had a couple of Glocks with which he’d happily part. The ammo was the same for the Glocks as it was for his Sig.
The hand grenades were good for getting them out of a jam or providing additional cover. While he’d learned Lola could handle herself, he still wasn’t sure about Pico. There was a weakness, an insecurity in the man that made Battle question his fortitude.
The smoke grenades, assuming he had room for them, would be a nice bonus should they have to gain entry into a guarded or heavily armored building. He’d used them more times than he could count in Syria.
The XM25 was a unique piece of the arsenal and Battle shouldn’t have had one. It was one of the weapons the army used to replace the long-used M16.
A gas-operated semiautomatic air-bursting assault weapon, the XM25 was initially too heavy. In the early 2000s, Special Forces units refused to deploy with it. At fourteen pounds and capable of only five shots at a time, it wasn’t a viable option for the elite teams who relied on ease of movement and stealth to execute the most critically sensitive missions.
Battle had procured one through questionable methods. He’d paid through the nose for it and five rounds each of three different types of ammunition. The twenty-five-millimeter color-coded rounds were task specific. Yellow rounds were the most important. They were the high-explosive air-bursting projectiles. The red were armor-piercing. The orange were door busters.
He’d saved the weapon for the right moment and chose never to deploy it on his own property. Battle feared an errant shot, especially the air-bursting rounds, could damage or destroy his house, barn, or garage. It wasn’t worth the risk. Now, on the road with unforeseen challenges and obstacles in their way, he believed it was worth it despite the added weight to his horse.
The last item on his list was a slingshot. It wasn’t a normal slingshot. It was tactical and could fire ball bearings capable of inflicting maiming or deadly penetration. The steel shots could travel up to five hundred fifty feet per second, a velocity much slower than a firearm. But the slingshot was silent. It was an outstanding close-range weapon for a sneak attack.
He laid out the supplies in three separate piles on the long worktable in front of the weapon cabinet. Pico returned and dropped a backpack on the table.
“I’m loading them up with the same stuff,” said Pico. “We each have our own share. That way if one of us goes down, the other two are good.”
“Perfect,” said Battle.
Lola limped through the barn doors, carrying a basket full of radishes and green onions she’d pulled from the garden.
“I figure it can’t hurt to take some fresh food,” she explained, plopping the basket on the floor next to Battle.
“Go ahead and ration it into plastic bags,” Battle instructed. “Give everybody the same amount. Horses are ready?”
“They’re ready. So we’re good to go?” Lola asked. “We need to go.”
“I’m good,” said Pico.
“Almost,” said Battle, raising his hand. “You two get loaded up. I’ll meet you at the horses. I’ve got one more thing I gotta do.”
 
***
 
Battle walked past the charred remains of his house. His eyes were drawn to the lingering hot spots, where flames continued to gnaw away at his home. It wasn’t really his home anymore; it was a burned heap of nothing now and not recognizable as the place where his family had lived and died. He took a wide berth around the char and walked straight for the gravestones at the rear of the interior acreage.
Though the pain in his side was acute, he did his best to ignore it as he knelt in front of the limestone markers. He leaned over and wiped them clean of the soot and ash covering the etched lettering. The acrid smoke still hung in the air, and he could taste it in the back of his throat.
“I’m leaving,” he said, his eyes drifting between the markers. “I can’t stay. The house is gone. Lola needs my help.”
He rubbed his chin and ran his hand through is hair. Neither his wife nor his son responded.
“I’m not only doing this for her,” he assured them. “It’s not just about her kid.”
The air was colder than it had been earlier in the day. He felt it in his fingers as he clasped them in prayer.
“I’m doing this for us,” he promised. “These people, the ones who came here and invaded our home, it wasn’t their choice. They were sent here. Somebody gave them orders. I’m going to find who it is. I’m going to tell him who I am. I’m going to tell them who you were. I’m going to kill him.”
“Revenge isn’t the answer,” Sylvia said, breaking her silence. “It won’t bring us back. It won’t rebuild the house. That’s not who you are, Marcus.”
“I need to do this,” he said. “I can’t let this go without punishment. I can’t leave you here, leave our home without a real purpose.”
“Saving that boy is your purpose,” Sylvia said, her soft voice filling his head. “That’s all it needs to be.”
Battle balled his fists and worked to control the rage he felt building in his core. All he’d wanted after Syria was to leave the violence behind. He wanted a simple, private life with his wife and child. He’d prayed to God for it and built it with hard work and faith.
The Scourge and the Cartel had stolen it from him. They’d returned him to the bloody existence he’d lived for so long. He’d fallen into the very world he’d spent years trying to avoid.
“Romans 12:17,” Sylvia said. “‘Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all.’ First Peter 2:23, ‘When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten, but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly.’ Matthew 5:7, ‘Blessed are—’”
“I get it,” Battle said. “I get it.” He hung his head, knowing his wife was right. But he didn’t want to hear it.
“God understands,” he said to her. “He has a sense of justice. He knows good and evil. He knows I am good. He knows I will do His will by extinguishing the evil.”
Sylvia didn’t respond; Wesson didn’t speak. Battle nodded at their silence. He kissed his fingertips and pressed them to his son’s name. He kissed them again, tasting the ash as he did, and touched his wife’s name.
“‘Eye for eye, tooth for tooth,’” he said, pushing himself to his feet. “‘Hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.’ Exodus 21: 24-25.”
Battle looked at the stones one final time. He looked at the space between the garage and the shell of his house. Through the thin wisps of remnant smoke, he saw Lola and Pico. They were already on their horses. Pico was holding the reins for Aces. The Appaloosa was alternately snorting and nickering.
“You coming?” asked Pico. “We should get going before dark. It’ll be easier to travel at night. We could hit Abilene by first light.”
Battle marched forward through the smoke toward his horse. He resisted the strong urge to turn around, to look back one final time.
He reached Aces and slung himself into the saddle. “Let’s go,” he said and dug his heels into the horse’s sides. He grabbed the reins, pulling the horse south toward the highway.
The sun was low to their left and cast long shadows of the trio as they began their trek. Battle knew he’d never return. There was nothing for him here now. His future, whatever it held, was in the wilderness of a post-apocalyptic world. He was a traveler without a home.
 



CHAPTER 25
OCTOBER 15, 2037, 2:14 AM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
ABILENE, TEXAS
 
Battle didn’t recognize the city. It didn’t help it was a cloudy, moonless night, nor that he hadn’t been there in five years. Abilene wasn’t Abilene anymore. It was a far-flung outpost for a large concentration of the Cartel, which he’d learned was the nasty criminal organization that had taken over most of Texas since the Scourge.
He shifted in his saddle at the intersection of Highways 36 and 322. He ran his hand along the mane of his commandeered horse and looked south to the primary runway at the city’s airport. A single blue guidance light flickered on and off like the neon sign of an old boxcar diner. The horse nickered and backed up a step.
Battle looked up into the milky sky and thought about how he’d not seen a plane in the skies for years. It was the kind of thing he didn’t notice until he noticed it.
He and his traveling companions had just trotted past the airport’s main terminal. The former Taylor County Expo Center was lit from the inside. A soft yellow glow told the trio it wasn’t empty.
“That’s where they keep a lot of supplies,” said Pico in between slugs of water from his canteen. “It’s guarded, but we could get in, I reckon.”
“We’ll dismount here.” Battle hopped off his horse and slipped the reins through the opening in a rusting chain-link fence that surrounded the runway. He walked over to grab the reins of Lola’s horse and help her down.
She took Battle’s hand and dropped to the ground, tying her horse next to his. “You think this is a good idea?” she asked.
Battle opened up his saddlebag and started grabbing mission-critical supplies. “What?”
“Attacking their supply storage? Aren’t we only announcing our arrival?”
“She might be right,” said Pico. “If our goal is to find her boy and get him, why do we care about the supply store? What do we gain?”
Battle pulled a tactical slingshot from the bag, rolled it over in his hand, and stuffed it into a lightweight backpack. “We’re not just here to get her son,” he said. “We’re here to hurt them too.”
“That’s not what you said,” Lola said, stomping her foot. “You said rescuing Sawyer was your number one priority.”
Battle shook his head and moved closer to Lola to quiet her. “I said that was your priority and I understood it. I also told you we were leaving a mark here. We’re not some special ops team sneaking in and out unnoticed to extract a target.”
Lola crossed her arms, held her chin up, and set her jaw. “And what if your revenge plot stops us from getting my son?”
Battle looked in her eyes. He was expressionless. “That’s not happening.”
Pico shrugged. “We don’t even know if the boy is here.”
Battle and Lola turned to him and in unison said, “Shut up, Pico.”
Pico held up his hands in surrender and went to work on his saddlebag, mumbling and cursing under his breath.
Battle zipped up his backpack, grabbed a Browning from the saddle scabbard, checked his Sig Sauer at his hip, and started marching southwest toward the Expo Center’s main hall.
“You two,” he said to Lola and Pico, “leave your gear here. You won’t need it.”
Though they looked surprised, and a little wary, they scrambled to follow him. Battle hopped a waist-high fence and started jogging across the wide-open, weed-infested lot that separated the hall from the intersecting highways. He carried the shotgun in the two-handed ready position and, from habit, started a Jody call and chanted his cadence as he moved.
“My honey heard me comin’ on my left right left,” he said to the rhythm of his footsteps. “I saw Jody running on his left right left. I chased after Jody and I ran him down. Poor ol’ boy doesn’t feel good now.”
Battle glided along, unaware Lola was on his right as they approached the main hall. He stopped about ten feet from the northeastern wall and flinched when he spotted her so close.
“You’re faster than I expected,” he said, crossing a concrete embankment that framed the building.
“And you can’t sing,” she replied without a smile. “What was that?”
Battle cleared his throat. “Nothing.”
Pico joined them at the wall between two large windows. “Inside this building,” he huffed, out of breath, “they keep trucks, generators, some trailers. It’s mostly big stuff.”
“All guarded?”
“Yeah,” Pico said. “Maybe a dozen fellas. All of them have the Brownings. Some probably also got themselves six-shooters. Maybe there’s a rifle. Maybe not. Depends on who’s on duty.”
“What’s our best entrance?” Lola asked.
“I’m gonna suggest going in through the front,” Pico said, pointing toward the main entrance. “It’s the fastest, easiest way into the arena. That’s where they keep the big stuff.”
“You said that,” said Battle. “The big stuff. It all works? It’s mechanically sound?”
“I reckon.” Pico pressed his face to the window. “I can’t say for sure.”
Battle pinched the brim of his brown cowboy hat and tilted it back on his head. “So we go in through the front.”
“And you’re the only one who’s armed?” asked Lola.
“For now.”
 
***
 
Battle walked along the edge of the building to the set of tall, aluminum-framed glass doors at the main entrance. When they rounded the corner to the front, Battle told Pico and Lola to put their hands above their heads and walk in front of him.
They were standing at the doors for less than a minute when a young, wiry grunt noticed them and came running. He stopped short of opening the locked door and eyed the threesome through thick black-rimmed glasses.
The grunt raised his Browning, aiming it at Lola through the glass. “Who are you?”
“I’m a boss from Fort Worth,” Battle said. “Caught these two trying to steal horses back near Cisco. Been a pain getting them here. I need some help.”
The grunt’s eyes darted amongst the three uninvited guests. “I ain’t got notice of this. Nobody told me you was coming here.”
Battle chuckled. “That’s because nobody knew I was coming,” he said. “I’ve been on the road with these two for two days. I’m tired. I need help.”
“You should take them to HQ,” said the grunt, his shotgun trembling in his hands. Battle surmised he was an overnight depot guard for a reason.
Battle’s voice deepened. “That’s another four miles, grunt. I’m exhausted. Now open the door and help me with these thieves.”
The grunt hesitated, then opened the door cautiously and stepped aside. “C’mon inside,” he said. “I gotta check you for weapons.”
“They don’t have any,” said Battle. “I’m the only one who’s armed.”
“Gotcha, boss,” said the grunt, his big eyes blinking through his thick glasses. “But I got rules. I gotta do it.”
“No problem,” he said. “You alone?” Battle stepped to the side and the grunt started the pat downs.
“No,” he said. “I’m the only one up front. We got a bunch of guys in the arena. They’re playing cards.”
Battle’s eyes lit up. “Poker?”
The grunt smiled. “Texas Hold ’Em.” He was on his knees behind Lola. His shotgun was on the ground, and he held a revolver to her back as he patted the insides of her legs. “I won a couple packs of cigarettes earlier tonight.”
“Good for you,” said Battle.
“She’s a skinny one,” said the grunt, his hands lingering on the inside of her thighs. “I bet she’s feisty, being a ginger and all.”
Lola looked back at Battle with a steely glare but didn’t resist the unwanted groping. It wasn’t the first time hands were places she hadn’t invited them. She closed her eyes while the grunt slid his curious fingers upward along the curves of her body.
Battle gripped the grunt’s shoulder. “That’s enough. I told you they’re not armed.”
The grunt studied Battle’s face. “You got a claim to her? That it?”
Battle stuck his tongue into his cheek and laughed. “No. I don’t have a claim. But like I already told you, I’m tired. I need to get some help and some sleep.”
The grunt walked around the other side of Lola. “All right then,” he said. “You’re good. I still gotta check the dude.”
Battle sighed. “Hurry up.”
The grunt performed a cursory, essentially useless backhanded sweep of Pico. “All right, follow me. We got some rooms to put them in. I’ll get you some food. Maybe you can join the game before you get some sleep.”
Battle leveled the shotgun on Pico and shifted it to Lola. “Sounds good. Lead the way.”
The grunt turned his back on the trio, directing them with his pistol in one hand and his Browning in the other. He walked with the confidence of an older, more experienced man, strutting across the concourse.
The concourse was warm. There was little, if any, air-conditioning. Battle looked up at the high ceilings as they walked. For every bulb still lit, one out of three was flickering with weakness.
As they moved further into the building, the stronger the odor of gasoline and oil became. The odor confirmed Pico’s intelligence. There was some sort of large gas-powered equipment in the arena.
They approached an opening into the arena, but rather than pass through it, the grunt stopped and opened a dented metal door. He spun the knob without using a key and shouldered his way inside a small room.
“They can stay in here for now, boss,” said the grunt. “You can take a load off and then grab ’em again at sunup and take ’em to HQ.”
Battle poked Pico in the back with the shotgun and forced him into the darkness, then Lola. From the light leaking into the room from the concourse, Battle could tell this was once a concession stand. To the right, on the concourse side of the room, was the service counter. To the left were a sink, a microwave, and an empty popcorn machine. That was as far as he could see.
The grunt stood at the door, his foot holding it open. “Door locks from the outside,” he said. “They’re stuck here.”
Lola shot Battle a look, her brow furrowed in confusion. Battle knew he hadn’t shared this part of his plan with them. That was partially because he was winging it and partially because he didn’t want tactical input from either of his companions.
He winked at her, spun around, and left the concession stand without saying anything to either of them. They’d be safer here and he could focus on the task at hand.
The grunt locked the door, and Battle followed him back through the opening into the arena. Dust danced in the moderately lit air that hung in the large, open bowl. He could almost taste it as they descended the aisles between stadium seats that wrapped the arena on all four sides of a dirt floor.
One end of the floor looked like a collision repair shop. There was a box truck, a pickup, a military Humvee, and a pair of black SUVs. One of the SUVs was attached to a landscaping trailer. Whatever was in the trailer was covered with a blue plastic tarp. All of the vehicles were in various stages of disrepair.
“Got a motor pool down there, huh?” Battle asked.
“Yeah,” said the grunt. “They look like hell, but they all work. A couple of the guys here are mechanics. They keep ’em running for whenever the bosses feel like using something faster than a horse. They’re pretty stingy about it, though. Gas is hard to come by.”
“Those the mechanics?” Battle nodded to the group of men sitting at a round wooden table at the end of the floor opposite the vehicles. They were engrossed in their game. Battle counted four.
“Yep,” the grunt said. “Hey!” he called down to them. “I got us a visitor. A boss from Fort Worth.”
The men looked up at Battle and the grunt. One of the men waved. Another toasted them with a beer bottle. A third laid his cards on the table and stood. He set his hands on the hips of his torn, ill-fitting jeans and watched Battle approach.
The grunt led Battle to the floor and introduced him to the group. The only one who seemed remotely interested was the one on his feet. His name was Hedgepath.
“Fort Worth?” he said, his eyes giving Battle the once-over. “You’re a long way from home.”
“Yep,” Battle said.
Hedgepath’s eyes narrowed. “What’s your name, boss?”
“Marcus.”
Hedgepath frowned. “Huh. Boss Marcus.”
Battle kept his eyes on Hedgepath’s. The grunt was suspicious.
“He’s got a couple of prisoners with him,” explained the wiry grunt serving as Battle’s host. “I got ’em locked up while Marcus takes a load off.”
“What kind of prisoners?” Hedgepath asked. “And why’d you bring ’em here?”
Battle chuckled and lowered the brim of his hat. “One, they’re thieves. Two, ’cause I’ve had them with me since Cisco. I’m tired and need a break. Three, you ask too many questions for a grunt in a garage.”
The other grunts laughed at Battle’s assessment.
“He’s right,” said one of them. “Sit down, Hedge. Let the boss play a hand.”
Hedgepath blushed, his eyes darting from grunt to grunt. He pulled out his chair and dropped into it. He picked up his cards and slid a couple of chips into the center of the table. “That’s my blind. I ain’t put it in yet.”
Battle leaned his Browning against the table, pulled his Sig Sauer from his holster, and set McDunnough onto the table. He found an empty seat and leaned in on the table with his elbows. Battle was comfortable at a poker table. He’d spent many long, sleepless nights in Aleppo and the outskirts of Tehran playing cards with his comrades. Be it Texas Hold ’Em, Spades, Hearts, or Five Card Stud, he’d played. And he was good.
Battle begged off the next couple of hands. He assessed each grunt as they played their cards. Hedgepath was the best of them. He didn’t have any tells. He sat stone faced whether he’d drawn an empty hand or a straight. His stack of chips was the biggest among the four players.
“What are the chips worth?” Battle asked as he watched Hedgepath slide another pile to his side of the table. “Cigs? Liquor? Women?”
“A little bit of everything,” said Hedgepath. It was his deal again. He started shuffling the cards. Battle watched his technique, which he instantly recognized as an overhand or stripping shuffle.
Hedgepath took a group of cards on the bottom of the deck and held them between his thumb on one side and fingers on the other. He lifted them sideways out of the deck and then placed them on the top, repeating this multiple times.
Unlike the riffle or the Hindu shuffles, which almost always produced a random order of the cards, the overhand shuffle was a cheater’s best friend. It was easier to control card placement on the top and bottom of the deck.
Battle paid close attention to Hedgepath’s fingers as he moved them. The kid was stacking the deck.
“I’ll play,” Battle said. “What’ll it take for me to get in?”
“That gun,” Hedgepath said. “It’ll get you a hundred chips.”
Battle looked at McDunnough and then back to Hedgepath. “Fair enough.”
One of the other grunts reached into a bag and pulled out a stack of ten chips. “These are ten each. It’s minimum.”
Battle looked at the dozens of chips in front of Hedgepath and nodded at them. “You’re doing well tonight, then.”
“He always does well.” One of the others laughed. “I dunno why we even try.”
Hedgepath licked his index finger and started the deal. He slid a pair of cards facedown to each player. “All right,” he said. “You got your hole. Bet or fold.”
They worked their way around the table. All but one of the grunts checked. He folded.
Battle peeked at his cards. He had a queen and a ten, both of them spades. He checked; Hedgepath checked.
Hedgepath dealt the flop to the center of the table. The three cards lying face up were a nine of spades, a king of hearts, and a six of diamonds.
“I’m out,” said one of the remaining grunts. The other checked with a chip.
Battle looked over at Hedgepath and then back at the flop. He tossed a chip into the pot. “Check.”
Hedgepath dropped a pair of chips into the pot. “Raise it ten.” The other grunt matched it, as did Battle.
“Here’s the turn,” said Hedgepath. He dealt another card face up to the center of the table. It was a ten of hearts. “A pair of tens.”
Battle looked at his cards again. The grunt folded. “Guess it’s just you and me,” he said to Hedgepath.
“Whatcha gonna do, Boss Marcus?” Hedgepath sneered. He rapped his fingers on the table, tapping out a rhythm. “Whatcha gonna do?”
Battle slid two chips into the pile. Hedgepath matched him.
“Here’s the river,” said Hedgepath. “Let it flow, Boss Marcus.” He flipped the final card into the center of the table. It was a jack of clubs.
Battle checked his cards again. He looked at the pot. He looked at Hedgepath. “I’m all in.” He slid his remaining chips into the center.
“Oooh.” Hedgepath sat forward in his chair. “A player. Nice.” The kid had a ridiculous amount of confidence for a grunt, especially since Battle was selling himself as a boss.
That was his tell.
Battle concluded that somehow Hedgepath knew Boss Marcus wasn’t who he claimed to be. It was that conclusion that forced Battle’s hand. Despite holding a king high straight, he figured the cheater’s hand was better. His only option was to go all in and lose McDunnough to the pot. That would give him a chance to get it back into his hand.
Battle looked over his shoulder. The wiry grunt was leaning against a railing that separated the arena floor from the stadium seating. He was chewing on his fingernails and not really paying attention to the game.
“I’ll match you,” said Hedgepath, sliding more chips across the table. “Should we do this?”
Battle quickly checked the other grunts. They were preoccupied with the game. None of them was on alert; none of them suspected anything. One of them yawned, revealing his lack of teeth. “Sure,” Battle said, his eyes returning to the cheater. “You first.”
Hedgepath narrowed his eyes and looked at the cards, the handgun, and the other grunts. He shrugged. “Cool,” he said and flipped his cards. He revealed a pair of jacks.
“Full house,” said Battle. “You got me.” Battle flipped his cards. “I had a straight.”
A smile wormed its way across Hedgepath’s stubbled cheeks. He reached for the pot and drew the chips to his side of the table. “I’m gonna need that Glock,” he said. His right hand moved to his hip, disappearing under the table.
Battle tensed in his seat, his quick twitch muscles ready to fire. He slid one foot back and planted it in the dirt floor. “Sure thing,” he said. “But it’s not a Glock. It’s a Sig Sauer. See?”
Before any of the grunts could react, Battle pulled McDunnough into his hand and, with it still lying on its side on the table, pulled the trigger twice.
A pair of slugs ripped into Hedgepath just beneath his sternum. His body pulsed and jerked, his eyes popped wide with shock, and he fell to the side. By the time he’d slumped and the blood leaked through his gray T-shirt, Battle was on his feet, taking target practice. The shots echoed one after the other in the cavernous arena.
One of the grunts fumbled at his hip as a hollow-point round drilled into his throat and settled there. He abandoned the holster in favor of grasping at the hole in his neck, blood spurting through his fingers with each fading carotid pulse.
Battle popped another pair of shots between the eyes of the second grunt. His hand was so steady, both of the shots traveled through the same hole in the man’s skull. His jaw dropped and his head slapped onto the table before his body hit the floor.
The fourth grunt had his hands raised. He was shaking his head, pleading unintelligibly when a single shot exploded through his chest. He grabbed at the wound and stood, stumbling and tripping face first into the floor. He grabbed at the dirt, trying to claw his way to safety. Battle stopped him with a final shot to the back of his head. No sense in making him suffer.
All four card-playing grunts were dead within three seconds. Battle spun to check the wiry grunt as a shot zipped past his head. He dropped to a knee, turned, and leveled the Sig at the spot where he’d last seen him. The grunt wasn’t there; he was halfway up the stadium. The grunt fired another errant shot before lowering his revolver and running farther up the stairs. He lost his balance, tripping over his own feet as he scrambled toward the concourse. His Browning was still leaning against the railing.
Battle leapt to his feet and jumped over the railing into the first row of seats. He bounded over another set of seats until he found his footing in the aisle. The wiry grunt reached the top of the arena. The kid aimed, but pulled back the pistol and disappeared around the corner.
Battle sprinted up the steps, his lungs protesting. They weren’t at full strength after inhaling too much smoke in his burning home just hours earlier. He made it to the concourse seconds after the grunt, sliding into the wide-open hallway on both feet in time to hear a loud crash and a woman’s shriek.
He turned left to the concession stand and saw the door open, the wiry grunt’s legs on the floor and extending into the hallway. Battle could only see the bottom half of his body, a pool of dark red fluid leaching across the floor.
Battle gathered his momentum and ran to the doorway. “Lola! Pico!”
He reached the opening and saw Pico leaning over the popcorn machine, which covered the wiry grunt’s head and torso. Pico looked up as if he’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar, as if killing the grunt wasn’t the right thing to do.
Battle caught his breath and stood over the body in the doorway. “You okay?”
Pico stood and nodded. “We heard the gunshots. We didn’t know what was happening.”
“We grabbed the popcorn machine,” said Lola, appearing from the darkness of the room. She had her hands over her mouth. “When he opened the door, we heaved it onto him. It knocked him over into the door and then fell on his head.”
“We didn’t think we’d kill him,” said Pico. “We didn’t even know who it was. We were trying—”
Battle put his hand on Pico’s shoulder. “You don’t owe me an apology. You did what you had to do.”
Pico shook his head. He was pale. “Yeah, but—”
Lola gagged. “His head popped. We didn’t—” She retched again and turned around to vomit.
Battle looked down again and, for the first time, saw the damage. There was a disgusting mix of hair, skin, bone shards, and brain matter on the floor. He grabbed Pico’s shoulder and yanked him clear of the body. He offered his hand to Lola and waved for her to take hold. He helped her step over the wiry, headless grunt and into the concourse and noticed that some of the grunt was on her clothing. He couldn’t understand the physics of it as he looked at the mess. It didn’t seem possible they could have crushed his skull with the machine or that he would have fallen face down like that. But there it was. Everywhere.
Lola bent over at her waist and put her hands on her knees. Her back was heaving, her breath hitching.
“You’re hyperventilating,” Pico said. He too was splashed with gray matter. “Slow down your breathing.”
Lola shook her head, working to catch her breath.
“It could have been you,” Pico said, wiping sweat and blood from his brow. “I think that’s what has her spooked. We didn’t know if it was you until you called out to us. For a split second we thought we killed you.”
“You didn’t, though,” Battle said. “I’m good. We’re good. The others are dead.”
“Now what?”
“Yeah,” Lola said in between gulps of air. “Now what?”
Battle adjusted his Stetson and gestured with McDunnough toward the arena. “We steal a truck and get your son.”
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CHAPTER 1
JANUARY 3, 2020, 2:31 PM
SCOURGE -12 YEARS, 9 MONTHS
ALEPPO, SYRIA
 
The IED ruptured without warning, blasting pieces of pipe, shards of glass, ball bearings, red fur, and carpenter screws into three of the six soldiers on patrol near Abdul Wahhab Agha Hospital on the city’s western edge.
The concussion blew Captain Marcus Battle from his feet, slapping the back of his helmet on the cratered pavement of Assultan Suliaman Alqunoony Avenue. He was dazed, a sharp ringing in his ears overpowering his thoughts.
For an instant, as he stared into the cloudless pale blue sky, he thought he was in Killeen, lying in the grass with Sylvia. Almost as quickly as the delusion formed, it evaporated. The muted sounds of shrieks and pained screams accompanied the high-pitched tone of the ringing.
He rolled over onto his side, facing the spot where the tattered Elmo doll had exploded. Two of his comrades were on their feet, tending to what was left of the other three. Then he saw one of them spasm. He shuddered, his head snapped backward, and he went limp in a spray of red.
The second soldier dropped to his chest, quickly engaging his HK416 rifle, thumping random targets as he searched for the source of the gunfire and took two shots in his left leg.
Battle, still dazed, rolled over and found his HK416 on the ground next to him. He dragged it into position, pulled himself to one knee, and started firing.
He couldn’t hear and could barely focus, he didn’t know who was dead or alive, but he stood and started moving toward the gunfire. Bullets whizzed past his head and ricocheted off the ground around him. He took one in the side that slugged his Kevlar. It knocked him back for a second and felt like a thick punch to his gut. Battle kept moving forward, fully exposed, until he emptied the thirty-round magazine and found some protection behind the overturned charred frame of a pickup truck.
“Battle!” the wounded soldier called during a momentary lapse in gunfire. He’d managed to find adequate protection behind a concrete road barrier, having dragged himself there with one good leg. “I’m pinned. The others are gone. Get out of here. Try to find us help.”
Battle couldn’t hear him. The dog whistle piercing his ears hadn’t subsided. At least his vision was clearing. He exchanged magazines and looked through the holes in the truck’s frame. Behind him was a three-story building. Most of the windows were shattered or cracked, but he couldn’t tell from which spot the sniper was taking shots. Battle looked back toward his patrol partner. It was only a matter of minutes and he’d be dead. He couldn’t leave him.
Battle, his back pressed against the underside of the truck frame, said a prayer and spun around free of the truck. He aimed up at the building and pulled the trigger, releasing a quick burst for cover. He dashed across a short field of debris to the building’s entrance and bolted through. He found himself inside a narrow concrete stairwell that stank of urine.
Battle bounced up the first flight of stairs, and feeling the vibration of gunfire against the stair rail, he knew it was coming from a higher floor. He pressed his eyes closed against a searing headache and clenched his jaw as he climbed the second flight of steps. He stood still and felt the vibrations of the gunfire, unable to distinguish from which direction they were coming.
He was about to move to the third floor when, through the ringing, he heard a garbled, guttural-sounding discussion between two men. They were on the second floor. No doubt.
Battle stood to the left of the door, his back against the wall, and with his left hand pulled on the handle to swing the door wide open. He guessed he had maybe twenty-five rounds left in the magazine. He took a deep breath, spun the handle, and moved into the open doorway with his HK416 leveled at whatever waited on the other side.
Nobody was there. It was an empty hallway. It was dark, except at the far left end. From the corner of his eyes, he saw movement in that light. An open door led to the two men unleashing the barrage onto his fellow soldier.
The men were preoccupied with reloading what looked to Battle like a Kalashnikov AK-103-4. One of them was pacing back and forth with a pair of binoculars. He was pointing wildly and yelling at the other man, who was manually loading a new clip. That explained the long pauses between volleys. Behind them was a window devoid of glass and an armoire pressed up against it they were using for cover.
This was his chance.
Battle took another deep breath and took off in a full sprint. As he bounded along the hallway, yelling at the top of his lungs, he tapped the trigger.
Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump!
The spotter turned to face Battle as the bullets slapped into his chest. He dropped the binoculars and stumbled backward. Battle pressed the trigger again as he reached the open doorway.
Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump!
The second volley found the man’s neck, throwing him against the corner of the room in a violent heap. Battle burst into the room, shifted his momentum, and slid toward the dead spotter. To his right, the shooter was still on one knee, trying to engage the magazine. He was too late. Battle held down the trigger.
Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump!
The bullets tore through the shooter, rattling his body as they knocked him onto his back. Battle lowered his weapon, aiming it directly at the shooter’s head, and tapped the trigger for good measure.
Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump!
Battle checked the rest of the room, which he figured was once a dorm room for the medical school or nearby university. There was a mattress on the floor. A desk was on its side. The bullet-riddled armoire blocked half of the open-air window. On top of it, Battle saw what looked like a crude detonator. He looked to his right. The wall was adorned with Arabic graffiti he couldn’t read and bullet holes he imagined were from return fire.
Battle pinched the bridge of his nose and loosened his helmet’s chin strap. The ringing was subsiding. He could hear yelling from across the street, but he resisted the urge to move to the window. It could subject him to friendly fire.
He fished around the back of his neck for his earpiece and found it, plugging it into his right ear. He pushed the button on his comms. It didn’t work. So he yelled from inside the building, hoping his voice would carry far enough.
“This is Battle! All clear! Threat neutralized!”
“Battle, this is Buck. I’m injured. Need assistance.”
Buck. Rufus Buck. That was who survived. The men liked him. He was a natural leader. He was a fellow Texan, though he wasn’t one of Battle’s favorite people. He didn’t always adhere to the rules of engagement, as they were. He liked to bend them in his favor. Still, he was American, he was a soldier, and he needed help.
“On my way.” Battle cleared the room, found his way back down the stairwell, and maneuvered through smoking debris into the street.
He crossed the crumbling asphalt to its opposite side, for the first time seeing the full impact of the IED Elmo. Bile rose in his throat. He couldn’t distinguish arms from legs or one man from another. Only the names on the ragged, bloodied strips of the digital camouflage uniforms told him who was who.
“You’re it?” Battle asked Sergeant First Class Buck. He was an enlisted man, an E-7 NCO who didn’t always play well with the commissioned officers who he considered fast-trackers.
“Roger that.” Buck was still leaning against the concrete barrier. “I don’t know for how much longer, though.”
Battle stepped to the other side of the barrier and saw the extent of the sergeant’s injuries. He had a tourniquet tied above his knee. Below his knee was a bloody mess. His foot was wonky, turned at an unnatural angle.
“I’m gonna need your help.” The sergeant was pale, his eyes sunken. Battle knew he’d lost a lot of blood. “I’ve called for help. Nobody’s coming. Our comms are busted.”
“I know. Can you walk?”
“What do you think?”
“Had to ask.” Battle scanned the debris field. “I’m guessing the medic’s kit is gone.”
“Good guess.”
Battle put his rifle on the ground and stepped over Buck. “I’m gonna carry you.”
“You’re what?”
“We’ve got no choice. I’m gonna put you on my back and carry you back to the checkpoint. Then we can get help.”
“That’s gotta be an hour away.”
“At least.”
“You’re not gonna make it. I’m gonna bleed out.”
“Give me a better option.”
“Go get help. Come back for me.”
“That’ll take too long,” Battle argued. “And clearly, the faction we thought was controlling this part of the city isn’t really in control. You’ll be dead before I get back.”
Buck was pointing behind Battle with a trembling, blood-soaked finger. “What about that?”
Battle turned around and saw a small wheelbarrow. It was on its side, its load of rice spilled onto the ground. He ran over and uprighted it, tested the wobbly, loose wheel, and rolled it back to Buck.
“Hang on a second,” Battle said, moving toward the remains of their fellow soldiers. For all of them, he tugged the dog tags from their necks. He carefully placed one from each set in the mouth of its corresponding soldier. He stuffed the duplicates into his pockets.
“Let’s give it a go,” Battle said, having completed the morbid but necessary task. He helped Buck into the tray, his injured leg dangling off the side.
Buck unstrapped his helmet and tossed it to the ground. “All right.” He grimaced. “Let’s do this.”
 



CHAPTER 2
OCTOBER 15, 2037, 4:48 AM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
ABILENE, TEXAS
 
“We’re gonna leave the bodies here?” Lola asked. “Out in the open?”
Battle looked at his handiwork, his hands on his hips. “Yeah. We don’t have time to drag them outside and bury them.”
There were four bodies. All of them were grunts who’d overplayed their hands. In a matter of seconds, Battle had unloaded his 9mm Sig Sauer nicknamed McDunnough. They’d never had a chance. Their low-level existence in the Cartel’s hierarchy came to a sudden, bloody end.
He looked at the glazed, vacant stare frozen into the eyes of one of the grunts, a cheating card shark named Hedgepath, and remembered he hadn’t prayed before pulling the trigger. There hadn’t been time.
Battle stepped over to the dead man and knelt down, pulled his cowboy hat from his head, and held it to his chest.
“As far as the east is from the west,” he whispered to himself, “so far has He removed our transgressions from us.” He repeated the brief offering at each of the three remaining bodies.
“Seriously?” Lola called out. “You’re praying for them?”
Lola was on the arena floor between the card table and the motor pool.
“I was praying for myself,” he said. “It’s too late to pray for them.” He put his hat back on his head and reached down to take the weapons the dead men wouldn’t need anymore.
Lola looked past him at the bodies and then refocused on Battle. She folded her arms across her chest, rubbing her arms with her hands.
“You cold?” Battle took the last of the grunts’ weapons and walked past her to toss them into the back of the Humvee.
She shook her head. “No. Just wondering.”
“What?” He reached the Humvee, placed the weapon inside it, and slammed the driver’s side door of the Humvee shut.
“How did you do this?”
“What?”
Her eyes widened with incredulity and she opened her arms to reference the carnage on the arena floor. “This. How did you kill four men like that? How did you do everything you did at your home?”
“I dunno.” He shrugged. “I just did.”
“I’ve seen a lot of bad things,” she said, lowering her voice. “I’ve seen a lot of bad people. They did horrible things. They were horrible people. None of them could do what you do.”
“I was in the Army,” he answered. “I was—”
Salomon Pico emerged from a wide vehicle entrance at the far end of the arena, behind the motor pool. “I found the loading exit,” he said. We can get out of here pretty quick. Get our bags from the horses and do what we need to do.”
“Good,” Battle said. “Let’s go.”
“Why are we taking this one?” asked Pico. “Why not the box truck? We could carry more. Lola and I could hide.”
Battle rolled his eyes. “This isn’t a democracy. We’re taking the Humvee because that’s what we’re taking.”
Pico frowned. “I was just asking. I thought the truck was—”
Battle waved him silent. “The Humvee is armored. The box truck isn’t. The Humvee is a four-speed automatic. The box truck is a stick. The Humvee has all-terrain, cross-country tires on it. They can go for thirty miles with a flat. The box truck doesn’t and can’t.”
Pico raised his hands in surrender. “Okay. Okay. Fine,” he huffed. “The Humvee’s better. I get it.”
“Lola, hop in,” said Battle. “Pico, you guide me out. I’m driving. Once we clear the building and get to the horses, you’ll drive and I’ll ride in the back. Got it?” Battle climbed into the driver’s seat as Lola buckled herself into the front passenger seat of the desert tan vehicle.
The Humvee, nicknamed for its High Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicle designation, was the Army’s workhorse in Syria. For close to fifty years, the United States military and some of its allies had deployed the HMMWV into the worst places on Earth. If he’d attempted to add them up, Battle figured he’d probably spent more hours in a Humvee than he had in any car he’d owned. They were as safe as any personnel carrier available, they were reconfigurable based on the mission, and they could move at a pretty good clip for something that weighed anywhere from six to eight thousand pounds. The official top speed was seventy miles per hour. Battle knew they could exceed that in the right conditions. He hoped he wouldn’t need those conditions.
He reached to the left side of the dash to the rotary start switch and looked at the three-position switch, turning the key to “run”. A “wait-to-start” lamp above the switch blinked off, and Battle turned the switch to the “start” position. He released the switch lever and it popped back to the “run” position automatically. He waited for the glow plugs to activate, and the six-and-a-half-liter, eight-cylinder turbo engine rumbled to life.
He looked at Lola. “You ready?”
“As I’m going to be.”
Battle shifted into drive and rolled the Humvee toward Pico, who started back toward the wide loading entrance.
The Humvee was utilitarian and not built for comfort. Despite its wide front compartment, Battle shifted as he would in the worst coach seat in a commuter plane.
He rode the brake, slowly trailing Pico through the loading entrance and down a slight decline to a concrete ramp. Pico raised his hands, stopping the Humvee short of a large rolling galvanized door. He reached up and tugged on a chain at the side of the door, raising the door as it coiled upward.
Once Pico had the door fully raised, he waved Battle through the opening. Battle let his foot off the brake and accelerated out of the arena and up an incline onto a gravel road that ran along the loading side of the arena.
“We’ve still got a couple of hours until daylight,” said Battle. He spun the wheel to the left, driving around the southern side of the complex to avoid driving near Highway 36. “I think sunrise is around oh-seven-thirty.”
“So we’re hitting them before sunrise?” Lola asked.
“That’s the plan,” said Battle. “We’ll have the advantage.”
“How so?”
“They won’t see us coming. It’s always best to initiate a direct action under the relative protection of darkness.”
“Direct action?”
“A quick operation in hostile territory.”
“So this will be quick? We’ll have Sawyer back quick?”
“I don’t know about that,” Battle admitted. “We don’t know exactly where they have your son.”
Lola blinked back tears and turned away from him to stare out the window.
The Humvee, rumbling with its lights off, crossed over a narrow strip of parallel roads and rolled to a stop a few feet from the trio of horses tied to the exterior fence near the airport’s runway.
The horses grunted against the noise of the Humvee and pulled against their reins. Their discomfort strained the already weakened fence. Battle quickly turned off the engine to calm them and slid out of the vehicle.
Pico walked across the road and trudged to the horses. “Load everything?”
“Yep.” Battle loosened the saddlebags on his Appaloosa. “Everything can go in the back.”
Lola joined the men and began working on her bags. “What do we do with the horses?” asked Lola. “Are we leaving them here?”
“No,” Battle said. He rubbed his hand along the horse’s mane. It nickered. “We’re letting them go.”
“What? Why?”
“We don’t have a need for them,” Battle said, running his fingers through the animal’s coarse black hair. “We don’t know where we’re headed or how long we’ll be gone. We keep them tied up here and they could die.”
Pico waved his hands in the air. “So we just free ’em?”
Battle pulled his hand from the horse and swung around to face the dissenters. “Is this going to be a repeated issue?” He pointed at Lola and then moved his aim to Pico. “The two of you?”
Lola and Pico exchanged glances. Neither answered the question.
“Because I’m not putting up with it.” Battle’s hands were at his sides. He was flexing his fingers in and out of a tight ball. “Salomon Pico, I know you took a risk riding with me. I appreciate that. You really had no choice. And Lola, I know you’re desperate. You want your son back, I got it. However, you both have to understand that you need me. It’s not the other way around. I’ll survive out here without either of you.”
Battle released the saddlebags from his horse. He carried one of them over to the Humvee and dropped it into the open bed in the back. “So I’m not having this conversation again. You both do what I say, you live by my rules, you follow my plan. Otherwise we’ll part ways.”
Lola’s eyes hawked him as he walked back to the horse for the second bag. Pico was looking at the ground, mumbling to himself, kicking at the weeds.
Battle grabbed the bag and heaved it over his shoulder. “We good?”
Lola nodded. Pico did the same.
“I need verbal confirmation,” Battle insisted. “Yes or no?”
Lola ran her fingers through her hair and rolled her eyes. “Yes.”
Pico shrugged. “Yes?”
“That a question, Salomon Pico?”
“No,” he replied. “It’s a yes. Yes.”
“All right then,” Battle said. “Let’s load up, let the horses loose, and hit the HQ. We’re running out of time.”
 



CHAPTER 3
JANUARY 3, 2020, 3:44 PM
SCOURGE -12 YEARS, 9 MONTHS
ALEPPO, SYRIA
 
No fewer than twenty factions controlled varying parts of Aleppo, the most dangerous city in Syria, if not the entirety of the Middle East.
The one hundred and fifty thousand American soldiers, Marines, and sailors fighting the war were never quite sure who was on their side and who wasn’t. It seemed to change from week to week.
One of the factions, the Asala wa al-Tanmiya Front, was reportedly in control of Western Aleppo near the university and the hospital. It was one of the largest sections of the city controlled by a singular group. They called for help patrolling the zone between their checkpoint and one controlled by the hardline Syrian Islamic Front, a coalition of smaller factions that kept assimilating like-minded groups to increase its reach and power.
Battle and his men were the last of three teams tasked with a daylong, triple-shift effort to check weaknesses along the sector’s boundaries. They’d unwittingly found one when the IED exploded under their feet.
Now, Battle was burdened with carrying the lone surviving member of the patrol more than four miles back to the friendly checkpoint. The wheelbarrow had lasted exactly seven minutes before the front brace collapsed, the axle broke, and the wheel fell off. It was nice while it lasted.
While Buck wasn’t a small man, Battle wasn’t either. He held Buck over his shoulders like a fireman, one armed draped around the backs of Buck’s thighs and the other around the injured soldier’s back. The slog was slow and Battle took a break every ten minutes, resting in the relative protection of abandoned cars or behind the remnants of decimated structures.
“We’re exposed,” Buck said in between sips of water from Battle’s canteen. “We run into any opposition, we’re both dead. Every time I see a burka or a kid carrying a backpack, I freak.”
Battle adjusted a makeshift splint on Buck’s leg that ran from his ankle halfway up his calf. He looked up at the sergeant. “How’s the pain?”
“Bad. I feel like I’m gonna puke.”
“I can’t give you more morphine. I’ve got Phenergan. It might help the nausea and amplify the morphine.”
“Where’d you get it?” Buck accepted the circular orange pill Battle held out and tongued it into his mouth, finishing it off with another swig of water. “The medic kit was obliterated.”
“I have my own stash,” Battle said. “I like to stay ahead of the game.”
Buck laughed and then coughed. “It’s a game, is it?”
“Everything is a game one way or the other, Sergeant.” Battle stood and scanned the surrounding area. “You stay here for a minute. I’m gonna check the path forward.”
Battle picked up his HK and stepped over a rusting wheel frame, walking north. It was late afternoon, he was drenched in sweat, and they were maybe halfway to the checkpoint. He pulled out a handheld GPS and tried to orient himself. The sun set early in Aleppo; he had maybe forty minutes of sunlight.
They were near the intersection of Handaseh Street and Kher Eddin Al Asadi. Behind him was what was left of the university’s civil engineering faculty building. A block north was a bank building and the Alrazi Hospital.
He knew the hospital was on the edge of Asala wa al-Tanmiya Front control. The latest intelligence was a month old. It could have flipped hands. He couldn’t risk showing up there for help and being shot on sight or, worse yet, taken prisoner.
The checkpoint was between the old Aleppo Railway station and Aziziya Square on the eastern side of the narrow Queiq River near an amusement park. It was about two and a half kilometers. In the best conditions it would take him twenty-five to thirty minutes to walk it. He had two options. He could walk north and skirt a public park. Though it would be faster, it would leave them exposed all the way to the checkpoint.
He was better off taking a straight line route east along Al Bohtory Street and then jogging north at Saadallah Al Jabri Square. If he took fire, he had places to hide. Either way, it probably was a crapshoot.
Battle turned back south toward Buck when he heard the familiar zip of a semiautomatic rifle coming from the east near the railroad track.
Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop!
A pair of shots whizzed past his head, and he dove behind the corner of a building for cover. He was maybe fifty yards from Buck.
“Buck! I’ve got incoming. Are you good?”
Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop!
“I’m good!”
Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop!
Battle adjusted his grip on his rifle. His butt was resting on his heels, his weight on the balls of his feet as he leaned against the building in a narrow alleyway leading onto the main street. He couldn’t pinpoint the location of the rifle fire. Another volley zipped past him, a pair of bullets crumbling the clay brick a foot above his head.
Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop!
Battle backed further into the alley. He knew somebody was spotting him and relaying location information to the shooter. The shots were too accurate for the random sniper fire they encountered.
Battle stayed low, moving back to Buck’s position. Once he’d disappeared from the alley, the gunfire stopped.
“We’re pinned?” Buck asked, the color gone from his face. His skin looked almost translucent.
Battle nodded. “Yeah. And we’re about to lose daylight. I’ve got to find another way out of here.”
 



CHAPTER 4
OCTOBER 15, 2037, 5:09 AM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
ABILENE, TEXAS
 
Cyrus Skinner blinked his eyes open. His leg was dangling off the edge of his bed and his toes were cold. A nightlight he kept plugged into the outlet closest to the bed was dark. The power was out again.
Skinner slid his leg back under the sheet and rolled onto his back. He stared into the dark at the ceiling and sighed, rolling back onto his stomach. It was more than twenty-four hours since he’d sent Queho southeast to take care of the rancher he knew as Mad Max.
The reclusive rancher had already killed at least three of his men. He knew that for sure. There was a good chance the posse boss Rudabaugh and his posse were buzzard food. And now, Queho hadn’t come back.
Skinner grunted and reached over to a nightstand, dragging his lighter and cigarettes into bed with him. He turned onto his back and scooted up on his elbows. With a half-empty feather pillow propped between his back and the headboard, he shook a cigarette free of its package and lit it with a couple of puffs. He drew in a deep breath and held it. The familiar buzz filtered into his bloodstream and he exhaled through his nose. Smoke plumed around him. He sucked in another drag; the bright orange glow hanging from his lips intensified. It was the only light in the room.
Skinner rubbed his jaw, scratching the three-day-old growth. He had a decision to make.
Clearly Mad Max, and the woman he was keeping from them, was far more of a problem than he’d anticipated.
Skinner was an area captain, a job which came with certain privileges and responsibilities. Being a captain meant all of the bosses in his area, which stretched from east of Abilene, west to Midland, and then north to Lubbock and Amarillo, reported to him. It was a triangular territory that had as many roadrunners as people, strategically important to the Cartel’s hold on power.
In the months after the Scourge, a coalition of previously warring criminal organizations had seen the mutual benefit of joining forces. They’d inflicted heavy casualties on a less-than-inspired US military.
Rather than engage in a bloody war with its own people during a time when there was no appetite for more death, what was left of the United States military and border patrol had retreated. It had given up control to the coalition of gangs, drug traffickers, and ex-cons, abdicating its claim to roughly two hundred and seventy thousand miles between Louisiana, Oklahoma, and New Mexico. The Cartel had been quick to establish a wide area of influence, forming a paramilitary hierarchy to control and oppress those who lived within their staked claim.
The Cartel’s highest levels of leadership, who called themselves generals, chose the nastiest of the nasty to lead four key areas. They were called captains. Those captains then chose their bosses. Bosses recruited grunts. Grunts harassed, robbed, beat, tortured, raped, or killed whoever didn’t submit to their will. Sometimes they did those things regardless.
Among a mean lot of captains, Skinner was the meanest. He was the least likely to suffer fools. He was the perfect man to tame what his superiors called the Wild West. As long as he kept his bosses in line, his people under his thumb, and made sure the spoils made it to the generals in Dallas and Houston, the leadership left him alone.
With a rogue killer on land he didn’t control, Skinner was restless. He slid out of bed, his feet slapping on the cold wood floors of his bedroom as the nightlight flickered to life. He crushed the cigarette into a full ashtray and tapped out a replacement from the box.
He lit it, the paper sizzling, and took another healthy drag. Skinner stretched and walked across his room to a large monitor on the wall opposite his bed.
He cleared his throat. “Computer on,” he said. The screen blinked to life and the operating system cycled. He squinted against the bright light of the display.
“Computer, open email.”
The computer’s home screen gave way to an email program. Though Internet access in the Cartel’s territory was limited and slow, it worked. For most, the filters prevented most communication beyond what the generals approved. The captains, however, had unfettered access.
“New email message,” said Skinner. “Address to generals. Subject is…” Skinner paused. He didn’t know what to call the message. He didn’t really want to send it.
“Subject is Wild West,” he decided. The computer entered the email addresses for the generals, filled in the subject line, and presented a flashing cursor at the top line of a blank message.
Skinner sucked the cigarette. He pinched it between his fingers and pulled it from his lips. “Generals,” he began, “I’ve got a problem here in the Wild West. Long and short of it is a runaway thief wandered into some land we hadn’t secured. We chased her there but didn’t get her. The owner of that land killed some of our men and helped the thief.”
Skinner looked at what he’d dictated so far. He didn’t like it, and changed course.
“Computer, open live chat,” he said. “Call generals.”
The email program closed on the screen and a new application opened. Four windows appeared on the display. In the lower right, Skinner saw a delayed, choppy mirror image of himself, smoke trailing upward from the cigarette dangling from his lips.
The other boxes flashed the word “connecting” while the computer dialed the extensions for three generals. The first to answer was in Houston. His image appeared in the upper right box.
“Skinner?” he asked, rubbing his hands over his bald head. “What do you want?”
Another general answered the call from Dallas. His digitally distorted face filled the box in the upper left corner. “Skinner? Why are you waking me up?”
“I got a problem I need fixed,” Skinner said to the two of them. The box in the lower right was still dialing. The general on the other end wasn’t answering.
“You can’t fix it yourself?” asked the bald general. “This isn’t about the problems we keep having up near Amarillo, is it? Those people up there give me fits.”
“No,” Skinner said. “No problems in Amarillo. No problems with Palo Duro Canyon.”
“That’s a first,” chimed the second general. The resolution on his call was improving, revealing the general’s leathery face and neck. He was shirtless. “What’s the problem?”
Skinner took another drag and then thumped the ashes into a tray next to the monitor. “I’ll try to make a long story short.”
“You do that,” offered the bald general. “Otherwise I’m likely to hang up and go back to sleep.”
“We had a couple of thieves, a woman and her boy, working for us here in Abilene,” Skinner explained. “They ran away. We caught the boy. The woman found her way to some land we hadn’t cleared.”
“We know about the boy,” said the bald general. “General Roof told us about your plan to send him to Lubbock. We didn’t know about the woman. She’s still missing?”
“Yes,” said Skinner. “She is. I’m calling you because—”
“Stop there.” The leathery general stroked his unshaven chin. “Why was there uncleared land? Didn’t your bosses clear everything months ago? I thought I remembered you telling us that.”
“Yeah,” added the bald general. “He told us that. Skinner, you told us you’d acquired all of the outstanding land in your triangle.”
“I thought we had,” Skinner said. He pushed the cigarette into the ashtray and put it out. “There was this one plot, maybe forty or fifty acres near Rising Star that we ain’t got.”
The leathery general scratched his head. “So what’s the problem? Go get the land and get the woman.”
“That’s the thing.” Skinner looked at his reflection. He pulled his shoulders back and lifted his chin. “We done gone there. We sent a posse to get the woman and kill the man who owns the land. He killed ’em.”
“So send more men,” said the bald general, scratching his scalp.
“We did.”
The leathery general picked his front teeth, digging at the space between the center two. “And?”
“He killed them,” said Skinner. “Well, I think he killed ’em. So I personally sent one of my bosses to clean it up. He took a half dozen or so men. They been gone a day now. I ain’t heard from them. I’m thinking he got them too.”
The bald general leaned in, staring into his camera. “One man?”
Skinner nodded.
“Is that an answer, Skinner?” the bald general asked. “My signal’s choppy. Did you give me an answer?”
The leathery general chuckled. “He gave you an answer.”
The bald general tapped on his screen. “Who is this one man?”
Skinner cleared his throat. “We call him Mad Max.”
“Mad Max.”
“From the movie.”
“I know what it’s from.” The bald general raised his voice. “It’s stupid. You’re stupid. You’ve wasted who knows how many men on some woman thief. Then you call us at the butt crack of dawn to ask us how to handle it.”
“I’m not asking for advice.” Skinner stuck out his chin, his eyes unblinking. “I don’t need your advice. I’m giving you a heads-up about what’s going on.”
The bald general grimaced. “Sounds to me like you need advice,” he grunted. “You can’t kill one man? I’m disappointed in you, Skinner.”
“I can’t say I’m too impressed neither,” added the leathery general with a digitized shake of his head. “You best clean up this mess right quick. And you better make an example out of this Mad Max.”
“Understood. I’ll let you know as soon as it’s done.” Skinner glanced at the empty box on the screen. “You’ll fill in General Roof?”
“We’ll tell him what an incompetent you’ve become, if that’s what you’re asking,” replied the bald general before he punched out of the call.
“He’s on his way to Lubbock already,” said the leathery general. “He said you already made the arrangements.”
“Yes,” said Skinner. “He had to go there anyhow, I’m told, to check on inventory. I figured we could send a message by having the boy there and letting everyone know—”
The leathery general frowned and ended his call without saying anything further.
“Computer, off,” Skinner said. He pulled on a pair of jeans, his boots, and a long-sleeved T-shirt. He slid his hat, cigarettes, and lighter from the bedside table and walked toward his kitchen. The pale pink light of predawn hadn’t yet begun to peek through the windows. It was still dark. Skinner knew this was going to be a long day. He needed some coffee and another cigarette.
 



CHAPTER 5
JANUARY 3, 2020, 4:27 PM
SCOURGE -12 YEARS, 9 MONTHS
ALEPPO, SYRIA
 
It was dark, which Battle tried to sell to Buck as a mixed blessing. True, it was harder to see their enemies. It also was harder for their enemies to see them.
The intermittent pop and rattle of gunfire was steadier now. Battle could see the flashes in the distance as the percussion bounced off the densely packed buildings.
“We’re screwed,” Buck said. He was slurring his words. His eyes were barely open. “I’m screwed. It’s like I can feel the life oozing from my body.”
“That’s the drugs,” said Battle. “You’ll be fine.”
“If I survive this,” Buck said, “I’m getting out. I’m done fighting other people’s wars. I’ll fight my own.”
Battle checked his GPS, hoping he’d find a new, alternative route he hadn’t discovered the previous fifteen times he’d checked. “Your own war? What does that even mean?”
“I know people. They know people. I’m getting mine when I get back. That’s all I’m saying.”
“You’re not making any sense,” Battle said. “Shut up and let me focus on how to get us out of here.”
The two were tucked in a narrow alley near Ofra Avenue. Despite having the GPS, Battle took them too far north. Now they were faced with having to dart across an exposed train yard to head straight east to the checkpoint.
In the alley, it was dark. They were hidden. Once they left the security of the high-walled alley, they’d be bathed in the orange glow of the train yard lights. They’d be a target for anyone perched on either side of the tracks.
“You know what the markup is for Mexican meth?” Buck asked. “And black tar heroin? It’s ridiculous. So cheap. I’m taking my check from Uncle Sam and I’m buying a bar.” Buck sounded delirious. “I’m buying a bar. Everything’s cash in a bar. So easy to wash money in a bar.”
“Dude.” Battle held his finger up to his mouth. “Be quiet. I don’t want to hear this.”
“I’m gonna be the rich dude, Battle,” he said. “Right now we’re fighting other people’s wars. When we’re the rich dudes, we have people fighting our wars. That’s how the world works. Old rich men send young poor men to fight. It’s always been that way. Now we’re here. They’re in bed with their young, hot wives drinking caviar and eating champagne.”
“All right.” Battle took Buck’s collar and yanked him forward. “Shut up. We can talk about this later. We need to get out of here.”
Buck chuckled and mocked Battle, holding a finger up to his own lips. Battle let go a huff. “Whatever, man.”
He looked back at the GPS. There were no options. He couldn’t wait until daylight. Buck would be dead by then. It might already be too late for him, but Battle wasn’t going to give up. They had to cut across the train tracks. That was their only option.
He helped Buck to his feet, slung him over his back, and inched from the alley. If he took incoming fire, the best he could do was run. He’d crossed Ofra and run along Kinda Street, which ran east until it ended at the train yard. Battle stopped at the dead end, which, thankfully, was out of reach of the orange lights perched high above the tracks. There was a high chain-link fence separating them from the yard.
Battle set Buck and his rifle on the ground, pulled the sweat rag from around his neck, and wrapped it around a link closest to the ground near a metal post. Resting on his kneepads, he pulled a set of wire cutters from one of his vest pockets and cranked it onto the cloth-covered link. He felt a snap and removed the cloth, working the half-cut link back and forth. A few pulls and tugs and it snapped. He methodically repeated the process five more times.
“What’s with the rag?” Buck asked.
“It keeps the noise down,” Battle answered. “We don’t know where the enemy is.”
Buck laughed, his eyes wide. “They’re everywhere.”
Battle worked the fence from the ground up and folded back the links to create a gap high enough for the two of them to crawl under. Battle went first, using his elbows and knees to slip under the fence.
“Scoot over here,” he whispered to Buck. “On your stomach. I’m pulling you through.”
To Battle’s surprise, Buck complied and positioned himself at the edge of the fence opening. He reached under the chain link with his hands, stretching for Battle.
“Take this and stuff it in your mouth.”
“No way.”
“Do it. It’s an order.”
Buck took the rag and stuffed it into his mouth, gagging on it as he repositioned himself, extending both hands again.
“Not that way.” Battle sat up and braced his feet on the fence post. He leaned on his side, reached back under the fence, and grabbed Buck’s vest at the shoulders. “This is gonna hurt your leg. Bite down on that rag.”
Buck shook his head in protest as Battle was already tugging, yanking him under the fence. The injured soldier was essentially dead weight, and Battle was already exhausted from carrying him as far as he had. He found something deep inside that helped him propel Buck through the opening. Even as Buck screamed in pain, his voice muffled by the rag, Battle pulled him clear of the chain link.
Once he was through, Battle rolled onto his back. His chest was heaving, his arms and lower back thickened with exhaustion. He took deep breaths in through his nose, trying not to make too much noise.
Buck was whimpering next to him until he reached over and pulled out the rag. Buck cursed at him, at his injuries, at God. “There ain’t enough morphine in the world for what you did to me.”
“Sorry,” Battle said, looking at the clear sky above them. “Had to get you through there.”
Buck lifted his shaky hand and offered Battle a one-fingered salute. He was grunting through clenched teeth.
Battle surveyed the open valley of the tracks. Directly in front of them, there was a steep decline into the valley. There were four sets of tracks, two of which had train cars on them, and a shed on the opposite side. A sharp incline led to the opposite edge and another fence.
Beyond that, it was too dark for Battle to see much of anything. He knew there was a wall of tall buildings behind them. On the far side, there was a cluster of lights, which Battle assumed were buildings. There didn’t appear to be the concentration of threats they faced from behind and from the open tracks. Once they crossed the valley and cut their way through the fence on the opposite side, they’d only be a few hundred yards from the checkpoint and relative safety. Battle wished he’d recovered an XM25 from one of his dead compatriots. It was a tactical mistake. He’d been too consumed with helping Buck and hadn’t thought with enough clarity.
The XM25 was a smart weapon that fired up to twenty-five rounds of laser-guided grenades. If Battle had it, he could aim it into the darkness at a perceived threat and fire with ridiculous accuracy. Even if he missed a target, the grenades would explode in the air at the designated distance. Despite its relatively heavy weight, every patrol that wanted one had one of them as a backstop. Battle cursed himself and calculated what he needed to do to escape with an injured soldier, a sidearm, and an HK416. He came to a difficult conclusion.
Battle reached out and put his hand on Buck’s shoulder. “I think you’re going to have to walk from here.”
Buck coughed out a laugh. “Funny.”
“I’m serious. I can’t carry you and return fire. It would take me too long to get you off my back and then reposition into a defensive posture. Can’t use the fireman’s carry. Can’t do the pack strap. You’ve got to walk.”
“How the hell am I supposed to walk? I barely have the energy to keep breathing.”
“Your heart rate is slow because of the morphine and the Phenergan. You’ve lost blood. You’re not dying.”
“If I weren’t dying,” Buck answered, “you wouldn’t be in such a hurry to get us out of here. You’d be holed up in that alley back there, waiting for daylight.”
Buck was right, of course, though Battle wasn’t going to admit it. “Not true. The longer we stay here, the more vulnerable we are. The daylight isn’t necessarily our friend. We got blown up in daylight, remember?”
Buck sighed. “How are we going to do this?”
“Walk assist. I’ll put your arm around my shoulder and then hold it with my hand. My body will be your crutch. You shouldn’t have to put any weight on your injured leg. I’ll have my other arm around your back. I can hold my rifle. If we take fire, I can let go of you quickly and defend us.”
“I don’t know if—”
“You don’t have a choice. It’s what we’re doing. I want you to take my sidearm. That’ll give us two weapons ready to return fire.”
Buck cursed and gritted his teeth. “Fine. Let’s do this.”
 



CHAPTER 6
OCTOBER 15, 2037, 5:57 AM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
ABILENE, TEXAS
 
Battle stood in the back of the Humvee, his legs working to keep balance while Pico drove toward the center of town. He had his Prairie Panther rifle at his shoulder. After considering the Browning as an option, he’d thought better of it. The Inspector, as he called 5.56 caliber semiautomatic, was a far superior weapon at long range.
He adjusted his hat when Pico picked up speed out of a turn. The hat, Battle hoped, would give any hostiles pause. They’d think he was a posse boss until they realized he wasn’t. That was more than enough time for Battle to set, aim, and fire.
Pico was rolling dark. The Humvee’s light array was off. They were as stealthy as they could be in a large armored vehicle.
Battle scanned the road ahead of them and swiveled from side to side, sweeping the streets with his eyes and the rifle. They still had about ninety minutes until sunrise. The streets were empty. Most of the houses and buildings were dark.
The air was cold and the wind swept past Battle as the Humvee pressed forward. His ears stung; his nose ran. He ignored both.
The Humvee turned off of Fourth Street and rolled onto Walnut Street. For the first time, he recognized where they were. He remembered the wide street, the old buildings, and the green awning that hung from Bible Hardware.
It wasn’t Bible Hardware anymore, though. It was the Cartel’s Abilene headquarters.
Pico slowed to a stop in front of the awning. Battle looked across the street to a large fenced lot that surrounded the old post office. There was concertina wire wrapped around the top of the fence. He didn’t remember that. He rubbed his chin and looked back at the awning. A lone streetlight strobed above them.
“Battle.” Pico was standing outside the idling Humvee. “We’re here. What next?”
Battle looked down at Pico and handed him his rifle. He pulled a backpack from the supplies littering the vehicle’s open bed and slung it over both shoulders. He climbed from the Humvee and took the rifle back from Pico.
Battle pointed to the post office. “What’s that over there?”
Pico shrugged. “I think they keep a lot of weapons and such inside that building. It was a post office.”
“It was.” Battle took a step toward the middle of the road. “You’re saying it’s an armory now?”
“I think so,” Pico said. “I ain’t never been in there, so I can’t be sure. I heard talk about that, though.”
“Anybody in the HQ?” Battle adjusted the pack on his back and walked back to the curb in front of the old hardware store.
“Shouldn’t be,” Pico said.
Lola rounded the bed of the Humvee. “Sawyer could be in there.” Her hands were stuffed into her pants pockets, her shoulders raised to her ears. Her teeth chattered. “They could be holding my son in there, right?”
“I don’t know. Guess I need to find out.” Battle stepped to the front glass doors. He took the butt of his rifle and jammed it into the door. Glass shattered and Battle used the rifle stock to clean out the remaining shards hanging to the frame.
“That was kinda loud,” said Pico. “I thought you were trying to surprise ’em.”
Battle looked back at Pico and shrugged. He stepped across the threshold and disappeared into the darkness.
He flipped on the night-vision scope mounted onto his rifle and pulled it to his eye, carefully working his way around the main space of the building. He bumped into a table on one side of the room and then crossed the room to a bar. On the far side of the room past the bar, he found a locked door. He stepped back and punched through it with his foot, blowing past the lock. The door shot open and bounced off the wall behind it, almost hitting Battle as he slid into the hallway behind the door. There was another door to the left and a side exit at the end of the hall. He stepped to the door and tried the handle. It was unlocked. He opened the door and stepped into an office. He checked closets, a bathroom, a storage locker. The place was empty.
Battle started to leave when he thought better of it. This was a private office in the HQ. There had to be some actionable intelligence lying around. He quickly crossed the room to the desk. He leaned the rifle against it and sat down, his pack hitting the back of the chair. There was a stack of papers on the desk and a tablet computer in one of the drawers.
Battle stood, slipped off his pack, and set it on the desk. He unzipped it, pulled out four grenades, and replaced them with the papers and tablet computer.
Battle closed the pack, slid it on to his shoulders along with his rifle, and took two grenades with each hand. When he reached the doorway of the office, he turned around, pulled a grenade pin with his teeth, and tossed it toward the desk. That gave him five seconds.
He marched up the hall to the second doorway, pulled a second pin, and rolled another grenade down the hall. Battle hustled into the main room, yanked out the pin on the third grenade, and tossed it as the first grenade exploded in the office.
Battle was using MK3A2 concussion grenades. Unlike fragmentation grenades, the MK3 was designed for blasting and demolition. The overpressurization it produced was far greater and was effective inside buildings or bunkers. The resulting blast wave produced external shrapnel from ripping apart anything hit within its effective radius.
The eight ounces of TNT exploded, destroying the office and shaking Battle’s balance. He nearly tripped as he bolted to the entrance. The second grenade detonated, blasting debris into the main room as Battle leapt through the glassless front door.
He spun, pulled the pin, and the noiseless fuse activated. He heaved the final grenade through the door. “Run!” he yelled to Lola and Pico, not aware they’d already crossed the street to the post office fencing after the first explosion.
Battle was halfway across the street when the final two grenades blasted shrapnel through the HQ. He looked over his shoulder, the backpack bouncing against his body as he ran to join the others. The Humvee rattled against the explosion.
Lola gripped Battle’s arm. “Sawyer wasn’t in there?”
Battle coughed and cleared the phlegm from his throat. “I wouldn’t have blown up the place if he had been.”
“So that was a big wake-up call,” Pico said. “I guess you wanted to invite them out to play?”
“No. We’re not sticking around.” Battle started back across the street and waved for Pico and Lola to join him. Thick gray smoke plumed from inside the HQ and through its aged flat roof. Battle slid off his pack, tossed it into the Humvee’s bed, and climbed in. He took the Inspector by the forestock and checked it for damage.
“Let’s go,” he said. “Pico, you’re driving.”
“Where?”
“Who’s the big boss?”
“The captain?”
“Whatever. Captain. Boss. Who is it?”
“His name is Cyrus Skinner,” Pico said, pulling open the driver’s side door. “I don’t think—”
“You know where he lives?”
“Yes. But—”
“Drive.”
 
***
 
Cyrus Skinner heard the series of explosions and felt them vibrate the water glass in his hand. He dropped the glass and ran out to his front stoop. In the distance, a couple of blocks away, thin wisps of gray smoke spiraled into the air against the faint glow of a flickering streetlight.
Skinner tensed and he stomped his foot on a wooden plank of the stoop. “Son of a b—”
“Captain Skinner,” called a posse boss named Tom Horn. He lived in the house next door and was standing on his stoop. He was dressed in cargo pants, a faded Pink Floyd T-shirt, and his brown boss hat. One hand was wrapped around a coffee mug. “You think that’s the HQ?”
“It’s the HQ,” Skinner sneered. “Get your posse together now and meet me over there pronto. You see any others on your way, you tell ’em the same.”
Horn slipped back into his house. Skinner punched a wooden column that ran from the stoop’s wooden floor to the low-hanging ceiling. He punched it a second time and cursed Mad Max.
Skinner marched back into his kitchen and retrieved his Browning. He checked his revolver, assuring it was fully loaded, and dropped it into his hip holster.
He exited the house through the back door and found his horse cribbing on the wooden fence to which it was tied. Its teeth were clamped onto the top rail, its back was arched, and it was pulling against the rail, sucking in air.
“Cut it out.” Skinner yanked on the bridle’s throatlatch and unloosed the reins from the fence. “You’re gonna suck in a splinter and kill yourself.” He shoved the Browning into a saddle scabbard, stuck a foot into a stirrup iron, and heaved himself into the thick leather saddle. He gripped the saddle horn with one hand and looped the reins around the other.
“Git,” he said to the horse, digging his boot heels into its sides. “C’mon, let’s go.”
The horse trotted to the front of the house and picked up its pace. Others emerged from their homes, pointing toward the dissipating smoke. Skinner’s horse was nearing a full gallop when he tugged on the reins and stopped in the middle of the street.
He rubbed his eyes, not sure of what was moving toward him. It was still dark and he could only make out the roughest outline of the approaching machine. The sound, though, was unmistakable. A Humvee, with its lights turned off, was rolling at him.
He reached for the scabbard but decided against pulling his rifle. If he took aim now, he’d waste ammunition. He directed his horse to the side of the road. He stopped in front of a ramshackle house and hopped off his horse. He tied it to the leg of a rusted swing set in the yard, took his rifle, and crouched down behind it.
As the Humvee neared, a light flipped on inside the house and a man swung through the front screen door, standing there in his underwear. He wasn’t Cartel.
Skinner stayed low, hiding from the man. He squatted lower and leaned forward on his knees, careful not to make a sound.
The Humvee slowed in front of the house. Skinner got a good look at it. Aside from the driver, he could see an armed man standing in the bed, wearing a dark cowboy hat. Skinner couldn’t place the man’s face, at least not in the little ambient light the moon provided.
“Hey!” the man called from the Humvee. Skinner shrank lower to the ground. “You know where Cyrus Skinner lives? I hear it’s on this street.”
Skinner glanced over at the man in his underwear. The man hesitated and extended his left arm outward and pointed down the street. “Five houses down. Got a covered wooden stoop.”
“Thanks.” The man in the Humvee rapped on the top of the Humvee’s cabin and the vehicle rolled along.
Skinner stood up, his hands on the shotgun. “Psst,” he said to the homeowner. “Hey, you.”
The man spun around, his face contorted with confusion until recognition washed over his expression. The man started waving his hands and stammering.
Skinner kept the Browning at waist level, hidden from the man’s view. He stood there silently, listening to the man apologize and grovel. Midsentence, Skinner pulled the trigger. The man dropped in a heap.
Skinner turned toward a red light to his left. The Humvee’s brake lights cast a glow. It was stopped in front of his house. He left his horse and started running toward the Humvee, staying along the edge of the street in the knee-high weeds and grass.
Others were leaving their stoops and yards to fall in behind the Humvee. Skinner couldn’t tell how many of them were Cartel and how many were civilians. There were maybe a dozen total.
Skinner stopped two houses from his own and crouched low. He scanned the crowd again. None of them were Cartel. None was armed. None was wearing a hat. None was doing anything other than standing around looking dumfounded by the machine in the street.
The man in the back of the Humvee jumped out. He reached back into the bed and pulled out another weapon, bigger than a rifle, though it wasn’t something Skinner recognized.
“Y’all are going to want to step back,” the man called out to the crowd. He pulled the weapon up to his shoulder, his silhouette giving away how large a man he was, tall and muscular.
Skinner pulled his rifle up and leveled it against his own shoulder. He knew the distance wasn’t good for the Browning, but he wasn’t going to let someone shoot holes into his house.
He drew the man into his sight and pulled the trigger at the exact moment an explosion of light and the percussion of a cannon blast tore through the air.
Skinner couldn’t tell where his shot hit. His eyes were focused on the instantaneous inferno his house had become.
His eyes wide, his breathing quickened, Skinner stood and started marching toward the Humvee. The man wasn’t looking for him. He’d hit him by surprise.
A loud, skin-crawling scream came from the crowd. Skinner instinctively looked to his right. The crowd was gathered around a body on the ground. A woman was screaming and moaning as she held the body. Another woman tried to console her. A couple of others turned toward Skinner and pointed at him.
The Humvee was already on the move, speeding away. Skinner stopped and took a second shot, aiming at the man standing in the bed.
“You killed him!” the moaning woman wailed. The crowd parted and Skinner saw her face. Even in the dark, he could see the anger. “You shot my husband. Why did you shoot him? I don’t—”
Skinner leveled the shotgun at her head and snapped the trigger. The blast silenced her and sent the crowd running back to their homes.
He looked at the mess. He wasn’t happy about it. While he didn’t want her dead, he’d learned a long time ago not to leave an angry person alive. It could only come back to haunt him. Revenge, he knew, was a powerful motivator. It made good people do bad things and bad people do worse.
The heat of his burning home took the chill from the air. It was hot on his neck. He turned around to look at the flames.
The fire devoured his home, crackling and popping as it chewed through the wood frame. He didn’t recognize the man in the back of the Humvee. Still, he knew who he was.
“Captain Skinner,” a voice called from his left.
Skinner swiveled with the Browning in position to fire. It was Tom Horn, the posse boss. He was running toward him with a half dozen grunts trailing behind him. Skinner lowered the shotgun, holding it with one hand where the stock met the receiver.
“Where the hell you been?” Skinner asked when Horn was close enough to hear him above the fire.
“I did what you asked,” Horn said breathlessly. “I went and gathered some men.” He nodded at the house. “What happened?”
“Mad Max.”
“The guy from Rising Star?” Horn tugged at his brown cowboy hat. “The one who took the woman?”
“That’d be the one,” Skinner said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a cigarette. He lit it and slid it between his pursed lips. “You see a Humvee pass you on your way?”
Horn shook his head. “No. I think I heard it though. Must have turned off the street.”
Skinner drew the cigarette from his mouth and slowly exhaled. He closed his eyes and listened to his house burn.
“You seem kinda calm,” said Horn. “I mean, ain’t you upset? I’d be madder than a wet hen and fixin’ to whoop somebody good.”
Skinner chuckled. “Oh, I ain’t calm,” he said. “I’m simmering here while I think of the best way to deal with Mad Max. In a second here, I’ll be at a boil.”
 



CHAPTER 7
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SCOURGE -12 YEARS, 9 MONTHS
ALEPPO, SYRIA
 
“This is already a bad idea,” Buck protested.
Battle helped him inch down the concrete embankment into the track valley. They were exposed in the orange light illuminating the rails.
Battle didn’t answer him. He was too focused on each step. If they slipped on the steep decline, they’d make too much noise, Buck could aggravate his injury, they could lose their weapons.
“Did you hear me?” Buck pressed. He was hopping more than walking. His bad leg was useless.
“Shut up, Buck,” Battle said, sliding his boot downward. “Focus.”
Buck grunted and adjusted his grip on Battle. They were halfway down the slope when they took fire.
Pop! Pop! Pop!
The shooter missed to their left. The bullets smacked into the concrete mere feet from them.
Pop! Pop! Pop!
Another volley was closer to them. The shooter was finding his aim. Battle knew the next round of slugs would hit them. He yanked on Buck, eliciting a howl from the sergeant, and pulled him flat to the concrete.
“Roll!” he said and cradled his HK against his chest. He turned his body sideways and began rolling down the embankment to the tracks, Buck’s body slapping against his. He knew the sergeant was rolling with him. Each time he spun, he could see Buck right behind him.
Pop! Pop! Pop!
Battle heard the rifle cracks and felt a punch to his lower back as he slowed near the bottom of the slope. He rolled to a stop near the first of the four sets of tracks, got to his feet, and grabbed the back collar of Buck’s Kevlar vest. He crouched low and dragged the sergeant behind one of the two series of train cars. They were flatcars, absent walls or a roof, so they weren’t the best protection, but they were enough to stop the incoming fire for the moment.
“You okay?” Battle scrambled to his knees and shuffled over to Buck, who was lying on his back.
Buck nodded. His eyes were squeezed shut and he was holding his breath.
“We’re okay here for the moment,” Battle said. He reached around to his back and felt where a bullet had embedded itself into his vest.
Buck exhaled. “I lost the sidearm,” he said. “I dropped it somewhere.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Battle said. “I’m good. I’ve got plenty of ammo. Lie there until I find us a path out of here.”
Battle grasped his HK at its sling and let the front hand guard rest on his forearm. Keeping the muzzle off of the ground and dragging the butt, he dropped to a low crawl position. He pushed his arms forward underneath the flatcar in front of him and then pulled his firing-side leg forward. He pulled again with his arms and pushed with his leg until his body was entirely under the car on the tracks.
The rock ballast was digging into his legs, and his thighs were draped uncomfortably across one of the rails. He was hidden. Battle pulled his rifle around to his front and set it into a firing position, the butt against his shoulder. He peeked out from underneath the flatcar and scanned the opposite end of the valley for the sniper. He didn’t see anything.
He inched forward, trying to see up the incline on the far side of the tracks. On the edge of the orange glow, against the fence, he caught a slight flicker of light. It looked like a reflection off of a mirror.
Battle kept his eyes on the spot and waited. Again, there was a quick flash of reflected light. The sniper was there. The flashes of light were from his scope.
Battle tried to figure if he could accurately hit the sniper from his position. The HK416 had a short barrel and the velocity of its 5.56x45mm NATO rounds were relatively low.
He knew within fifty yards, maybe seventy-five, he could unleash a tight pattern. Beyond that, without the hollow-point bullets he wished he carried, he’d be taking a huge chance. If he missed or winged the sniper, he’d expose his new position.
Battle closed his eyes and tried to calculate the distance in his head. He guessed it was between seventy-five and one hundred yards. It was worth the risk.
He popped up both sights and took aim. He’d wait for another flash and then he’d fire. Battle lay on his stomach, his elbows propping him up. This wasn’t ideal. Nothing about war ever was.
He exhaled twice and slowed his breathing. He steadied his left hand and rewrapped his fingers around the barrel shroud. Battle was targeting the spot where he’d last seen the flash.
He waited. Waited. Waited. His finger was pressed to the trigger.
There it was. A brief, slight orange flicker.
Battle pulled, holding the trigger long enough to release an effective burst of five-and-a-half-millimeter rounds.
Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump!
He lay still, his eye still focused beyond the twin metal sights. If he’d missed, he’d be taking incoming fire. There was nothing. Then, in the distance, from the direction of those brief flashes, he could hear men yelling in Arabic.
There were at least two distinct voices. The only word Battle recognized in the loud chatter was qutil,
which meant killed.
He could assume he’d hit the sniper. There were at least two other men in their way.
Battle couldn’t see them. He pressed the trigger again anyway, sweeping the barrel infinitesimally from the left to the right, sending another half dozen shots screaming across the valley and up the embankment.
Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump!
The thunder of the shots was followed by the thud and crack of a body hitting the concrete embankment. There were no voices following the shots this time.
Battle slid back under the flatcar and pulled himself back to Buck’s side. The sergeant was still lying on his back. His eyes were closed, trails of sweat on his forehead glistening in the orange glow.
“You get ’em?” Buck slurred.
“Yeah. I’m sure there’ll be more. We’ve got to find a way to get out of this light. It’s too much of a disadvantage.”
Buck laughed and then coughed. “I’ve been saying that.”
Battle looked at the row of flatcars and counted them. There were five. To the north, the first of the five was hooked to a long chain of freight wagons. Those wagons stretched beyond the lighted portion of the rail yard. If he could get to them, he could travel from car to car without anyone seeing him move. He could emerge beyond in the darkness on the far northern edge of the valley. It would mean tracking back south once they’d reached the eastern fence line. It was a far better alternative than an exposed rush across the shortest distance.
“I’ve got a plan,” he said. “We’re gonna get out of here.”
“You’ve been saying that,” Buck mumbled through a film of drool. “I’ll believe you when you do it.”
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The Humvee screeched to a stop. Battle jumped from the bed and met Lola on the passenger side. She was standing by the open door. Even in the dim light of predawn he could see her brows were furrowed and she looked ready to pounce.
“What are you doing?” She shoved him with both hands. “I want my son back and you’re playing vigilante.” She shoved him again and then pounded his chest with both fists.
“You’re gonna get us killed,” said Pico. He was leering at them from across the Humvee and waving his hands above his head. He’d left the Humvee running. “You use grenades to blow up the HQ and then you use…whatever that is…to set Skinner’s house on fire. She’s right, you’re not helping her boy.”
Battle glanced over at Pico and then back at Lola. “We need to get into the post office,” he said and nodded at the ten-foot chain-link fence in front of them.
“Answer me.” Lola glared at him. “Don’t ignore me. Don’t tell me it’s your way or nothing. What would you do if it were your son?”
Battle’s eyes narrowed and he stuck a finger in Lola’s face. “Don’t talk about my son,” he spat. “You don’t have that right. I know what I’m doing.”
Lola stepped back from his finger. “It would help if you shared whatever it is you’re doing with us. Our lives are at stake too. We’re not soldiers. We’re not the animal you are.”
Battle took a step forward, his finger still jabbing at the air in front of Lola’s nose. “If I tell you everything about what’s coming, you’ll argue. You’ll fight. You’ll question. You can’t do that.”
“I know these people better than you do,” Pico said. “What you’re doing, the bombing, the burning, it’s gonna get us killed. I’m telling you.”
Battle faked a smile, grinning widely. “Okay then. I’ll fill you in on why I’m doing what I’m doing, but we’re wasting time. Every second I spend explaining myself is another second these people get closer to us.”
Lola and Pico stood silently. Lola folded her arms across her chest. She raised her eyebrows expectantly.
Battle huffed. “I want their attention. I’m want them hurried. I want them panicking. We use grenades to blow up the HQ and then a totally different weapon to set fire to Skinner’s house. It tells them we’re well supplied. It gives them pause.”
“What about the element of surprise?” Pico asked. “That’s gone.”
“Given that we don’t know where her son is,” Battle argued, “I don’t know how much that would have helped us.”
“Your plan hasn’t found him so far,” Lola chided.
“So far,” Battle said. “We’ve been here for less than an hour. They’ll be coming for us. They know we’re in a Humvee. They’ll see it parked here. We’ll be fine. I need to get into that post office.”
“This is no plan,” mocked Lola. “This is suicide, that’s all it is.”
Battle took a deep breath. “You’re impatient. I get it. You want your son. No matter how we approach this, it’s dangerous. Trust me.”
“Battle!” Pico snapped. “They’re already here.”
Battle looked over his shoulder. A platoon of men was racing toward them on horses from the east. He cursed and leapt into the back of the Humvee. “Get in,” he instructed and tore open his pack. He yanked out a flash-bang grenade and clipped it to his belt. He pulled out a new scope and a thirty-round magazine for Inspector. He affixed the scope to a mount on the top of the semiautomatic rifle and then replaced the current magazine with the fresh thirty round mag.
He banged on the top of the Humvee and Pico threw it into drive, peeling away from the curb to move west. Battle pulled the rifle sling over his head and adjusted it with his thumb. He dropped to his knee for balance and turned to face the back of the bed.
Battle counted at least six horses. They were gaining.
“You should have found the boy already,” a voice in Battle’s head said, shaking his focus. “Lola was right,” Sylvia counseled. “You’re distracted from the purpose and you’re going to get everyone killed.”
Battle shook his head, disagreeing, trying to free his mind of his wife’s criticism. “I’m not getting anyone killed.” He crawled on all fours to the back of the Humvee’s bed. He braced himself with one hand and then set himself between a supply bag and a pair of large ten-gallon gasoline canisters.
“You’re plotting this as a direct action instead of a simple hostage rescue,” Sylvia’s voice argued. “And you’re sanitizing it. This isn’t some high-value extraction, Marcus. You’re trying to return a son to his mother.”
Battle clenched his jaw and swung Inspector into position. He looked through the scope, adjusting the focal length to get a good look at the pursuing horsemen. They were armed with Brownings and revolvers. One of them, on the left of the formation, was carrying an AR assault rifle. That one was wearing a brown hat. He was a posse boss.
Battle lost his focus when Pico swung the Humvee north and took the turn too quickly. The rear wheels drifted and Battle slammed into the left side of the bed. He held onto the rifle and squared himself.
“I know what I’m doing,” he told the voice.
The horsemen cut the corner and shortened the distance between their detachment and the Humvee.
“If you have to tell me that—” she laughed “—then you don’t. You haven’t been active duty in more than a decade, Marcus. You need to think of this like a father, not like the soldier you aren’t anymore.”
“I’m not a father anymore either,” he snapped and immediately regretted it as he reset his position at the back of the bed. The voice didn’t respond. Sylvia was gone.
Battle swallowed the lump in his throat and drew the rifle to his shoulder. He picked the lead horseman, exhaled, and tapped the trigger.
Thump!
He lifted his eye from the scope in time to see the horseman jerk and slump forward on the horse. His hands, still wrapped around the reins, yanked the animal’s head down and to the right, guiding it straight into the path of another horse. The two collided and tumbled over each other. The second horse threw its rider forward over its head and landed on him.
Battle exhaled and dropped his eye to the scope. He picked the boss, aimed at his head, and tapped the trigger again.
Thump!
Battle kept his eye at the scope this time. The bullet missed its mark, drilling into the brown hat atop the boss’s head and knocking it off. The boss reached for it and missed.
Battle took aim again. He pulled the trigger, holding it a beat longer, and Pico took another hard turn to the right, this time heading west away from town. Battle lost his balance as he fired.
Thump! Thump!
Both shots went wide and missed everything until they sank into the vinyl siding of a long-closed cafe. Battle grabbed the side of the Humvee and regained his balance. He looked back to see the four horsemen of the post-apocalypse cut another corner. Somehow, they were keeping up with the Humvee.
Battle checked his hip and tugged at the flash-bang grenade. He held the long black cylinder tight in his hand as the Humvee passed a faded yellow clapboard house. Battle kept his eyes on the house and counted out loud until the horses passed the same house.
“Four seconds,” he said. “That’ll work.”
He pulled the pin on the grenade, held his hand over the Humvee’s tailgate for one second, and dropped it into the middle of the road. He ducked down into the bed, covering his ears.
Three seconds later the flash-bang detonated just as the group of horses reached it. The loud explosion and bright flash of light stunned the animals and their riders. Battle peeked over the back of the Humvee in time to see the panic. The horses were running in different directions. One of them was on its side in the street, having fallen. Another was on its hind legs, roaring and snorting. The resulting cloud of thick white smoke plumed quickly and enveloped them before dissipating.
Pico kept the Humvee speeding west for another couple of minutes, and Battle climbed to the front of the bed to bang on the cab. The Humvee slowed to a stop and Battle hopped out. He looked at the sun-bleached green street signs. They were at the intersection of Victoria and Ninth Streets. There was a church on the southwest corner. The sun was peeking above the horizon to the east. The sepia tone of early morning was giving way to orange and red.
Pico opened his door, remaining in his seat. “Why are we stopping?”
“We lost them,” Battle said. “For now.”
“So what do we do?”
“We need to head back. Not in this. There’s a big carport over there next to that church. Go park it there. We’ll get what we need and head back into town.”
Battle shut the door and directed Pico to the carport. He trailed behind and then met Pico and Lola as they were exiting the vehicle.
“If I remember correctly, we walk east about a mile and then turn south,” said Battle. “We’ll find them at the HQ. That’s where they’ll be.”
“You think?” Lola asked.
“Yeah.” Battle nodded. “It’s a natural gathering place for them. And it’s across the street from the post office.” He looked down at Lola’s ankle still wrapped in an Ace bandage. She’d injured it the night they met. “How’s your ankle?”
“Better,” she said. “The swelling is going down. I can put my weight on it. I’m good to walk, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“Good to hear. You can make it to the post office?”
Lola nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “Then what?”
“We’ll talk about it on the way,” Battle said, slugging a large pack onto his back. “And, Lola?”
“Yeah?”
“I’m sorry.” Battle looked at Lola’s feet. “If it were my son, I’d have handled it differently. I made a mistake.”
“Thank you,” Lola said softly and hooked her pack at her waist. She looked at Battle, trying to draw his eyes to hers. “We better find him. He better be okay.”
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Sawyer gripped the bars of his cell, rubbing his palms on the roughness of the rusted iron. He had no concept of time or place. All he knew was that he was alone and in trouble.
His mop of red hair hung over his eyes, and he leaned his forehead against the cold bars. He was tall for thirteen, and bone thin like his mother. His stomach groaned from hunger, interrupting him from any semblance of good sleep.
Sawyer couldn’t remember the last time he’d really slept. It certainly hadn’t been since the Scourge. His eyes were always encircled with darkness, his legs always tingled on the verge of weakness. He suffered a headache so consistently he didn’t even notice it anymore except when it drew blurriness and light sensitivity in his right eye.
He squeezed the bars, tried rattling them, and let go. He sulked back to a lone metal bed that hung from the concrete wall by a pair of metal chain links and rubbed his hands free of the rust. Sawyer plopped down and leaned against the wall. He closed his eyes and was drifting into an uneasy twilight until a loud metallic bang caught his attention. He opened his eyes to see a pair of grunts standing at his cell.
“You know your momma’s dead,” the shorter of the two said. “Ain’t no way you’re gonna see her again.” He laughed and backhanded the chest of the larger grunt, who answered the thump with his own chuckle.
“You shoulda never ran off,” said the taller grunt. “You found yourself a world of hurt now. It ain’t gonna end good fer ya.”
Sawyer pulled his knees up to his chest and wrapped his arms around his legs. His eyes danced between the grunts. He didn’t say anything. He knew better.
“You hear me?” asked the shorter grunt. “Things are about to get real bad and your momma ain’t gonna be around to kiss it and make it better.” He offered a greasy smile and laughed. “Real bad.”
“I think he asked you a question.” The taller grunt banged his fists against the bars.
Sawyer shook from the noise and trembled. “I heard him,” he said.
“You heard what?”
“I heard he said it’s about to get hard.” Sawyer wiped the back of his nose with his arm. “And my mom’s not gonna be around to help me.”
“You ever heard of the Jones?”
Sawyer shook his head. Sawyer hadn’t heard of a lot of things.
He was eight when the Scourge had taken hold. He and his parents had been living in a small riverfront house in Jacksonville, Florida. Both of them had worked. Sawyer would go to a day care after school. They would eat a lot of fast food and takeout for dinner. They’d spend weekends together on the beach or fishing on the river.
He didn’t remember much of his life pre-Scourge. He’d blocked it out or forgotten it. There were occasional flashes, snapshots of what life had been. He couldn’t put them in context or be certain whether they were real memories or images from dreams.
It didn’t really matter. Neither existed in the post-Scourge world in which Sawyer had lived nearly half his life. It was a life spent on the run, in hiding, full of fear.
His mother, he knew, had done everything she could to keep him safe and provide food and shelter. She’d done unthinkable, selfless things for his sake. All of her sacrifices, he thought, were worthless. She was dead. He would be soon. Sawyer was thirteen and he’d already lived the lives of five men. That was penance lost on Sawyer; those who survived the Scourge were damned to live their remaining years in a painful slow motion.
“What’s the Jones?” Sawyer bit. He could sense from the grunts they weren’t going to make anything easy for him.
The taller grunt answered Sawyer’s question with another question. “You like games?”
Sawyer shrugged. “I guess.”
“It’s like a game, then.” The grunt chuckled.
“You could call it a game,” said the shorter grunt. He pressed his face against the bars and stuck out his tongue to wiggle it. “It’s no dominos or nothing.”
Both men laughed. “It’s no dominos,” they echoed one another.
Sawyer shifted his back against the cinder-block wall. “What is it, then?”
The taller grunt stopped laughing and cleared his throat. “I want you to imagine the worst day of your life. Can you do that?”
Sawyer blinked. He swallowed hard. He pulled his knees tighter against his chest. The bad days were always close to the surface. It was the good ones that took time to render.
“I’m guessing you got a bad day all conjured up?” the shorter one sneered. “Now double it and add the boogie monster.”
“The boogie monster!” hollered the tall one, his words bouncing off the walls of the cell. “The damn boogie monster. I love it!”
Sawyer had no idea what they meant. He’d never heard of the boogie monster. He concluded it wasn’t good. He bit the inside of his cheek, working hard to keep the tears at bay. The harder he bit, the more his eyes welled. He shuddered and the tears spilled down his cheeks.
“You got a few more hours here,” said the shorter one once he’d stopped laughing. “You can cry like a baby till then. After that, you’re on the move.”
“Yeah,” the taller one chimed. “You’re on the move to the Jones.”
Both of them slammed their fists against the bars and followed each other away from the cell and down a narrow hallway. They turned a corner and disappeared. There was a loud buzzing sound, a click, and the sound of a door opening and closing. The echo of the door dissipated and left Sawyer sitting alone again in silence.
He buried his head in between his chest and his knees. He gripped his hands tightly, squeezing his fingers too hard, and he sobbed. Whatever or whoever the Jones was, he was afraid of it.
Sawyer’s mother had always told him to be positive. She’d told him that there was always hope. And with hope there was the possibility that tomorrow would be better than today. She was gone now. She was dead. She was with his father. At thirteen years old, Sawyer sat on a metal bench in a central Texas jail cell, certain he would die a death worse than the Scourge.
There was no hope.
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Skinner stood amongst a cadre of bosses and grunts in the middle of Walnut Street, an unlit cigarette dangling from his dry lips as he spoke. “I think it’s safe to assume Rudabaugh and Queho are dead. Their men are gone too. This here”—he pointed to the smoking shell of the HQ and pushed his white hat back on his head—“this is Mad Max. And he’s got help.”
“Who’s helping him?” asked a boss named Pony Diehl. “The redheaded woman?”
“Maybe.” Skinner took a deep breath through his nose, inhaling the acrid, metallic odor hanging in the air. “Somebody had to be driving that Humvee.”
“Where’d they get it?” asked Diehl.
“I’m gonna make another assumption,” Skinner said, the cigarette dancing on his lower lip. “He stole it from the convention center. Looks exactly like one we got stored over there.”
“Want me to go check it out?” asked Diehl. “I can take a couple of men and take a look.”
Skinner nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “You do that. Get back here quick, though. I gotta feeling I’m gonna need you ’fore it’s all said and done.”
Diehl pointed to two grunts. The trio hopped on their horses and rode south and east toward the convention center.
Skinner lit the cigarette, relishing the hiss and crackle of it burning as the embers grew. He sucked on it and closed his eyes until the sound of a galloping horse to the west caught his attention. It was Tom Horn. His hat was missing. His blond hair was matted with so much sweat it stuck flat against his head even as he bounced in the horse’s saddle.
Skinner flicked the ashes from his cigarette. His face turned red. He gnashed his teeth. “Where are your men?”
Horn swung his leg over the saddle and tugged on the reins to stop his horse. He dropped to the ground, his AK in one hand, and bent over at his waist. “I don’t know. I mean, I know three of them are dead. The other two are hurt. Or dead. I can’t be sure.”
Skinner stepped to Horn, his boots scraping the asphalt. “What do you mean you can’t be sure?”
“We got close to him.” Horn looked up at Skinner. “Real close. He picked off a couple of the guys. One shot. Like an expert or something. One of ’em fell and took out the other.”
“You had five men with you, right?”
Horn swallowed hard and nodded. “Yeah. Then Mad Max, I guess it was him, he dropped a grenade or something. It exploded and spooked the horses. One of ’em fell and crushed a grunt. Then there was smoke and gunfire. I don’t know what happened. I bolted and came here.”
“So you got two men unaccounted for? Three men dead?”
“Yeah.”
Skinner dropped the cigarette to the asphalt and put it out with the toe of his boot. “And Mad Max got away?”
Horn nodded and glanced past Skinner at the men gathered behind him. As he caught their eyes, they looked away from him.
“Where is he, you think?”
“I dunno,” said Horn. “He might still be around. Or he could be gone. He was heading west. Or north. I can’t remember exactly. It was chaotic.”
“Chaotic?”
Horn nodded.
“Chaotic,” Skinner repeated. “That’s a big word for you, Tommy. A mighty big word. I’m so sorry you were put in the middle of a chaotic situation. I’m sorry the chaos was too much for you and your men.”
Horn ran his hands through his matted hair and wiped the sweat on his jeans. His forehead was drenched, despite the brisk October morning.
“Give me your rifle,” Skinner said.
Horn’s eyes popped wide. “What?”
“Give it to me,” Skinner repeated and motioned with his hand.
Horn looked down at the AK in his hand and slowly extended his arm. Skinner took the rifle from him.
“You know, this rifle is what they’d call an engineering marvel.” Skinner gripped the Russian semiautomatic Kalashnikov in his hands, testing its weight. “It’s been around since after World War II. It’s cheap, and it’s reliable even in rough conditions. Did you know that, Tommy?”
Horn shook his head.
Skinner laughed and pulled the weapon to his shoulder. He checked the sights. “I even jump-started a car with one once,” he said. “I connected the cleaning rod and the metal parts of the AK to the battery terminals. I didn’t have jumper cables.” Skinner lowered the weapon and snapped his fingers in Horn’s face. “Worked like a charm.”
Horn took a step back toward his horse. He looked over his shoulder at the empty street. There was no help.
“Of course—” Skinner laughed “—this is a killing machine most of all. It can kill a man from three hundred yards.” Skinner shook the rifle with one hand, the business end pointed at Tom Horn. “How many rounds you got in this magazine, Tommy?”
Horn shrugged. “Thirty?”
“You ain’t fired a shot, then?”
“No.”
Skinner turned around to the men behind him and laughed. “You believe that? Two men. Maybe four men. He don’t know how many. He lost all those men and he ain’t fired a single shot at Mad Max?”
None of the men responded and Skinner turned back around. “Start running, Tommy.”
“What?”
“Start running,” Skinner repeated. “Remember I told you I was about to boil? I’m bubbling over right now. I can’t have a boss who fails to fire off a single shot and lets who knows how many of his men die or get hurt or whatever. So start running.”
Horn took a couple of steps, walking backwards, until he stumbled. He turned on his boot heel and started running. Every step or two he’d look over his shoulder, his eyes wide.
“We’re gonna test the accuracy of this here AK,” Skinner said over his shoulder, leveling the AK and raising the sight to his eye. “Three hundred, maybe four hundred yards. That’s what they say.”
Skinner found Horn’s back in the sights and pulled the trigger, holding it as the AK rattled a barrage of 7.62×39mm M67 bullets. A half dozen of them penciled through Horn’s lower back. The farther he ran, the more the butts yawed, lodging deep within Horn’s muscles, lungs, and kidneys.
The volley dropped Horn immediately and he slammed face-first into the street, some hundred yards from Skinner. He twitched, his legs and arms swimming against the asphalt with decreasingly intense spasms until he stopped.
Skinner turned and looked at his men. Without exception they lowered their eyes.
“That”—Skinner pointed back at the dead boss and the spooked horse galloping west—“is a lesson to all of you. I ain’t gonna let this Mad Max beat us. I ain’t gonna tolerate any more incompetence.”
“He’s one man!” Skinner yelled at the top of his lungs. “One man!” He tossed the AK-47 to the ground. He stepped closer to his men, drawing their attention to him, making eye contact with them as he walked amongst them. “I want him,” he said, grabbing one of the grunts by the shoulder. “I want him alive. You bring him to me alive.”
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Buck wasn’t much help. The drugs had taken hold, adding to his inability to effectively move or communicate.
Battle managed through sheer will to drag Buck’s injured body underneath the flatcar and pull him along the railroad ties until they’d reached the last of the five flatcars.
Aside from scattered pops of gunfire echoing in the distance, and the rolling, rusty whine of a train on the last set of tracks, it was quiet.
“Stay here,” he whispered to Buck and checked his HK to make sure it was loaded. “I’ll be right back.”
Buck groaned, either acknowledging or protesting.
Battle used the protection on the rolling train to emerge from underneath the flatcar and open the end door of the first freight wagon. He cranked it wide enough to squeeze inside the wagon. The slatted sides allowed the orange glow of the train yard to leak inside. Ribbons of light revealed an empty wagon.
He stepped purposefully to the opposite end of the empty car, groped for the handle, and pushed it open to move to the next wagon. It too was empty.
Battle repeated the inspection through eight identical wagons. At the ninth, he found pallets of what looked like Ukrainian military rations.
Battle couldn’t read the language and thought they were Russian. He did recognize the word Ukraine.
He pulled a utility knife from his breast pocket and ripped open the Visqueen packaging surrounding the pallet. He picked up one of the containers and moved closer to the light at the edge of the wagon.
Battle tried to recall the last time he’d eaten and couldn’t. It might have been that morning. Maybe it was an energy bar a few minutes before the IED detonated. He wasn’t sure. He’d not even thought about food or recognized the pangs of hunger in his gut until he opened the K rations.
The cans of meat and fish were labeled, but he didn’t know which was which. Along with the cans there were a half dozen plastic bags filled with dry goods, plastic spoons, napkins, disinfectant wipes, powdered bouillon, and some vitamins.
He carried the open package back to the pallet and spread out the bounty. Battle looked at the variety of offerings and cursed himself for having left his pack behind. He’d decided against slinging it with him in favor of carrying Buck. Now, as he looked at the amount of food he couldn’t carry with him, he recognized his mistake.
He ripped open a package of millet-flour biscuits and stuffed a couple deep into his mouth, chewing them quickly so as to pack his mouth full with another one.
They were awful, and they were also the best thing Battle’d ever tasted in his life. He licked the remnants from his gums and the roof of his mouth. He then took the vitamins, tore open the packet with his teeth, and swallowed all three of them dry.
He took a couple of plastic spoons, the antiseptic wipes, and the bouillon. He stuffed them into one of his shirt pockets and knifed open another ration.
He took duplicates of the wipes and powder for Buck. He also plucked another bag of biscuits and the package of vitamins.
If nothing else, the rations provided two things: nourishment and a much-needed burst of caloric energy, and confirmation that the Ukrainians were involved in the Syrian conflict.
They’d long denied it, despite evidence that hundreds of pro-Russian Ukrainians were training with Russian forces in the long-occupied eastern part of the country. The Syrian conflict, and the war in Iran, had essentially become a world war.
Alliances shifted and changed as rapidly as the Middle Eastern deserts. Oil, nuclear weapons, a Muslim caliphate, and the fight between the east and west to control the metaphorical bridge between Asia, Africa, and Europe combined to make the globe as unstable as it had been since the early 1940s.
The Russians, Chinese, and North Koreans had one idea about how the world should look, the Western world offered a different vision. And though none were publicly enemies in the global fight against Muslim extremism, neither side chose to make the enemy of their enemy their friend.
The Ukrainians, along with the Egyptians, Czechs, and Polish, claimed they were neutral. Ukraine’s fragile government claimed it was too busy balancing their own sovereignty with repeated Russian incursions. They were on the verge of collapse. They wouldn’t help the United States, despite the Americans’ decades-long secret funnel of cash and weapons to keep the Russians at bay. The US asked for troops and tactical support. The Ukrainians said no. Again and again. They’d also refused to accept any Syrian or Iranian refugees, further adding to the overcrowding at the burgeoning camps popping up from Dusseldorf to Donetsk.
Battle had been in mission briefings in which superiors offered intel about Ukrainian detachments working with Russian troops to ingratiate themselves with some of the less moderate factions in Aleppo. Most of the information, however, was anecdotal and not actionable or verifiable.
But here they were, clearly involved. And though it wasn’t good for long-term US strategic control, the dry biscuits and vitamins were potentially lifesaving battlefield provisions in the short term.
Battle put the politics of the newly gained intelligence out of his head. None of it mattered if he died in the train yard.
Finished pilfering what he needed from the pallet, he stepped through the door at the front end of the wagon. Standing between the ninth and tenth cars, he looked east. He was beyond the orange glow of the yard. And there was no steep incline opposite him. Instead there was a long slope leading into the darkness. Battle nodded and pumped his fist.
He slipped back into the wagon and marched through it to the eighth, seventh, sixth, and fifth empty wagons. He was moving swiftly, anxious to get back to Buck and help him retrace the path to the end of the train yard.
When he opened the door to the fourth wagon and stepped inside, he wasn’t alone. He stopped short and raised his hands above his head. There were two armed men standing shoulder to shoulder in the center of the empty cargo hold. In the slivers of orange light, Battle could see their rifles were pointed straight at him.
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“We should split up,” Pico said, adjusting the pack on his back. “You and Lola go one way. I’ll go another.”
Battle shot a glance at Lola. She was on his right, walking faster to keep pace with the men, her cheeks puffed with air.
“I’m just sayin’ they don’t know I’m with you,” Pico said. “They got no idea about what happened with Queho. I could roll up on ’em and find out where they’re keeping the boy while you and Lola go do whatever it is you gotta do.”
Lola skipped ahead a couple of steps and walked backwards to face them. “I like that idea.”
Battle nodded. “It’s a good idea,” he said. “Where would you go to find out?”
“I think I go to the HQ,” Pico said. “If that’s where you think everybody is. I mean, I won’t come out and ask where the kid is. I’ll hint around.”
“You need to lose the pack, then,” Battle said. “You’re gonna have a tough time convincing them to trust you anyway, but it’ll be impossible if you have that pack loaded with my gear.”
Pico nodded and stroked his mustache with his fingers. “True enough. Where are you gonna be?”
“We’re going around the backside of the post office,” Battle said. “No need to put ourselves in harm’s way any more than necessary. We’ll do some recon there. Maybe get some additional artillery or destroy some. Depends on what we find.”
“Where do we meet up?” Lola asked, still doing her best to maintain a pace while jogging backward. “When we’re done. Where do we go? Where does Pico go?”
“Pico?” Battle asked. “This is your plan. Thoughts?”
“My house,” Pico said. “Seventh and Plum near the old Baptist Church.”
“How far is that from the post office?” asked Lola, turning around to walk forward again, a limp returning to her gait.
“Four blocks north and four blocks east.”
“Okay,” said Battle. “Let’s do it.” Battle stopped walking. “Give me your pack.”
Pico shrugged the pack off his shoulders and swung it over to Battle. “See you on the other side,” he said. “Seventh and Plum. If I ain’t there by sundown, I ain’t comin’.”
“Don’t say that,” Lola said. “We’ll see you there.”
Pico tried smiling. “I’m gonna run east a bit. I don’t want ’em seeing me coming from this direction.”
“Good idea,” Battle said, “and good luck.”
Pico waved and jogged ahead. Battle opened up the pack and pulled out some of his food, some additional ammo, a handgun, and a canteen. He pulled off his own pack and set it on the ground, unzipped it, and stuffed it full with Pico’s belongings. He rolled up Pico’s pack and added it to the mix.
Lola frowned. “What are you doing?”
“I can’t carry both bags,” Battle said. “I’m bringing what he’ll need when we meet up with him. I’ll carry it for him.”
“Oh.”
“What?” Battle cocked his head to the side. “Did you think I was writing him off?”
“I didn’t know.”
“I’m not that pessimistic, Lola.”
“I didn’t know.”
“We’ll do this,” he said softly. “We’ll find your son. We’ll get out of here alive.” Battle reached out and put his hands on her shoulders, drawing her eyes to his. “I told you I’d reunite you with Sawyer. It’ll happen.”
Lola’s eyes glazed, but she held back her tears. “I…believe you.”
There was doubt in her eyes. Battle understood it. He’d seen the same uneasy gaze from his wife, Sylvia, in the days before their son died. He’d tried to assure her the illness wouldn’t take hold and that the medicine would work. He’d taken too many precautions and forced his family into too many sacrifices for Wesson to die in the earliest days of the Scourge. Maybe it was that she’d known he was trying to convince himself. Maybe she’d known the truth before he did. Either way, she’d been right to doubt him. He’d been wrong. Their son had died. And days later Sylvia had too.
“She doesn’t believe you.” Sylvia’s voice echoed in his head. “Look at her. She knows the odds aren’t good. She’s not an idiot, Marcus. Be honest with her.”
“I am,” Battle said aloud.
Lola looked at him sideways. “What?”
Battle shook Sylvia’s voice from his head. “Nothing.”
Lola pulled away from his hold. “Let’s go.”
 
***
 
Pico turned north off of Third Street onto Walnut. It was as if he tripped an alarm. Every one of the two dozen men gathered in front of the HQ’s remnants spun to look at him. Half of them raised their weapons in a synchronized chorus of suspicion.
Pico had walked farther west than needed so he could approach from the south and east, as if he’d limped in from Rising Star. Two blocks east of Walnut, he’d rolled around in the dirt and ripped his shirt at the collar and along one of the shoulder seams. He pulled at his cracked lips with his fingers, aggravating the hairline splits in the skin to produce thin tendrils of blood around his mouth. He favored his right leg, which was actually bruised, and held out his arms.
“It’s me,” he croaked, “Salomon Pico.” He waved his hands as he held them high. It’s me. Don’t shoot.” He limped another half dozen steps and dropped to his knees.
Cyrus Skinner flicked a cigarette to the street and walked towards Pico. “Put down your guns,” he said, motioning with his head toward Pico. “He’s one of ours.”
“You got water?” Pico asked, looking up at Skinner when the captain neared. “I need some water.”
“Bring me a canteen,” Skinner called over his shoulder. “Pico here needs some water.” Skinner squatted down onto the toes of his boots, resting his forearms on his thighs. He squinted and held Pico’s gaze.
Pico blinked first but kept his eyes on Skinner. He knew this was a test. Skinner was trying to read him.
“So,” Skinner said and peppered Pico with questions. “What happened? Where is everybody? Didn’t you leave with Rudabaugh? Did you ever see Queho?”
Pico swallowed hard. He was about to speak when a grunt appeared over Skinner’s shoulder, holding out the canteen so the captain could grab it.
“Hand it to him,” Skinner said, his eyes still trained on Pico. “I ain’t the one who’s thirsty.”
The grunt reached across Skinner’s shoulder and stretched the canteen to Pico as if he might bite. Pico took it, flipped the cap with his thumb, and chugged the warm water.
“Whoa,” Skinner cautioned. “You drink too fast, you’re gonna make yourself sick. We wouldn’t want that.”
Pico slugged back another swallow and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He handed the canteen back to the grunt. Skinner motioned with his head for the grunt to go back and join the others. He did.
“So you were about to tell me what happened to my men?”
Pico was matter of fact. “They’re dead.”
“All of ’em?”
Pico nodded. “All of ’em. I couldn’t tell you the number. They’re all dead.”
“How do you know that, seein’ as how you got yourself back here without a scratch?”
Pico’s eyes narrowed with indignation. “I don’t know what you’re saying, but I’m hurt. I barely made it out of that…hell.”
“That so?”
Pico smoothed his mustache and swallowed. “Yeah, that’s so. I nearly died. Took everything in me to get back here to warn you.”
“Warn me?”
“He’s coming for us,” Pico said. “Mad Max. He’s coming. He wants the boy.”
“What boy?”
“That redheaded woman. Her boy. He’s coming to get him.”
“That so?”
Pico nodded.
Skinner leaned in, his face inches from Pico’s. “How do you know that? I mean, if you was running for your life. If you nearly died and everyone else did, how would you know what his plans are?”
“I heard him,” said Pico. “I was playing dead. He was only a few feet from me. I heard him talking to the woman. They said they was coming here.”
“They ain’t gonna find him. He’s gonna be headed to the Jones.” Skinner licked his teeth. “Tell me how everybody died.”
Pico shook his head. “I don’t know. I know there was a lot of gunfire. There were booby traps everywhere.”
“So you were with Rud, right?”
Pico nodded and wiped the sweat beaded on his forehead.
“You survived the booby traps and gunshots,” said Skinner, his voice low like an idling engine. “And then what did you do until Queho got there?”
Pico searched Skinner’s face for an answer. He ran his fingers through his hair. “It’s such a blur,” he rambled. “I hid near an oak tree for what was hours, I reckon. I lost my shotgun. I was afraid of stepping into one of the traps, so I hid. Then Queho showed up. He and his men attacked, but Mad Max was ready.”
Skinner nodded slowly. “Huh.” He stood and spun on his boot heels. “I need some help over here,” he called to the grunts. “My man Pico needs some water and some food.”
Skinner turned back and offered his hand to Pico. Pico reached up and took it with both of his and heaved himself to his feet. Skinner nodded toward his men, motioning for Pico to follow him.
“Thanks.” Pico followed Skinner, favoring his left leg as he limped to the group.
Skinner walked ahead, his feet kicking up dust as he moved, then halfway to the men he stopped. He cocked his head to the side and put his right hand on the revolver at his hip.
“Pico,” he said without turning around, “tell me something.”
Pico limped another step and stopped. “Yeah?”
“How come you’re favoring the wrong leg?”
A chill ran through Pico’s slender frame. “What?”
“You was limping on your right leg when I seen you coming here,” Skinner said. His head was turned now so that Pico could see his sharp profile. “Now it’s your left.”
Pico froze. He didn’t move either leg. Skinner rapped his fingertips on the handle of his revolver.
“I shoulda known that Mad Max fella wouldn’t have found our Humvee on his own. Even if he did, he wouldn’t have figured out where I live. Ain’t that right?”
Pico tried to speak. He couldn’t find the words. There were no words.
“So then,” Skinner hissed, “seems we got ourselves a real problem.”
Gravity pulled on Pico’s legs, cementing them to the asphalt. He stopped breathing. His eyes focused on Skinner’s long, nicotine-stained fingers as they trilled atop the gun.
“Now I could let you live, Pico,” Skinner spat. “I really could. And I could pick you clean for every bit of information you got about Mad Max. That ain’t what I feel like doing.”
An involuntary shudder racked Pico’s body. Every bit of him trembled.
“’Cause I got a stinkin’ feeling you either don’t know much, or you wouldn’t tell me,” Skinner said. He was flexing his fingers above the revolver. In and out. In and out. “Any man who’d cheat on his own, find comfort with the enemy, then come back here as a traitor looking for something ain’t worth the time.”
Pico found enough control of his body to speak. “I ain’t a traitor,” he said. “I ain’t done nothing wrong. I came back to tell you all about Mad Max. I can tell you everything you want to know.”
Skinner’s eyes narrowed. He snorted and then spat a thick glob of phlegm onto the street in front of him. “That so?”
“His name is Battle,” said Pico, the words pouring from his mouth as fast as he could form them with his lips. “He’s got the woman with him. They want the boy. They’re armed.”
Skinner chuckled. “Battle, huh?” He cracked his neck and rolled his shoulders. “Good name, I reckon. That other stuff, I coulda told you that. Ain’t no news in what you’re selling, Pico.”
Pico waved his shivering hands in protest. “I got more,” he said. His body was beginning to tire from the shivers coursing through his body, wave after wave. “Let me live and I’ll prove it. I got more.”
Skinner closed his eyes and took a deep breath, his chest filling with air. He slowly exhaled and his eyes opened. He looked at Pico, a smile worming its way across his stubbled face. “Boys,” he called to the grunts over his shoulder, “never mind the grub. Our friend Pico here ain’t gonna be needing nothing to eat.”
Pico’s vision blurred. His arms tingled from his shoulders to his fingers. Fresh beads of sweat bloomed on his forehead and on the nape of his neck, streaming into the folds of his cheeks above his mustache and down his back. A flood of nausea washed over him when Skinner turned to face him. The grunts coalesced into a single mob behind their captain. Pico knew he was done. His play hadn’t worked.
 
***
 
Battle was moving toward Pine and Third Streets on the western corner of the post office. He and Lola were walking south from Fourth Street, scouting the best entrance along the building’s front entrance. Along the top of the facade, the lettering read FEDER LDING ST OFFI E AND RTHOU E.
“This was more than a post office,” Battle said, surveying the brick exterior. Most of the tall narrow glass windows were intact. Those that weren’t were covered with pressed plywood boards. “It was the federal building and courthouse too, built in the 1930s. It’s more than a hundred years old. Kinda funny.”
“How’s that?” Lola’s limp was more pronounced as she worked hard to keep pace with Battle’s long stride.
“This was the place scum like the Cartel would meet their makers,” he said, nodding at the wheat-colored brick. “Figuratively, I mean. They’d find justice here. Now it’s where they store their ill-gotten arsenal. Good thing they’re not smarter.”
Lola moved a step ahead and then slowed. “How so?”
“If they were smart,” Battle said, “they’d have consolidated everything inside that building. It’s much better fortified than the hardware store across the street. That was too soft a target.”
Battle reached the corner and stepped to the building. He motioned for Lola to join him and hugged its southwestern corner to peer east toward Walnut Street. Lola tapped him on his shoulder as he inched along the southern wall step by step.
“What are you doing?” she mouthed.
“Pico should be here,” he whispered. “I’m just checking to see if there’s any action on this side before we go back and pry one of those loose plywood boards from the ground-floor window.”
Lola tapped his shoulder again. “I don’t know if that’s—”
Battle raised his hand, his arm bent ninety degrees at his elbow. His fist was tightly closed. He was at the eastern edge of the southern side of the building. He had a good look north around the corner of the building. He leaned around the brick edge and then whipped back to Lola.
“Pico’s in trouble,” he said. “Stay still. No matter what, stay hidden right here.”
Lola’s eyes popped wide. “What?”
“If things go bad,” he whispered, his eyes boring into hers, “you run. Got me? You run back to my place. You run north. You run south. Just run.”
“But—”
Battle crouched low and leveled his rifle in front of him. He inched around the corner and pulled the scope to his eye. Pico had found himself in a gunfight with no knife. It looked to Battle like a high-noon duel at thirty paces.
Pico’s back was to Battle, a dark sweat stripe running down his shirt. Opposite Pico was a tall man in a white hat. He had an incredibly thick, muscular neck with a broad chest to match. His right hand was hovering above a pistol on his hip, his legs less than shoulder width apart.
A white hat. Skinner!
Battle dropped the pack from his shoulders and lowered one knee to the ground to set himself. He drew Inspector tight against his shoulder and set his finger on the trigger, ready to apply pressure.
Skinner was talking to Pico. Pico waved his hands in front of his face and said something Battle couldn’t hear. The throng of grunts behind the white hat moved closer.
Battle took another glance at Skinner’s hand and then moved the scope along with Inspector’s barrel to the center of his target’s face, above the bridge of his nose.
“As far as the east is from the west, so far has He removed our transgressions from us.”
He exhaled, let his breathing settle, and pulled the trigger. The instant Battle applied gentle pressure, the rifle’s hammer slammed against the firing pin. It struck the cartridge primer and the powder charge ignited. That explosion thrust the bullet from the muzzle. The recoil thumped the rifle deeper against Battle’s shoulder and the single round ripped through the damp early morning Texas air at a blistering twenty-nine hundred feet per second. Less than a second after Battle engaged the trigger, the 5.56 caliber shot tore past Skinner’s head, snagging the edge of his right ear as it zipped past him and struck the neck of a grunt standing twenty feet behind him.
It was that same grunt who’d seen Battle the millisecond before he fired. That grunt pointed at Battle and yelled a warning to Skinner, who shifted his weight and turned his head enough to escape the incoming volley.
The grunt sank to the ground, holding his neck as he died there in the street. Skinner found his pistol and returned fire. He quickly unloaded his six shots and yelled for the grunts to take aim at the intruder. “Get him!” he yelled, the anger contorting his face into a monstrous mask. The veins in his neck bulged and he yanked the Browning from the hands of the grunt closest to him.
Battle held his ground, picking off grunts one at a time. He worked his way from left to right.
Thump! Thump! Thump!
It was like a shooting gallery. Grunts trying to take aim and return fire, only to find themselves contorting from the impact and searing heat of the hollow-point rounds.
Thump! Thump! Thump!
Another three grunts joined the macabre dance, clutching the sucking wounds and collapsing to the asphalt. Battle scanned right and then left again, searching for Skinner. He didn’t see him.
Pop! Pop!
A pair of shots whizzed past Battle, blasting the brick wall above his head. Battle found the shooter and sent a shot zipping into his chest. Battle swung back to the right. Skinner was hiding behind a pair of dead bodies. The captain was reloading.
From the edge of his vision, beyond the boundary of the scope, he saw a figure running toward him. Battle swiveled and met the approaching grunt with his rifle. He applied pressure to the trigger, picked up his head, and recognized the man as Pico. He was huffing, his cheeks full of air as he hustled to safety.
Battle waved him to the corner of the building. “Hurry! Get back there with Lola,” he called and then focused on the scope. He felt Pico brush by as he scurried for cover.
Pop! Pop!
A pair of shots missed to the right, and Battle found the spot he’d last seen Skinner hidden behind that pair of fresh corpses. There was no movement. Skinner wasn’t there.
Battle looked over the scope, searching for the barrel-chested captain. He found him retreating into the HQ with a dozen grunts. Battle quickly focused, aimed, exhaled, and pulled. He held the trigger and released a trio of shots.
Thump! Thump! Thump!
The first blistered what was left of the door frame leading into the HQ, spraying a burst of wood and plaster. The second two each found marks.
One of them drilled squarely between the shoulder blades of a grunt trying to slip past the crowd collapsing into the building. He arched his back, dropped his shotgun, reached for an itch he couldn’t scratch, and fell awkwardly against the cockeyed door frame.
The second hit a posse boss in the back of the head. He was a full head shorter than the grunt next to him and without much of his brain by the time he dropped to the concrete sidewalk. His brown hat flew off as he tumbled, revealing the circular, dark red hole bored into the back of his shaved scalp.
Battle unconsciously adjusted the hat on his own head, watched the last of the Cartel disappear into the building, and hopped to his feet. He looked over his shoulder at Pico and Lola. They were crouched low, their backs pressed flat against the brick building. They were pale, their eyes filled by their enlarged pupils.
“We should go after them,” Battle said, pointing toward the tattered HQ with Inspector. He was holding it with one hand around its handguard. The magazine rattled as he shook the weapon. “They’re in one spot. We can end this now.”
Both of his companions shook their heads.
“They’re not the only ones in Abilene,” said Pico. There are so many more. This is only one group of them.”
“Skinner’s with them,” Battle said. “You said he’s the leader.”
“He’s a leader,” said Pico. “You kill him and another one’s gonna rise up. I told you we can’t kill them all.”
Lola pushed herself to her feet, remaining against the wall. “What about Sawyer? If you kill them, we won’t know where Sawyer is. We’ll never find him.”
“Did you find out where the kid is?” asked Battle. “Before they tried to kill you for whatever reason.”
“I don’t know where he is now,” Pico said. “But I know where he’s headed.”
Lola gasped. “Really? So he’s alive?”
“I’m guessing he’s alive,” said Pico. “Otherwise he wouldn’t be headed to the Jones.”
“The Jones?” Lola echoed.
“Yeah,” Pico said. “It’s in Lubbock.”
Battle looked over his shoulder at the bodies in the street, tracing them to the HQ’s entrance. He knew the Cartel was regrouping. In a matter of minutes, Battle knew he’d lose his advantage. He turned back to Pico. “Lubbock? That’s gotta be one hundred fifty miles from here. At least. We’re talking a three-day hike.”
“We can take the Humvee,” Lola said, “as far as the gas will take us.”
“We should take care of Skinner and those men first,” said Battle. “We leave them here, it’ll come back to haunt us. I’m telling you.”
“That’s suicidal,” Lola said. “They outnumber us four or five to one.”
“I’ve got a plan.”
Lola and Pico exchanged glances and then nodded in agreement. “Fine,” they said in unison.
“Good,” said Battle. “Let’s get ’em. Then we go get the boy.”
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The men were yelling at Battle in Arabic. He understood a couple of words and immediately regretted not springing for Rosetta Stone when so many of his fellow officers had.
He tried calming them by speaking softly, using a couple of the Arabic phrases he had learned. He didn’t move and remained standing with his hands raised above his head.
Dressed in tight-fitting paramilitary uniforms and wearing thick black beards on their faces, the men alternated jabbing their weapons toward him and screaming either instructions or obscenities. Maybe it was both.
“Min ’anta? Madha tarida? Hal ’ant al’amrikiatu?”
Battle recognized the word American. He started to say something in English, but stopped himself and instead offered what little Russian he knew. He couldn’t read it, but he knew a few phrases.
“Я русский.” He told them he was Russian.
“Alrrusiat?” one of the men said and lowered his gun. The other man looked at him, the barrel of his AK-15 dipping low enough that Battle felt comfortable taking an enormous risk.
In one swift move, he lowered his right hand into his breast pocket and drew out the utility knife. Before the men could react, Battle slung the knife at the second man. The blade tumbled end over end until it sliced across the man’s wrist. The target dropped the weapon, giving Battle time to draw his HK and fire a single shot into the man’s chest.
As his fellow soldier was dying, the first man was slow to react. Instead of immediately retaliating with gunfire, he watched his friend collapse to the floor, giving Battle the split second he needed to fire a second shot. But the weapon clicked and didn’t fire. It was jammed. Battle lunged forward and tackle the surviving soldier. Battle hit him with his shoulder, driving the soldier backward as he executed the tackle with perfect form.
The collision forced the AK from the soldier’s hands, and he dropped it harmlessly to the wooden floor of the train car. Battle gained leverage and straddled the soldier, wrapping his large, thick-knuckled fingers around the soldier’s bearded neck.
Battle held his breath and squeezed, feeling the man’s larynx flex against his grip. The man’s eyes widened, the whites glowing in the dimly lit wagon.
The soldier kicked his heels in a tantrum against the floor and pulled at Battle’s wrists, trying to loosen the suffocating hold. The veins in his forehead and temples pressed against his skin, filling with the blood that couldn’t circulate. His tongue rested on his lower lip as his mouth opened and his nostrils flared. The dying soldier’s hold on Battle’s wrists weakened. His kicks stopped. His body shuddered then fell limp. His bulging eyes, frozen with the fear of his final violent moments on Earth, were fixed open.
Battle squeezed once more for good measure and fell to the side. He lay on his back, his chest heaving and his eyes stinging with sweat. He inhaled slowly through his nose to catch his breath.
His pulse slowed and a smile snaked across his face. Battle chuckled and mumbled to himself, “I brought a knife to a gunfight.”
He rolled over and searched the soldier’s pockets, finding nothing of value. He was, however, wearing a tactical belt that held a Makarov PM semiautomatic and an extra eight-round magazine.
The Makarov was Soviet made and for years was the service pistol for the Syrian Army. Since the start of the Syrian civil war, the rise of ISIS, and the decades of a splintered nation controlled by any number of paramilitary groups, the Makarov had fallen into the hands of any temporary Russian ally, so Battle couldn’t know to which of the various factions the pair of dead Syrians belonged. They were probably Syrian Islamic Front. Maybe. It didn’t matter. He stuffed the spare magazine into a thigh pocket and checked the Makarov. It was loaded and ready to go.
Carrying the 9mm in his right hand, he walked lightly through the final three cargo wagons and slid underneath the coupling that adjoined the last wagon to the flatcar.
Battle crawled on his stomach the short distance to Buck, who was still lying on his back. He rolled onto his side and looked at Buck’s face. His eyes were closed and he was drooling, the spittle bubbling with air with every shallow breath. At least he was alive.
“Buck.” Battle shook his shoulder. “You awake?”
Buck’s eyes fluttered open and then narrowed to slits. He grunted and licked his lips.
“I need you to eat something,” Battle said, shaking Buck’s eyes open again. “I’ve got some biscuits, a couple of vitamins. Can you eat?”
Buck nodded, licking his lips again.
“Let’s get you fed,” Battle said. “We’ve still got a long way to go. I think I’ve found an easier way to the checkpoint.”
“Easy?”
Battle tore open a pack of crumbled biscuits with his teeth. “Not easy,” he said. “Easier.”
 



CHAPTER 14
OCTOBER 15, 2037, 8:56 AM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
SNYDER, TEXAS
 
Sawyer’s eyes popped open at the sound of the clanging on his cell bars. He’d finally managed some semblance of sleep. It was nothing solid, but he’d welcomed the dreamless rest nonetheless.
He blinked against the momentary disorientation and then recognized the two men outside his cell. The short and tall grunts were back. The taller one had an Alpine coil of rope over his shoulder. The other was twirling a set of handcuffs.
“We’re gonna move on out of here a little earlier than planned,” said the tall one. “Time to get moving.”
The shorter one pulled a key from the pocket of his oversized, mud-stained jeans and slid it into the cell door. He swung open the wide door with a resistant creak.
“Git over here,” said the tall one. “Walk slowly and put your hands out in front of you like so.” He held his arms out in front of his body, his wrists turned up and pressed together. “We’re gonna cuff you, got it?”
Sawyer slid off the cot. He held his arms and hands as instructed and stepped to the smaller grunt, who had moved inside the cell. He winced against the snap and crank of the cuffs. The left one was uncomfortable against his ulna.
The short one tugged on the left cuff. “Too tight?” he asked.
Sawyer nodded. “A little.”
The short one laughed, a spray of spittle hitting Sawyer in the face. “Good.” He turned to the taller grunt and repeated the forced laughter with more intensity. “Little thief don’t like his cuffs too tight.”
“I’m not a thief,” Sawyer said. “I—”
The short grunt shoved the boy in the chest. “Don’t you back talk, you hear?”
Sawyer bit his lip and stared into the shorter grunt’s eyes until the man blinked. Sawyer believed the end was near. His mother was dead; nobody was going to rescue him. He had little to lose. He smirked.
The short grunt grabbed him by the shoulder and yanked him toward the open cell door. He shoved him from behind, and Sawyer stumbled into the taller grunt.
The teen looked up at the taller grunt and smelled his fetid breath. The man opened his mouth in a sneer, revealing the source of the odor, a pair of rotting teeth at the front of his mouth. “C’mon, boy,” he said, “we need to hit the road.”
Sawyer held his breath as the words leaked from the man’s mouth. He tried hard not to let the sour show on his face, and he walked ahead of the men. The taller one was in control now, guiding Sawyer along a dark hallway and then through a metal door that buzzed open.
On the other side of the door was a third grunt. He was older than the two escorting Sawyer. His eyes were sad, drooping at the outer edges toward his ruddy cheeks.
“I got the horses ready,” he said with a deliberate drawl and nodded at the tall one. “There’s one for you, Grat, and one for your brother, Emmett, there. Picked good ones for you,” he added. He was in front of them now, looking over his shoulder as he walked and talked. He was decidedly bowlegged. “Can’t let the Dalton boys sit on rogue horses, right?” He chuckled and pointed toward the front door. “They’re tied up right out here.”
“What about the boy?” asked Emmett, the shorter one. “Where’s he gonna go?”
“Yeah,” said Grat, the taller one, gripping Sawyer’s shoulder with more intensity. “You was supposed to have three horses.”
“Ohhhh,” said the man, drawing out his words. “Don’t you worry now, Emmett. I got him a horse too. Though I gotta admit it ain’t as pretty as the ones you Daltons will ride.”
They reached the entry, the early morning light pouring in through the glass sidelights on either side of the oversized six-paneled wood door. The old man reached for the handle to pull it open when Grat Dalton stopped him.
“Hold up,” he said. “We got to fix this rope to the young’un here.” Grat pulled the looped rope off his shoulder and ran it around Sawyer’s narrow waist. He tied a Honda knot, common for lassoing, and pulled it taut. He wrapped the other end around his hand and winked at the boy.
Sawyer quietly followed Grat Dalton and the sad-eyed, ruddy-cheeked, bowlegged grunt into the weed-infested lot in front of the jail. Emmett Dalton pushed Sawyer in the small of his back, shoving him toward the trio of horses tied to a cedar light post near the street.
The older grunt weeble-wobbled toward the horse, his arms outstretched with apparent pride. “Whatcha think, fellas? Good? I got the freshest-looking ones on account’a I know you got a long ride ahead.”
Emmett Dalton walked around Sawyer, slapping him on the back of the head when he passed, and marched up to the horses. He inspected each of them and announced his choice. “I’ll take this one here,” he said, patting the horse’s croup. “You good with that, Grat?”
Grat nodded. “Whatever you want, Emmett. Don’t much matter to me.” He tugged on the rope and led Sawyer to his horse. He helped the boy up onto the saddle and told him to whip his leg over the other side.
Sawyer’s legs weren’t long enough to reach the stirrup irons. Grat reached down, the rope still wrapped around his hand, and adjusted the straps. He lifted the stirrup until Sawyer’s foot slid in without issue and repeated the task on the other side.
He looked up at Sawyer and ran his hand along the horse’s crest, trailing his fingers through the thick mane. “I ain’t much for kids,” he said. “Don’t care for ’em. Just giving you that as fair warning.”
Sawyer couldn’t take his eyes off the rotting teeth in Grat’s mouth. They were the color of spoiled bananas, as best the teen could discern. One of them was loose, shifting back and forth as the grunt talked.
Grat tugged on the rope forcefully, forcing Sawyer to grip the reins to prevent himself from falling off the side of the horse. “You hear me?” he spat.
Sawyer took the horn with his cuffed hands and pulled himself upright. “I hear you,” he said. “I’ll be honest with you. I don’t much like grown-ups.”
Grat snapped his mouth shut and clenched his jaw. His brow furrowed and he affixed his grip on the rope.
Sawyer braced for another tug of the rope. Instead the taller grunt laughed.
“You’re a funny one,” Grat sprayed. “A real knee-slapper, you are.” Then the forced smile evaporated. “You watch yourself, boy. It’s a long ride to the Jones.”
The bowlegged grunt helped Grat find his mount and then unhitched the three horses from the light pole. “You should be good. Your saddlebags got some jerky in them, you got canteens full of cold water, and I put some extra ammo in there to go with your shotguns. You got some rounds for your revolvers and shells for the Brownings. Fresh cleaned and all.”
“I don’t see the guns,” said Emmett. “Where’d you put ’em?”
The older grunt’s eyes widened. “Oh,” he said, his cheeks flushing a deeper red than usual. “They’re in the jail. I’ll run and get them.”
“Hurry up,” called Emmett. “We got to get this boy on the road. Places to be and such.”
“Places to be is right,” echoed Grat. “We got people expecting us.”
 



CHAPTER 15
OCTOBER 15, 2037, 9:01 AM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
ABILENE, TEXAS
 
Battle reloaded Inspector’s magazine then checked the nine millimeter Lola had picked from her pack. “You good with this?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said. “Remember, I provided cover for you back at your place?”
“True,” he said. “With all of your whining, I forget how much of a survivor you are.”
Lola frowned and punched Battle in the arm. “Whining? Seriously? My kid is missing.”
Battle chuckled. “Sorry,” he said. “I’m not laughing at your missing kid. I’m laughing at that punch.”
She punched him again in the same spot. “Not funny, no matter why you’re laughing.”
“You got another gun for me?” Pico asked, stroking the corners of his mustache.
“Your stuff’s in my pack,” Battle said. “Should be another nine millimeter in there. We each have one. You’ve got a box of ammo to refill the mag. Help yourself.”
Pico was still trembling, his face pale. He squatted next to the pack and rifled through it, removed his bag, and unfolded it. He opened it up and added his share of the supplies. He pulled out an energy bar, ripped the wrapping with his teeth, and shoveled it into his mouth.
“You should have brought that exploding gun with you,” Lola said to Battle. “You could have torched them and we could be on our way.”
“The XM25? Too heavy,” he said. “Not really meant for long hikes. That’s why the military never fully embraced it, despite how awesome it can be.”
“I didn’t need a history lesson,” said Lola. She was squinting with her right eye and checking the iron sights on the handgun as she aimed it at the ground. “I thought it would have been nice.”
Battle reached into his pack and retrieved a pair of hand grenades. He held them up and shook his hand back and forth. “These’ll work too,” he said. He stood up and stuffed them in his pants pocket.
“Those are the same things you used in the building?”
“Yep.”
Lola uncapped a bottle of water and took a swig. “Okay then.”
“I’ll carry my pack,” Battle said. “You two should leave yours here. We’ll come back for them. You don’t need the added weight.”
Lola stood, leaving her pack on the concrete ground next to the building. She gripped the nine millimeter in her right hand. “Let’s go.”
Battle exchanged glances with Pico and nodded. “All right. We’re gonna move around the opposite side of the post office. If we come at them from this direction, they’ll pick us off. Let’s hit them from the north. I’ll toss in a pair of these grenades; then we’ll unload our weapons into the building and be off.”
“That doesn’t guarantee we kill them,” Lola said, hustling around the western side of the building despite her limp. “They could still come after us.”
“They won’t,” Battle said. His urgent march was deliberate and precise. He was focused. His head was clear.
The trio turned right at the northwestern corner of the building and headed east. They walked a block and turned south again on Walnut. Battle was a couple of steps ahead of the other two. He slowed his approach as he moved closer to the HQ and its large green awning. One of the grunts lying in the street wasn’t quite dead yet. Battle could hear the rattle of his lungs as he gasped shallow swallows of air. He was facedown in the street.
Battle looked past the grunt toward the front entrance. He was at angle such that anyone looking straight out of the mangled opening of the building would have to crane their necks to the left to see him advancing. The closer he got, the tighter he hugged the eastern side of the street. Without turning around, he motioned to Lola and Pico to follow his lead. They did, trailing directly behind him. When they reached the corner of the HQ, Battle snuck into the narrow alley that bordered the building to the north. It ran east and west along the length of the old structure. About halfway along its length, Battle found his spot. There was a narrow battered doorway that led into the HQ. He knew that door led to the long hallway separating the office from the main room. He’d rolled a grenade along its floor as he made his way out. It was the perfect surprise entrance.
Battle kept to one side of the opening and instructed Lola and Pico to stay behind him. He crouched low and peered into what was left of the hallway. Despite the dim lighting of the fractured corridor, he could see movement. There were a couple of grunts picking their way around the debris. Beyond them, closer to the main hall, he could barely make out the shapes and shadows of more men.
Battle reached awkwardly into his pocket to pull out the first of the two cylindrical MK3A2 concussion grenades.
He offered his whispered prayer again. “As far as the east is from the west, so far has He removed our transgressions from us.”
He was about to pull the pin when a voice in his head cautioned him against it.
“This is gratuitous,” Sylvia said. “You don’t need to do this. You could move on and find the boy.”
Battle hesitated with his finger curled inside the pin. He clenched his teeth. Now was not the time for this.
“Consider the covenant,” Sylvia said. “For the dark places of the land are full of the habitation of violence.”
“Psalm 74:20,” Battle grumbled. “I know this. I don’t need a sermon.”
Pico put his hand on Battle’s shoulder. “What?”
Battle turned to look up at Pico, his eyes darting to Lola’s. He could see she knew what was happening. The pity was evident when she glanced away, pressing her lips together and looking at her feet.
“Nothing,” Battle said. “Don’t worry about it.”
Sylvia’s voice, the voice of his conscience, wouldn’t be silenced. “You’re better than this, Marcus. There is time for killing. This is not it. Go find the boy.”
Battle looked at the grenade in his hand. He squeezed it, sighing at the hypocrisy of his existence.
“Do not envy a man of violence,” he said. “And do not choose any of his ways. Proverbs 3:31.” Battle slipped his finger from inside the pin and stood to meet Pico’s bewildered stare. “We need to go,” he said. “We need to find Sawyer.”
Pico drew his features tight, his eyes, nose, and mustache shrinking together in the center of his face. “I—you—but—”
“Don’t argue, Pico,” Lola interrupted. “Let’s go.”
Pico shook his head, but he and Lola followed Battle back out onto Walnut Street. They were crossing the street to retrieve their packs when the galloping of hooves grew loud. Fifty yards from them, on the other side of the carnage in the street, were three men on horseback. One of them was a posse boss, the other two were grunts. They were armed with Brownings, and they were coming straight for Battle, Lola, and Pico.
 
***
 
Posse Boss Pony Diehl never thought he’d live to see a day like this one: the HQ blown up, Cyrus Skinner’s house set on fire, a mess of grunts killed around a card table at the motor pool, and another crushed by an old popcorn machine.
By the time he and his men rode north up Walnut Street, he couldn’t comprehend the carnage laid out in his path. Diehl yanked on his reins and pulled his horse to a stop. The grunts followed, slowing their horses and easing alongside Diehl.
“What the hell happened here?” one of them asked.
“Damned if I know,” said Diehl. “Looks like a shoot-out.”
“Looks like we lost,” grunted the other.
Diehl’s eyes moved from the dead bodies to the three people crossing the street up ahead. He pulled his pistol and slipped his gloved finger onto the trigger. “Hey!” he called ahead to the trio. “Stop. Who are you?”
Diehl kept his horse still for the moment, but he adjusted his boots in the stirrup irons, ready to slam his heels into the horse’s sides. He narrowed his focus and identified two men and a woman. The woman was a redhead. She was vaguely familiar. One of the men was wearing a boss’s hat like his though Diehl didn’t recognize him. The other man, with a bushy, unkempt mustache, he did know. Salomon Pico.
Diehl lowered his weapon but kept his finger on the trigger. “Hey!” he repeated. “Answer me.”
None of the three responded. They picked up their pace, hurrying to the post office fence line running north and south along Walnut.
“Pico,” Diehl said. “Salomon Pico? I know you. What are you doing?”
Pico’s gait hitched and he looked back at Diehl. He waved but didn’t say anything, then quickly disappeared around the corner with the other two.
“That was weird,” said one of the grunts.
“You ain’t kiddin’,” said Diehl. He looked down at the dead in the street and then glanced over at the HQ. There was movement inside the shattered front door, and he raised his pistol again.
“Pony Diehl,” a voice called from inside the HQ. It was resonant and full of gravel. “That you?” Cyrus Skinner emerged from the darkness of the building, his boots crunching on broken glass. His ear was bloodied.
“Yeah.” Diehl palmed the saddle horn and swung his leg over the horse to dismount. He holstered his pistol and met Skinner where the sidewalk met the street. “Just got back from the Expo Center.”
“And?”
Diehl motioned his head toward the bodies in the street. “It looks a lot like this.”
“Yeah,” said Skinner. “Seems Mad Max is a tough one. And Pico’s working for him.”
The color sank from Diehl’s face. His jaw dropped. “I just saw him,” he said, thumbing his hand over his shoulder. “Right there. I just—”
Skinner’s face reddened. His body stiffened. “What?”
“He was there…with two other people.”
Skinner’s bloodshot eyes found the gun at Diehl’s hip. “And you didn’t kill him?”
Diehl took a step back. “No. I didn’t know—”
Skinner’s eyes lifted to Diehl’s. He spoke through clenched teeth. “You…just…let…him…walk?”
“I—”
Skinner roared, “Go get him!”
Diehl spun back to mount his horse. He wrapped the reins around his glove and kick-started his horse. The two grunts followed him at a gallop. Diehl’s heart was pounding, his hands suddenly sweaty inside his gloves.
He looked over his shoulder as he rounded the corner where he’d last seen Pico. Skinner was yelling at the HQ, and men climbed from its hull onto the street. Whatever had happened sent Skinner retreating and forced him to hide.
Diehl was more frightened by that revelation than by Skinner’s admonition or the dead bodies strewn on Walnut. In the years since the Scourge, since he’d gone from being a punk kid with a puncture-proof attitude to the day Skinner put the brown hat on his head as posse boss, Pony Diehl had never seen Skinner cower.
Cyrus Skinner was the meanest, toughest, most heartless man he’d ever known. He’d once seen a drunk grunt attack Skinner at a bar. The grunt had a knife. Skinner had been unarmed. The grunt had driven the knife into Skinner’s side and let go of it. Skinner, without so much as a whimper or a wince, had slowly, deliberately withdrawn the blade. His gaze had never left the drunk grunt’s glassy eyes as he’d turned the knife and slammed it to its hilt through the top of the man’s head.
Skinner had stitched his own stab wound himself during a round of cards, in between slugs of whisky, while the dead grunt slumped in the chair next to him. Nobody at the table, Pony Diehl included, had said anything about it. They’d played their hands and bet their chips.
This time, Diehl had seen something unfamiliar in Skinner’s eyes. It was a glint of fear, of worry. That anger he’d flashed was an attempt to cover it. Diehl was certain of it as he guided the horse to the right, cutting short the corner to ride north on Pine Street away from the federal building.
He turned his head as soon as he completed the turn, looking over his shoulder to the south. There was something in the middle of the road a block back. It took an instant, but he recognized the threat and yelled to the two grunts following him into the intersection and blindly grappled for his pistol at his hip. His muscles tensed. He jerked his reins, trying to redirect the horse as quickly as possible. His gut wrenched. His short, violent life flashed in his mind.
 
***
 
Battle was on his back in the middle of the street. He was in what was called the Fulton position. His knees were drawn in front of him in a V-shape and his legs were crossed at the ankles. He’d positioned Inspector’s barrel between his crossed legs. His left arm was behind his neck, supporting his head, and his left hand gripped the rifle’s butt.
It was an odd-looking position and not altogether comfortable, but it minimized his profile in a way that kneeling or standing couldn’t do. Were he lying prone, in a prototypical sniper position, he’d expose his head to oncoming threats.
He was lying in wait for whatever or whoever turned that corner. The rifle was braced and steady. His aim would be true.
Lola and Pico were half a block south. He’d sent them to retrieve the backpacks. He knew the Cartel would come after them. He knew they’d anticipate a northward trek and never expect them to retrace south. It gave them a leg up despite being outnumbered.
He’d instructed them to arm themselves once they’d gathered the packs, and told them to join him in the street. They’d head west and north to find the Humvee at the church.
At least that was the plan he’d spat out to his companions as they ran from the coming onslaught. Battle knew nothing was ever as easy as the plan.
He was breathing in a comfortable rhythm in the street—in through his nose and out through pursed lips. The measured breaths slowed his heart rate and relaxed his muscles.
Even without the scope, he’d focus when a target came into view.
The first horse was followed quickly by two more. The first turned away from him and circled back. By then, the other two were closer targets, one in front of the other. Battle eased his finger onto the trigger. He tilted his head to the right and the world dissolved into a blur beyond the narrow focus of the rider atop the trailing horse. Battle exhaled.
He squeezed the trigger.
Thump!
He quickly adjusted his aim to the left. He exhaled.
Thump!
In succession, the men spasmed and slumped atop their saddles. One of them, his hands wrapped in the reins, fell backward and jerked his horse’s head. The horse spooked and fought the reins. It snorted and bucked the rider from his saddle. He fell awkwardly onto his head. The horse trampled him and ran off.
The other fell forward onto the horse’s crest, his arms falling limp to the sides, as if hugging its neck. His horse stayed put and blocked Battle’s view of the boss who’d first turned the corner.
Pop! Zip! Pop! Zip!
The boss fired twin shots from his revolver. Both of them came close enough to Battle for him to feel them rush past him. The boss and his horse emerged from behind the obstruction. He was riding straight for Battle at full gallop.
Pop! Zip! Pop! Zip!
Battle took another deep breath and exhaled. He knew he was exposed, but this was the best possible position. The boss had only one more shot in that six-shooter.
The boss was high in his saddle, his legs straight as he stood. His hat flew off his head. He leveled the pistol.
Battle knew there was no point in running or rolling over. He was stuck.
The boss drew closer. He was bouncing with the rapid gait of his horse. Battle could see the grit on his face, the determination.
Battle couldn’t flinch. He…just…needed…one…more…
Thump!
A single shot found the boss right below his left eye. It whipped his face like a hard slap across the cheek, and the boss twisted in his saddle. He flexed higher for an instant, fell limp, and dropped from the horse. His left foot was stuck in the stirrup iron when his head and shoulders hit the pavement. The horse kept its fast pace directly at Battle.
Battle was transfixed by the disintegration of the boss against the asphalt as the horse drew precariously closer. And closer. And closer.
“Battle!” Lola’s voice shook Battle from his momentary trance. He hugged the rifle against his body and rolled to the left as the horse barreled past him. The boss’s body flopped against him as he rolled.
From his stomach, Battle looked up at the galloping horse as it clopped southward. The dead boss’s face was still grinding against the road. Battle closed his eyes and prayed. He’d forgotten to do it before opening fire on the latest trio of Cartel members to challenge him.
It was becoming more difficult to hold onto his sanity, what made him human. When he was protecting his land and his family, he could justify the violence. He’d pull scripture from the vault in his mind to rationalize what he did.
But now, on the offensive, struggling to resist the easy temptation of revenge and wanton violence against those predisposed to it, he was conflicted. To his surprise, there was no admonition or praise from Sylvia. She was silent. Battle pressed his eyes closed and leaned his head back. He drew in a deep breath and then exhaled with force, pushing the air from his lungs.
Was she leaving him?
The thought of not hearing her voice was at the same time frightening and comforting. Battle pushed the thought from his mind. Now was not the time for this.
He got to his knees and picked up his brown cowboy hat from the ground next to him. He checked his rifle for scratches or damage. It was fine.
Lola, with Pico close behind, ran up to Battle. “Are you okay? The horse almost ran you over.”
“Yeah.” Battle used his rifle to balance himself as he stood. “Thanks for the warning.”
Lola’s eyes were dancing back and forth with concern. “You were just lying there,” she said. “Like you were waiting for the horse to kill you.”
“No. There are better ways to die. You both have what you need?” Battle looked past her to Pico.
Pico nodded and shook the pack on his back. He had a nine millimeter in his hand. “We got everything. We should go.”
Battle offered to take Lola’s pack. “You need to take care of that leg,” he said.
She handed him the pack and they started south, turning west onto Third. Battle kept a fast pace, wanting to avoid another street fight until they got to the Humvee.
Lola limped between the men. “So what’s the Jones?” she asked Pico.
“It’s in Lubbock,” he said without looking at her.
“You said that.”
“Yeah,” Pico said. He cleared his throat and adjusted the pack on his shoulders. He cleared his throat again. “It’s a place where the Cartel takes people who’ve done them wrong. Thieves, runaways, rivals, and such.”
“What kind of place?” Lola puffed. She was breathing more heavily than the men, her limp more noticeable.
“It’s like a place for entertainment. They don’t talk about it much. I mean, you got to be a part of the Cartel to know about it.”
Battle guided the other two north on Orange Street and turned right. “I don’t follow. It’s for secret entertainment and for thieves?”
Lola’s voice cracked. “Tell me what it is,” she said. “Don’t sugarcoat it.”
“It’s like a gladiator pit,” Pico replied. “Like that colosseum they had back in Roman days. They throw the thieves and such into the Jones and then do things to them for an audience. They got lots of Cartel people who go to the Jones and they watch it like it’s entertainment, like I said.”
The men kept their pace, but Lola stopped cold. She bent over at her waist. Her hands were on her knees and her chest and back were heaving.
Battle heard her gasp and turned around. He marched to her and looped his arm around hers, pulling her upright and forcing her to move. Her face was soaked with tears, her nose running. She was on the verge of hyperventilating.
“We’ll get him,” Battle assured her, doubling down on his promise. “We’ll get to Lubbock; we’ll find the arena. We’ll save him.”
Lola stumbled forward, her body racked with anguish. She held tight to Battle’s arm and put one foot in front of the other until the tsunami of emotion ebbed.
“I didn’t want to say,” Pico offered as some form of apology. “I knew it wouldn’t help.”
“It helps,” Battle said. “It pushes us. Gives us a deadline. We know now where we have to be and how quickly we have to be there.”
 
***
 
Cyrus Skinner cracked his thick neck and lit a cigarette. He was crouched beside what was left of Pony Diehl. In a post-Scourge world rife with blood, guts, and bone, Diehl’s remains were maybe the most disgusting of the things he’d seen.
Skinner held the smoke in his lungs, trying to decipher which parts of Diehl’s face were left. It was like a jigsaw puzzle with pieces missing. He exhaled.
He pointed at Diehl’s head with the cigarette and tapped the ash from its tip with his thumb. “Is that an eye?”
“I think it’s his ear,” said a grunt standing over Skinner’s shoulder. “Maybe his nose?”
Skinner sucked his front teeth with his tongue. “I think you’re right. It’s a nose. Well—” he chuckled “—it’s where the nose was.”
“Poor dude,” said the grunt. “I liked him. He was a straight-up fella.”
Skinner stuck the cigarette in his lips and pushed on his knees with his hands. His knees cracked as he stood, offering a crescendo of pops as nauseating as the remains of Pony Diehl. “Cut him loose,” he said to the grunt. “We’re gonna need the horse.”
“What do I do with him?”
Skinner shrugged. He puckered his lips, sucked in, and the cigarette glowed orange. He pulled it from his mouth and flicked it at Diehl’s body. “I don’t care,” he exhaled, a trail of smoke streaming into the air. “Leave him there. Bury him. Burn him. Whatever. He’s dead. He ain’t gonna care neither.”
Skinner walked away from the grunt toward the rest of the group gathered at Walnut and Third. They’d all seen the horse heading east on Third. Skinner had ordered them to stop it. They had. Then he’d told them to step back while he examined Diehl.
Now they stood together in the middle of the street, awaiting further instructions. They were a motley crew of gunslingers, rapists, and drug dealers. Skinner didn’t like men who balanced on the thin line between good and evil. He wanted those who’d jump with both feet into the hellfire. He paced back and forth in front of them, looking into their eyes as he passed. These were tough men. Though they’d seen and done things that would keep good folk awake at night, they slept like babies.
But as Skinner assessed their readiness, there was something in each set of eyes that made him swallow hard. He could see apprehension, fear, weakness. He could see it because he felt it too.
There was something otherworldly about this Mad Max, this Battle character. He’d singlehandedly inflicted pain on the Cartel in a way nobody had done since the federal government gave up and pulled out.
Save the small group of nasty holdouts in Palo Duro Canyon, the Cartel had fended off, silenced, and obliterated any challenge to its power. Now, when everything seemed to be rolling along without issue, a single man had spun everything onto its head and then lopped it off with a rusty blade.
Skinner cleared his throat. He wasn’t much for pep talks. Threats had always been remarkably more effective, but he knew his men needed incentive.
He stopped pacing and spread his boots shoulder-width apart. He cracked his muscled neck and peacocked his chest.
“All right then, we’re gonna mount up and head north. Mad Max, or Battle as Pico called him, is heading to Lubbock. He’s looking for that redhead’s kid. The kid is already on his way. We had him in the old Scurry County Sheriff’s Office in Snyder about eighty miles from here. I got the Dalton boys with him.”
One of the grunts raised his hand. Skinner pointed at him.
“Lubbock?” the grunt asked. “Why Lubbock?”
“I’m putting the boy in the Jones.”
A hushed murmur ran through the men. They mumbled to one another, but none of them said anything directly to Skinner.
“We’re gonna catch up with Mad Max,” he said. “We’re gonna make him think he’s got a safe path to Lubbock and that boy. We’re gonna let him go for a bit. Then we’re gonna pounce.” Skinner slapped his right fist into his open left palm. “We’re gonna pounce and we’re gonna crush them.”
The same grunt raised his hand again. Skinner begrudgingly gave him the floor.
“How do we know he’s heading to Lubbock?” he asked. “Why not go get him now while he’s close?”
“I know he’s headed to Lubbock ’cause I told Pico about it,” he said. “And we ain’t hitting him now because he’s hot. He’s expecting it.”
Skinner motioned toward the federal building with the brim of his hat. “With all these buildings, he’s got places to hide. On the road, he won’t see it coming. He won’t have nowhere to hide. We’re gonna get more men. We’re gonna trail him. Then we’ll get him.”
 



CHAPTER 16
JANUARY 3, 2020, 6:52 PM
SCOURGE -12 YEARS, 9 MONTHS
ALEPPO, SYRIA
 
The second trip through the railcars was much more difficult than the first. Buck was little help, and Battle’s legs were enervated, the lactic acid thick in his muscles by the time they reached the final car.
They were in the ninth wagon, the one with the food. Battle leaned Buck up against the slatted wall, assuring he wouldn’t tip over or jar his injured leg, and trudged to the pallet of Ukrainian MREs.
He tore open another package and replenished what he and Buck had eaten. Battle’s hope was that they’d be out of danger and at the checkpoint before they grew hungry again. It wasn’t worth taking the risk with the bounty afforded him.
Satisfied with his haul, Battle stepped out to look east between the ninth and tenth cars. It was darker outside than an hour earlier. That was good. The orange light dissipated more definitely with the sharper contrast of the deepening night. There was enough of a pale haze to help him clear the tracks and disappear onto that slope up the other side.
He stood silently on the platform between the two cars and closed his eyes. In the distance he could hear the pecking echo of semiautomatic gunfire. There was a car alarm chirping. The orange lights hummed. There was nothing else. The air was still and growing noticeably cold. It was an uncommonly warm January, so the chill was recognizable. He felt it in his nostrils as he inhaled.
He stepped back into the car and found Buck in the same place he’d left him. His breathing was rapid and shallow, like a dog panting. At least he was breathing.
Battle checked his watch. It was nineteen hundred hours local. If he’d calculated correctly, he could have Buck past the checkpoint and in friendly hands by twenty-one hundred hours. It was probably less than a thousand yards and, under normal circumstances, might only take ten minutes to walk. This wasn’t normal circumstances.
He knelt in front of Buck and gently shook his shoulders. “Hey, Buck. Brother, we gotta move.”
Buck grimaced. “Gotta move,” he mumbled. Spittle drooled from the corners of his mouth. Battle could tell he was trying to open his eyes. The trek through the train wagons had taken its toll, and Buck had already paid heavily in the journey to get to the tracks.
Battle squeezed Buck’s shoulders with his fingers. “Can you get up?”
“Up?”
Battle reconciled he wasn’t going to get any more help from Buck, who’d already fought as hard as he could to get to this point. He checked his watch again. He had the luxury of a long night, but with the dead militia in a nearby railcar, he figured that luxury was mitigated by what was probably a regular patrol.
Soon enough, somebody would find the dead men and call for help. The train yard would be swarming with malicious opposition, making it impossible to escape.
Battle holstered his nine millimeter. Sitting in a baseball catcher’s crouch, he took a deep breath and pulled on Buck’s arms until he’d draped him over his shoulders. Once he’d regained his balance, he shifted Buck’s body and wrapped his left arm behind Buck’s neck. He wrapped his right arm around his thighs. He lightly bounced up and down, gaining confidence and momentum until he slowly pressed himself upright, carrying Buck like a competition weightlifting barbell.
Buck groaned as Battle started his slow stomp to the exit. Battle’s exhaustion was momentarily overcome by the adrenaline of knowing he had little time to find safety.
Essentially unarmed despite having the HK in one hand, he pushed his way into the open between cars nine and ten. Bracing himself against the side of car nine, he stepped down gingerly to the tracks. He was at the edge of the orange light and quickly short stepped his way north and into the darkness.
Ahead of him was an overpass for a four-lane street. Battle’s thighs and back burned from the effort, and he turned right. He headed east, parallel to the overpass.
Buck was dead weight on his shoulders and neck. It was good because it meant he wasn’t moving or shifting. It was bad because Buck was a thickly muscular soldier. Muscle weighed more than fat. And the tough part was coming.
Battle crossed the last of the tracks, almost slipping, but he kept his balance and found the lower edge of the long slope upward. His pace slowed when he hit the incline, his quadriceps and calves straining with each upward step. He leaned forward as he climbed, trying to balance the awkward weight of Buck on his back.
He was halfway up the slope when he heard voices behind him and to his right. The echo made it difficult to know how far away they were. There were three or four different voices, loud and urgent.
Battle couldn’t look over his shoulder. He pushed forward, intensifying his effort to reach the top of the incline. As he neared its upper edge, his right boot caught a patch of weeds growing through the concrete. He slipped and fell forward flat onto his chest and elbows. He dropped the HK and it tumbled down the embankment into the darkness below. He had enough sense to turn his head as he dropped. His cheek and ear slapped against the embankment with a thud, and Buck’s full weight smashed him into the ground, forcing the air from his lungs.
Battle gasped and flailed under Buck’s weight. His lungs stung and his eyes bulged against the pressure and lack of oxygen.
Buck was groaning but otherwise useless. Battle blindly scratched at the concrete and tried shifting his weight to move Buck from atop his shoulders, neck, and head, fighting against the panic of suffocation and claustrophobia. His vision dimmed until Buck rolled off of Battle and onto his back.
Buck coughed against the pressure release, sucking in a welcome gulp of cold air. He worked to control his breathing and regain his wits. He reached for the nine millimeter and sat up. He was in the dark on the incline, a few feet from the top.
His face felt bruised. A sting resonated on his cheek and ear where they’d hit and then grated against the concrete. He blinked his eyes into focus.
The voices were growing louder. The echoes were more shallow.
Battle looked to his left, down the embankment and into the orange glow of the train yard. There were four men, all of them dressed in uniforms similar to the pair he’d killed in the wagon. They were armed with AKs and they were scanning the yard, moving north toward Battle and Buck.
Battle knew he could see them, but they couldn’t see him. They were in the light. He was in the dark. None of them had night vision as far as he could tell. He also knew he could hit them from the distance between them; however, he risked giving away his lifesaving advantage with the first shot. The fire and light of a muzzle flash from the end of the nine millimeter in the dark would alert the patrol to Battle’s location.
He might hit one or two of them before they returned fire with much more powerful weapons. Battle resolved to sit silently in the dark, weapon at the ready. Should he need to open fire, he would. He hoped he could sit silently in the dark, let the patrol pass or give up, and then resume his ascent. He checked his weapon and reloaded it.
It was a good plan. It might have worked.
It didn’t.
 



CHAPTER 17
OCTOBER 15, 2037, 10:45 AM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
ABILENE, TEXAS
 
Battle knelt in the back of the Humvee, reloading the Inspector's magazine. He looked over at Pico, who was standing on the running board with the driver’s side door open. “What?” he asked. “You look like you have something to confess.”
Pico leaned his elbow on the open door and rubbed his eyes with his thumb and index finger. “I told him.”
“Told who what?”
“Skinner,” he said. “I told him your name. I told him you were looking for the kid.”
Battle dug a canteen out of a bag and spun open the top to take a swig. The water was warm and tasted like spit. He swished it around in his mouth and swallowed it.
Pico took in a deep breath, exhaled, and started talking, as if the words were running downhill. “I told him Lola was with you too and that everyone who showed up on your land was dead. I’m really sorry about it, Battle. I don’t really know why I told him. I just did. It came out. I was—”
Battle held up his hand to stop Pico’s tumble of explanations. “Don’t worry about it. It’s not top secret stuff.”
Pico’s eyes widened. “You’re not mad?”
“Not thrilled,” Battle said. “But it ain’t the end of the world. That already happened, right?”
Pico chuckled with relief. “Yeah.”
Battle picked up his rifle. “We need to get going.” He cupped a hand around his mouth and called out, “Lola! We gotta go.”
“Coming,” she called from behind the church. She emerged from behind the building, adjusting her pants. “Girl’s gotta go sometimes,” she said sheepishly and hopped into the passenger seat.
Battle closed his eyes. It was quiet. There was a subtle breeze that chilled the air as it passed. Nobody was close. They had a minute.
“Let me ask you a question, Salomon Pico,” he said. “I want an honest answer. Give me a yes or no. Plop yourself into the seat. Start the engine. Hit the road. In that order. Got it?”
Pico shrugged. “I guess.”
“Now, I don’t want an explanation,” Battle emphasized. “Yes or no. Right?”
Pico nodded and swallowed hard. His eyes danced from the ground to Battle’s eyes to the sky and back to the ground. He rapped his fingers on the door frame.
“Before you saved my life and killed Queho at my house,” Battle asked, “had you ever killed a man?”
Pico flinched at the question. He scratched his neck and smoothed his mustache.
“Was Queho the first man you killed?”
Pico looked at the ground and nodded. “Yeah.”
“Okay, thanks,” Battle said. “Let’s go.”
Pico raised his head and looked at Battle. His eyes welled with tears. He nodded again and got into the Humvee. A minute later the engine rumbled and they were on their way. Battle had instructed Pico to take I-20 west to Highway 84. It wasn’t necessarily the safest route, but it was the fastest. Plus, safety was a relative term. They were as likely to run into a collection of bloodthirsty Cartel grunts on a two-lane road as they were on the interstate.
Battle was sitting in the Humvee’s open bed, his back pressed against the rear of the cab. He had his knees propped up and his rifle in his lap. The Humvee picked up speed, and Battle fought the urge to fall asleep against the hum and vibration of the tires against the asphalt.
He considered Salomon Pico’s admission. It wasn’t a surprise to him. He’d watched Pico’s reaction to Queho’s death. He’d fired three shots into his trail boss: one in the knee, one in the thigh, and one into his stomach.
Queho, the clubfooted thug, had dropped with a shriek. He’d fallen over, squealing through the pain. Pico had shuddered at what he’d done, alternately stroking his mustache and rubbing the back of his neck. Then he’d given up the rifle and crouched down to squat in front of the dying man. He was almost like a child, naively curious about the consequences of his actions.
But it was his reaction to killing the grunt with the popcorn machine that convinced Battle his new friend Pico wasn’t among the hardened marauders filling out the Cartel’s ranks.
Pico’s face had been ashen, his eyes glossy with remorse. Battle imagined the former grunt could justify killing Queho. The boss had tried to kill him hours earlier. Crushing a man to death and watching his head pop like a grape was altogether different. There wasn’t much reconciling that, even if it wasn’t intentional.
The revelation told Battle a couple of things about his companion. He knew he could count on him to react when necessary. The mustachioed grunt had a survival instinct. That was good. He also concluded Pico had some semblance of compassion. He’d quickly discovered that was hard to find in this new world, this Texas he didn’t recognize. That wasn’t as good. It might cause him to hesitate or twitch in a tight spot.
Lola was a survivor too. Unlike Pico, who reacted out of fear, she was all emotion and grit.
Battle didn’t blame her. Her kid was missing and in the hands of people who’d made her life a living hell. She had every right to pout or question or demand action. Battle was almost, though not quite, at the point where he appreciated her devil’s advocacy and her sharp, unwavering focus when it came to finding Sawyer.
He braced himself as the Humvee swung to the left and accelerated along the feeder road before merging onto the interstate. The wind whipped past either side of the cab, chilling the air.
Battle reached for a worn olive-colored fleece hoodie from the floor of the bed and slid his arms into the sleeves. He hadn’t noticed it before, and it was a little snug, but he was glad to have it. His muscles were already tight, his lungs angry at the cold air. A little warmth was welcome.
He pulled the hood over his head, stretching it atop the Stetson as best he could, and watched the infinite trail of the highway behind the Humvee. The occasional oak or desert willow dotted the flat brown landscape on either side of the wide asphalt strip. A clump of Vitex caught Battle’s attention. He recognized them despite the lack of distinctive purple flowers. His wife, Sylvia, had loved Vitex. They were drought tolerant and offered the same beauty, she’d told him, as a Crepe Myrtle, though they grew faster and appeared less ornamental to Sylvia.
Battle shook free of the daydream, reminding himself of the need to be vigilant. They could run into trouble at any moment. Still, his attention drifted.
The interstate was lined with billboards. Most of them were tattered, the product or place they advertised barely decipherable. Battle found himself trying to piece together the gist of each placard as they zoomed by. The ones he could see best were on the opposite side of the interstate, facing the eastbound traffic.
He smiled at a black and yellow billboard featuring half the face of a cartoon beaver. The board promised clean bathrooms only two hundred and eighteen miles away in Terrell, Texas. That was the closest Buc-ee’s.
Buc-ee’s was a Texas landmark. Part truck stop, part cafe, part gift store, Buc-ee’s made road trips fun. Sylvia had always insisted on stopping at one whenever they passed a location. She’d refused to use the restroom anywhere else. She also loved their fudge and their famous Beaver Nuggets, which their son, Wesson, insisted tasted exactly like Corn Pops cereal.
Battle hadn’t thought about Buc-ee’s in a long time. There were so many things from the pre-Scourge world he’d forgotten. Then he’d remember them and wish he hadn’t.
The smile slid from his face and he tugged the hoodie over his ears. He picked up his rifle and released its magazine. He needed to fill it. Something told him they wouldn’t make it to Lubbock without using it.
 



CHAPTER 18
OCTOBER 15, 2037, 11:30 AM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
I-20 BETWEEN DERMOTT AND JUSTICEBURG, TEXAS
 
Grat Dalton was saddle sore. He hadn’t ridden a long distance in weeks. His thighs were chafing. His tailbone felt bruised. They’d been running the horses at a two-beat trot, moving along at about ten miles per hour. Grat didn’t think he could handle a gallop.
Emmett Dalton pulled his horse alongside Grat’s. “You okay?” he asked above the clop of the metal shoes on the asphalt. “You got a sour look on your face.”
“Just sore.”
“We’re making good time, I reckon,” Emmett said. “We hit Dermott a lot earlier than I figured we would. Justiceburg is the next town up ahead.”
Grat yanked on the rope that connected him to the boy. “Keep your eyes open,” he spat.
Sawyer opened his eyes and looked over at Grat. Grat saw a look on the boy’s face he didn’t like. He was like a chained dog straining at his collar, ready to pounce if he had the chance.
“How old you say you are?” Grat asked the boy.
Sawyer’s body was bouncing along with his horse’s gait. His bleeding wrists were cuffed together; his hands gripped the saddle horn. “Thirteen.”
“You look older,” Emmett said. “He looks older, right, Grat?”
“He does.”
Emmett laughed. “He don’t look happy neither.”
“No. He don’t.”
“He ain’t gonna be feeling any better when we hit Lubbock,” Emmett said. “That’s for sure.”
Grat chuckled an acknowledgement and shifted his weight in his saddle. He grimaced and shifted again.
“You wanna take a break?” asked Emmett. “We could take a few. Stop on the side of the road. Stretch out.”
“We did that in Dermott,” he said. “The fellas there told us we had a long ride ahead. They said they made the trip plenty. Told us we’d need to keep good time. Weren’t you listening?”
Emmett scowled. “I was listening. I heard them boys. They was grunts like you and me. I don’t need to take ideas from other grunts. That’s not the natural order of things.”
“No,” Grat said. “But our orders ain’t from them grunts in Dermott. They come from the top. You know that.”
“Captain Skinner told us the generals was gonna be there in Lubbock. At least one of them. Maybe more.”
Grat arched his back and adjusted his feet in the stirrup irons. “He said Roof was gonna be there. He wanted to see the boy. This come from him.”
“So?”
“So that means we don’t take another break,” said Grat. “We do our jobs and get the kid to Lubbock. Then we find ourselves a couple women, some pills, a cheap place to sleep. It’s all good then.”
A toothy grin spread across Emmett’s face. “At least a couple women.” He laughed, fidgeting with anticipation in his saddle. “At least a couple.”
“And the pills,” said Grat. “They got good ones in Lubbock. Lots to choose from.”
“Lots of women to choose from,” said Emmett. He licked his upper lip and then flicked his tongue like a lizard. “Ooh wee.”
Grat felt a tug on the rope and he looked over at Sawyer.
The boy’s eyebrows were knitted, his mouth turned down. He suddenly looked his age. “Who’s General Roof?”
Emmett cackled. “Boy wants to know who Roof is.”
“He’s one of the generals,” offered Grat. “One of the men who helped put the Cartel together. He’s a legend.”
Emmett nodded. “A legend.”
“What do the generals do?” asked Sawyer. “I know you grunts do all of the hard work, and the posse bosses are in charge of you. And I know there are captains, right?”
Grat turned away from the boy. He was riding between Sawyer and his brother. Emmett shrugged, apparently unsure of how Grat should answer the question. He drew a full canteen of water from his saddlebag and took a sip of the cool liquid. Cold water was a luxury he didn’t often enjoy. He took a longer swig and sucked it between the gaps in his rotting teeth, swirling it around in his mouth with his tongue.
Sawyer tugged on the rope again. “What do they do?”
Grat tugged back on the rope, almost jerking Sawyer from the saddle as they trotted north. The boy regained his balance and set his feet back into the stirrup irons.
“They run things,” said Grat. “Everything the Cartel does. All over the territory. They’re at the top of the pyramid. That’s all you need to know.”
“Who are they?” Sawyer asked. “How’d they get to the top of the pyramid?”
“First off,” said Grat. “They built the pyramid. Second off, they’re the generals. That’s who they are.”
The kid was persistent. “I mean who were they? You know, before the Scourge.”
Grat laughed from his belly. “Who knows, boy?” he said. “Ain’t none of us what we was before the Scourge.”
“Yeah,” echoed Emmett. “That’s a stupid question. None of us is who we was.”
They rode for another few minutes in silence, accompanied by the quick tap of the horses’ shoes as they pushed forward. Grat watched Sawyer as they rode. He was intrigued with the kid.
Despite his untenable situation—handcuffed, strapped to a horse, on his way to certain death—he was inquisitive. He was defiant. He was tough. An occasional wind swirled past them, ruffling the collars of the brothers’ matching fourth-hand barn jackets. The elbows and cuffs were threadbare.
They were far warmer than Sawyer, whose teeth chattered reflexively with each northerly gust. The wind, when it picked up, came straight at them, dropping the ambient temperature a good twenty degrees. It was cold enough without that wind. The sun was almost straight overhead on what had become a clear day. The sky was ice blue.
Grat noticed the boy shivering. “You cold?”
Sawyer flexed against the metal cuffs on his wrists. He hunched his shoulders forward and drew his arms close to his side. His chin was tucked to his chest. He glanced over at Grat but didn’t reply.
Grat forgot about his discomfort in the saddle. He didn’t like kids. He never had, even when he was one. They’d picked on him and made him feel small. “Grat the Gnat” they’d called him. He was tall and skinny with narrow shoulders and a bird chest like the boy riding alongside him.
His brother had tried, with a shocking level of futility, to help him when he could. Emmett was small and a half-wit. He wasn’t much help with defending Grat physically or verbally. Sometimes he’d made things worse.
Eventually, as they got older and Grat got stronger, the teasing stopped. Grat turned the tables and became the aggressor. His brother tagged along. When Grat hooked up with a biker gang in Montgomery County, Texas, a year before the Scourge, Emmett was allowed to join too.
They fit in. They had friends. They were respected, for the most part, for their proclivities and their willingness to do whatever needed to be done.
“You remind me of me,” said Grat. “You’re a tough young’un. I respect that. Don’t mean I like you. Means I see where you’re coming from.”
Emmett cackled. “You serious, Grat? You’re joking, right? That’s a joke.”
Grat watched the boy’s non-reaction to his admission. Sawyer didn’t blink. He turned away and buried his head, trying to avoid the buffeting wind as much as he could.
“I ain’t jokin’,” Grat said, his eyes still on the boy. Then he turned to Emmett. “What he’s probably been through, what he’s gonna have to go through at the Jones? I’d be pissin’ in my drawers if I was him.”
Emmett’s face curled into a pout. “That’s a joke. Kid’s a kid. His momma’s dead. He’s gonna be dead. Here you are with your pleasantries and whatnot. I don’t get you sometimes, Grat.”
Grat turned to look at his brother. He sniffed the cold snot dripping at the end of his long, thin nose and then spat a thick wad of it onto the road. “I don’t care what you get, Emmett.”
 



CHAPTER 19
OCTOBER 15, 2037, 12:02 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
ABILENE, TEXAS
 
Cyrus Skinner licked the blood from the tip of his middle finger. He’d sliced it on a shard of wood as he picked his way back through the HQ and into his office.
He checked it for a splinter, spreading open the paper-thin gash until another bloom of blood filled the space. Finding none, he sucked it clean again and found his way to the corner of the unrecognizable room.
He took off his white hat and set it carefully on the floor next to him and lowered himself to his knees. He ran his hands along the wood planks on the floor, occasionally tapping on them with his knuckles. He worked one board and then the next, brushing away debris and dust, until a tap produced a hollow sound.
Skinner looked over his shoulder, assuring none of the hundred men gathering outside the HQ on Walnut Street had slipped inside. Confident nobody was in the room with him, he fished a pocketknife from his pants and slid the two-inch blade into the joint between a pair of hollow planks. He leveraged the blade until one of the planks popped up and he could fit his fingers underneath the gap.
Skinner pulled on the board until the three-foot length of it broke free, cracking into two pieces. He folded the knife, returned it to his pants, and used both hands to free the adjacent boards.
He tossed the boards aside, sucked the sting from his finger, and leaned over to peer into the subfloor compartment. The light filtering in through the window was enough for him to see the treasure buried there.
Skinner reached into the hole and pressed his hand flat against an electronic panel. Nothing happened. He tried again. Nothing. Either the blood on his finger or a dead internal battery rendered the fingerprint recognition useless.
Skinner cursed under his breath and searched his memory.
“Yes,” he hissed when the numbers raced back to his consciousness. He grasped the cylinder, spun it to the left three times, and found the right number. He spun it to the right and again to the left then cranked an adjacent lever to open the Cartel’s emergency safe.
Skinner pulled on the heavy iron door and it opened outward. The safe was sitting on its back, its contents placed there neatly. Skinner pulled them out one by one and set them next to his hat.
He looked toward the window and smiled at the dusty sunlight beaming through. Skinner needed sunlight today. He reached one more time into the safe and removed a small black bag. He opened the bag and filled it with the treasure, slung it over his shoulder, and trudged across the debris back to Walnut Street.
A cacophony of gritty, drawling voices met him as he stepped from the wide sidewalk onto the street. He drew his lower lip up toward his nose and nodded. Skinner figured there had to be as many as a hundred fifty, maybe two hundred men crowding the street. Some of them were gathered around a box truck. Others were checking the oil on a rusting black SUV. There was a landscaping trailer draped with a large blue tarp attached to the back of the SUV.
There were countless horses and a couple of motorcycles. Men not preoccupied with prepping their transportation were talking, smoking, checking their weapons. None of them paid Skinner any mind. The grunts and bosses were focused.
This was good. No more child’s play. No more special forces scout teams. They needed overkill to handle Mad Max. Skinner tried to remind himself he knew the infidel’s real name now. It was Battle. Battle. He whispered the name to himself again and again as he walked south on Walnut, away from his army. Battle. He cursed the name. He cursed the man. He cursed his predicament.
Skinner looked up at the sky, took the bag from his shoulder, and dropped to a knee in the middle of the street. He opened up the satchel and pulled out a two-pound, eleven-inch, black-fabric-covered square. He carefully unfolded the square, revealing three panels. The panels were coated with solar cells. Skinner laid the portable charger on its back and plugged a long, kinked cord into a port along its bottom edge. A red light illuminated and began flashing.
Skinner adjusted the panels, ensuring they were getting as much light as possible, ran his fingers along the cord, and connected it to a satellite phone. He pushed the power button on the phone, and after a few seconds, the screen on the front of the phone flickered to life.
He looked at the charge indicator on the phone. Three percent. A tiny lightning bolt indicated the solar charger was doing its job.
Skinner pressed a combination to unlock the phone and then pressed a satellite location key. The phone alerted him the search mechanism was working.
He reached back into the bag and pulled out the most important pieces of the treasure: a pack of Marlboro cigarettes and a lighter.
He tore open the box and hungrily slipped a cigarette between his lips. He lit the rarefied treat and inhaled slowly, relishing the taste of a cigarette he’d not enjoyed in years. The crap he regularly smoked might as well have been filled with dirt and sawdust compared to the Marlboro.
The phone trilled with a tone, indicating it had located a satellite and was connected to the network. Skinner took another short drag and cradled the phone in his hands. He carefully dialed the prescribed series of numbers and hit send.
He lifted the phone to his ear and listened to a series of clicks, followed by a warbling ring, then someone answered.
“The emergency phone?” asked General Roof. His voice was raspy and hollow. He sounded like someone who’d spent a week in the desert without water.
Skinner pushed the phone against his ear. “No choice.”
“This Mad Max fellow is more of a problem than you led me to believe,” said the general.
“He’s a slippery one,” said Skinner. “But we’re not taking any chances. We’ve got a couple hundred men about to track him to Lubbock. We’ll get him.”
“A couple hundred men?” asked the general. “To stop one man? Is that necessary? That’s a lot of rations, wear on horses, and it puts our resources out of position.”
“We’ve tried smaller groups,” said Skinner. “It ain’t worked. He’s too good. I hate to say it, but he is. We are taking horses. We’re also taking part of the motor pool. He’s in a Humvee.”
“He’s trying to retrieve the boy. That’s why he’s going to Lubbock?”
“Yes.”
“I won’t ask how you know this. And I won’t ask how he has a Humvee. I don’t want to know.”
Skinner sucked on the cigarette and then blew out the smoke through his nose. He didn’t answer.
The general sighed. “You think you’ll get to him before he gets to Lubbock?”
“If we leave now. I got a handful of posses taking different roads. We’re bound to find him no matter what path he takes. I’m pretty certain of that.”
“Good,” said the general. “I’m going to send out a garrison we keep at the southern edge of Lubbock. I want them to squeeze Mad Max as he approaches. It’ll leave that edge of town unguarded, but it’s tactically smart. You agree?”
“Sure. We’ll get to him. One of the posses left twenty minutes ago. They’re headed full speed straight up 84.”
“Either way,” said Roof, “we’ll get him. And if you’re the one to do it, Cyrus, bring him with you to Lubbock.”
Skinner pulled the phone from his ear and looked at the connection indicator. It was solid. “Repeat that,” he said. “I don’t think I heard you.”
“Bring Mad Max to Lubbock.”
Skinner was incredulous, and his tone didn’t hide it. “You want him alive?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t get it.” Skinner looked at the three-quarters of a Marlboro between his fingers and dropped it to the ground. He stomped it out with his boot. It wasn’t appetizing anymore. “This man has killed I don’t know how many of our men. He’s blown up our HQ in Abilene. He set fire to my house with some blowtorch gun. He’s got it coming to him. I got plans, Roof.”
There was a pause. “Roof?”
Skinner swallowed. “Sorry. General, I meant to say. I got plans, General.”
“Those plans will need to wait until I meet our hero,” said the general. “I have plans for him too. You get him, and you bring him to Lubbock. Alive.”
“I still—”
“Do you understand, Cyrus?”
Skinner rolled his eyes and clenched his jaw. “Yes.”
“Say it.”
“Say what?”
“Say you understand that you are to bring him to Lubbock alive.”
Skinner turned around to see a posse of a couple dozen grunts mount their horses. A pair of bosses were leading them north on Walnut. They were on their way. Skinner had told the posse bosses to leave as soon as possible. He knew they’d need more time.
The horses, even at a full gallop, could only hit twenty-five to thirty miles an hour. They’d be driving twice that fast in the trucks.
Skinner turned back and looked at the crushed Marlboro on the ground. He regretted snuffing it. “I understand I gotta bring Mad Max…uh…Battle to Lubbock, and he’s gotta be alive when we get there.”
General Roof’s voice pitched. “What did you say?”
“I said I’d keep him alive.”
“No,” Roof said. “You said Battle. What’s Battle?”
Skinner watched another large posse head north. “Battle is his name, I guess. We’ve been calling him Mad Max ’cause he won’t die. One of my grunts got his name and told me. It’s Battle.”
“Odd name.”
Skinner said, “Fits him, though.”
“Perhaps.”
“I gotta go,” said Skinner. “We’re losing time. I don’t want him getting to Lubbock before I get a chance to look at him eye to eye.”
“Use this line to let me know when you’ve retrieved him,” said General Roof. “I’ll let you know then exactly where I want you to deliver him.”
“Got it.” Skinner disconnected the call and stuffed the treasure into the bag. He marched back to the remaining men. Two more posses were gone. He approached a fat grunt leaning against the black SUV. The grunt pulled up his pants and stood at attention when the white hat headed toward him.
Skinner pointed at the grunt, his finger a few inches from the man’s pudgy face. “You the driver?”
The grunt’s cheeks and lips flapped as he nodded nervously. “Yes, sir. I’m supposed to drive you. I’ve got the truck ready to go.”
Skinner took a good look at the grunt. His waist was hidden behind the girth pouring over his belt. His pants were too short and were frayed at the bottom. His leather boots were stained and scarred with deep scratches. His ill-fitted chambray shirt revealed the need for push-ups. His face looked as though it were squeezed between a closing door and its jamb.
“How in the world does a man get fat after the world goes to hell?” Skinner asked with all seriousness.
The man’s eyes dropped to his feet, had he been able to see them, and his shoulders drew inward. He stammered out an apology and Skinner thumped him in the shoulder with a fist.
“I’m messing with you, Porky,” he said. “More power to you. Just know that if we get stranded without food, I’m eating you first. Let’s go.”
Porky opened the rear driver’s side door. Skinner slid into the SUV and onto the cracked black leather seat. They were cold to the touch. He dropped the bag on the seat next to him. Another grunt jumped into the front passenger seat. A third hopped into the back, next to Skinner’s bag. His eyes widened. He was sitting next to the captain.
“The weapons loaded into the back?” Skinner asked, pulling his revolver from his hip and setting it on top of the bag.
Porky looked into the rearview mirror and adjusted it. “Yes, sir. There’s a whole stack of shotguns. I got plenty of shells too.”
“Let’s roll out, then,” Skinner said. “Time’s a-wastin’.”
 



CHAPTER 20
OCTOBER 15, 2037, 12:31 PM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
NEAR DERMOTT, TEXAS
 
Lola stood on the shoulder of the highway, her hands on her forehead. “How is that possible?”
They were stuck. The Humvee had stalled, or worse, about a half mile south of the town of Dermott along Highway 84.
“Are you sure it’s not the gas?” she asked Battle.
Battle pulled off the brown Stetson and wiped the cold sweat from his forehead with the back of his fleece sleeve. “It’s not the gas,” he said. “I emptied that ten-gallon can we had. Even if the tank were bone dry, ten gallons would get us into town. The engine would start.”
“I don’t know what it is,” said Pico. “Oil maybe? I don’t know.”
Lola dropped her arms to her sides, planting her hands on her hips. “All right then,” she said. “Let’s get what we can and go. We’re wasting time here. We can be into Dermott in less than fifteen minutes if we walk fast.”
Battle motioned at her leg with his head. “Your ankle isn’t gonna be able to do that,” he said. “It’s a mile, right?”
“Yeah,” said Pico. “We passed a sign a mile back that said two miles. So I figure that’s about right.”
“I’ll be fine,” Lola said.
“Okay,” Battle said, reaching into the back of the Humvee for his gear. “Grab your gear. Lola, pick what you need and hand it to me.”
Lola frowned. “Why?”
“We need to make good time,” Battle said. “The less weight you carry, the better off we are. I’ll carry your load.”
Lola reluctantly agreed and handed Battle some food, her canteen, and extra ammunition. She tucked a nine millimeter in her front waistband and took a Browning shotgun. “I can carry my own weapon.”
The three walked silently, but briskly, toward town. At its peak in the sky, the sun did little to burn off the chill in the air. There was an occasional wind that blew directly into their faces as they marched. Lola worked hard to keep pace and did so without complaint.
In less than twenty minutes they found themselves standing in Dermott. Calling it a town was generous. It was really more of a waypoint between Abilene and Lubbock and consisted of a large steel-framed maintenance barn for Scurry County. It was one of those old Texas towns that had followed the railroads one hundred and thirty years earlier.
The oil boom of 1949 put what was otherwise a farming depot on the map. It went bust two years later. By the 1990s, it had a population of five.
It was, however, one of the few places where the number of residents increased after the Scourge. The Cartel put a permanent crew in Dermott because of its location along one of its drug-running routes. Twenty men were stationed there at any given time. The lowest of the grunts and a couple of unpopular posse bosses rotated two-month shifts. They lived and worked in the maintenance barn, where the Cartel also stored small amounts of rations and bales of its drug supply.
Battle stood on the far eastern edge of Highway 84, looking at the gray metal barn. He, Lola, and Pico were hiding behind a large rusted utility box opposite the barn. They’d approached with caution once they’d seen the sun reflecting off the barn’s silver roof from a couple hundred yards away.
Despite Pico’s warning that the barn might be a storage depot of some kind for the Cartel, they hadn’t seen anybody milling about. It looked, from a distance, as if it might be abandoned.
Up close, Battle could see it had a single door and a lone nine-pane square window facing the highway. To the right of the barn was a cement slab covered with the same tin roof that pitched atop the barn. There were a couple dozen horses tied to the vertical iron posts supporting the roof. Though a three-foot-high barbed fence separated the trio from the building, the gate was unhitched, a looped chain unfastened and hanging free.
The horses told Battle the place wasn’t abandoned. The gate told him the occupants weren’t particularly vigilant.
“That’s convenient,” Battle said. “Nice of them to leave the gate unlocked.”
“What are we going to do?” asked Pico.
“We need those horses,” said Lola.
Battle agreed. “That we do,” he said. “Let’s go take them.”
Pico looked at Battle and then searched the property from behind the relative safety of the utility box. “Really?”
Battle shrugged, bouncing the heavy pack on his back. “I’m not going to knock on the door and ask permission.”
“We don’t know how many of them could be inside,” said Lola. “We could get slaughtered.”
“I think we take our chances,” Battle suggested. “In and out. Find a horse you like. Hop on. Ride off.”
“For being a soldier,” said Lola, “I really question your strategy.”
“He was a soldier?” asked Pico.
“Was,” said Battle. “I was a soldier. Not anymore.” He glared at both of them for good measure and then took off across the road.
He jogged through the gate to the covered area next to the barn, his boots crunching the eroding gravel lot between the highway and the concrete foundation of the barn.
“Pick one and hop on,” he said over his shoulder as he moved quickly to the horses. He held his rifle in both hands as he scurried. “Slide your shotguns through the saddle’s billet strap if you don’t have a scabbard.”
He darted onto the concrete and found a horse, but before he mounted it, he helped Lola. He grabbed her thin hips, feeling the sharp crest of her pelvic bone. She was so thin.
She adjusted herself in the saddle. The stirrups were too low for her feet, but she held tight to the saddle horn. Battle slid her shotgun into the billet strap. He turned to look for Pico when he heard a man shouting at them.
“Hey!” the man said. He was standing at the edge of the barn where it met the covered area. “What are y’all doing? Get off those horses.”
Battle spun around in time to see the man leveling a shotgun and sending a wide blast of shot in their direction. The sound of the blast echoed against the metal ceiling. That brought six more men running. They appeared from nowhere.
The blast also spooked every one of the horses, initiating a post-apocalyptic carousel of snorting and neighing. The high-pitched chorus was deafening. It also provided confusion and a moving barrier.
“Go!” Battle loosed Lola’s horse and it sprinted west, away from the highway, nearly bucking Lola as it galloped.
Pico was already on his way north. He had better control of his horse and was charging hard from the fray.
Battle crouched low amongst the horses and moved away from the barn. He almost took a shoed hoof in his head, but avoided it and ducked lower to the ground.
The men were shouting directions at each other. None had fired another shot after that first blast. Battle figured they knew better than to risk killing their own horses for the sake of stopping thieves.
He moved cautiously to the far northern edge of the open area, dropping to his stomach. He could see the men’s boots from underneath the pacing, anxious animals. Battle quickly set himself in the prone position and aimed.
Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump!
His first shot missed. The second hit a grunt in the kneecap, dropping him in what Battle knew was agonizing pain. The third shot hit another man in the ankle. He dropped to the ground too. Battle finished him with the fourth shot, a bullet through the back of his head.
The shots irritated the horses even more. Another round of shrieking neighs pierced the air. Battle winced against the sound drilling his ears but found another target and fired.
Thump!
A bullet sank into the soft flesh of a man’s thigh and bored into his femur. He dropped his shotgun and reached for his wounded leg.
Battle scanned right and then left. There were more boots, more men circling him like sharks. They were closing in on him even as he fired. He could make a run for it, but he’d lose the horses as cover.
However, if he stayed on the ground much longer, they’d figure out what he was doing and they’d have him in their sights. He applied pressure to Inspector’s trigger again.
Thump! Thump!
The twin shots exploded another pair of kneecaps. Battle shifted to the right.
Thump!
He missed, reset, and fired again.
Thump!
Another miss. This time, the target dropped to the floor with his shotgun in hand. Through the mess of dancing horses, the grunt found Battle’s position.
“I see him!” he yelled, struggling to swing around his six-shooter. “He’s on the floor by the far—”
Thump! Thump!
Battle silenced him, but it was too late. Others were crouching low, searching underneath the horses for the armed thief. One of them, only fifteen yards away, leveled his revolver.
Thump!
Battle fired first. His shot hit the man on the top of his shoulder near his neck. He was done, but the net was closing.
Pow!
The sudden shotgun blast caught Battle’s attention, distracting him for an instant while he panned for another target. It was too far away, its crack echoing too much to be at close range.
A man dropped to the floor, his head slapping against the concrete before a horse stepped on it.
The net loosened. The boots were running away from him now, not toward him. He rolled over quickly and got to his feet. Looking east to the gravel lot, Pico was atop his horse. He had a Browning pulled to his eye and was training the muzzle on a grunt.
Pow!
The grunt stumbled forward, falling face-first onto the ground.
Pico kicked the horse and circled back to the highway as Lola galloped into view. She too was taking aim.
Pow!
She hit a posse boss, knocking his hat from his head as he slunk to the ground, the blast peppering his face and neck. Lola’s blast gave Battle enough time to spring from the covered area and into the lot.
He knew he had nineteen shots left. As he cleared the horses, he saw nine men.
He drew Inspector to his eye and marched forward purposefully, and set about emptying the magazine into the remaining men.
One by one, they fell, dropped, sank, collapsed, and died at the hands of the man who was once a soldier.
He’d forgotten tactics and made critical errors that had cost him his home. He’d struggled with the carelessness that accompanied the consuming desire for revenge.
Battle wasn’t the man who’d graduated West Point or who’d survived tours in Syria and Iran. He wasn’t a father or a husband anymore either.
As he laid waste to the Cartel’s existence in little, forgotten Dermott, Texas, he was a killing machine. He was Mad Max.
Battle picked the carcasses clean of their ammunition, adding to his supply of shotgun shells. He took a particularly nice Colt revolver from one of the dead men and loaded it with forty-five-caliber bullets, adding it to his saddlebag. Inside the maintenance shed, Pico found bottles of water, which he emptied into their canteens.
Battle mounted a horse alongside Lola and Pico. “Thanks for that,” he said. “You saved me.”
“You saved us,” said Lola. “More than once.”
“Still.” Battle tipped his hat. “Thanks.”
“I ain’t never seen anyone as possessed as you, Battle,” said Pico. “I mean, the way you mowed down them men.”
Battle looked at the bodies strewn about in the gravel lot. He counted eighteen, nineteen, twenty of them. “I don’t know,” he said. “Something clicked. Like muscle memory or something.”
“Or something,” Lola said.
Pico sighed and motioned toward the highway. “North?”
“You two start heading north,” he said. “I’m going back to the Humvee. I don’t want to leave behind that XM25.” He gauged their faces and cut them off before either of them could speak. “Don’t tell me it’s a bad idea. Head north. I’ll catch up with you in less than an hour.”
Lola and Pico reluctantly agreed and trotted north on Highway 84. Lola turned back and looked over her shoulder. She waved at Battle. He waved back and then swung his horse south.
He needed to get back to that Humvee in a hurry, and something in the back of his mind told him he was already too late.
 
***
 
The wind at his back, Battle pushed the horse southeast on Highway 84, rushing past tangled mesquite trees lining both sides of the untended, cracked asphalt. His horse snorted as it galloped, as if it somehow knew the urgency of their mission. Battle’s eyes teared from the cold. His lungs, still weak from inhaling smoke at his burning home a day earlier, tightened when he inhaled the chilled air and stopped him from taking a full, deep breath.
Lola was right. He’d made a lot of bad decisions in the past few days. He regretted not having prepared a more thorough defense at his home. A treehouse, some punji sticks, and trip wires weren’t enough.
He’d lost tactical advantage more times than he could count. He ran through the possible reasons in his mind, lost in the rhythm of the gallop.
Was it complacency from having handled minor, predictable incursions over the better part of five years? Was it distraction? Did he unconsciously want to die as he had in the days after the Scourge devoured his family? Was he losing his mind?
“You’re not losing your mind, Marcus,” answered Sylvia’s voice without a hint of irony. “You’re too strong for that.”
“I don’t know.” He laughed to himself. “I think I’m half gone. I’m answering myself. Whether or not it’s your voice is irrelevant.”
“You need to err on the side of caution,” Sylvia warned. “Remember what it was that made you the man you are. Remember your life before the Scourge.”
Battle couldn’t remember it. Not really. There were static flashes, like the Vitex or the smell of potting soil mixed with Sylvia’s jasmine lotion. There was the sound of his son’s giggling laughter, which he thought he could remember. Maybe he was confusing it with something or someone else. Maybe he’d manufactured the memory of it as a coping mechanism.
True memories? They were gone.
The sensation of happiness, the satisfaction of a good meal, the pleasure of looking forward to the next day, the contentment of loving and reassurance of being loved wholly were magnetically erased. The only way he could acknowledge they existed at all was the overwhelming sense of loss that never left him. The anxiety was constant.
Battle shook off the voice, rode up to the Humvee, and dismounted. It was as they left it. He searched the horizon and didn’t see anyone coming. A roadrunner darted into the road and stopped a few feet away. It pecked its oversized bill and cocked its head at Battle, its distinctive crest fluttering in the breeze. Battle looked more closely and saw a small lizard in the bird’s mouth. Its body was limp and flapped as the roadrunner jerked its body.
The bird sprinted from the road and into the dry brush, and Battle turned his attention back to the Humvee and reached in for the XM25. He set it on the ground next to the truck and rummaged around in the bed for the remaining color-coded rounds.
There were four yellow, five red, and five orange. The yellow were the high-explosive air-bursting projectiles. The red were the armor-piercing rounds. The orange were the door busters.
He slugged the rounds into an ammo bag and slung it over his head and shoulder. He wore it cross-body, with the ammo bag sitting at his left hip. His neck and shoulders ached already from the weight of the pack on his back. Neither was happy about the addition.
Battle pulled McDunnough, his reliable nine millimeter, from his hip and walked around the front of the Humvee and fired a pair of shots into the radiator. It couldn’t hurt. He knew the truck was no good, but didn’t want to take the chance of the Cartel making it work.
Battle made sure Inspector was affixed to the side of the horse, held in place by a billet strap. He craned his neck and jumped back onto the horse while holding the XM25.
Battle looked over his shoulder. At first there was nothing. That was good. He turned back to the road ahead and kicked his heels into the horse. The horse accelerated slowly and Battle turned his head one more time to look at where he’d been.
They weren’t alone this time. It was hard to tell the exact distance, Battle guessed it was a half mile or more, but there was a black vehicle on the road. Next to it, in the southbound lane, was a large box truck. Despite the distance and the dancing haze on the horizon, Battle recognized both of them from the motor pool. The Cartel was on its way.
Battle took as deep a breath as he could, coughed out the cold air, and urged the horse into a full gallop. He lowered his head against the oncoming wind and worked the reins. They were as good as caught.
 
***
 
“That’s our Humvee, sir,” said Porky. He slowed the SUV to a stop a few feet from the stolen vehicle.
“Stay here,” said Skinner. “I’ll be right back.” He climbed out of the SUV and stomped over to the Humvee. There were bags and various supplies strewn about the open bed. He walked around the front of the vehicle and saw a pair of holes in the radiator.
Skinner cursed aloud and trudged back to the SUV. He slid into his seat and yanked the door shut, slamming it with every bit of force he could muster.
“Let’s go,” he said. “There’s nothing here. They’re not far, though. I know it.”
“Yes, sir.” Porky put the SUV into gear and accelerated. “We should be at the way station in Dermott in less than a minute, sir.”
Skinner didn’t acknowledge the grunt. He was staring out the window at the mesquite wavering in the wind. He lowered his hat on his brow.
He didn’t like his orders. He didn’t like competing with some garrison from Lubbock. He didn’t like the necessity of keeping Battle alive. Orders were orders, especially when General Roof was the one giving them.
“Sir,” said Porky, his voice cracking, “we’ve got a problem up ahead.”
“What?”
Porky stopped the SUV in the middle of the highway, keeping the engine running. Skinner tried to catch Porky’s eyes in the rearview mirror, but the grunt wouldn’t look at him.
He punched the headrest, jarring Porky. “What?”
“Everybody’s dead, sir.”
The grunt in the front passenger seat was leaning forward, his hands pressed against the dash so he could look at whatever it was that caught his attention. The one next to Skinner was craning his neck, trying to catch a glimpse too.
Skinner huffed and shouldered the door open. He stepped out of the SUV and into the road. His head was down as he walked forward. When he looked up from under the brim of his white Stetson, it was the blood that first caught his attention. It was everywhere.
Skinner had seen a lot of blood, had spilled much of it himself. This was something different. Someone possessed had accounted for the carnage sprayed before him.
After the blood, it was the eyes. There were too many pairs of dead, vacant eyes fixed with fear. Skinner walked up to the closest body, that of an unshaven older grunt. He was on his back. There was gray stubble on his chin and above his lip. There were deep furrows on either side of his nose and a singular dark red hole at the center of his forehead.
Skinner kicked his side with his boot and cursed the man for dying. He cursed him for failing. He kicked the body again. And again. Each time he pulled his boot back a little farther and drove his toe forward with incrementally more force.
Skinner looked up and started counting the bodies. He quit when he got to thirteen. It was too difficult to tell where one body ended and another began. There was too much blood.
He turned around to see Porky standing behind him. A couple of other grunts from the box truck were also there, their faces ashen and drawn. Even Porky looked thinner somehow.
“This is fresh,” Skinner said. “Ain’t no smell yet. We’re close. We can catch ’em.”
“They probably took some horses,” Porky offered. He pointed at the open area adjacent to the barn. “Two or three spaces are empty.”
“Maybe so,” said Skinner. “We’ll get ’em before that garrison from Lubbock. They can’t be that far ahead. Take some of the weapons, toss ’em into the back of the box truck, and let’s go.”
Skinner looked up at the sky. There were three blackbirds circling high above. They were riding the currents, their wings fixed as they glided. One of them flapped its wings, dove toward the ground, and swooped back up to join the others. Skinner followed the bird toward the sun. It was after noon. The sun was past its peak and starting to wane.
“C’mon!” he yelled to the grunts. “Get movin’.”
 



CHAPTER 21
JANUARY 3, 2020, 7:19 PM
SCOURGE -12 YEARS, 9 MONTHS
ALEPPO, SYRIA
 
Battle had the high ground. He was in the dark. He could see the opposition and they couldn’t see him. Advantage: Battle.
Then Buck coughed. It was a loud, hacking cough. He gasped for air as if it were his final breath. Then he moaned.
Immediately, like jackals, the four Syrians snapped their attention in Battle’s direction. They still couldn’t see him, but now they knew he was there.
Battle could see them peering into the darkness. They raised their weapons. All four were aiming directly at him.
Battle saw no downside to a muzzle flash now. He applied pressure to the nine millimeter’s sensitive trigger.
Pop! Pop!
Two quick shots downed two of the men, instantly dropping them onto the tracks.
The other two were running up the embankment toward him. Now they had a fix on his position.
One of them opened fire.
Pop! Pop! Pop!
Battle reacted by flinging his body onto Buck’s to protect his helpless comrade. He turned his back and ducked his head, hoping a true round would find his Kevlar and nothing else. None of the three shots hit them. One ricocheted off the concrete near Battle’s head.
Pop! Pop!
Battle felt a thick punch to his ribs. He bit down on his cheek to suppress a cry and drew blood. The warm, metallic taste filled his mouth, and he rolled away from Buck, unable to catch his breath. He could see the approaching target.
Pop!
The shot tore through Battle’s uniform, grazed his left arm, and exploded into the concrete. A shot of searing heat radiated across his bicep. From his back, he leveled the sidearm and pulled the trigger, aiming it directly at the advancing threat.
Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop!
He reflexively pulled the trigger again and again until he saw the Syrian collapse. The second one was still climbing the embankment.
Pop! Pop!
Both shots missed Battle’s head to his left. Pieces of concrete sprayed against the side of his face as he found his focus through the metal sights and fired.
Pop! Pop! Pop!
The trio of rounds hit in a tight pattern at the spot where the man’s decorations would have been pinned, had he had any. He jerked backward to his left, let out an unearthly wail, and managed one more errant shot with his handgun, toppling over and rolling down the embankment.
Struggling to breathe, Battle dropped his head to the ground and stared up at the sky, trying to gain control of the adrenaline coursing through his body.
His back felt as if somebody had slugged him with an aluminum bat. The burn in his left arm had morphed to a sharp sting and throbbing ache. Buck was next to him, alternately whimpering and coughing.
“You okay?” Battle asked once he’d caught his breath.
Buck mumbled.
“I’ll take that as a yes,” Battle said and sat up. He tucked the nine millimeter into his utility belt and pushed himself to his feet. He couldn’t see how badly his arm was wounded. He stuck his fingers inside his wet, torn sleeve and drew them close to his face. They were dark with blood. He flexed his bicep. It was painful, but he could do it.
He walked up the embankment and stood behind Buck. He turned, exhaled deeply, and bent over to grab Buck underneath his armpits. Step by step he dragged Buck up the rest of the embankment. His sciatic nerve sent an electric sting from his lower back to the back of his right leg. He flinched and his back seized, but he kept pulling and dragging, pulling and dragging.
Battle felt the end of the incline under his boot and he mustered the strength for a final heave onto the wide expanse on the eastern side of the rail yard. He let go of Buck’s arms and tried standing upright. He was stiff, and the muscles in his back protested as he stretched upright. He involuntarily laughed at the burst of pain when he managed it.
Buck was on the ground behind him, and he took the dozen steps to the fence line. Beyond the fence they were that much closer to the checkpoint, that much closer to safety.
Battle felt light-headed as he checked for the best spot to cut the chain link. He couldn’t take in a full breath. His arm was bleeding; he could feel it trailing down his forearm.
He wrapped his fingers through the fence and leaned his head against it. The night was far from over. For the first time, he questioned his stamina, his ability to finish the job.
He reached into a breast pocket, pulling at the Velcro closure, and removed a photograph. He’d printed it out on cheap photo paper before his deployment. It was creased and faded. He could’ve drawn the photograph from memory he’d looked at it so many times, but Battle liked seeing it and holding it in his hand.
It was taken on Padre Island National Seashore. Sylvia was standing on the wide, sugary sand with her back to the Gulf of Mexico. Behind her, at the shore break, were clumps of seaweed.
He remembered the dank, salty smell of the seaweed, how it had prevented Sylvia from going into the water. She hadn’t wanted to step in it, let alone get nipped by a crab hiding in the green and brown blades.
Still, she was beaming. Her smile was genuine and her white teeth glowed against her sun-kissed skin. She had her hands on her hips in false protest to having her photograph taken in a bikini. Battle loved that bikini. It hid enough to make his mind wander, anticipating the moment late in the day when he’d get to remove it.
He stuffed it back into his pocket and rubbed closed the Velcro. He looked through the diamond-shaped opening in the chain link, trying to assess the landscape.
He knew the checkpoint was about five blocks from where he stood. There were maybe five or six streets to cross before he’d have to navigate the best way to traverse a twenty-foot-wide canal, also known as the Queiq River, that snaked its way through the city. There were three bridges from which to choose.
The northernmost was a wide, popular street that would force him to move past a large mosque once he turned south toward the checkpoint. He checked his watch. It was nine hundred thirty hours local. The nighttime Isha’a prayer was anytime between sunset and sunrise, close to midnight. The mosque might not be busy for the next hour or two. He could risk it.
Or he could travel four blocks south and cross the canal. That would put him almost directly in front of the checkpoint between the park and the amusement park. It would, however, require traveling amongst a densely populated neighborhood with high-rise buildings populating every block.
The third option also required traveling through a neighborhood and put him south of the amusement park on Pennsylvania Street. If he chose that route, he’d have to backtrack a block north to the checkpoint. It was the least viable option of the three.
Neither of the remaining two were ideal. And while he didn’t like the idea of limping through a high-rise neighborhood, doing the same on a wide-open four-lane road and passing a mosque was the lesser appealing route.
He knelt down on his kneepads and reached into his vest pocket, fishing past a couple of packets of vitamins to remove the wire cutters. Without using a cloth, he cranked down onto a link until he felt the snap. He moved the cutters up one link after another, cranking and snapping, until he’d created a large enough gash in the fence for him and Buck to fit through when pulled apart.
He opened the fence like a tent flap. It was a much larger opening than the one through which they’d squeezed on the western edge of the train yard.
Battle flexed the fingers on his left hand, trying to work out the stiffness. He cupped his hands together and blew into them, warming them with his breath.
He stepped back to Buck and crouched behind his head. “This is the final push, Sergeant. A little more to go and we’ll be there.”
Battle stood and then bent at his waist. He reached down and grabbed the shoulders of Buck’s vest. He leaned back, balancing himself with Buck’s weight, and dragged the soldier to the fence.
His back seized again when he reached the opening. He hitched, then dropped onto his backside and kept moving. Battle inched his way backward through the fence while tugging Buck.
Once he’d cleared the fence himself, he used a fence post to brace his boots. That gave him the leverage for the final couple of yanks on Buck’s vest.
Though the temperature was dropping, Battle was sweating profusely. He blinked back the sting in his eyes and used the back of his wrist to wipe the perspiration from his cheeks and temples.
He struggled to his feet and looked east. Five blocks had never seemed so far in his life.
 



CHAPTER 22
OCTOBER 15, 2037, 1:52 PM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
SOUTHLAND, TEXAS
 
“This is supposed to be the warmest part of the day.” Grat blew on his hands. He pulled on the rope that linked him to Sawyer, tugging the boy’s attention toward him. “You cold?”
Sawyer didn’t say anything. He hadn’t said much in the last four hours of their trek to Lubbock.
Emmett chuckled. “You keep asking that, Grat,” he said. “And the boy keeps ignoring you. You should stop asking.”
Sawyer adjusted his wrists on the saddle horn and tightened his eyes at the soreness of the cuffs. “I gotta go to the bathroom,” he said, his eyes dancing back and forth between the brothers.
“We ain’t got time,” said Emmett. “You can piss yourself, for all I care.”
Sawyer scowled at Emmett and shifted his stare to Grat. “Please.”
Grat slowed his horse near an intersection with a four-lane road. Highway 84 ran along the eastern edge of Southland, Texas. A four-square-block town, Southland was home to a handful of farmers who toiled the dry land for subsistence and for the Cartel. A large hay farm on the town’s western edge was a major supplier for the Cartel’s livestock.
They also grew corn, sorghum, and peanuts. The Cartel kept pushing cotton, but pests had all but made it impossible to harvest a good crop.
Sawyer didn’t know any of this, but as they rode north, he could see thin wisps of gray smoke puffing skyward to the east. He recognized it as chimney smoke. It wasn’t black or acrid enough to be a controlled burn or a house fire.
There were people in that town. Maybe they could help him.
Grat stopped his horse and dismounted. Emmett sighed and grunted an admonition.
“You’re a fool, Grat,” said the smaller Dalton brother. “He’s playing you. And you’re eating it up.”
Grat sneered. “Shut your trap, Emmett. I gotta go too.” Grat walked over to Sawyer’s horse and grabbed the boy around his bicep to help him dismount. He led Sawyer to a clump of leafless, angry-looking oak trees that provided some privacy from the highway.
“Hurry it up, the two of you,” said Emmett, watching them disappear behind the thick trunks. “We got to get to Lubbock before dark. Those are the orders.”
Grat glared over his shoulder at his brother but didn’t say anything. He looked over at Sawyer, who’d already found a relief spot, and then unzipped his drawers. He was still holding the rope with one hand.
Sawyer heard the zip of Grat’s pants followed by the splash of his stream hitting the dry dirt. He took in a breath of courage, wound an extra length of rope around his wrists, and yanked as hard as he could.
The short snap of tension gave way, and Sawyer was free of Grat’s hold. Surprised by his success, he stood under the tree for a moment and turned to run. His legs were heavy and his rear was tingling with the beginnings of numbness from sitting on the saddle for so many hours, but he churned against the dirt as fast as he could.
The rope trailed like a snake behind him, dusting up the dry earth in a cloud behind Sawyer as he ran to meet the eastbound four-lane road into town. He was careful not to trip on the rope as he chugged. His bound wrists, which he held out in front of himself, were screaming from the friction of the metal cuffs. Sawyer ignored it and focused his attention on the road ahead. He did not look behind him, even as Grat called for him to stop.
“What the—” Grat stood with his fly down, wetting himself as he watched the boy run away from him. “Mother fu—”
Emmett called from the road. “What?”
Grat hesitated. “The boy,” he said. “He’s running.”
Emmett was holding the reins for all three horses. He couldn’t leave them. He couldn’t give chase without risking the other two horses galloping away. “I told you!” he scolded his brother.
Grat stuffed himself back into his loose jeans and zipped up the fly, then started after Sawyer. “C’mon, boy! This is only gonna make it worse.”
Sawyer ignored him. He stumbled a couple of times on the uneven terrain, but once he met the road and veered east, he picked up speed. His long legs strode with surprising ease as he pushed himself closer to the wisps of smoke, the cold air filling his lungs with each breath. Sawyer giggled involuntarily, a nervous smile spreading across his cheeks. His eyes glistened. It was exhilarating. He turned for a quick look over his shoulder.
Sawyer couldn’t tell if the grunt was gaining on him. He’d gotten such an unexpectedly good start, there was a good fifty yards between them. Grat’s heavy leather boots thumped along the dirt, trying to avoid divots. Sawyer could see him reaching out his arms as if to reel him in as he ran.
Sawyer reached an intersection and turned north, hoping to put more distance between himself and Grat.
There was a large building straight ahead. He guessed it was an old school from the look of it. He couldn’t stop there. He’d get caught. When he reached the next street, he rounded the corner and headed east again.
“C’mon. Now!” Grat called out between thick, pained huffs. “You. Can’t. Get. Away. Give it. Up.”
Sawyer wasn’t about to listen to him and ran on. The smoke was getting closer. He could smell a hint of the burning wood. He continued north. He felt the slight ping of a cramp in his right side, but he stretched to the left and eased it as he pushed ahead.
Grat was beginning to gain on the boy. He’d reached his stride and the asphalt road was easier to navigate than the pitted, uneven dirt. “Sawyer,” he tried again. “Please, boy. This. Is. Only. Gonna be. Worse. For you.”
Grat blinked back the cold as a slight gust of wind hit him in the face and he kept chasing the boy.
Sawyer’s eyes widened. Up ahead, maybe a couple of hundred feet away, he spotted someone. At first, he couldn’t tell if it was a man or woman, but the closer he got, he could tell it was an older man. He was wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat and overalls. He was pushing a wheelbarrow.
Sawyer called out to the man. “Hey!” He pushed harder against the asphalt. “Help me. Please. Help me!”
The man saw him. He had to see him. Sawyer could tell the man was looking straight at him from under the brim of his floppy, ridiculous hat. The man didn’t react. He stood there holding the wheelbarrow.
Sawyer looked over his shoulder to see how much time he had to convince the man to help him before the grunt caught up. As he did, his foot caught the front edge of a pothole and he tripped. Sawyer’s body flung forward as if he were diving into a pool’s shallow end. He pulled his arms up to protect his face as he slid along the asphalt, tearing up his forearms and knees.
Sawyer rolled over, his face squeezed tight with pain. He pursed his lips and blew quickly in and out to mitigate the burn in his arms and legs. One of his wrists felt sprained, maybe broken, from the fall.
Before he could scramble to his feet, Grat was standing over him. The grunt’s chest was heaving from a combination of exhaustion and raw ire.
Sawyer laid his head on the asphalt and closed his eyes in resignation. He was so close.
“You didn’t see this,” Grat said to the man with the wheelbarrow and floppy hat. He reached down to the chain connecting the cuffs and pulled upward.
Sawyer resisted and yanked back. A bolt of pain shot through his right wrist.
“C’mon now,” Grat growled, the softness in his eyes gone. “The game is over.” He drew his revolver from his hip and, for effect, thumbed back the hammer. “Get up.”
Sawyer reluctantly struggled to his feet. Grat wrapped his free hand around the back of Sawyer’s neck and put the barrel of the revolver into the small of the boy’s back.
Sawyer looked at the farmer. The man caught his glare and then looked away. He put his head down and resumed crossing the street. The wheelbarrow squeaked as he pushed it.
“You aren’t gonna help me?” Sawyer asked.
The man blinked, his stride hitched, but he kept moving. He adjusted his grip on the wheelbarrow and disappeared beyond the intersection.
“He knows better,” spat the grunt. “He ain’t as stupid as you. I told you I hated kids. But I saw something in you.” Grat pushed Sawyer by the neck. He didn’t bother with the rope, which dragged on the ground as they walked. “I was wrong. My brother was right. You ain’t getting any more good treatment.”
Sawyer chuckled. “That’s funny.”
Grat squeezed his neck as they turned west back toward the highway. “Ain’t nothing funny.”
“Yeah, it is.” Sawyer looked up at Grat. His eyes were somehow older than a teenager’s. He walked, even in defeat, with the proud gait of an adult. There was no childish bounce or joy. “You said you saw something? Maybe you saw yourself in me? That’s what’s funny. I had the guts to run. I didn’t accept whatever it is you have planned for me. I don’t take orders from generals.”
Grat let go of Sawyer’s neck and then shoved the back of his head hard enough to push the boy to the ground. Sawyer fell forward onto his side and landed awkwardly on his right shoulder. Grat straddled him and squatted. He stuck the revolver in the boy’s face, pushing aside his nose with the long, cold barrel.
“You don’t talk no more, understand?” Spittle sprayed from his mouth. There were white balls of dried saliva in the corners, which stretched like snot as he berated the boy. “You don’t know nothing. You’re a punk kid with a dead whore mama. You shut up. Speak again, and I’ll let Emmett cut out your tongue.”
Sawyer whimpered and nodded his comprehension of the warning. He was again a frightened little boy, beaten and confused. Tears flooded his eyes.
“Get up.”
Sawyer obeyed and walked quietly back to the horses. He’d failed. There was no point in fighting again. Lubbock and the horror of the Jones awaited him. He vacantly mounted the horse, with Grat’s rough assistance, and reflexively took the horn.
“We got time to make up,” announced Emmett. “We need to run. Your boy here cost us time.”
“He ain’t my boy,” said Grat. “He’s an orphan punk about to meet his maker.”
Emmett reached out and punched Grat in the shoulder. “That’s my brother,” he said. “Welcome back.”
 



CHAPTER 23
OCTOBER 15, 2037, 2:15 PM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
POST, TEXAS
 
Highway 84 ran northwest and southeast, cutting diagonally across the region from Sweetwater to Muleshoe. In what was left of Post, Texas, it ran straight north and south through the center of the dirt-gray town.
Battle had caught up with Lola and Pico south of Post. It’d taken him longer than he’d anticipated. The headwind slowed his horse and made it tougher to make up ground.
When he’d galloped alongside them, Lola had offered a warm smile of relief. Her eyes found Battle’s and lingered a moment past what was comfortable. Battle felt his face flush. He was, to his own surprise, happy to see her. Her thin angular face, full lips, and fiery red hair were a welcoming familiar sight against the dust and death of a post-apocalyptic life.
He was glad to see Pico. The wrinkled consternation of his brow and the mustache too thick for his face forced the hint of a smile from the stoic warrior.
The silent pleasure of the reunion was short lived. Battle killed it.
“We’ve got company,” he said. “Skinner, I’m guessing, is leading a posse. They’ve got vehicles. If their box truck hadn’t broken down about twenty miles back, they’d have already caught me.”
The joy in Lola’s eyes evaporated. Pico’s mustache curled downward.
“What are our options?” asked Lola, tightening her grip on the reins.
“We need to ride these horses as hard as they’ll go,” said Battle. “Hopefully we outrun them to Lubbock.”
“That’s a good forty miles,” said Pico. “They’ll catch us.”
Battle raised his voice above the clop of the horses’ shoes. “Are there any alternative routes we can take? Anything that might help us avoid them?”
Pico shook his head and sat forward in his saddle. “I don’t think so,” he said. “We could take Highway 380, but it meets up again with 84.”
The three galloped in silence for another minute. Each of them looked over their shoulder, anticipating Skinner and his posse rolling up behind them.
“How far back are they?” Lola asked.
“I don’t know,” Battle said. “I think ten or fifteen minutes. At most.”
They rode into Post, pushing the tired horses through the empty town. Highway 84 turned into Broadway Street once they entered the heart of it. Up ahead on the right, Battle noticed a large sign that read “Holly’s Drive-Inn”. It stood above a red and white striped awning that surrounded the former restaurant. He was distracted by the broken windows and spray-painted graffiti on the brick exterior. Lola pulled him back into the moment.
“Battle! Up ahead!”
Riding straight for them, three blocks north, were at least a dozen horses carrying armed men. They were Cartel. A couple of them wore the signature brown hats of posse bosses.
Battle yanked the reins and drove his horse to the left. Lola and Pico followed without instruction.
Pow!
A single shot from a Browning chased them past the intersection as they sped west, racing parallel to the remnants of a drooping phone line, which ran infinitely along the length of the road.
Battle raised up in his saddle and goaded his horse as fast as it could carry him. He lowered his head and looked under his arm to see Lola and Pico a length behind him. The posse wasn’t visible yet.
Battle approached a wider intersection and he turned right. Heading north, he bolted between a high school football stadium to his left and a dirt racetrack to his right.
Pow! Pow! Pow!
The posse was behind them. Some of the men were firing off what were no better than warning shots as they gave chase. Battle peeked under his arm again. Pico and Lola were weaving their horses back and forth as they followed. There were no people anywhere. The streets and the houses were empty. It was a ghost town.
Pow! Pow!
While Battle knew the Brownings couldn’t hit a barn from the distance between them, the noise rattled his horse. It resisted his pull on the reins and, against his command, turned right back toward Broadway.
Battle tried coaxing the horse, but it didn’t want to listen to him. It sped up, which was good. Then it turned again, too quickly, while Battle was adjusting his grip on the reins. He lost his balance in the saddle and was thrown, tumbling to the dirt as Lola and Pico rode past him.
Though he was scraped up and bruised, Battle still had his wits about him. He pulled McDunnough and took aim at the first of the horsemen coming in his direction.
He trained the nine millimeter and tracked the posse boss from left to right.
Pop! Pop! Pop!
He hit the man, sending him from his saddle and into the dirt beside the road. He rolled over, his eyes still open.
Pow! Pow!
The explosion of the Brownings was louder than the approaching thunder of the posse. Battle knew he couldn’t fight them by himself. So he turned and ran.
He slid between a pair of shotgun houses and scurried through the narrow space between them. It was too small for a horse to navigate. A pair of errant shots blasted behind him as he emerged on the other side of the homes. He crossed the street and darted down another narrow alleyway, diagonally racing toward an abandoned gas station. He’d eluded the bulk of the posse for the moment and was able to slide under the damaged garage bay door that stood open with a three-foot gap between its bottom and the concrete threshold.
Battle was hit with a familiar, pungently sweet odor that immediately made him gag. He pushed himself to his feet. The only light in the space was coming from underneath the open bay door. It revealed nothing beyond the first couple of feet inside the garage.
Battle stepped into the dark, swallowing against the fetor. He pulled his arm to his face and covered his nose with the crook of his elbow, but he couldn’t escape it. He could taste the fruity rot of it. It was the smell of death, human death.
Battle knew from experience that dead people emitted an odor different than other animals. A field medic had told him at the end of a particularly difficult day in Isfahan, Iran, that a unique selection of chemicals was responsible for the distinct odor. That odor had permeated Iran after the death squads eliminated much of the opposition. It was prevalent in Syria too.
That odor, the sour, cringe-inducing odor, was why Battle had been so quick to bury his son and wife after their deaths. He’d have lingered with their bodies for days, lamenting his inability to protect them had it not been for what he knew was coming.
He refused to attach their memories to that smell. He couldn’t do it. He didn’t want to smell it ever again.
But here he was, the odor enveloping him. He took brief, shallow breaths to avoid vomiting. His gag reflex was in overdrive. He gave in to it, bent over, and heaved. His stomach convulsed, his throat burning as he threw up what little was in his stomach. It was mostly bile. The taste, as awful as it was, muted the odor enough to make it tolerable.
There was a voice outside of the garage. “You see him?”
“I lost him,” said another.
A third man cursed. “How’d he get away? We had him.”
Battle stood quietly in the dark, his muscles frozen. The men kept talking, but their voices grew more distant.
Battle exhaled, allowing himself to breathe once the men were far enough away. He was reminded of the odor when he inhaled. Slowly, he removed his backpack and set it on the ground in front of him. He knelt down and rummaged through the pack. Near the bottom, he found a Ziploc bag. He pulled it from the pack and blindly opened it, removing a box of waterproof matches.
Battle zipped the plastic bag and stuffed it back into his pack. He pushed open the matchbook, pulled out a stick, and struck it across the rough striking surface, igniting the red phosphorus on the end of the match. It was actually a regular match that Battle had coated with clear nail polish. The polish made the tip essentially waterproof. It lit easily when struck.
Battle held the match up in front of his face, but it didn’t do much to help. By the time he’d taken a couple of steps farther into the blackness of the garage, the flame was singeing his finger. He blew it out and lit another. A few more steps. Still nothing. Another match. A few more steps. And—
Battle let the match burn to his finger and snuffed it with a pinch, a flash of what he saw still visible in the afterimage of the dark.
Against the back wall of the garage, stacked like cordwood, were countless bodies.
Battle took another match. He squeezed his eyes closed, popped them open, and struck the match. The gruesome work of the Cartel was as shocking the second time.
Old. Young. Man. Woman. Boy. Girl. Infant. The Cartel’s henchmen had not discriminated. Some of the women were nude. So were some of the men.
The match burned to his finger, stinging it again before he put out the flame. He stood there in the dark, welcoming it.
Battle couldn’t know what it was the people had done to deserve their fate. Chances were good they’d done nothing. Maybe they’d protested giving up their crops or their land. Maybe they’d mouthed off to the wrong posse boss. Maybe they were executed when they ceased being useful, for whatever purposes. It didn’t matter.
Battle clenched his jaw and his fists, inadvertently crushing the matchbook in his left hand. The Cartel was worse than the Scourge. There were those who were immune to the pneumonia, those who were beyond its reach. Nobody, it seemed, was immune from the Cartel.
Battle stuffed the crumpled matchbook into his pocket and found his way to his backpack. He lay down on his stomach and crawled toward the light. He inched toward the support beam that separated the twin garage doors and lay behind it just inside the space.
He peeked out from underneath the open door. There was nobody there. He listened. Nothing. He was safe for the moment.
From his position on the floor, Battle reached into his breast pocket, inside the partially zipped hoodie, and gripped a piece of photographic paper.
On the paper was a picture of a man Battle barely recognized. His eyes shone, his muddy brown hair was neatly cropped. He was tanned and healthy. Filling his cheeks was a broad, genuine smile. His teeth were remarkably white.
To his left was a gorgeous dark-haired woman. Her eyes drilled through him, even from the faded photograph. She was grinning, a hint of devilishness on her face. Her left arm was hidden behind the man’s back, her right hand placed lovingly on his chest.
To the man’s right was a young boy who was the diminutive clone of the two adults. He was blessed with her eyes. His smile was his father’s. His wiry, prepubescent arms were wrapped around his dad’s neck. Behind them was a treehouse. He pulled the photograph to his face and inhaled. The photograph smelled of smoke. It was intoxicating.
Battle’s eyes welled. A knot tied itself thickly into the base of his throat. He blinked away the tears, swallowed the knot whole, and replaced the paper in his breast pocket. He held his hand at his chest for a moment and exhaled.
Battle slid out from underneath the door and slugged his pack onto both shoulders. He tightened the waist strap and checked McDunnough. He had plenty of ammunition should he need it.
He had no idea where Lola or Pico had gone. He didn’t have any clue as to where the posse was or how close Skinner might be getting.
He hoped, for his friends’ sakes, they’d kept north to Lubbock, but knew them well enough to believe they’d come back for him. That could be fatal for all of them.
If the Cartel would summarily assassinate a town full of people over what was likely nothing, he could only imagine what they’d do to someone who’d challenged them and threatened them the way he had.
He left the gas station and turned back toward the shotgun houses, hoping he’d find a stray horse. There was the possibility, he reasoned, that his horse had stayed in the area. There was also a chance the dead posse boss’s animal was nearby.
He jogged across the street and hurriedly wove his way between two sets of houses, finding himself at the spot where he’d fallen off his horse. As he emerged from the narrow space, he didn’t find any horses.
Instead he found a Browning shotgun aimed at his head. At the other end of that muzzle was a man in a white hat leaning against a matching SUV. He was flanked by too many men to count. They too were armed.
“Mad Max, I presume?” he drawled, a sneer snaking across his face as he spoke from behind the shotgun’s iron sights. A limp cigarette was dancing on his lips as he spoke.
Battle weighed his options. There weren’t any. He dropped McDunnough to the dirt and raised his hands above his head. “Cyrus Skinner, I’m guessing.”
The man grumbled out a laugh that sounded like a car failing to start. “What gave me away?”
“The stench.”
The sneer on Skinner’s face retreated into a frown. He motioned to his men. Four of them marched for Battle. Two of them took him by the arms while the others kept their weapons trained at his face. They forcibly walked him toward the white-hatted heathen in command.
“Despite my better judgment,” Skinner said, “I’m gonna have to keep you alive.”
Battle struggled against the grunts but didn’t say anything. He kept his glare fixed on Skinner, a man whose countenance was different from the other depraved grunts and bosses he’d seen.
There was something missing in his eyes, a conscience, or maybe a soul altogether. Battle studied the lines that ran along the edges of the man’s nose, the nasty curl of his mouth, the gaunt, skeletal shape of his cheeks. His right ear was blackened with dried blood. It looked as if a tiny piece might be missing near the lobe.
Skinner lowered his weapon and leaned it against the front of the SUV. He pulled a lighter from his pocket and lit the cigarette. His thick chest broadened as he inhaled deeply, his black eyes narrowing. He exhaled, blowing the smoke directly into Battle’s face. “That don’t mean I can’t rough you up a bit, though,” he said.
Battle didn’t react. He was stoic.
Skinner pinched the cigarette and drew it from his lips. He stepped toward Battle and, his eyes never leaving Battle’s, pressed it into the side of his neck.
Battle flinched at the initial burn, but he bit down on the inside of his cheek to counteract the pain. Even as his eyes watered from the sting, he didn’t lose eye contact with Skinner.
Skinner pulled the cigarette from Battle’s neck and immediately pressed it to another spot, his face alit with sadistic joy. Battle tensed again and cleared his throat. Still, he remained silent. Skinner twisted the cigarette against Battle’s neck, putting it out against his skin. He flicked the butt against Battle’s face and leaned back against the SUV with his arms folded.
“Battle’s a funny name,” he said. The collection of grunts around him laughed. “That a real name, or you come up with it to sound tough?”
Battle said nothing.
Skinner looked over at one of the grunts with a Browning pointed at Battle. He waved his hand at him. “Hand me that gun,” he said. “The nine millimeter. I wanna see it.”
The grunt handed over McDunnough. Skinner turned it over in his hand, apparently admiring its craftsmanship. He shook it in his hand. “Nice,” he said and pointed it at Battle’s face, pushing the bushing at the end of the muzzle into his brow.
Battle resisted the temptation to close his eyes. He didn’t even blink.
“You need to start talking,” said Skinner. “Or I’m gonna have to disobey my orders.”
“Let me ask a question,” Battle said.
“He speaks,” Skinner said to the assembled grunts. He laughed. They laughed. “Go ahead, Battle.”
Battle sighed. “What happened to the people in this town?”
Skinner tilted his head like a dog and squeezed his eyes. “What people?”
“All of them.”
Skinner twisted the handgun against Battle’s skin. “You’re speaking in riddles.”
“Everyone in this town is dead,” Battle replied. “You killed them.”
“So you know what happened to them, then.” Skinner chuckled.
“Why did you kill all of them?” Battle asked. “What did they do?”
Skinner held up three fingers with his free hand and thumped Battle’s forehead with McDunnough three times. “That’s three questions.”
Battle sniffed. He didn’t respond.
“I dunno,” Skinner said. “’Cause we could. Ain’t nothing in this town we need. Ain’t nobody we need. Somebody might have lipped off. Who knows? Why do you care anyhow?”
Battle swallowed. “I didn’t say I cared.”
“Tough guy.” Skinner pulled the gun from Battle’s head and stuck it in his empty holster. He motioned at one of the grunts holding Battle by the arm. The grunt reared back and slammed the butt of his shotgun into the side of Battle’s head.
“Time to go,” Skinner said. He slid into his seat and activated the satellite phone. It took a moment to produce a signal. “We got him,” he said. “We’re on our way.”
The men loaded Battle into the back of the SUV. They’d be in Lubbock before sundown.
 



CHAPTER 24
OCTOBER 15, 2037, 2:35 PM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
NORTH OF POST, TEXAS
 
“We need to go back,” Lola called to Pico. “We saved him once. We could do it again.”
They were riding north on state Highway 207. It split from Highway 84 on the eastern side of Post. They’d outdistanced the posse chasing them in town and were a good three miles from it.
“We can’t,” Pico said. “If they got him, we can’t help him. There were too many of them. If they didn’t get him, he’ll be fine. We’ll meet him in Lubbock.”
Lola gripped the saddle horn and rubbed it with her palm. The constant waves of guilt she felt over losing her son were always roiling beneath the surface. The idea that she’d abandoned the man who was helping her rescue Sawyer was overwhelming. She sank in the saddle as the horse galloped forward. There was something deep within her that told her Sawyer was alive. That same voice was certain Battle was dead. Lola was a realist. She had to be in the dusty, violent hell forged by the plague and its survivors.
Before the Scourge, Lola had lived the life of an eternal optimist. A native Floridian, she’d grown up in Jacksonville. She was an only child. Her father was retired Navy. He was a demanding but loving man who raised her by himself after his wife left him when Lola was nine.
Her father had retreated into a shell, and Lola became the caretaker at a young age. It was her responsibility, she had resolved, to provide the light where she could see only dark. And she had.
Her sunny disposition, and constant belief that tomorrow would be better than today, eventually had drawn her father back to the living. Her love for life, despite its difficulties, was infectious.
It was that ebullience that attracted a fellow student at the University of North Florida. He was on the basketball team. He was popular. And he’d fallen hard for Lola.
They were married a week after graduating. He’d found a job as an accountant at the Mayo Clinic. She’d been hired as a dental hygienist. They’d worked hard during the week and spent their weekends at the beach. Lola had always worn too much sunscreen. Her husband had enjoyed applying it.
Four years after they married, they’d bought a home on the St. Johns River. It was small, but with an incredible view. Lola and her husband had known they were blessed.
Six months after that, while they were still repainting the exterior and improving the landscaping in the tiny front yard, they were expecting their first child. It was a boy.
He was healthy, he was happy and, incredibly, slept through the night. They’d named him Sawyer, after her father.
They’d tried to have more children, but Lola miscarried twice. Despite the heartache, she’d reminded herself daily of her fortune. She had a healthy son, a loving husband, and a beautiful home.
Lola would have liked to stay home with her son, but the house had been expensive and the couple reasoned her income would eventually help pay for college.
Life had been good. Like so many families in 2032, they’d had plans for the future.
Sawyer’s eighth birthday had been the beginning of the end of those plans. It was the day Lola’s father died of pneumonia.
Lola’s husband had known the global threat called the Scourge was beginning to take hold in the United States. There had been loud whispers at the Mayo Clinic about failed vaccine trials and increasing patient loads.
It had quickly devolved into a crisis. Lola’s father was one of 326 people who died at a Jacksonville hospital on October 2, 2032. Another 417 died the next day. Within two weeks, the city had fallen into chaos.
Lola had kept believing they could stay in their home. Everything would work out for the best. It always had. No darkness was too black from which to find the light.
When a pair of thugs broke into their home, searching for food, and one of them threatened Sawyer at knifepoint, Lola had agreed it was time to leave.
They’d headed west for Louisiana. Her husband had known of a compound there. It belonged to a doctor friend. He was what her husband called a “prepper”. Lola didn’t really know what that meant. She hadn’t cared. She knew he’d developed a rural piece of land. It had several cabins, was stocked with food and supplies, and was hidden from the outside world. The doctor had offered them refuge.
It had taken them nearly a week to find it. Others, with less benevolent intentions, had beaten them there. The doctor and his family were dead. The food, however much of it there had been, was gone. Still, they’d hidden in one of the cabins for close to a month, until they’d run out of the supplies they’d brought with them.
It had only gotten worse from there. Lola, however, had remained hopeful. At least outwardly, she had convinced her family they would find a safe place to call home. The chaos couldn’t last forever, she’d believed. Eventually, they’d return home and begin again. Then her husband died and the optimism began to fade. A viral realism took hold, infecting the hope to which she had so long clung.
Now, five years later, the transformation was complete. Her son was missing, and her savior was likely dead. Lola looked over at Pico. He was rubbing his fingers on his mustache. It was his tell. He was nervous and afraid.
“We need to cut west,” he said. “If we stay on this highway, it’ll lead us straight north, away from Lubbock.”
“If we cut back, aren’t we in danger of getting caught?”
“Yes. We ain’t got a choice.”
Lola sighed. They steered the horses from the state highway and onto the dirt. Everything in front of her was gray or brown. The only life she could see was the occasional patch of green weed struggling against the cold.
“We should head straight at the sun,” Pico said. “It’s west. We’ll eventually hit Highway 84. We’ll turn right; that’ll get us to Lubbock.”
Lola’s horse seemed to enjoy the soft earth. It was running faster on the dirt. Lola could feel it in the rhythmic bounce of its gallop.
She tightened her grip on the reins and closed her eyes. The wind, though cold, felt good against her face. It reminded her of the Atlantic sea breeze that chilled Jacksonville Beach in the winter. She pictured her husband, the wind tousling his hair. He had Sawyer on his shoulders, his hands wrapped around their son’s pudgy feet. For a moment, she forgot where she was.
Pico snapped her from the daydream. “Lola!”
She opened her eyes and saw Pico pointing behind them. She looked over her shoulder. She blinked twice, hoping what she saw was as much a dream as what she’d envisioned with her eyes closed. It wasn’t.
There was a cloud of dust and dirt barreling toward them. At least twenty horses were racing in their direction. Atop the horses were armed men.
“How did they find us again?”
“I don’t think they’re the same men,” Pico said, sitting up in his saddle to push his horse faster. “They came from the north.”
Lola kicked her heels into her horse and coaxed the animal to quicken its gait and engage a full gallop. The horse responded, pounding away at the dirt. Lola leaned forward, both of her hands working the reins, keeping pace with Pico.
Despite their efforts, the posse was catching up. They were running side by side in a long intimidating line of horses moving at breakneck speed. An impressive cloud of dust trailed behind the posse, framing their advance against the otherwise clear sky. Lola tried not to look back at them, but the temptation was irresistible. Each time she peeked, the line was bigger, closer. They’d be on top of them in no time.
Pico’s face was drawn with worry. He too was forward in his saddle. His horse was snorting as it ran, its majestic head bobbing forward and back with effort. Its dark mane was windswept as it worked against the cold swirl that fought against their advance.
The dirt gave way to the rich soil of a plotted farm, and Lola’s horse dove straight into seven-foot stalks of ornamental corn ready for harvest. The plants were sown far enough apart for the horse to run clean between the long, tall rows of corn.
Lola couldn’t see or hear Pico above the rustle of the stalks rushing past. If she sat tall in the saddle, she could see over the top of the tassels adorning the mature green corn silks.
Thick leaves slapped her in the face when she tried to look behind her. It was a futile effort regardless. She was swamped in the cornfield. All she could see were the stalks. All she could hear was the brushing and snap of crops, the beat of the horse’s hoofs on the soil, and the breathing of the animal.
Lola turned again to look behind her and saw nothing. She swung her body back to face the front and caught a flash of movement to her right.
She glanced to her right and saw the flash again. And again. There was someone riding parallel to her. She pressed her knees against the saddle and raised up to look over the tops of the stalks. The western edge of the field still wasn’t visible.
There was a flash to her left. Someone was on her other side.
If the rider to the right was Pico, the one to the left most definitely was not. Worse yet, both of them could be Cartel.
Lola made a snap decision. She slowed her horse a beat and then pulled him hard to the left. She cut south, racing her horse behind where she imagined the Cartel might be. It was a bad miscalculation.
Her horse, blinded by the thicker density of stalks running north and south, clipped the back end of another animal. The collision sent Lola flying from the saddle. She held onto the reins too long and flipped over the front of the horse, her fall broken by the corn. The horse tumbled too, missing her as it rolled onto its side and slid to a stop.
By the time Lola pushed herself to her feet, she was surrounded by three grunts on horseback. All of them had their Brownings and leering eyes directed at her.
One of them slung his leg over his saddle and dismounted. “We got your little man already,” he said. “He ain’t talking. I’m fixin’ to rip that mustache off his lip.”
So they’d caught Pico.
Lola tried not to reveal her disappointment. She rubbed the dirt from her cheeks and tried to pull her hair from in front of her eyes. The man yanked her closer to him. His breath was fetid, as if he’d eaten the fertilizer used to grow the corn.
“We’re looking for the big dude,” he said, the odor hot and nauseating. “They call him Mad Max. You know where we might find him?”
Lola swallowed, trying to avoid breathing the grunt’s air as he spoke. She processed what he was saying.
They didn’t have Battle. They believed she could help them find him. That was her only value.
She tried to pull free of his grasp. He held tight. She gritted her teeth. “I can help you get him.”
The man narrowed his focus and loosened his grip. “How so?”
“He’s headed to Lubbock,” she said. “You take me there, I’ll tell you exactly where to find him.”
He licked his teeth with his tongue and then spat a thick green wad of saliva into the soil. “Why would you do that?” he asked. “You was with him in Abilene. You was helping him there. Now you’re quick to drop him like a hot iron.”
Lola searched his eyes, piecing together a response. “He left us,” she said. “Just up and left us.”
“Us?”
“Me and my friend with the mustache.”
The grunt laughed. “Salomon Pico? He’s your friend?”
Lola’s eyes widened with surprise.
“We know who he is,” said the grunt. “He was one of us. He’s a traitor. He ain’t nobody’s friend. Now what you got going with—”
Lola shook her arm free. “I don’t have anything going with him,” she snapped. “Now either you want our help or you don’t.”
The grunt shrugged. “I dunno. Not sure what value you got.”
“I tell you the value I got,” she mocked. “You don’t wear a hat. You’re a grunt. You tell your boss you had me and let me go—”
“Oh”—he waved his finger at her—“I ain’t letting you go. I’m wondering why I shouldn’t put a bullet in your head right here and be done with it.”
“Because I can help you find Mad Max,” she insisted. “He won’t suspect me of helping you.”
The grunt pursed his lips and took a step back. He folded his arms across his chest and rubbed the sparse curls of hair on his chin. He nodded. “All right then,” he said. “We’ll take you to Lubbock. Once we’re there, I’ll let the bosses decide what to do with you.”
Lola sighed with relief. She was on her way to Lubbock. “What about Pico?” she asked.
The grunt laughed. “He’s already on the road north. They got plans for him. He ain’t gonna die easy.”
 



CHAPTER 25
JANUARY 3, 2020, 8:00 PM
SCOURGE -12 YEARS, 9 MONTHS
ALEPPO, SYRIA
 
The shots were coming from all directions. Battle was trapped, pinned down with Buck draped across his shoulders in a fireman’s carry. He was holding Buck’s right wrist with his right hand, his back pressed up against the wall of a four-story stone and brick building. The second and third floors jutted outward, creating an overhang that wrapped around the freestanding mid-rise.
Battle had the nine millimeter in his left hand, but he couldn’t return fire. There was no single good target.
Someone had spotted him moving in the shadows along the edge of a narrow street that ran north and south parallel to the canal. They’d shouted first and then fired. Battle recognized the discharge as a Chinese version of the AK-47.
The Type 56, as it was known, was common in the Iranian theatre. It was a leftover from the Iran-Iraq war fifty years earlier. He recognized it by its rapid rate of fire. The Type 56 didn’t have a hammer retarder and allowed for the higher rate.
The Type 56 was quickly accompanied by a chorus of gunfire. Together it sounded like fireworks. Because of the buildings’ varying constructions and heights, Battle couldn’t pinpoint exactly where the multitude of threats originated.
Buck was unconscious and his pulse was weakening. Battle could barely feel it in the sergeant’s wrist. There was no way he’d make it the two blocks south needed to cross the bridge to the other side. He couldn’t wait it out either.
The percussion of gunfire slowed and then stopped. There were men yelling to each other in Arabic. Battle couldn’t decipher it. The echo, the speed with which they spoke, and his exhaustion made it impossible. Regardless, there was a window.
He shrugged Buck up higher on his shoulders. Between his weight and that of his pack, his sciatic nerve was pinging with a constant pulse of sharp pain. His neck was throbbing. His ribs felt abused. His wounded left arm was tingling as if it was asleep.
“Now or never,” he mumbled to himself and darted out into the street. He turned south along the street and at the next intersection wove toward the protection of a series of high-rise apartments. He’d advanced maybe one hundred feet without drawing any direct fire.
From his new position he could see one of the shooters. He was shirtless and standing on the narrow balcony of his third-story apartment. The light in his apartment was on, providing a perfect silhouette of his thin frame. Somehow, he’d missed Battle darting across the street.
He had a rifle in his hands, its muzzle resting on the wrought-iron railing at the edge of the balcony. The spinning shadow of a ceiling fan hovered behind his head like a rotating halo.
Battle guessed the target was easily forty yards from him. With his right hand, Battle knew he could hit him from that distance. With his left hand, he wasn’t as confident.
Add that his sciatic nerve was providing a ridiculous distraction as he planted both feet to evenly distribute his weight, and the odds of a clean hit were greatly diminished. Nonetheless, Battle extended his injured left arm and locked his elbow. He pulled his right hand, along with Buck’s, up under his elbow to brace it. He tilted his head to the left and focused through the iron sights.
He found the shadowed target backlit against the apartment, exhaled, and fired. It was an impossible shot given the range, the angle, the weapon, and his fatigue.
Pop! Pop!
The silhouette swayed and fell forward, his body draped over the balcony. The rifle fell from its perch and rattled into the street below.
Battle’s shots, however, initiated a newly orchestrated symphony of gunfire. A couple of the shots hit the building against which his body was pressed, though it didn’t seem any of the gunfire was well targeted.
Against the echo of gunfire, Battle heard a scream and looked up to where the silhouette had stood. There was a second person there, a woman. She was tugging at the dead body, unsuccessfully trying to pull him free of the balcony.
Her wailing grew louder, and she was waving her hands and crying out in despair before giving up and returning to the apartment. Battle could hear her anguished voice even once she’d disappeared.
His eyes found the rifle on the street. He looked for signs of others shooters and didn’t see any. Battle tucked the handgun in his waistband, tightened his grip on Buck, and dashed into the street. He quickly squatted and grabbed the rifle. Rather than retrace his steps, he moved directly underneath the balcony on which he killed the silhouetted rifleman. The woman’s shrieks were overhead now.
He leaned back against the cracked stucco wall and checked the rifle for damage. It was the Type 56 he’d heard earlier. It was fitted with the distinctive slant compensator found on the AK-47. That wasn’t standard to the Type 56. It had an under folding spike bayonet and a chrome-plated bore chamber. He guessed it weighed eight or nine pounds and was easily heavier than his HK416. It had English control markings on it. It was in the F position.
Battle checked the magazine, which he figured was the midsize box that held thirty rounds. It was half empty.
He’d seen the weapon demonstrated but had never fired it. He had no concept for how sensitive the automatic trigger might be. Regardless, this was better than the handgun. He suddenly felt better about their chances.
Battle held the rifle at his side, the muzzle inches from the ground, edging his way along the side of the building, trying to keep himself in the shadows. He reached the nearest intersection and stopped at the corner. He looked to his left, swinging Buck’s body with him, and then looked to his right. He looked back to the left again and a flush of panic washed over him. His pulse quickened. His back tensed again and he shifted his weight to his left leg.
He closed his eyes and tried to retrace his steps, but all he could think about was that he couldn’t think. He shook his head and focused. Had he passed two east-west intersections or three? Or was it four? It was three. Or four. How far south had he moved? Was he still north of the bridge? He was north of it. No. He’d gone too far. His breathing accelerated.
In the confusion of the gunfire, despite his efforts to maintain calm, he’d become confused.
Battle was lost.
 



CHAPTER 26
OCTOBER 15, 2037, 4:20 PM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
LUBBOCK, TEXAS
 
Marcus knew it was a dream. The colors were too bright and his heart too full for it not to be a dream.
He was with Wesson. They were at the back edge of their property, up early enough to see the sun rise and their breath puff in the morning air before the chill burned off.
Marcus sipped hot coffee. It was black and strong. He could taste the caffeine and feel it coursing through his veins, energizing him with each careful slurp.
Sylvia had brewed the pot before they left. She’d also mixed a cup of Swiss Miss for Wesson and poured it into a matching Golden Knights thermos. Wesson insisted they have the same containers, the same hats, the same camouflage bib.
It was their first hunt together. Wesson was talking incessantly. He was fidgeting, snapping dead branches and crunching leaves in his palms. Marcus had to remind him to keep quiet every couple of minutes.
“Buddy,” he whispered, wrapping his arm around his son’s narrow shoulders, “we’ve got to be quiet. We don’t want to spook the deer.”
Wesson nodded like a bobblehead and raised his gloved finger to his lips. He smiled and immediately snapped a dead branch from the sapling next to him.
Marcus could smell the mesquite, the damp oak, and the dirt when they settled into their blind. He pulled a bolt from the quiver and loaded it into his crossbow. He did the same for Wesson, with a much smaller, lighter weapon, and handed it to him.
“You remember what I taught you?” he asked, nuzzling beside his son to make sure Wesson was holding the bow correctly.
The boy nodded and showed his dad the proper form.
“Now we wait,” said Marcus, his mind knowing full well it was a dream as he sipped the coffee and inhaled the aroma of Arabica mixed with the smoky air of the central Texas woods.
The two Battles sat there in the blind, enjoying one another’s company, the elder soaking up the sudden maturity of his son, the younger relishing the bonding time with his idol.
The time came. A young buck appeared behind a fallen oak. It was alone. “Wesson,” Marcus whispered, “you see it?”
Wesson nodded and drew his bow’s stock to his shoulder. He looked over at his father.
“The limbs are taut,” Marcus said of the winged bow pieces that held the tension on the bowstrings. “The bolt is in the flight groove. Check your hand on the foregrip.”
Wesson adjusted his left hand. Battle could see the glisten of sweat on the grip.
“Whenever you’re ready,” said Marcus.
The deer was still. Its large eyes were looking straight at them. It turned its head to the left, exposing the length of its body. It was a nice, wide target.
Wesson kept both eyes open, as his father had instructed, and pulled the trigger.
Clunk! Thooop!
The bolt sailed through the air and into the deer. It hit the perfect spot, above and behind the right leg. The bolt drove through the deer’s heart and up into its right lung.
It shuddered, ran a couple of yards, and collapsed into the bed of leaves coating the ground.
Marcus watched the kill and turned to congratulate his son. Instead of the beaming smile he expected, Wesson was gasping for air. His son was coughing and convulsing.
Marcus held his son’s shoulders, trying to steady him. The coughing grew more intense. Wesson was bleeding from his nose and ears.
“This is your fault,” Sylvia said, appearing from nowhere. She was standing over Marcus’s shoulder as he struggled to calm his son. “You promised we would be safe,” she said. “You promised we would survive.”
Marcus felt cold. Sweat was beading on his forehead and spilling into his eyes. He laid his son down and unzipped the bib. “It’ll be okay, son,” he told the boy. “It’ll be okay.”
“It won’t be okay,” said Sylvia. “You can’t make it okay.”
“Am I going to die?” Wesson asked between wet hacks. “Dad? Am I—”
Marcus reminded himself it was a dream. He wanted to wake from it. He wanted the dream to end.
Wake up!
“All of your preparation,” sneered Sylvia. “All of your promises.”
Wake up!
“Dad? Am I going to die?”
Wake up! Wake up!
 
Battle’s eyes popped open. His body twitched. He took a deep, ragged breath. The dream was over. He’d merely traded one nightmare for another.
He was in a dark room, save the fluorescent light above him that was dim and strobing. It gave the space the feeling of a Halloween haunted house.
Battle was on a sofa. There was a large desk, a couple of chairs, a bookshelf, and some plaques on the walls. It looked like someone’s office. There weren’t any windows.
He sat forward on the sofa and rose to his feet. The room started to wobble and he sat down. His head began throbbing, and he remembered what had happened. Somebody clocked him and knocked him unconscious.
He had no concept of time or place, but he knew he couldn't stay in this room. Slowly, using the sofa’s firm arm, he pushed himself back to his feet and walked to the door. It was the only access to the room.
The handle, as he expected it would be, was locked. The door was solid metal.
Battle checked the locking mechanism, but in the dim light he couldn’t see anything. He figured they’d be coming for him soon. He needed to figure out as much about where he was as possible before they showed up.
Dizzy and light-headed, he walked slowly to the desk. He inched his way around it to the large wooden chair behind it and sat down. He swiveled in the seat and tried each of the drawers on the desk’s face. Only one opened. It was empty.
The desk was bare. There was nothing on it but the inlaid cherry pattern running its rectangular perimeter.
Battle spun in the chair and looked at the bookshelf. There were motivational titles, books about strategy, a New International Version Bible. There was nothing that gave away his location. Then he looked at the plaques on the wall.
Each of them was an award for achievement. One was from the Associated Press for 2028 Coach of the Year. Another plaque was for the 2025 Big Twelve Conference Coach of the Year. All of the plaques honored the football coach for Texas Tech University.
Battle nodded his head. He was in Lubbock, likely on the Tech campus. The Cartel brought him here because they knew he was looking for the kid. Maybe that meant the boy was still alive. He reminded himself that Skinner wasn’t allowed to kill him. Someone higher up on the Cartel food chain wanted him alive.
Battle sat down in the desk chair. His head hurt. He felt the spot where the grunt punched him and hit him with something. There was a large, tender knot behind his ear at the base of his skull.
He leaned forward on the desk with his elbows and lowered his head into his hands. He couldn’t think straight enough to process what each of the clues meant. And none of them, even if he had been able to decipher them, would tell him if Lola and Pico were still alive.
He closed his eyes, trying to will away the pain, when the door lock clicked, the handle spun, and the door swung open. Two men walked into the room. Even in the dim, flickering light, he recognized one of them as Cyrus Skinner. He didn’t know the other one, a tall, well-built soldier of a man. He was wearing a black hat and black boots. He carried himself with incredible confidence, despite a noticeable limp.
A gray ponytail draped across one shoulder. He had a thick white beard that clung to his cheeks but hung low from his chin. He was more than a posse boss or a captain. Battle was smart enough to know that.
“So you’re Mad Max,” the man said, “the great warrior who happens to be a major pain in my ass.”
Battle pulled his elbows from the desk. He leaned back in the chair. The man approached the desk and planted his thick fingers on it, leaning forward as he spoke.
“Mad Max, huh?” The man’s eyes narrowed and he exhaled through his nose. “I hear your real name is Battle. That so?”
Battle folded his arms across his chest. “Yeah.”
“Pleased to see you, Battle.” The man extended his right hand. “I’m General Roof. You can call me General.”
Battle looked at the general’s hand and hesitated, but he thought it better not to aggravate the situation with unwarranted defiance. He took his hand and squeezed it as he shook it.
“Nice grip,” said General Roof. “That’s a soldier’s handshake.”
Skinner chuckled. He was standing near the sofa, his hands stuffed into his pockets. General Roof turned to look over his shoulder. His hand was still gripping Battle’s.
“That’s rude,” he said to Skinner. “Apologize to the man, Captain Skinner.”
Skinner jerked with surprise. “What?”
Roof kept his eyes on Skinner and motioned to Battle with his head. “Apologize for your insolence.”
“My ins—”
“You were rude,” Roof said. “Apologize to our guest.”
Skinner looked at the floor and scratched his chin. He pulled a cigarette from his pocket and dropped it between his lips.
Roof smiled. “I’ll apologize for him. That was unnecessary. He’s embarrassed that you made a fool of him. From what I understand you burned his house, blew up his HQ, and killed I don’t know how many men.”
Battle shot Skinner a look. The smirk was long gone from the captain’s face.
Roof turned to Skinner. “Don’t light that cigarette in here, Cyrus.”
Skinner grumbled and mocked Roof like a petulant child when the general turned back to Battle. He licked his lips and stuffed the cigarette back in his pocket.
“Here’s my problem, Battle,” said Roof, sitting on the edge of the desk. He scratched the scruff on his neck. “As much as I respect you, I can’t have you running roughshod over my land.”
“This isn’t your land,” said Battle.
Roof smiled again. “It is until somebody takes it from me,” he said. “The Cartel, my carefully pieced together organization, runs everything, you see. Everything. I mean, we earned it fair and square.”
“Through muscle and fear,” corrected Battle.
“Same thing. That’s beside the point. I’d prefer not to digress into the irrelevant facts. You are here on my land. You are creating problems for me. You are, therefore, not welcome.”
Battle swiveled in the chair. He glanced at Skinner, who’d moved to the sofa and was sulking. As nasty as Skinner was, this general was worse. His intelligence and calm demeanor were far more frightening than the obvious bullying of the captain. He was guessing Roof was former military. He had that sense about him, a familiar cadence and quiet confidence. His eyes had seen things he couldn’t forget. They were etched in his gaze.
“As much as I’d like to let you walk,” said Roof, “I can’t do that. It sends the wrong message to the troops. Plus my comrades, the other two generals with whom I run this joint, might have a problem with unilateral clemency.”
Battle leaned into the desk and shrugged his shoulders. “So?”
“So—” he chuckled “—I’m going to have to make an example of you. People need to know they cannot challenge the status quo and get away with it. Hell, even the United States government knew to fall in line and leave us alone.”
“You do what you need to do,” said Battle, looking at Skinner as he spoke to Roof. “I’ll deal.”
Roof slapped the desk. “I know you will,” he said. “We’re going to put you into the Jones. It’s our Roman Colosseum, our Thunderdome, if you will.”
“Meaning what?”
Roof stood from the desk. “Meaning we toss you into the stadium with a couple of other haters. Then you die at the hands of some of our better grunts.”
“What purpose does that serve?”
“Well,” Roof said, “it’s a very public way to die. It’s fun entertainment for the folks who like us, and it’s a darn clear warning for those who don’t.”
“Fits.”
“Fits?”
“Yeah,” said Battle. “It fits. You’re afraid of losing control. You don’t have as strong a hold on your land as you’d like me to believe. Otherwise, there’d be no need to warn anyone. They’d already know.”
General Roof nodded. He took a good long look at Battle and then turned to leave. He limped toward the door. “Skinner here will see you get the prep you need,” he said without turning around. “We’ll move you to the locker room for the night. You’ll fight at first light tomorrow.”
Roof walked out into what Battle assumed was a hallway. He stopped and stuck his head back into the room. “You’re exactly who I thought you were, Battle. You didn’t disappoint.”
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The locker room was dank and ripe with the overwhelming smell of mildew. At least there was a light and slow spinning ceiling fan at one end of the long open space.
Battle found a wooden stool, dragged it into the light, and sat on it. He leaned it back onto two of its legs and rested his back against the painted cinder-block wall.
He crossed his arms over his chest and closed his eyes. While he wasn’t anxious to fall asleep, given what he’d encountered the last time he dreamt, there wasn’t anything else to do other than imagine what he would face in the morning.
Battle never considered himself a warrior or a gladiator. He was simply a smart guy who knew how to take orders and survive. He considered the odds against him and was okay with them.
If his lot was to die on the artificial turf of a football stadium, so be it. He was ready to join his wife and son in heaven. But there was a nagging thought that picked at the peace to which he’d arrived: he’d promised Lola he’d rescue her son.
If he died tomorrow, he’d have failed her. It would be yet another promise he couldn’t keep. At least he’d tried. There was that.
Battle had drifted to that odd place between consciousness and sleep when he heard the door to the locker room slam open.
From his spot in the corner of the room, he could only see shadows in the doorway. There were a pair of grunts on either side of a smaller man. They shoved the man inside. He stumbled and fell onto his knees. The grunts laughed at him and pulled the door shut.
The man slowly walked into the light. His head was down, but as soon as Battle saw him, he recognized him. The mustache was unmistakable.
Battle pushed his back from the wall and dropped the stool onto all four legs. “Salomon Pico?”
Pico looked up. One eye was swollen shut, the puffy flesh around it black and deep purple. His nose looked broken. There was a long gash along the top of it, and dried blood caked the edges of his nostrils.
Battle stood from the stool, measured his balance, and then moved to Pico’s side. “What did they do?”
“They caught me outside of Post,” Pico said. “Right after you disappeared. A whole bunch of them. They knew me. They took it out on me.”
“Where’s Lola?”
Pico looked up, his open eye searching Battle’s. “I dunno,” he said. “We got separated. She disappeared into a cornfield. I dunno what happened. I gotta guess it ain’t good.”
Pico’s revelation socked Battle in the gut. He didn’t want to think about what might have happened to her. “So you’re joining me in the Jones?” he asked, trying to redirect the conversation to the least distasteful of all the nasty possibilities.
“Yeah,” Pico said. “They told me I’m getting a traitor’s death—public and painful.”
Battle snickered. “Surprised they’re not hanging you in the town square, then. Seems to be their style.”
Pico frowned. “Not funny.”
“I’m just saying we could survive this,” Battle explained. “Then what?”
“I don’t—”
The door swung open again and the armed grunts tossed in a third gladiator. This one was tall and wiry. His face looked younger than the cynicism in his eyes. His mop of red hair hung over his ears. It was the hair that gave him away.
“Sawyer?” Battle asked as the door slammed shut.
The boy’s eyes tightened. He scowled warily at Battle and then at Pico. He kept his distance, standing where the guards left him.
Battle took a step forward; his voice softened. “You’re Sawyer, right? Your mother is Lola?”
The boy tensed. His hands balled into fists. His feet spread to shoulder width. “Who are you?”
“I’m Marcus Battle,” he said. “You’re Sawyer, right?”
The boy nodded almost imperceptibly. “Yeah. I’m Sawyer. You knew my mom?”
Battle took another careful step toward the boy, trying not to spook him. “A bit. She ended up on my land after the Cartel caught you. She’s been looking for you. We’ve been looking for you.”
Sawyer motioned to Pico. “Who’re you?”
“I’m Salomon Pico,” he said. “I was trying to help too.”
“You look like Cartel.”
“I was,” Pico admitted. “Not anymore.”
The boy took a half step back toward the door. His glassy eyes moved between Battle and Pico. “How did she die?” He lifted his head, apparently bracing himself for the answer.
“I don’t know that she’s dead.”
The boy’s eyes widened; his brow lifted. “She’s alive?”
“I don’t know that either.”
The hope on Sawyer’s face collapsed into confusion. He shook his head and tried speaking with his hands. Nothing came out. Tears forming in the corners of his eyes streamed along his cheeks.
“She was alive this afternoon,” said Pico. “I was with her. We got separated. I don’t know where she is now.”
“So she could be alive?”
“Yes,” said Pico. “She could be.”
Sawyer stepped forward and swept his bangs from his forehead. “We need to find her,” he said. “If she’s still alive, we have to find her.”
Battle stepped closer still and held his hands in front of him, assuring the boy he meant no harm. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Sawyer,” he said, measuring his words carefully, “but we’re not in a position to go looking for your mom right now. We’re prisoners here. We’re about to be thrown to the lions.”
Sawyer’s eyes fidgeted. He flexed his fingers and pushed aside his hair again. “We can’t just sit here, though. There’s gotta be a way…”
Battle indulged him. “A way to what?”
“A way to find out if she’s alive,” Sawyer explained. “If she is, we can figure out a way to save her. You found me, didn’t you?”
Battle chortled. “True, but this isn’t exactly ideal.”
Pico interjected. “You’re not making sense, kid. You’re just—”
Sawyer’s eyes lit with fire. He clenched his jaw. His face grew red. He started toward Pico, and Battle stepped in front of him. He gently put his hands on the boy’s shoulders, noticing how tall the young man was. He was big for thirteen.
“We can try,” Battle said softly. “We will try to find out if she’s alive. If she is, we’ll try to figure out a way to save her. We’ll do exactly what you suggested. Okay? We also need to focus on ourselves. We have to devise a plan of action when they throw us onto the field.”
Sawyer’s glare cooled and his eyes moved from Pico back to Battle. He looked up at Battle and nodded. He rubbed his right shoulder and squinted.
“You hurt?” Battle asked.
“A little. I’ll be all right,” he said. “I fell on it.”
Battle led Sawyer over to a stool and offered him a seat. “Chill,” he said. “It’s going to be a long night.”
 
***
 
The door flung open again with a bang. The familiar grunts were manhandling an unfamiliar man. They shoved him in the back and he fell, catching himself with the flats of his palms. He grunted and then collapsed. He was filthy.
Even in the low light, Battle knew the man hadn’t bathed or cleaned himself in days. He could smell it. It was an offensive odor he’d encountered countless times in Syria and Iran and Afghanistan. Both the people in-country and his own men had succumbed to the foul stench after extended engagements.
The man pushed himself to his feet, his head down, and brushed the dirt from his clothing. He was dressed differently than others Battle had seen. He wasn’t wearing the ill-fitting pants of a grunt or the overalls the townsfolk wore. He was wearing loose-fitting cotton pants, like sweatpants but thinner. His shirt was reminiscent of a Mexican guayabera. It was distinctive because of the two vertical rows of closely sewn pleats that ran the length of both sides of the shirt. There were tea-colored stains encircling his armpits. Battle hadn’t seen anyone wearing clothing like that during his brief trek across central Texas.
The man’s head was shaved clean. He was tan, his skin leathery despite what Battle imagined was his relatively young age. He was lanky and the shirt hung wide on his thin build.
“Do you have water?” he asked nobody in particular. “Please.”
Battle shook his head. “No. They haven’t given us any.”
“They want us weak,” the man said. He walked across the room to find his own stool, carrying with him a stench-laden breeze that wafted across the room. He pulled it between his legs and sat, leaning forward and dropping his elbows onto his thighs. His long, bony fingers dangled between his legs.
“Who are you?” Sawyer asked. “Are you Cartel?”
The man shook his head without looking up from the floor. “No,” he said. “I’m not Cartel.”
“Then what are you?” Sawyer pressed.
“I’m Baadal,” he said. “I’m a Dweller.”
Pico stood from his stool so quickly it toppled over, his face ashen. He pointed at the man, his finger trembling. “That can’t be.”
The man glared up at Pico. He licked his dry, cracked lips. “It has to be. That’s what I am.”
Pico paced back and forth, three steps left, three steps right. “There’s no such thing,” he said. “The Dwellers, they’re legend. The Cartel wiped them out.”
Battle raised his hands and waved them. “Wait,” he said. “I don’t understand. What’s going on, Pico?”
Pico shook his finger at the man who called himself Baadal, his eyes large beneath his arched brow. “He says he’s a Dweller. The Dwellers don’t exist. He can’t be—”
“Slow down,” said Battle. “What’s a Dweller?”
“We are a tribe of people who’ve resisted the Cartel,” he said. “We live by our own rules, on our land, without Cartel interference. At least there’s not much interference.”
Battle took a step toward the man to get a better look at him. “And you’re called Dwellers?”
“Yes,” said Baadal. “We live in Palo Duro Canyon near Amarillo. We control the canyon. The Cartel has no influence there.”
“I don’t understand,” said Battle. “I thought the Cartel controlled everything between Louisiana, New Mexico, and Oklahoma.”
“They do,” said Pico. “He’s lying. The Cartel controls everything.”
“Why would I lie?” asked Baadal. “I am a prisoner as you are. What might I gain through dishonesty?”
“Exactly,” said Pico, pointing at him. His eyes darted between Battle and Baadal. “Exactly. If you’re a Dweller, why are you a prisoner? You said the Cartel can’t touch you.”
“I am a scout,” Baadal said. He sat up and pulled his shoulders back. He raised his chin. “My job is to warn the elders of any Cartel incursion. I was captured and brought here. I would not talk. I am now with you, destined to die in the Jones.”
“I’m totally confused,” said Battle. “One, I don’t get why you’re freaked out, Pico. And two, how is it that the Cartel hasn’t taken the canyon? Who exactly are the Dwellers?”
“The Dwellers don’t exist,” said Pico. “If they did, that would mean there’s a way out. If there’s a way out, that means I’ve been wasting my life. It’s legend.”
“A way out? Wait. What?” Battle squeezed his eyes shut with frustration. “You’re talking in riddles.”
“It is true,” said Baadal. “We exist. We live in the canyon. We have fought back the Cartel. We know of ways to leave, a path north of the wall that separates the Cartel from everyone else.”
“I’m completely lost,” said Sawyer. “Can somebody start from the beginning?”
“Good idea,” said Battle.
“In the early days after the Scourge,” said Baadal, “the government collapsed. The national guard was deployed. The federal government used active-duty soldiers from military bases to try to restore order. It didn’t work. Too many of their resources were dead or dying from disease. Criminal organizations, corrupt politicians, crooked businesses, they joined forces to seize the opportunity provided by the chaos. They formed the Cartel.”
Baadal looked at Pico. “Am I correct so far?”
Pico nodded.
“At the same time,” Baadal continued, “there were good people who refused to join the Cartel or become subservient to their dictates.”
“How many people?” Battle asked.
“Several thousand,” said Baadal. “Of course, we weren’t as strong in number as the Cartel, but we were smart. We quickly mobilized and found a singular location to consolidate our strengths. Our leader, Paagal, chose Palo Duro Canyon. It provided us with a natural advantage. There is water at its floor and the terrain is difficult to navigate for those unfamiliar with it.”
“Living in a canyon is not a tactical advantage,” said Battle. “Why not the high ground? The Fort Davis Mountains maybe?”
“The canyon is intimidating,” said Baadal. “It is large. Our patrols need only protect the western edge. Over the last five years, we have made it a fortress. Again, it allows for a tight consolidation of people and resources.”
“And the Cartel hasn’t tried to attack you?” Battle asked.
“Of course they have,” said Baadal. “But our scouts have always given plenty of warning. Our defenses are strong. Each time they would attempt to destroy us, we would decimate their posses. Two years ago, after we killed one of their four generals, we reached a truce. They let us live in the canyon. We promised not to help non-Dwellers escape Cartel-controlled territory.”
“If there’s a truce,” Pico sniped, “why are you a scout? Why are you here?”
“We don’t trust the Cartel,” said Baadal. “That is why we patrol beyond our land and scout their advances. We know, if captured, we are subject to the Jones. It’s a risk we take willingly to protect our fellow Dwellers.”
“So why does Pico think you’re legend?” asked Battle. “Why doesn’t he believe you?”
“Because the Cartel has told its people we don’t exist.” Baadal shrugged. “If people believed they could live in relative peace without the daily fear of the Cartel’s indiscriminate evildoings, it could incite an uprising.”
Pico rubbed his mustache, his eyes narrowed with doubt.
“Pico doesn’t want to believe we exist because it undermines what he’s been taught, Baadal said. “It validates his inability to have acted against the totalitarian state. It’s an admission of gullibility and weakness. Those are the traits upon which the Cartel feeds. It’s how it has devoured what was once a proud state.”
“I’m not weak,” snapped Pico. “I’m not gullible.”
Baadal looked at Pico without responding, then turned to Battle. “We choose to let the Cartel spread the lies about us because it only helps insulate us. If we are legend, nobody tries to find us or seek our help in escaping. It makes it easier for us to hold up our end of the bargain.”
“You keep talking about escaping, about finding a way out,” said Battle. “What do you mean?”
“There is a wall that surrounds Cartel territory,” said Baadal. “The United States, or what is left of it, built an enormous wall that stretches roughly around what used to be the perimeter of Texas.”
“A wall?” asked Battle. “On all but the southern border of Texas?”
“Yes,” said Baadal. “It is an incredible sight. It rivals the Great Wall of China. It provided those living outside Texas with jobs and rations at a time when there was little of either. It took two years.”
“And the Cartel let them build it?” Sawyer asked.
“Of course,” answered Baadal. “It kept the United States out as much as it kept the Cartel in. It provided a real barrier, a finite and physical depiction of their influence.”
“But you helped people escape?” Battle asked.
“For a while,” said Baadal. “But again, the treaty prevents it. The Cartel has sentries on the wall. If we’re caught helping someone to the other side, it could reignite the war between us. Nobody wants that.”
Battle asked Pico, “You’re still not buying this?”
Pico took a deep breath and plopped onto the stool behind him. His reticence was more than enough answer for Battle. He wouldn’t press.
“So you know how the Jones works, then?” Battle asked Baadal.
“Yes.”
“And you’ll tell us?”
“Yes.”
“And if we survive, you’ll take us to the canyon, to the other Dwellers?”
Baadal’s eyes passed from Battle, to Pico, to Sawyer, and back to Battle. “Yes.”
 



CHAPTER 28
JANUARY 3, 2020, 8:16 PM
SCOURGE -12 YEARS, 9 MONTHS
ALEPPO, SYRIA
 
Battle retraced his steps in his mind. He replayed the crawl under the fence, heaving Buck onto his shoulders as a last resort, and working his way south and east, closer to the middle of the three bridges.
He rewound his movements to the spot where he was pinned by crossfire. He remembered killing the silhouette, hearing the grieving woman, and retrieving the Type 56 Chinese rifle he now held in his left hand.
Crawl. Shoulders. Pinned. Silhouette. Woman. Weapon.
He looked to his left again. He squeezed his eyes shut.
Pinned. Woman. Weapon.
Battle counted one more time as he took shallow breaths to regulate his elevated heartbeat. He knew where he was. He thought he did. He was maybe one block north and one block west of the bridge. A quick zigzag and he’d be at the western edge of the canal. From there he’d be able to see the checkpoint.
He stepped from the edge of the building and rounded the corner to his left. His head down, he turned to head east and didn’t see the woman walking toward him until she was a yard from him. Battle looked up before he ran into her. In the dim, flickering yellow light of a dying streetlamp, he could see her eyes peering at him from behind her black hijab. She was with two children: a boy holding her right hand, a girl holding her left. The three of them froze mid-stride, as did Battle.
They stared at each other without saying anything. She could call out at any second. Help would come. It would rain lead. He’d be done.
She glanced at the gun. Her son couldn’t take his eyes from it. The girl kept tugging on her mother’s arm as if she had something important to say.
Battle knew enough about Islam and Sharia law to understand the delicacy of her situation. It wasn’t outright illegal, but it was certainly questionable for a woman to be alone, outside, at night without her husband. Even with two children at her side, she could face serious consequences if the wrong jihadis came to her defense.
Their eyes collectively transfixed, Battle greeted her in Arabic with a customary Islamic greeting, “As-Salaam Alaykum.”
Peace be unto you.
The woman blinked for the first time. Because of the hijab, Battle couldn’t read her reaction, if there was one. She looked down at her son and then at her daughter. The girl was still squeezing her mother’s hand and yanking on her arm. The boy had his gaze locked on the Type 56.
Battle tried to smile and he repeated himself but looked at the boy. “As-Salaam Alaykum,” he said and grunted from another seizure in his lower back. He tried again to shift his weight from the nerve pain in his right leg.
The woman bowed her head and replied, “Wa-Alaykum.” She looked up again and her eyes shifted from Battle’s to over his left shoulder and grew wide with panic.
“Afifah,” a man’s voice called from behind Battle. It was gruff and insistent, demanding she come to him. “Afifah, tueal ’iilaa huna.”
The woman bowed her head again and pulled her children past Battle, scurrying toward the voice. Battle’s muscles tensed. He squeezed his eyes shut and stood as motionless as he could with Buck draped over his shoulders.
“You are American?” the man asked. “You are American Army?”
“Yes,” Battle said, turning only slightly to address the man.
“What happen your friend soldier?” The voice was louder and accompanied by deliberate footsteps. The man said something to the woman, Afifah, and she responded. Battle couldn’t understand the exchange. “What happen?” the man repeated.
“He’s badly hurt,” said Battle. “He was shot in his leg. He’s lost a lot of blood.”
The man stepped to face Battle. He was average height and build. His wiry, short black hair was gray at the temples. His face was peppered with at least a couple of days’ worth of stubble. He was wearing jeans and a dark-colored shirt, its collar curled at the ends.
He had a pistol in his hands. Battle guessed it was a GSh-18. It looked Russian and was a pretty common find on Syrian civilians. It could hold nine shots. Battle concluded, without thought, that one was enough given the current circumstances.
The man stood directly in front of Battle and waved the handgun as he spoke. “You talk my daughter?”
Battle stopped himself from reflexively turning around to look at the woman. “Yes. I wished her peace.”
“She say that,” said the man. He eyed the rifle, his eyes narrowed, and he looked back to Battle. “That gun. Not American Army.”
“No,” Battle said. “I found it.”
The man suppressed a laugh. “Find it? I don’t think so, American Army soldier. I hear shoot. I hear lots of shoot.”
Battle sighed and flexed his neck and adjusted Buck on his shoulders. The tension sent another jolt of electricity running down his back and through his right leg.
“I no like these men,” he said. “I like American Army soldier. I help.”
Battle’s muscles involuntarily relaxed. “Thank you.”
The man motioned to Buck. “You put down. I help. We go my house.”
Battle shook his head. “I need to get across the bridge. There’s a checkpoint.”
The man wagged his finger and pursed his lips. “No. No. Bridge no good. You come my house.” He reached again for Buck.
Battle dropped to a knee, and the man helped lower Buck from his shoulders. Together the two of them carried Buck. They quickly followed his daughter and the children west, away from the bridge, and to a three-story building on a dark street.
Battle considered the danger of letting the man help him. He didn’t know him. It could be a trap. He might be leading them to nasty, tortuous deaths. Then again, he could have shot them in the street. He hadn’t.
This was worth the risk, especially if the bridge was as heavily guarded as the man suggested it was. They reached the battered door to the building, and the woman held it open for her father and Battle to rush Buck inside. The children led them up a narrow set of stairs to a landing on the second floor. They turned down a hallway, sconces lighting their way to its end. The woman rushed past Battle, Buck, and her father to the door, a waft of an organic, earthy, musky scent breezing behind her. She hurriedly jammed a key into the lock and turned it. She shouldered the door open and disappeared inside the apartment, waving the children to join her.
The man led Buck and Battle through the door into a large, warmly lit open room. He guided Battle through the room, along a short hall, and into a sparsely decorated bedroom. The bed wasn’t much more than a thin mattress and some sheets. A bedside table held a lamp and a dog-eared copy of the Koran.
The man helped Battle lay Buck on the mattress. Buck was still unconscious and unaffected by the movement of his arms and legs into the bed.
The daughter appeared in the doorway of the room. She stood silently, her hands on the frame as she leaned against it.
The man looked at Buck’s wound and his lips curled. He swallowed hard and looked at Battle. “We clean,” he said. Then he poked at Battle’s left arm, eliciting a wince. “We clean too.”
The man turned to his daughter, pointed at her and motioned for her to leave. She disappeared toward the main living area of the apartment. He was speaking with his hands, searching for words in English. “I tell daughter,” he said, his eyes turned to the ceiling, “I tell her to get medicine. Clean. Yes?”
Battle nodded. “I’m Captain Battle,” he said, offering his hand to the stranger. “Thank you.”
The man took Battle’s hands with both of his, shaking them vigorously. “Battle is your name?”
“Yes.”
“My name is Nizar,” he said. “My daughter is Afifah.”
Nizar braced himself against the side of the bed and lowered himself to his knees. He hooked his fingers inside the edges of the ragged hole in Buck’s pant leg. He pulled the hole wider, ripping the fabric and exposing the wound.
Battle swallowed the bile rising in his throat when he got a clear look at the damage to Buck’s leg since they’d evacuated the IED blast site. It was varying shades of red and black, except for the torn pinkish meat climbing angrily outward from inside his leg.
Nizar looked up at Battle, seemingly unfazed by the depth and condition of the filthy wound. “I was doctor,” he said. “Before war.”
Afifah returned with her arms full. She was carrying a veritable first aid kit of supplies. She sidled up to the bed and dropped the bounty onto the floor next to her father.
Nizar first took a pair of scissors and cut away Buck’s pant leg at the groin. He also cut free the tourniquet fashioned above Buck’s knee. The wound pooled with blood, and he picked up a clear bottle labeled in Arabic and unscrewed the cap. He held the bottle directly over the leg and then squeezed it, spraying the liquid into and around the wound. The flesh immediately sizzled white, bubbles expanding beyond its edge, draining from Buck’s leg onto the sheets.
Buck’s eyes popped wide for an instant, and he eked out a semblance of a groan. He tried sitting up.
Nizar looked at Battle. “Help him.”
Battle moved to Buck’s head and pressed gently on his shoulder, forcing him to lie flat. Buck mumbled something and a stray tear ran from his eye along his cheek.
Nizar then took a pair of large tweezers in one hand and a lighter in the other. He flicked the lighter and ran the tweezer through the flame. He blew on the wound to lessen the still-percolating peroxide and picked through the wound with the tweezers.
His eyes tightened and his jaw set as he pulled out a bullet fragment. He dropped it on the floor and plucked two more pieces from the mess of Buck’s lower leg.
Battle turned his attention from the surgery and focused on Buck as Nizar poured sugar into the wound. Battle knew from anecdotal battlefield chatter that sugar liquefied when mixed with any fluid, including blood. If poured into a wound, it pulled the moisture from tissue exposed to bacteria, killing or lessening the chance for infection.
Nizar sprinkled granules around the edges of the injury. “The bone is broken. I cannot fix. I can stop bleeding. It will hurt.”
He gave instructions to Afifah. A minute later she returned with what looked like a short-handled branding iron. It was glowing red.
Nizar put his hand on Battle’s shoulder and then hugged himself tightly. “You hold him,” he told Battle. “Hold him.”
Battle’s eyes danced between the doctor and the red-hot iron. He laid his torso on top of Buck’s to press him into the mattress and turned his head away from Nizar as the doctor pressed the iron onto the wound.
Battle squeezed his eyes shut, hoping to block the sound of skin sizzling, the smell of it burning. With a delayed nervous response, Buck seized and then jerked against Battle’s body. A guttural moan crescendoed into a curdled scream. Buck was thrashing in the bed, violently resisting the pain.
Nazir again touched Battle on his shoulder. “Good,” he said.
Battle, his body still pushing down on Buck’s, turned to see Afifah leaving the room with the iron. Buck’s flailing diminished, and Battle pushed himself to his feet. Buck’s chest was heaving. Sweat pooled on his neck, and his hair was matted flat against his head.
Nazir tore open a square package with his teeth and pulled out what looked like gauze. He separated it into several sheets and, one by one, stuffed them into the gaping, cauterized hole running across Buck’s shin and calf.
Once he’d finished packing the wound, Nazir took a wide strip of fabric and wound it around what was left of Buck’s lower leg. He called something to Afifah, who appeared a moment later with a glass of water and some pills.
“Kill pain,” Nazir said. He cradled Buck’s head and force-fed him the medicine. “He live. Foot no good. He live. Now you.”
Battle nodded and sat on the edge of the bed, ready to be the patient to his newfound doctor friend. “Why are you helping us?”
Nazir shrugged as he cut away Battle’s sleeve. “American Army help me. Help my daughter. Help her children.”
Battle winced and bit the inside of his cheek as the man probed his injury. It was deeper than a graze. “How?”
“My family like America. Like Army. You help Syria. Some people do not like American Army. They do not like me. They kill my son. Almost kill me and my family. American Army stop them.”
“Why not leave?” Battle asked. “If you’re in danger.”
Nazir laughed and stopped working on the injury. He held Battle’s arm with the nimble fingers of a surgeon. His smile faded and his stare intensified. He spoke slowly and clearly. “Syria is my home. A man does not leave his home. I…protect…hide…stay quiet. No people take my home from me. If I die, I die here. My home.”
 



CHAPTER 29
OCTOBER 16, 2037, 7:53 AM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
LUBBOCK, TEXAS
 
It was a Friday. The sun was low on the flat horizon surrounding Lubbock, Texas. Jones Stadium’s walls climbed steeply toward the clear pale blue morning. High wisps of clouds floated above an otherwise empty sky.
The stadium could hold sixty thousand people. There were maybe five thousand cluttered along the lower levels near what would have been the field’s fifty-yard line.
They were huddled in coats and jackets. Some of them had blankets draped across their shoulders or laps. The collective puffs of breath from the waiting crowd hung in a haze above them.
The field was covered with remnants of artificial turf. It wasn’t the bright cheerful green that had greeted football players before the Scourge. It was more of a brownish color, stained in large splotches from the blood of those who’d been forced into the arena and lost.
Battle was standing inside a holding area at one end of the stadium. He was one of twelve gladiators chosen to fight that day. Each of the men carried their own manifestation of fear on their faces. Some were wide-eyed, others were trembling. A few seemed defiant and brimming with testosterone. The group was ripe with body odor and the smell of urine.
Battle didn’t fear death; however, the idea of pain, of not knowing how much suffering he might endure, was all consuming. He’d learned in the Army that the threat of pain was far more effective a weapon than the pain itself. It was true.
Battle put his hand on Sawyer’s shoulder and whispered into the boy’s ear, “Stay with me. Stay close. Do what I tell you to do. We’ll make it.”
Sawyer nodded and bit his lower lip. He brushed the hair from in front of his eyes. Battle felt the tension in the boy’s shoulder as he gripped it and let go.
The large doors that separated the holding area from the stadium floor swung open, sending in the blinding pinkish light of the dawn and the loud rumble of the awaiting crowd. Three grunts powered through the opening and slammed the door behind them. The loud bang sent a shudder through Battle’s core.
“All right,” one of the grunts announced, “here’s how it’s gonna work. There are twelve of you. All of you are traitors, thieves, or people we don’t like. We could have killed you already.”
One of the testosterone-emitting gladiators snarled, “Why didn’t you?”
“This is more fun,” said the grunt. He licked his teeth. “I mean, I ain’t a history student, but this is good for morale. The Romans did it. They was an empire. If it’s good enough for the Romans, my guess is the generals think it’s good enough for the Cartel.”
The same gladiator snickered. “Killing us is good for morale?”
“Seems to be,” said the grunt. “We always get good crowds. They come from all over the region. Now shut up and listen.”
A grumble rolled through the assembled gladiators. Battle eyed the men he didn’t know. None of them looked capable of surviving the Jones. Granted, Battle didn’t know exactly what lay ahead, but he couldn’t see any of the men faring well in a game designed to kill them.
“There are six from the Cartel that’s gonna fight you,” said the grunt. “They’ll have horses and weapons. You don’t. It ain’t gonna be a fair fight.”
“No weapons?” said one of the gladiators standing behind Battle. “We get nothing?”
“I didn’t say that,” said the grunt. “You don’t walk into the Jones with any weapons. There’s a few out there on the ground if you can get ’em. Like I said, it ain’t fair. That’s not to say we don’t want it to be entertaining.”
“So there are weapons?” asked another gladiator. “We just have to find them?”
“Yup.”
Battle cleared his throat. “What happens when we kill all of the fighters?”
The three grunts laughed. “When?”
“When,” Battle stated.
“That’s funny,” said the leader of the grunts. “You’re funny. I can’t tell you what would happen if you killed ’em all ’cause ain’t nobody ever done it.”
The grunts laughed again.
“All right,” said the grunt leader. “We’re gonna open the doors here in a second. Then you run out and you fight. I mean run. Don’t walk. Don’t be lackadaisical. Run.”
The grunt leader planted his hands on his hips. He eyeballed the assembled gladiators and pointed at them. “You can kill each other if you want, but it probably ain’t a good idea if you plan on killing all of our fighters.”
Battle looked at Sawyer, Pico, and Baadal the Dweller. They nodded at each other, acknowledging they’d do what they could to keep each other alive.
From beyond the doors there was a loud roar and the rhythmic thump of feet pounding on the aluminum stadium bleachers.
The doors swung open. “Go now!” yelled the grunts. “Go! Go! Go!”
The dozen men pushed against one another out onto the edge of the field. To their right was a large crowd.
Battle’s eyes took a moment to adjust to the light as he ran to the front of the pack. By the time they did, he was a quarter of the way across the field, nearing its center. He scanned the turf, looking for weapons and for his adversaries. He didn’t see either.
Then the crowd roared and Battle heard the thunder of horses behind him. He spun around in time to see the slowest of the gladiators knocked to the ground and trampled.
There were six horses and six men atop them. Battle stood frozen with Sawyer at his side. Three of the men had shotguns. One of them had some sort of flail or mace, which he was swinging in a large circle at the end of its chain. One looked to be unarmed, but Battle couldn’t be certain. The last was carrying a crossbow, a quiver of bolts strapped to his back. He unwound an arrow right into a gladiator’s back and through his chest. The gladiator squeaked, grappled with the arrow as he fell, and collapsed.
The horses were approaching fast and fanning out to attack the gladiators one on one. Battle looked past them toward the doors through which they’d entered. To the left of the doors, pressed against the wall of the stadium, was a small pile of objects. He couldn’t tell what they were, but guessed they were the promised weapons. He’d have to get past the horses and their armed riders to reach them. Battle took a deep breath, trying to slow the chaos around him. He gained focus and ran straight at the horses approaching him.
One of the shotgun-carrying grunts took aim at a short gladiator who seemed dumbstruck. An easy target, the man took two in the chest and fell to the ground in a heap. The grunt who killed him didn’t adjust his path, and his horse tripped over the dying gladiator. It tumbled to the ground, snorting and neighing as it fell, its fragile legs kicking up into the air. It landed on top of its rider, crushing him. Battle was feet from the horse. He bolted toward it with a quick step and pulled the shotgun from underneath the animal. The rider wouldn’t need it anymore.
He knew it was empty from the twin shots that had killed the gladiator. He gripped it like a baseball bat and wrapped both of his hands around the warm barrel. He planted his feet and swung at the next approaching rider. Swinging as hard as he could, he hit the rider across his side, knocking the grunt from his saddle. His shotgun flew to the ground, and Sawyer scrambled to pick it up.
“Run to the doors!” Battle called and moved to the stunned, winded grunt gasping for air on the ground. Battle swung the Browning again, this time like an axe, and drove the butt into the man’s chest. He swung again, connected again, and was rewarded with a shallow crack.
Battle tossed the shotgun to the ground and ran, blinders on, toward the pile of weapons. Sawyer beat him there. He was already picking through the offerings.
“This is all junk!” Sawyer said. “A pocketknife, a two-by-four, a can of ball bearings, and a slingshot.”
Battle smirked. It was his slingshot. “The slingshot will do. You good with that shotgun?”
Sawyer shrugged.
“Point it away from me,” Battle said. “You’ll be fine.”
Battle spun back to gauge the fight’s progress. He counted five gladiators on the ground. There were four horsemen still on the attack. Only one of them had a shotgun.
Battle slid the tactical slingshot onto his right wrist and eased the pistol grip into his hand. He uncapped the bottle of ball bearings with his teeth and stood up.
“Let’s get back there,” he said to Sawyer.
 
***
 
Salomon Pico was running for his life. The grunt with the flail was behind him and gaining. Pico tried to dodge him by darting back and forth, but it didn’t work. They were at the far end of the field, well past where anyone else had run. Pico turned at the moment the spiked head of the flail swung upward at him. He ducked, lost his balance, and tumbled to the ground. He slid along the stained, aged turf and into the stadium wall.
Pico was done. He backed himself against the wall and tried unsuccessfully to regain his footing. The grunt laughed and pulled his horse to a stop. He dismounted and for effect turned to the crowd a half-stadium away and raised his arms in triumph. The crowd roared its approval.
He swung the flail in circles. Faster and faster it spun, and he walked toward Pico, who cowered against the wall.
Pico buried his head and covered it with his arms. He squeezed his eyes shut, expecting a fatal blow at any second. Worse, he thought, would be a nonfatal blow. Instead he heard a grunt, cursing, and the sound of a scuffle.
He looked up to see Baadal on top of the grunt. He had him pinned to the ground, his legs wrapped around the grunt’s neck. The grunt’s eyes bulged as he reached for Baadal’s thighs, clawing for breath.
Pico saw the flail on the ground a few feet from the struggle. He crawled over to it and picked it up. With one hand he pushed himself to his feet and swung the heavy weapon in a circle, gaining momentum.
He caught Baadal’s eyes and shouted, “Move!”
Baadal released his hold and rolled away from the grunt. The grunt clutched his own neck, his chest heaving as he gasped for air. He likely never saw Pico slam the spinning spiked iron ball into his face. Blood, cartilage, and bone exploded outward. Pico let go of the weapon and left it embedded in the grunt.
“Thank you,” he called to Baadal.
The Dweller yanked the flail from the dead man, eliciting a sucking sound as he removed it. He nodded and waved Pico to follow him back toward the center of the field.
Pico ran behind Baadal as he worked his way toward the action. The Dweller, Pico surmised, was not afraid. He whipped the flail to his side as he ran, spinning it like a wheel propelling him forward, spitting blood and matter onto Pico. He wiped it from his face and joined the fray, choosing to help one of the gladiators who’d already taken an arrow to his leg.
The grunt drew a second bolt from his quiver and set it into the bow. He lowered it at the gladiator who was kneeling on his good leg. His injured one was extended outward as if he were stretching it. He was intermittently squealing in pain and begging for mercy.
The grunt pulled his finger to the trigger, but before he fired, Baadal released the flail. He hurled it, whipping it a short distance through the air until it connected with the bow and knocked it from the grunt’s hands.
Pico ran to the side of the horse and dove to the ground. He gathered the bow into his lap, aimed upward, and tugged on the trigger. The bolt shot forty-five degrees and drilled into the grunt’s side. The short distance meant the projectile was traveling with a lot of force.
The grunt’s mouth dropped open. He blinked rapidly, his nostrils flaring. He reached for the bolt and tried tugging on it as he rode past Pico and Baadal. Baadal ran alongside the horse for a moment and then athletically leapt into the saddle behind the grunt, tossing him from the horse.
Pico held onto the empty crossbow and, crouched low, made his way to the injured grunt as a shotgun blast tore through the man’s torso. The rider galloped past, reloading his Browning for another run.
“Get the quiver!” Baadal yelled to Pico. “Get it now!” Baadal turned his horse and ran it toward the entrance to help surviving gladiators on that side of the field.
Pico scurried to the grunt he’d killed with the bolt. Instead of grabbing the quiver, which was trapped underneath the man’s body, he drew a single bolt and loaded it into the crossbow.
He got to his feet in time to see the shotgun-wielding grunt galloping straight at him. Pico didn’t take the time to aim. He fired. He missed.
 
***
 
Battle saw three horses with riders. One of them carried Baadal. The Dweller was driving his horse toward him.
One of the surviving grunts was farther away and was bearing down on Pico. The other, the one who Battle had thought was unarmed, was circling around for another pass; then Battle realized that the grunt was armed. He was flinging throwing stars at his prey. He’d punctured and killed two of the three remaining gladiators.
“Throwing stars?” Battle thought aloud. “Are you kidding me? Does he think he’s a ninja?”
The words of the grunt inside the holding area rang in his head. “Like I said, it ain’t fair. But that’s not to say we don’t want it to be entertaining.”
Battle dumped the ball bearings into a pile on the ground. He knelt, grabbed a pair of them from the turf, fingered them into the leather pouch, and pulled the rubber tubing taut. He aimed at the approaching throwing-star ninja and plucked the fingers of his left hand free, releasing the pouch and firing the ballistic ball bearings with enough force that when they hit the ninja on the bridge of his nose, they shattered it.
The grunt cried out, screaming, “My eyes! I can’t see!” He floundered atop the saddle, squirming in pain as his horse maintained its gallop toward Battle.
Battle drew back the leather again.
Pow!
A deafening shotgun blast stopped Battle’s draw. The shell exploded into the ninja’s chest, making him immediately forget about his nose and eyes. He grunted and moaned, slumping forward.
Battle turned to his left and saw Sawyer with the smoking shotgun pulled to his shoulder. The horse galloped past them and Sawyer anxiously looked at Battle.
“Good job,” Battle said with a hint of surprise.
There was one grunt left. He was halfway across the field between Pico and Baadal.
Battle looked over toward the crowd, an indistinguishable mass of people cheering death. In a place rife with decay and pain, they wanted more. Or maybe they wanted others to suffer a fate worse than their own. Human nature was a bitch.
 
***
 
Pico’s errant shot should have been the end of him. For the second time in as many minutes, Baadal was in the right place at the right time.
The grunt pulled the trigger on his Browning the split second after Baadal dove from his horse and tackled the grunt, knocking both of them to the ground.
The shotgun blast sprayed to the left of Pico, grazing his leg but doing little damage. Baadal, though, was knocked unconscious by the leap and fall.
The grunt was dazed but awake. He rolled over onto Baadal and started pounding him with his fists. Unable to fight back, the Dweller absorbed the beating, unaware of what was happening to him.
Pico scrambled to his feet and ran to the grunt. He pulled back his right leg and drove his foot into the side of the grunt’s face. The grunt flew from Baadal’s limp body, hitting his head on the ground.
Pico looked around and found the shotgun still loaded with a single shell. As the grunt tried dragging himself away from Pico, the mustachioed Cartel traitor stuck the barrel against the grunt’s spine and pulled the trigger.
Pico moved back to Baadal and knelt beside him. He shook the Dweller awake.
Baadal was bleeding from his nose and mouth. He was missing teeth. His jaw was the color of rotten banana: brown and black and bruised. His eyes fluttered open and he tried to speak, though a groan was all he could muster.
“You saved me again,” Pico said. “I owe you twice now.”
Pico looked across the field, surveying the aftermath.
All six of the grunts were dead. Five of the gladiators lived. At the middle of the field was a gladiator he didn’t know. The man was on his knees but alive. Across the other side of the field, walking toward him, were Battle and Lola’s boy, Sawyer.
Sawyer carried a shotgun over his shoulder. Battle had something in his left hand. Pico couldn’t tell what it was. Pico smiled. His eyes dampened and welled.
They’d survived. They’d beaten the Cartel again.
Pico looked down again at Baadal. The Dweller’s pupils were dilated. His breathing was normal.
“Seems like you saved me once,” said Baadal, his voice raspier. “So you only owe me once more.”
Pico laughed and reached out to help Baadal sit up. He turned his back to the stadium crowd, his hands tucked under the Dweller’s arms, and lifted him to his feet.
Salomon Pico didn’t see Cyrus Skinner take aim and fire the shot that killed him. However, he heard it. And he felt it. At first he thought someone had punched him in the back. Then the searing heat told him it wasn’t a punch. He felt a tear in his abdomen. The heat from the bullet ripping through him evaporated into nothing. His legs went numb and he dropped to his knees, falling into the back of Baadal’s legs.
Pico heard a woman’s scream from the crowd. He heard Battle calling out to him. He sensed Baadal trying to help him. Pico knew it was futile.
He couldn’t feel his legs or move his arms as he lay there on the turf, his blood pooling underneath his paralyzed body and adding to the brown patina of the field.
Pico was on his stomach, his head turned to the side. He tried focusing his vision but couldn’t. He saw flashes of his life advancing like a slideshow in front of him. There was the sting of his mother’s drunken slap and her prophecy that he would amount to nothing. He relived the confusion and desperation of watching his father wave goodbye and never come back. He smelled the sweet aroma of marijuana and felt the pangs of hunger his first high invoked. Pico felt the rumble of his Camaro’s engine as he shifted into third, the squeeze of his girlfriend’s hand on his leg. He recalled his fingers spinning the lock on a safe, the satisfaction of sensing he’d hit the combination, and the anticipation of that moment before he pulled it open. He saw himself pouring a shot of Jägermeister for a patron and then downing one himself while looking over his shoulder at the boss’s office door. Pico could taste the licorice on his tongue and hear Dusty Hill and Billy Gibbons strumming in the background.
His mind snapped to the day his girlfriend died on the floor of their efficiency apartment above the club where she danced, coughing and wheezing until the fluid in her lungs was too much. He was holding her hand as the warmth dissipated, until she was cold. Pico was growing cold. The warmth of his body was draining from him.
He took his last ragged breath thinking about what he could have done differently, how he could have lived his life more honorably than he had.
The air left his lungs and didn’t return. Pico’s eyes, still wet with fresh tears of unmitigated joy, fixed. His tongue dropped from his open lips. His fingers twitched and stopped.
Salomon Pico was dead. This time it was for real.
 



CHAPTER 30
JANUARY 4, 2020, 6:43 AM
SCOURGE -12 YEARS, 9 MONTHS
ALEPPO, SYRIA
 
Battle opened his eyes to a low hum and cold toes. He was on the vinyl sofa in Nazir’s living room. The sun, peeking above the horizon, cast a pinkish-orange hue through the open eastern-facing window. The warmth of the space had given way to the chill of dawn.
Nazir was kneeling on a prayer rug, his back to the window. He was reciting the Salat al-Fajr, the first of the five daily Muslim prayers. Battle closed his eyes and listened to Nazir’s soft voice, his cadence as he recited the words. He opened them again when Nazir was quiet.
He was rolling up his rug, respectfully tending to its edges. He looked over at Battle and bowed his head.
“Good morning, Battle,” he said, a smile spreading across his stubbled cheeks. “You sleep good. You snore.”
Battle sat up and spun his feet to the floor. He looked at the bandage cleanly wrapped around his upper arm. “How is Buck?”
“Sleeping.”
“We need to leave,” said Battle.
“Too much danger.”
“I need to get him back to the checkpoint and back to base. They can airlift him to Landstuhl from there. You helped him, but he has to get to a hospital or he loses his foot.”
“Landstuhl. American Army hospital?”
“Yes.”
“No,” Nazir said. “We will wait.”
“We can’t wait, Nazir,” Battle pressed. “We cannot stay here. We thank you. We hope for peace for you and your family. We have got to go.”
“Too much danger.”
“Okay,” Battle said. “You tell me when there isn’t too much danger and we’ll go then.”
Nazir turned, the prayer rug tucked under his arm, and looked out the window. He took a deep breath and walked to it, staring out above the rooftops. He was looking east, toward the checkpoint on the other side of the canal.
Nazir held his shoulders back, his chest out. His feet were shoulder-width apart, planted firmly on the terrazzo floor. Without turning around, he answered Battle’s question. “You are right, Battle. There is no time when danger leaves.”
Battle sat forward on the sofa, the vinyl squeaking under his shifting weight. He took as deep a breath as he had in two days and exhaled. His back felt thick with bruising, and his neck throbbed from aching, strained muscles.
“We will go,” said Nazir. He turned around, his eyes focused on Battle’s. “I will take you.”
Battle rose to his feet. “No. You shouldn’t do that. We’ll make it.”
Nazir motioned over his shoulder toward the window. “No. The bridge is too much. You need help.”
Battle walked to Nazir and stood in front of him. “Tell us what to do, how to cross the bridge. You cannot leave your daughter and your grandchildren.”
“Allah will watch over me,” Nazir said, his eyes glossy with emotion. “Allah will provide what is meant to be. I go talk with Afifah. We get you clothing.”
Thirty minutes later Battle, Buck, and Nazir left the apartment building, stepping into the crisp winter morning. The streets were mostly empty. It was a Saturday morning. The shops and cafes hadn’t yet opened. The late morning hustle was hours away.
All three men were wearing traditional kaftans and white headscarves. Battle and Nazir were armed with handguns. Buck used a snapped broomstick as a cane and leaned on Battle to limp along. He was groggy from the painkillers, and Battle was convinced Buck was only partially aware.
As they moved into the street, Nazir turned to look back at his home. Afifah was standing at the open window, her children flanking her. They waved in unison. The girl was leaning on the sill, rocking back and forth. The boy offered a toothy smile to his grandfather.
Nazir offered a final wave and blew a kiss. His daughter caught it and pulled the children away from the window, sliding it closed.
“She is not my true daughter,” said Nazir. “She is my son’s wife. I call her daughter. Her parents are also dead.”
“You take care of her?” Battle asked.
“She takes care of me,” he said. “Her family blessed us with many riches before the war. Praise be to Allah.”
They stepped onto the narrow, crumbling sidewalk on the side of the street opposite Nazir’s home. Battle helped Buck navigate the curb and they turned the corner to the spot where they’d encountered each other the night before.
“The kaftan helps from a distance,” said Nazir. “When we are close to the bridge, it will not help.”
“Roger that,” said Battle.
They walked opposite oncoming traffic, which was virtually nonexistent, and approached the final intersection before reaching the bridge. They stopped at the corner and Battle looked east to the canal. There were two uniformed, armed guards standing at the stone balustrades that marked either side of the bridge. They were wearing the same paramilitary outfits as the men Battle confronted at the railyard the night before. There was a third walking west across the bridge. All three carried AK rifles.
“You think we can talk our way past?” Battle asked.
Nazir shrugged and started across the street. “I hope. I have idea.” He clasped his hands together, the wide draped sleeves of his kaftan hiding his gun. Battle did the same and followed Nazir to the bridge. Buck used the cane and Battle’s shoulder for balance while he essentially hopped along.
They were halfway across the street when the guards saw them. The two at the balustrades immediately raised their weapons and pulled them to their shoulders, aiming the muzzles directly at Nazir, who was a couple of steps ahead of Battle and Buck.
The third guard stopped short of the western edge of the canal and leaned on the southern railing, using it for leverage and he too aimed his weapon at Nazir.
Nazir called out to the men in Arabic and kept approaching. The men replied aggressively. Battle was certain they were telling Nazir to stop. He could sense their tension, even from a distance.
Nazir appeared undeterred by the guards. He shuffled forward until he was within a few feet of them. He looked back at Battle and Buck, referencing them with his head as he spoke.
The guards listened but did not lower their weapons. One of them kept glancing over at Battle and Buck as they moved closer. Battle lowered his head and suggested Buck do the same; the less obvious their ethnicity, the better.
Battle watched his sandaled feet move step by step. He glanced up occasionally to make sure he was headed straight for the bridge. He was looking down when he heard Nazir raise his voice. He shouted something in Arabic before calling to Battle, “Run!”
 



CHAPTER 31
OCTOBER 16, 2037, 8:15 AM
SCOURGE + 5 YEARS
LUBBOCK, TEXAS
 
Battle heard the shot and saw Pico drop to his knees, falling into Baadal. The sound of it cracked through the air like thunder and silenced the crowd. He ran toward Pico, knowing all the while there was nothing he could do to help him. To his right, standing inside the barrier that separated the field from the bleachers, was Cyrus Skinner. His white hat shadowed his face, but Battle knew it was him.
His six-shooter was aimed at where Pico had stood, a thin trail of smoke drifting upward from the muzzle. He lowered the weapon and holstered it, turning away from the man he’d killed and climbing over the barrier back into the stands.
Battle reached Pico after he took his last breath. He slid to his knees and rolled Pico over onto his back. Battle looked at his friend’s dead eyes, his tongue flapping from his open mouth, the broad stain of blood on his shirt.
“Skinner!” he screamed,
more of a primal roar than a warning or a threat.
Battle picked up the crossbow from the ground, loaded a bolt, and began a precise march toward the crowd. Skinner had blended into the mass of people in the stands, and Battle couldn’t find him. He scanned from left to right, the bow following his gaze as he panned. The crowd shifted, ducked, and screamed as he searched for the target.
He reached the center of the field and was feet from the barrier when he saw the innumerable weapons pointing back at him. Still, he pivoted from left to right to left with his finger on the crossbow’s trigger.
“Hold up there,” came a voice from the crowd. “Put down the bow before you get hurt, Battle.”
Battle swung the bow toward the voice. On the other end of the bolt was General Roof in his distinctive black hat and white beard. “I’m not putting this down.” Seething anger dripped with each word.
Roof raised his hands to shoulder height and waved them in surrender. “Have it your way, Battle. I’m suggesting we have some folks with itchy trigger fingers. You might be best to say your piece without the bow.”
Battle’s eyes darted back and forth, trying to focus. He was looking for the white hat. He couldn’t find it.
“Let me come down there,” said General Roof, his hands still raised. “We can talk about this.” The general started moving through the crowd, people sliding on their seats and making room for him to navigate the bleachers. He reached the bottom row and carefully climbed over the barrier. His limp was pronounced as he walked to within a foot of the bolt. Battle had it aimed right at his head.
“I want Skinner,” said Battle, jabbing the bow closer to the general’s head. He looked into Roof’s eyes. There was something familiar about them. “Give me Skinner. Then you can do to me whatever you want.”
Roof chuckled. “You really aren’t in a position to demand anything right now, Battle. I understand your frustration. Believe me, I do.”
Battle looked past the general’s shoulder, looking for the white hat. He didn’t see it.
“What Skinner did was…rude,” said Roof. “He seems to have a penchant for incivility. It’s a trait that has its plusses and minuses, I’ll admit.”
“We won,” said Battle through clenched teeth. “We beat your men.”
The general nodded, unfazed by the weapon aimed between his eyes. “You did. It was impressive. Let’s be perfectly honest about this. Salomon Pico was a traitor. He was a rat. There was absolutely no circumstance under which he’d have left the Jones alive. None.”
“So you murdered him in cold blood,” Battle spat.
Roof’s eyes widened underneath an arched brow. “I’m surprised at you, Battle. You’re a soldier. You, better than most, know what war is about. This is war. You are the enemy.”
“I’m not your enemy,” said Battle. “I’m just trying to survive.”
Roof shook his head. “Is that all?”
“Yes.”
“Then you should have stayed home,” Roof said. “Instead you’re trying to exact revenge; you’re hoping to steal our property and disrupt our business.”
“Your property?”
Roof pointed over Battle’s shoulder to Sawyer. “That boy is our property. His mother is our property.” Roof snapped his fingers. “Bring the woman here!” he yelled without leaving Battle’s glare.
Battle looked to the crowd. Standing and moving down the bleachers with Skinner’s help was Lola. Battle lost his breath for an instant. The sight of her sent a wave of electricity through his body.
“Lola!” Battle called to her. “Are you okay?”
“She’s fine,” said Roof. “And I’ll let you have her.”
“What?”
“Skinner would have her strung up,” said Roof. “He’d defile her and then kill her slowly in front of her son. He’s that upset.”
Skinner climbed over the barrier and yanked Lola by the arm. He dragged her by the elbow until they were standing behind General Roof. Battle lowered the crossbow.
Lola’s cheeks were bruised, and there was a cut on her upper lip, though she appeared otherwise okay. Tears streamed down her face. Her nose bubbled with snot as she tried to contain herself. She whimpered softly. She looked even thinner somehow.
“I was telling Battle here that we’re going to give him the woman,” said Roof.
Skinner’s face crumpled into an angry mess. He cursed the general and protested the decision. “You’re plain stupid,” said Skinner. “And you’re weak.”
Roof’s face transformed and he snarled, quickly turning from Battle and grabbing Skinner by the throat. He squeezed, nearly lifting Skinner from his feet. Skinner’s hat dropped to the ground. He let go of Lola and gripped Roof’s thick wrist with both of his hands.
“You are the fool,” he growled. “Do not question me or I’ll put the bolt through your eye myself.” He let go and shoved Skinner to the ground. He looked to the crowd and yelled, “Does anyone else have a problem with my authority?” He spread his arms wide. “Does anyone wish to challenge me?”
There was no response from the crowd. Roof cleared his throat and turned back to Battle. He let out a deep sigh and forced a smile. “Where was I?”
“You were about to give
me Lola,” said Battle.
“Yes. I was,” Roof said. “I’m giving you a reprieve. It’s a reward for surviving today. It’s a warning to steer clear of our business. It’s a thank you for reminding me of the importance of keeping my people in line.”
“What do you mean?”
Roof shrugged. “I’m letting you go,” he said. “Take the woman, her boy, and the Dweller. Leave. Don’t come back.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I couldn’t be more clear, Battle. You are free to go. You have free passage out of Lubbock in whatever direction you choose to travel. Of course, you’ll leave that crossbow here. I’m not giving you food, water, or a horse, but you’re free.”
“That’s a death sentence,” said Battle. “No supplies and no transportation. You might as well kill us here.”
“You said you weren’t a warrior,” Roof explained. “You said you were trying to survive. So go. Survive.”
Battle dropped the crossbow to the ground and reached for Lola’s hand. Instead of taking his hand, she dove into his body, wrapping her arms around him and holding him tight. She buried her face in his chest. Then she let go and ran to Sawyer. Battle turned to see them embrace and swallowed past a stubborn ache in his throat.
“What about the other dude?” Battle asked, pointing to the remaining gladiator. “Do we take him?”
“If you wish,” said Roof. “He’ll only be another mouth to feed, but it’s up to you.”
“We’ll take him,” said Battle and waved to the man to join him.
General Roof turned to the crowd, cupped his hands around his mouth, and announced his decision. “I am letting these people go!” he said. “They have earned the right to die on their own. I am banishing them from Lubbock without food, water, weapons, or transportation. None of you is to help them.”
Skinner, still on the ground, spat onto the turf. “This is wrong.”
Roof pointed a finger at him and then raised it to his lips. He looked back at Battle. “Go. Now. Before I change my mind. You can climb the stands to the first exit. It’ll lead you outside of the stadium.”
“What about Pico?” asked Battle. “Shouldn’t we bury him?”
“Leave that to me,” said Roof. “He won’t know any different regardless of what I do.”
Battle led the others over the barrier and into the stands. The crowd made it difficult for them to push their way upward to the exit. Some were hissing at them. A grunt spat in Battle’s face. Others lowered their heads so as not to look Battle in the eye. There was one woman who whispered a prayer of God’s speed. The banished five eventually cleared the crowds and found their way to a long concourse that led them down and out of the stadium.
A sentry perched atop the stadium’s Spanish Renaissance facade watched them walk across the highway north of the stadium. He signaled down to the general that they were on their way.
The crowd soon followed, filing quietly out of the stadium and back to their post-apocalyptic lives. There would be another group of gladiators to entertain them in a week’s time. They’d be back for more, though the chances were the Cartel would assure no gladiator would ever win again.
Skinner stood on the field with his general. Grunts cleared the turf of the bodies and weapons. Bosses led horses back to their stables outside the stadium.
“I don’t get you,” said Skinner. “Mercy doesn’t keep order. It only makes people think they can get away with disobeying.”
Roof put his hand on Skinner’s shoulder. “Have you ever heard of Sun Tzu?”
“Son who?”
“Sun Tzu. He wrote The Art of War.”
“I ain’t heard of it. Ain’t heard of him.”
“He was a Chinese general and philosopher. He lived in the fifth and sixth century BC. He was brilliant.”
“So?”
“So, Sun Tzu said, ‘Opportunities multiply as they are seized.’”
Skinner rolled his eyes. “What is that supposed to mean?”
Roof reached into Skinner’s pocket and removed the box of cigarettes. “It means we have an opportunity to end the Dwellers.” He shook loose a cigarette and slid it between his lips.
Skinner pulled out his lighter and offered Roof the flame. Roof tossed the cigarettes back to the captain.
“We haven’t been able to get close to the canyon for more than two years,” said the general. “The Dwellers’ scouts and patrols have cut us off.”
Skinner lit his own cigarette and sucked in a drag. He blew the smoke out of the corner of his mouth, away from the general. “We got a treaty with them folks, don’t we?”
“Semantics,” said Roof. “I want teams following Battle. Chances are they’ll die of thirst or starvation before they make it that far north. But if they don’t, if Battle is the man I know him to be, they’ll expose the Dwellers’ defenses as they approach. With a Dweller traveling with them, they’ll get through. We’ll see where they are strong and where they are weak.”
Skinner flicked ash onto the turf. “How do you know they’re headed for the canyon?”
“I sent the Dweller with them,” Roof said. “They have nowhere else to go. We’ll observe, keep our distance. When the time is right, we attack. We take control of the canyon.”
“Why don’t you send a mess of men to take the canyon? Why play these games? That’s what got us into this mess with Battle to start with.”
“This isn’t a game,” said Roof. “If we send a large army, even one that far outnumbers their population, we will lose if we don’t know where they are vulnerable. They’d funnel us into ambush after ambush until the remaining men are demoralized and mutinous. I know this.”
Skinner drew in another breath of smoke. “So you knew they’d survive the Jones? That was your plan all along?”
Roof laughed. “Of course not. When they somehow survived, I saw an opportunity. I seized it. You almost blew it with your fractious impulsivity.”
Skinner tossed the butt to the ground. He stomped it out on the turf and turned to leave. “I don’t know what you’re saying. I don’t care. You got a plan. I hope it works. I want to see that Battle fellow dead. Period. I want to see that woman and her boy dead. Period. If I’da been quicker, they would be.”
“I want you in charge of the surveillance,” said the general. “Keep your men back. Send three teams of three each. You pick a couple of men and you go too. Have one team follow them now. They’ll rotate with the other teams. They are not to engage. You are not to engage. Simply observe.”
Skinner nodded over his shoulder. He picked his hat up off the turf and put it on his head. He had work to do.
 



CHAPTER 32
JANUARY 4, 2020, 7:58 AM
SCOURGE -12 YEARS, 9 MONTHS
ALEPPO, SYRIA
 
Nazir drew his handgun and put a bullet in each of the two balustrade guards.
Battle pulled his weapon from beneath his sleeves and immediately took aim at the guard running along the bridge. Leaving Buck behind, he darted forward, both hands on the gun.
Pop! Pop! Pop!
Two of the three shots were true, and in his peripheral vision he saw three more flashes from Nazir’s weapon. Certain he’d dropped his target to the ground, Battle stopped running and swiveled toward Nazir. He was leaning over one of the guards, picking up the AK.
“Battle, we hurry now,” he called.
Battle turned back and ran to Buck. “Get on my back,” Battle insisted. “Piggyback.”
“What? I don’t—”
“Just do it!”
Buck climbed onto Battle’s back, aggravating the electricity running down his right leg. Battle slid off his sandals, wrapped his arms under Buck’s legs, and ran barefoot toward the bridge, trying to catch up with Nazir. He could hear voices behind him.
He reached the balustrades and turned. There were a dozen armed men racing toward them. Some of them were in uniforms, some in street clothes.
“Go. Go. Go. Go!” Battle called to Nazir, hoping the repetition might elevate the urgency of his suggestion.
Nazir kept running, the AK in his hands. He jumped over the guard’s body and stopped. He was halfway across the bridge, standing above the effective middle of the canal. He edged to the southern balustrade and leaned against it. He pulled the AK to his shoulder and aimed it straight at Battle.
Nazir’s eyes widened, his neck strained. “Move!”
Battle leaned to his left and his momentum carried him away from Nazir’s line of sight an instant before he felt the shudder of the AK unleashing its magazine in a rumbling, cracking hail of heavy 7.62x39 bullets rocketing past him at twenty-four hundred feet per second.
Clearly unaccustomed to the physics of the weapon, Nazir had trouble with its recoil. While his spray of bullets was effective at unloading a deadly swath at the oncoming horde, it also caused him to lose his balance. Despite leaning against the balustrade for support, he tripped backward.
In the time it took for him to regain his composure, the seemingly dead guard lying in a heap on the bridge raised his own AK and managed a quick pull of the trigger. A short burst found Nazir’s midsection, and the doctor dropped his weapon over the balustrade and into the canal below.
Battle reacted and ran toward the guard. He reached the dying man and stepped onto his neck, exerting his full weight until he heard a snap and the man’s tongue hung from his open mouth.
He stomped on it for good measure and then bolted to Nazir, who was sitting upright on the bridge. His arms were limp in his lap. His gaze was distant, his chest heaving. Blood was pooling on the stone underneath him.
Battle dropped Buck onto his good leg, knelt, and looked back at the approaching enemy. They’d slowed. Some of them were dead. The others had taken defensive positions some hundred feet from the bridge.
Nazir’s bravery and foolhardy attempt at machine gunnery had given the horde pause. They were yelling instructions to one another. Their advance was measured.
Battle focused on them and then back on Nazir, whose lungs rattled with each raspy breath. Blood was leaking from the corners of his mouth. His olive skin was draining to the color of the gray stubble in his beard.
Battle couldn’t carry both men across the bridge to its safer, eastern side. But he didn’t want to leave Nazir alone either. The man had given his life to save theirs.
Battle clenched his jaw. The sight of his new friend gasping his final breaths pressed the angry adrenaline through his body. He looked up at the enemy and then back at Nazir. He glanced behind him at the eastern side of the bridge. Beyond it was the checkpoint. He could see the offset rows of concrete barriers protecting its entrance.
Battle put his hand on Nazir’s shoulder. “I’ll come back for you.”
Nazir’s eyes drifted toward Battle but couldn’t find their focus. His shoulders shuddered.
Battle motioned to Buck. “Let’s go.” He resumed the piggyback carry and ran as fast as he could, Buck bouncing up and down with each stride, until he reached the end of the bridge. He could hear the intermittent staccato of automatic gunfire. Some of it pinged against the bridge, but missed the men as they reached the barriers.
By the time Battle had entered the serpentine arrangement, he had four HKs pointed at him and MPs were yelling at him to stop.
He did. He offloaded Buck, dropped his sidearm, and raised his hands. “Captain Marcus Battle. US Army!” The words couldn’t escape quickly enough. “I’m with Sergeant First Class Buck. He’s injured and needs immediate medical attention.”
“To your knees, soldier!” one of the MPs called and approached with the HK leveled at Battle’s head.
Battle dropped to his knees. “Sergeant Buck cannot follow the command. Please get him help.”
With the MP barking commands, two others lowered their weapons and jumped the barricades. They each grabbed an arm and helped balance Buck. A third approached Battle, his weapon trained on him.
“We were hit with an IED,” said Battle. “We got trapped. A Syrian local helped us.”
“So that explains the getup?” asked the MP closest to Battle.
Battle nodded. “He’s dying on that bridge. We need to get him.”
“Not gonna happen,” said the MP in charge of the group.
Battle pointed a finger at the MP. “Now wait a minute, soldier. I—”
The MP tightened his grip on the HK. “Do not confuse your rank with my authority, Captain. There are hostiles on the other end of that bridge. I am not sending men into a firefight over a dying local.”
“Give me a weapon, then,” Battle snapped. “Take care of Buck; I’ll go get him.”
“Relax, Captain,” the MP ordered. “Not gonna happen. You’re gonna come with me. We’ll sort this out.”
Battle cursed at the MP. “Give me a rifle!” He pushed himself to his feet and started toward the MP when he felt the poke of an HK muzzle at his bruised ribs.
The MP at the other end of the rifle pressed it into his side. “Easy there, Captain.”
Battle cursed again but raised his hands as high above his head as he could hold them. His bruised side, his pinging right leg, his aching neck, his throbbing shoulders, and his wounded arm all contributed to his lack of flexibility. He looked over his shoulder at the bridge and quietly begged Nazir for forgiveness.
“We need to get inside,” said the ranking MP. “This situation is about to get unruly.”
The four MPs, Buck, and Battle wound their way past the remaining concrete barriers and beyond the raised manual gate arm. The trailing MP closed the arm. Battle stopped beside him and turned to watch the horror unfolding on the bridge.
A half dozen of the enemy, some in uniform, reached the middle of the bridge. They were calling out in Arabic, yelling in Battle’s direction.
Two of the men picked up Nazir’s body, holding him up by his armpits. They turned him to face the checkpoint. From the distance between them, Battle couldn’t tell if Nazir was still alive or if Allah had mercifully hastened his death.
It appeared not to matter to the men holding up his body. They dragged him forward, the tops of his sandaled feet scraping along the ground. A third man came up from behind them and gripped the top of Nazir’s head, yanking it backward. He then wielded a large reflective blade and sliced it across Nazir’s neck, a fountain of blood spraying outward.
Battle closed his eyes to the sound of the men cheering their baseness. He opened them again to see Nazir’s head held high by the swordsman’s hand.
The man shook the head, screamed something at Battle, and then heaved it into the canal. The two men holding the headless body dropped it on the bridge and kicked it. Another man spat on it. A fourth and a fifth did the same.
Battle’s fists clenched and he gnashed his teeth. His pain evaporated. It was replaced with a seething he’d never felt. It was the desire for revenge, the guilt-fueled need to exact torture on the men who needlessly killed a selfless doctor, father, and grandfather.
As the MPs led Battle back to the confines of a small military installation inside what used to be Maysaloun Park, he tried to rationalize what he’d witnessed. He came to the conclusion, as much because of its truth as its ability to help Battle cope, that Nazir died because he’d left his home.
The doctor’s world had ceased to exist as he knew it. War, famine, and disease had decayed Aleppo. All he had left was his family. He chose to expose that family to risk and danger by allowing them to venture outside. Had they never left home, they’d have never encountered two injured American soldiers they felt compelled to help.
Their selflessness in the face of a post-apocalyptic landscape had ruined them. Nazir was dead. Afifiah would never know what became of the man she called father. Her children would wonder about him the entirety of their lives, however long they may be.
Battle resolved he would prepare for the end of days. He would make a home worth defending, one from which he would never have to stray. That was the way to survive.
It was the only way.
 



CHAPTER 33
OCTOBER 16, 2037, 4:30 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
ABERNATHY, TEXAS
 
Baadal leading the group, they walked silently north on Interstate 27.
“The canyon is about a hundred miles from here,” he explained. “The first scout is maybe seventy or eighty miles. We need to find water or we won’t make it. We’ve been walking for six hours.”
“We need to keep moving or we won’t make it,” said Battle. “They’re not letting us get away as easy as the general made it sound.”
“I’m dehydrated too,” said the gladiator. His name was Charlie Pierce. He told them he was a grass farmer who’d refused to increase his crop supply to the Cartel. They’d punished him, killing his wife and taking his farm. He was sent to the Jones to die.
“I hear you,” said Battle. He licked his dry lips. The cracks told him he needed water. All of them did. “We’ll figure it out.”
Lola and Sawyer dragged behind. They were talking to each other in hushed voices, and Battle didn’t want to interrupt. As long as they kept pace, they were fine.
Ahead on the right, there was a mobile home. Even from a distance, Battle could see it was a wreck. It was the first house they’d passed outside of Lubbock.
“I’m gonna run ahead,” Battle said. “Meet me outside that house.”
Battle jogged ahead, his head throbbing. He pushed his way into the trailer, kicking in the thin, hollow-core door.
He was immediately hit with the odor of urine and feces. A pair of rats scurried past him, diving into holes at the baseboards. He covered his mouth and nose with the crook of his arm, his eyes burning from the acidity in the air. He shuffled his way through what he imagined was the living area and found the kitchenette. With one hand he flung open cabinet doors above and below the laminate countertops that ran the length of the galley.
From the cabinets he pulled three large plastic cups, an open box of sandwich bags, and some pipe cleaners. He stuffed the findings into a plastic grocery bag he found on the floor. He looked for utensils but didn’t find any.
Battle opened the refrigerator but instantly closed it when he found a nest of rodents chirping back at him, their eyes reflecting what little light had seeped into the box. He didn’t bother with the freezer.
Nauseated, he hopscotched his way to the bedroom on the opposite side of the trailer. On a bare mattress in the corner of the room, there was a body. It was shriveled and decaying. A rat was chewing on the corpse’s arm. Battle couldn’t tell if the body belonged to a man or a woman.
He inched his way to the dresser opposite the mattress and pulled open one drawer after the next. There were some clothes—shirts and jeans mostly. There were undergarments, which told Battle the body belonged to a woman. And there was a knife. It was a small jackknife with a three-inch blade, but it was something. He stuffed it into his pocket and bolted.
He emerged from the home to find his four companions waiting for him. Baadal was bent over, hands on his knees. Charlie Pierce was sitting in the dirt. Lola and Sawyer were leaning on each other.
“All right,” Battle said and pointed across the interstate. “We stay here for now. See that clump of trees on the other side of the highway?”
Baadal looked up, his hands still on his knees. “Yeah,” he said.
“We’ll make camp over there,” Battle said. “Right by those trees. We’ll chill until it’s dark. Then we go again.”
“We can’t go again if we don’t get some water,” said Charlie Pierce.
Battle held up the plastic bag and shook it. “Leave it to me.” He led the foursome across the highway to the grouping of shinnery oaks. They plopped into the dirt and weeds while Battle opened up the bag.
He pulled out a sandwich bag and opened it wide. He yanked on a low branch of the oak and stuffed its broad leaves into the bag, then took a pipe cleaner and twisted it around the top of the bag. He repeated the process six times.
“What is that?” asked Sawyer when Battle was twisting closed the final bag.
“I’m making water,” Battle said. “The leaves sweat like we do. I’m trapping it in the bag. At nightfall we should have a cup of water each. That’ll be a start.”
“It’s called transpiration,” said Charlie Pierce. “Hadn’t thought of doing that. It’s smart. It’ll work.”
“So we stay here until dark?” asked Lola. “Just sit here?”
“For now,” Battle said. He motioned to Baadal. “Since we have some time, tell us more about the canyon.”
Baadal sat up, arching his back. He was holding onto a large branch he’d fashioned into a walking stick and leaned on it. “We are strong people,” he said. “We didn’t succumb to the Cartel. Even as the government failed us, we fought for our freedom. We are doctors, farmers, honest politicians, lawyers, firefighters—”
Battle laughed. “Honest politicians?”
“There are not many of them, I’ll admit. But yes, there are some among us. Our leader, Paagal, says it is important to include all types. Every perspective is needed to effectively run a free society.”
“This Paagal,” said Battle. “How did he become leader?”
“She became leader because we chose her,” said Baadal. “She is forceful but merciful, intelligent but inquisitive. She believes the time is drawing near that we can disrupt the Cartel and lead an uprising. They are losing focus. We are gaining clarity.”
“You’re Baadal,” said Charlie Pierce. “She’s Paagal. What’s with the names?”
Battle looked over at Charlie. The farmer was enraptured, fully focused on the story Baadal was weaving. He’d pulled his knees up to his chest and had his arms wrapped around them, his right hand holding his left wrist for balance.
“They are Hindi,” said Baadal. “We all take Hindi names. They represent a rebirth, a cleansing from the filth of the Scourge and what it bore. Before I joined the Dwellers, my name was Felipe. Paagal’s was Juliana.”
“What do your new names mean?” asked Sawyer. He was playing with a large, straight branch he’d found on the ground, drawing circles with it in the dirt.
“Baadal means cloud.”
“And Paagal?” asked Battle.
A smile spread across Baadal’s face. “It means crazy.”
 



CHAPTER 34
OCTOBER 16, 2037, 4:50 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
LUBBOCK, TEXAS
 
Cyrus Skinner tapped the last cigarette out of the box. He’d smoked one after another since he’d left the Jones.
He was in a building adjacent to the stables outside the stadium, pacing back and forth. Though he was furious with the general, there wasn’t anything he could do about it. He was only a captain, a white hat. General Roof was a black hat. There was no arguing with a black hat. He dragged his fingers across his neck and winced at the tenderness along his windpipe.
He’d thought about killing Roof right there in the stadium. He could have drawn his pistol and shot him in the chest before the general knew what hit him. Cyrus Skinner’s life was a series of regrets and miscalculations. Not killing the general when he had the chance was one of them.
Cyrus thought the plan was flawed. He believed the Dwellers were constantly changing and shifting their defenses, and that was why they were virtually impenetrable. The Dwellers also knew every Godforsaken inch of Palo Duro Canyon and its vicinity.
They had the advantage, no matter what kind of surveillance the Cartel undertook. Brute force would have been smart, Skinner thought. Send in everyone at once and end it.
Skinner thumbed his lighter and held it to the cigarette. He inhaled deeply and held the smoke in his lungs. Sometimes the generals were too smart for their own good.
Porky walked into Skinner’s office, knocking on the open door. “Captain?”
“What?” Skinner spun on his boot heel to look Porky in the eyes.
Porky immediately averted his gaze and stared at the floor. “The first team is on its way,” Porky said. “I sent the Dalton brothers and another grunt. They’re on horseback.”
“So they’re a few hours behind Battle and his friends,” said Skinner.
“Yes, sir. They’ll catch up by nightfall. They’re headed straight north on the interstate. I told them to keep their distance. I said you don’t want Battle to know he’s being followed.”
“Fine,” said Skinner. “When’s the next team leaving?”
“In a minute,” said Porky. “They’re in an SUV. They’re gonna move east on 62 and then take it north until they connect with 70. That’ll take them into Plainview ahead of when Battle should get there. They can set up a watch there.”
“Good.”
“Captain,” said Porky, his eyes still on the floor, “can I ask what they’re doing? What are the men looking for?”
“The canyon,” said Skinner. “They’re looking for a way into the canyon and how the Dwellers are set up to protect it.”
Porky looked up from the floor, his mouth agape. “The Dwellers? I thought they were gone. I thought the Cartel—”
“You thought wrong, Porky,” said Skinner. “The Dwellers are alive. They hold the canyon.”
“But—”
“But nothing,” said Skinner. “The generals made a truce with them. Now it seems the generals don’t want the truce no more.”
Porky shook his head. “So we don’t… I mean, the Cartel don’t control everything this side of the wall?”
“No.”
“What would happen if that got out? I mean, if people knew—”
“That’s why we got to put an end to the Dwellers,” said Skinner. “They been quiet since the truce two years ago. If they decided to make noise, it could be trouble.”
Porky drew in a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “Dwellers…”
Skinner flicked the remains of his last cigarette to the floor. “You ain’t got no idea, Porky. Dwellers ain’t the half of it,” he said. He flicked his tongue across his teeth and made a high-pitched squeaking sound. He pointed at Porky and shooed him away,
“Go get me some more smokes,” he ordered. “I’m out and I’m gonna need ’em for the trip.”
 



CHAPTER 35
OCTOBER 16, 2037, 7:00 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
ABERNATHY, TEXAS
 
The sun hung low on the horizon, obscured by the distant line of scrub oaks at the edge of the dirt plain on which Battle stood. It dipped lower, clouds filling the dark blue sky. The clouds would trap what little heat was left from the day. It wouldn’t be quite as cold overnight.
He touched the bottom of one of the plastic bags hanging on the tree beside him. It was heavy with water.
“Everybody take a bag,” he said, passing out the cups. “We got a cup of water each. Drink it slow. Sip it. Take turns with the cups. Sawyer gets two bags.”
The group was sluggish. They were smart to have stopped and taken a break for a few hours. If they’d kept going, Battle’s head would be throbbing more than it was, and there was a good chance more than one of them would have collapsed.
Battle unwound the pipe cleaner from his bag and carefully pulled the plastic from around the perspiring evergreen leaves. He zipped the bag three-quarters of the way and then drew the opening to his lips. The water was cold. He licked it across his lips, feeling it moisten the cracks, and then swallowed successive sips until he’d finished the bag.
Battle dipped his hand inside the plastic and ran his damp hand across his forehead and cheeks. The others were finishing their allotment. Baadal had his bag turned inside out and was licking the remaining moisture from the plastic.
“That was a smart idea,” said Charlie Pierce. “You probably saved us from getting sick.”
“Saw a video online about it before the Scourge,” Battle said. “I tried it out a couple of times with the oaks on my land. It worked pretty well.”
“Where was your land?”
“Near Abilene,” Battle said, taking the plastic bags from everyone to save them for later use. “You?”
“Seguin,” he said. “Near San Antonio.”
“Grass farmer, you said?”
“Yeah,” he said. “Hay, alfalfa, that sort of stuff. Kept the livestock fed.”
“We should hit the road. The clouds are gonna cover up that moon and make it pretty dark.”
“How far are we gonna walk?” Sawyer asked.
“If we walk at a good pace,” said Baadal, “we should reach the first scouts before sunset tomorrow.”
“I’m hungry.” Sawyer sounded every bit the teenager that he was. “My legs hurt.”
“We’ll find something,” said Battle.
“What?” asked Lola. “There’s nothing.”
“We’ll find something.”
They left the trees and headed north along Highway 27. Battle walked behind the group, making sure everyone stayed together. Baadal was in front, marching like a soldier. Charlie was a step behind him. Lola and Sawyer walked together. She held his hand. Both were using walking sticks. Sawyer took Baadal’s lead and picked the dead leaves off a pair of branches, keeping one for himself and giving one to his mother. Battle noticed her limp was less pronounced. She was improving. That was good.
They’d walked for close to an hour when Sylvia’s voice filled Battle’s head. “You like her.”
Battle tried to ignore it. He didn’t want to have a conversation. He was too tired.
“It’s okay,” she said. “You’ve been alone a long time.”
“I’m not interested,” he mumbled under his breath.
“Don’t lie to me, Marcus Battle,” Sylvia’s voice countered. “I know when you’re lying. I see the way you look at her. I see the way she looks at you.”
Battle looked up at the sky at the first stars twinkling between the clouds. He exhaled through his mouth, puffing his cheeks.
“Marcus,” she said, “you can’t be alone forever. You’ve left our home. You’ve moved on.”
Battle gritted his teeth. “I haven’t moved on. You’re wrong.”
Lola turned around and looked at Battle over her shoulder. “Did you say something?”
Battle waved her off. “No,” he said. “Just thinking aloud.”
Lola’s eyes lingered as she kept walking. The corner of her mouth curled into a knowing smile. It looked like pity to Battle.
“She knows,” he whispered. “She knows I talk to you.”
“All the more reason to like her,” said Sylvia. “She knows about it and doesn’t think you’re crazy.”
“I am crazy,” Battle whispered. “I’ve been hanging onto my sanity by an unwinding thread since you left me.”
“It’s okay with me too, Dad,” Wesson said, joining the conversation. “She has a son who needs a father.”
“He does,” Sylvia added. “You’re such a good father.”
Battle stopped walking and clenched his fists. He drew in a long, steady breath and exhaled, trying to slow his pulse. He turned south, away from the group, and bent over with his hands clasped behind his neck. He needed to clear the voices.
He squeezed his eyes shut and held his breath. The group had walked far enough he couldn’t hear their footsteps. It was quiet, save the distant, high-pitched chirp of cicadas.
He stood there motionless for a moment. The voices in his head stopped. He opened his eyes and looked south along the highway they’d already walked. Battle was about to catch up with the group when he saw something reflected in the moonlight. It was a flash more than a true reflection. He waited. There it was again. Then he heard a noise. No. It was more of a song. Somebody was singing. Somebody was following them. Battle spun around and sprinted to catch up to the group. They needed to get off of the road.
 
***
 
The last thing Grat Dalton wanted to do was sit in a saddle. His rear and his thighs were rubbed raw from the subtle slide back and forth on the leather. Orders were orders, though, even if they came thirdhand through the hefty grunt called “Porky”.
Porky told them their mission was direct from General Roof. Captain Skinner had seen to it they picked the best teams to head north. Their job was simple: ride and observe. That was it.
Emmett Dalton told his brother it was worth the saddle sores for the five days’ worth of fresh rations, a bottle each of Tito’s Vodka, and cold water in their canteens. Emmett was halfway through the Tito’s, relishing the hint of corn in every fiery swig, as he, his brother, and a third grunt named Jack Vermillion neared Abernathy. Abernathy was a nothing town even in the daylight. The Daltons had ridden past it before, both north and south along the interstate. They joked the town marker read “Now Leaving Abernathy” on both sides of the sign.
Grat wasn’t joking with Emmett this trip. He was frustrated by his own aches and his brother’s drunken serenade. Jack Vermillion wasn’t doing anything to help. He was encouraging it by humming along.
“C’mon now,” Grat said loudly enough for his brother to hear him over his own wail, “enough singing. My ears hurt.”
Vermillion unscrewed his own half-empty bottle and raised it in a toast to Grat. “Give your brother a break. He’s just having fun.”
Grat didn’t know Vermillion well, but he could tell from the man’s slur and his slack in the saddle, he was drunk. Grat would have loved to toss back some of the liquor himself. But with both companions already wasted, he couldn’t take the risk. They had a job to do.
He leaned forward to get a better handle on his reins. His horse was as undisciplined as Emmett.
He was looking down at the animal’s crest. He rested a hand on its coarse black mane. When he looked up again, he almost fell off the horse. Three men were standing in the middle of the highway. The building clouds had obscured the moon enough that he couldn’t see much more than their forms. The men looked big, and each of them looked to be holding a long gun of some kind. Grat couldn’t tell if they were rifles or shotguns. It didn’t matter much. The men had the drop on them. Grat tugged on the reins and slowed his horse to a stop.
“Stop there,” one of the men ordered. “Get off your horses and drop your weapons to the ground.”
 
***
 
Battle used the dark to his advantage. When he’d seen the approaching grunts, he’d run back to the group to get Charlie Pierce and Baadal. He borrowed the long walking sticks from Sawyer and Lola and handed one of them to Charlie. Baadal already had his own. Lola and Charlie stayed back and off to the side, ducking into a shallow culvert.
“Hold these like rifles,” Battle told them and led them south toward the approaching horsemen. “It’s so dark, they might not know the difference.”
He was right. The first of the men didn’t hesitate to raise his hands and dismount.
“I’m gonna reach to my side,” the grunt said, “and pull my revolver. I’m gonna toss it.”
“Do it slowly,” said Battle, aiming the stick at the grunt. “What’s your name?”
“Grat Dalton,” he said. “You know you’re being stupid.”
“Real stupid,” slurred one of the two grunts who hadn’t yet dismounted. “You’re gonna get yourself killed.”
“Shut up, Emmett,” said Grat. “We ain’t in a position to be makin’ threats.”
“I ain’t givin’ up my guns,” said Emmett. “Ain’t takin’ my Tito’s neither.” The drunkard laughed.
“This isn’t a joke,” said Battle, his eyes darting amongst the trio of dark figures forty feet in front of them. “Get off your horses and step off the road.”
“Seriously?” Charlie whispered into Battle’s ear. “We don’t have any real weapons. These are sticks.”
“We’ll be fine,” Battle whispered back. Charlie had reminded Battle of the jackknife in his pocket. Still holding aim on the grunts, he fished out the knife and flipped it open with his thumb. “Get off the horses now, or you’re going to need another gallon of Tito’s to dull the pain.”
Vermillion reached out and pushed Emmett in the shoulder. “I reckon we listen to the—”
Emmett pushed him back. “I ain’t listening to these fools,” he spat. He hopped off his horse, dropping the near empty bottle, which shattered on the asphalt. “Now see, that’s just infuriating.” He stomped his foot and started marching toward Battle.
Emmett shoved his way past his brother and reached to his hip to pull his revolver. He was twenty feet from them when he pulled the trigger.
Pow!
Drunk as he was, Emmett couldn’t have hit a barn from three feet. The shot was errant and missed all three men. Battle’s aim was true.
At the instant the shot was fired, he’d flung the knife, end over end, at the growing target in front of him. It hit Emmett above his heart on the left side of his chest. The blade carved into him to its hilt.
Emmett dropped his pistol and staggered backward. He looked down at the knife handle protruding from him and gripped it, wrenching it from his body. That was a bad move.
Blood coursed from the wound, draining faster than Emmett could plug the hole with his fingers. He looked back at his brother, mumbled, and fell over onto the interstate, the knife still in his hand.
Grat backed away from his dying brother and moved deliberately to the shoulder of the road. He didn’t say anything, but his eyes stayed glued to Emmett struggling and twitching on the asphalt.
Vermillion raised his hands and jumped from his horse. He dropped his pistol and quickly joined Grat at the edge of the highway.
Battle advanced quickly and picked up Emmett’s pistol, aiming it at Grat. He tossed the stick to the ground, pulled the knife from Emmett’s hand, and watched the horror envelop Grat’s face as the grunt realized he’d been had by a man armed only with a knife.
“You gotta be kidding me,” Grat said. He swallowed hard, his eyes drifting to his brother. He looked back at Battle, cursed him and spat in his face. Battle could see the man’s fear morphing into defiant anger.
“I know who you are,” Grat said through clenched teeth. “You’re that fella from the Jones. Skinner shoulda shot you dead instead of Pico.”
“Shoulda killed both of you,” Vermillion said. “That’s what I woulda done.”
Battle wiped the spit from his forehead. “Coulda, woulda, shoulda. Too late now.” He raised the pistol and pressed it against Grat’s forehead.
Grat squeezed his eyes shut. “Just do it. Get it over with.”
Battle stood with the weapon at Grat’s head until the grunt opened his eyes. Then he lowered it.
“C’mon, guys,” he called to Baadal and Charlie. “Get the horses.”
He walked backward to the horse Grat had been riding and took the reins with one hand. The other trained the pistol on the grunts. “Mount up.”
Each of the men heaved themselves into their saddles. Baadal and Charlie started their horses north.
“Looks like we got some food here,” said Battle. “And a full canteen of water.” He reached into the saddlebag and pulled out Grat’s unopened bottle of vodka. He tossed it to the grunt and spurred the horse north to join the others.
Grat juggled the bottle, but caught it before it hit the ground. “Wait,” he said. “You gonna leave us here?” Grat snarled. “You kill my brother for nothin’ and then leave us in the middle of nowhere? No food? No water?”
“We walked here from Lubbock,” said Battle. “No food. No water.”
Vermillion called out, “You can’t leave us here. We walk back to town, we’re as good as dead.”
“Better drink up, then, fellas,” Battle said over his shoulder. He slid the pistol onto his hip and controlled the horse with one hand.
He brought the horse to a canter until he reached Lola. He offered her a hand and pulled her onto the saddle behind him. Sawyer climbed aboard Charlie’s horse. Baadal led the way north.
“We can be there before sunrise,” he said to the others. He pulled his canteen and drew a long drink before coaxing his horse to a gallop. “We’ll probably reach a scout not long after midnight.”
Lola wrapped her arms around Battle’s waist, her hands pressed flat against his chest. He turned his head toward hers as his horse picked up speed. “You okay?”
“For now,” she said. “I’ve got Sawyer. I’ve got you. And we’re going to a place the Cartel can’t touch us.”
Battle took one of her hands and squeezed. She leaned into his back, resting her head against his neck. It was the most human contact Battle had experienced in five years. It felt alien yet comforting. It took his breath away. He allowed himself to enjoy it.
Lola was right about two things. She had Sawyer. She had him. He didn’t want to tell her that deep down he believed the Cartel’s arms were long enough to always reach them, even in the canyon.
 



CHAPTER 36
OCTOBER 17, 2037, 1:00 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
LUBBOCK, TEXAS
 
General Roof stood in front of a panel of large monitors on the wall of the Lubbock HQ office. He was alone. He’d shooed away the grunts and bosses who were hanging around drinking and smoking. He poured himself a cup of coffee. It was black and like mud, but he was tired and needed the jolt of caffeine.
The power in Lubbock was better than in some of the less populated areas. It was necessary, given Lubbock’s importance to their drug trade, that the electricity be more stable. Roof was thankful for that as he pressed a remote on the desk to activate the office computer.
“Computer on,” he said. The trio of wide screens flickered to life. “Conference Generals. Live chat.”
A series of numbers and letters moved across the center screen. It went black and then turned on again. Roof’s mirror image filled the screen. The monitors to either side buzzed to life. A bald man appeared in the screen to the left, and a leathery one was visible on the right.
“We need to talk,” said Roof. “You have a minute?”
“It’s late,” said the bald general. General Harvey Logan. Roof could hear a woman in the background. She was complaining about the interruption. Logan ignored her.
“I’m good,” said the leathery one, Parrott Manuse. “What do you need?”
“I think I’ve found a way to deal with the Dwellers,” said Roof.
“We dealt with them two years ago,” said Manuse. “We signed a truce. We told everyone we’d eliminated them. What’s the problem?”
“It’s only a matter of time before their influence spreads,” said Roof. “We’ve caught their scouts farther and farther away from the canyon. They’re planning something. We need to be proactive.”
“So what is this proactive approach?” asked Logan. “What have you concocted this time?”
“You know about the man they called Mad Max.”
Both generals nodded and acknowledged they knew of him. “What about him?” asked Logan, rubbing his head.
“He survived the Jones,” said Roof. “He and four others.”
Logan cursed. “How?”
“He’s a warrior,” said Roof, looking directly into the camera at the top of the center monitor. “He survived. I let him go.”
Manuse leaned into his camera, his face growing large and out of focus on the screen. “What? Who gave you that sole authority? We have rules, Roof. We have three generals for a reason.”
“We had four generals,” said Logan. “Your last plan to end the Dwellers and take the canyon left us with three. You recall that, Roof?”
“I recall that,” said Roof. “That’s why it’s imperative we take care of them now.”
Manuse sat back in his chair. His face pulled into focus. “What does Mad Max have to do with the Dwellers?”
“One of the men traveling with him is a Dweller. He survived too. He’s going to lead Mad Max and a couple of others straight to the canyon. I’ve got teams following them, looking for defense strategy.”
“That’s not enough,” said Logan. “They shift their defenses constantly. That’s why we can’t defeat them. Surveillance won’t be good for more than a day. It’s a waste.”
“You better have something else,” said Manuse.
Roof smiled. “I do.”
“What is it?” asked Logan. “Stop being coy.”
“One of the men traveling with Mad Max is one of ours,” said Roof. “A captain from Houston. I brought him with me to Lubbock. I put him in the Jones and told the fighters not to touch him. His name is Charlie Pierce. He’s smart. And he’s going to be on the inside.”
Logan nodded. “So the surveillance is a decoy?”
“Exactly,” said Roof. “It’s a distraction. Mad Max, whose name is Battle by the way, will spot them. He’ll probably kill some of them. Pierce will work hard to gain Battle’s confidence. Pierce is our real weapon. He’ll walk right into the canyon with a friendly escort and a badass warrior at his side.”
The generals congratulated Roof on his brilliance and they agreed to talk soon. Roof ended the call and shut down the computers.
He walked over to the desk in the corner of the room and sat on its edge. He picked up the mug of coffee and took a healthy swig, wincing at the bitterness of it. It was cold too, but it was coffee. He finished it and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
Roof pinched the bridge of his nose and rubbed his eyes with his fingers. It would be a long few nights waiting for word from Charlie Pierce. It would be worth it in the end.
They’d rid themselves of the threat from the Dwellers. They’d truly establish dominion over the two hundred and seventy-thousand square miles they’d fought hard to control in the months after the Scourge.
The best part of it was that an old friend was unwittingly doing his bidding for him. Marcus Battle, the war hero, was under his command. He laughed thinking about how Battle hadn’t recognized him. Maybe it was the ponytail or the beard. Maybe too many years had passed. It didn’t matter. It was better that Battle was clueless.
General Roof reached inside his shirt and pulled out a pair of dog tags that hung around his neck on a thin ball chain. He’d worn them every day since his enlistment more than twenty-five years earlier; before earning his E-7 stripes, before Syria, before Landstuhl and Walter Reed, the meth and the heroine, the riches, the Scourge, the Cartel, the depravity, before…
The chain was long enough that he could read the stamped lettering on the tags. He ran his thumb across it, reminding himself of who he’d once been.
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CHAPTER 1
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 2:00 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
PALO DURO CANYON, TEXAS
 
Dragging a fresh corpse across the canyon’s floor wasn’t part of the plan. Not much that had happened in the week since he’d arrived had gone as Charlie Pierce expected, but there was a job to do.
Regardless of the obstacles or the unforeseen circumstances, Pierce had to deliver. General Roof was relying on his surveillance for the coming assault.
Pierce was bent over at the waist, slogging backwards on his heels as he pulled the body through brush, over rock, and across dry creek beds. He didn’t know how far he’d have to go to find the right spot to dump the man he was forced to execute. He’d know it when he found it.
Lightning flashed in the sky above, illuminating the steep, jagged walls of the canyon. Thunder followed and reverberated as it traveled the wide valley of Palo Duro. Pierce stopped and dropped the body. He stood erect and put his hands on his hips. He was winded and, despite near freezing temperatures, was sweating through his shirt. He could feel the perspiration chill as it dripped from the nape of his neck down his back.
Another fork of light jabbed the black sky, pulsing as the thunder cracked and rumbled before the afterglow was gone. The storm was getting closer.
Pierce wondered if the turn in the weather was a good thing. A heavy rain would wash away the impression of the body from having pulled it through the dirt.
He’d snapped the man’s neck during a brief struggle. The man, a sentry for the Dwellers, had asked too many questions. He’d pressed too hard about Pierce’s intentions. Although Pierce had tried to talk his way out of the predicament, it hadn’t worked.
Pierce had found a communications bunker on the canyon’s floor. It was two miles from the Dwellers’ central encampment.
The bunker wasn’t much more than a grotto nature had carved into the mesa walls. There were several two-way radio base stations, their orange displays casting a warm, fire-like glow on the cave’s pale walls. It was the rumble and hum of a generator that had led Pierce to the grotto. Sound traveled in the desert night, and the rumble was unmistakable from a half mile away.
A thin, camouflaged wire serving as an antenna extension ran up the steep wall as far as Pierce had been able to see in the dark. The Dwellers’ communication system was a fortunate but critical find for the spy. If he couldn’t disable the two-way system as the attack occurred, he could at the very least relay frequencies to the Cartel so they could monitor the Dwellers’ tactical positions. The sentry had surprised him as he was checking those frequencies.
“Hey,” the sentry had called out from beyond the bunker’s entrance, his voice echoing inside the small cave. “What are you doing? You’re not supposed to be in there.”
“I just stumbled in here,” Pierce had lied. “I was out for a walk…”
The sentry had stepped into the cave, aiming a penlight at Pierce’s face. It had been otherwise dark save the glowing green and blue lights on the two-way transmitters. “It’s two o’clock in the morning.”
“Yeah.” Pierce had shrugged before making his deadly move. Now he found himself dragging a body along the canyon floor.
The canyon was immense in size. It ran seventy miles long and, at its widest, twenty miles across. Its walls stretched skyward close to nine hundred feet from the floor. Pierce had learned in his brief stay that the Dwellers were experts at navigating and protecting it. Pierce had done everything he could to soak in as much information as possible. He’d listened to conversations, observed patterns of movement and behavior, and he’d absorbed the bizarre philosophical bent of the bellicose pacifists who gave themselves Hindi names in a freakish ritual that, to Pierce’s limited theological education, bore no resemblance to Hinduism.
Pierce had done his job invisibly until he’d killed the sentry. He’d performed exactly as the general had instructed.
“Be a fly on the wall,” General Roof had said the night before he put him in the Jones. “Learn as much as you can about how they work. Then, when we attack, damage whatever defensive systems you can and run.”
They were broad orders with little assurance of survival. Pierce gladly accepted the challenge. He had no family. He’d grown tired of his monotonous and sour post-scourge existence. This was an adventure with the promise of greater things to come should he succeed and live.
Pierce blinked against another flash of lightning and shivered at the first icy drops of rain that smacked against his head and shoulders. The storm was coming.
He was running out of time to dispose of the body in a way that made the sentry’s death look like an accident. He needed to finish the job and return to the camp before anyone knew he was missing.
Pierce looked around at his surroundings. He couldn’t see much beyond a few feet except when the lightning flashed. He decided this spot was as good as any. The ache in his lower back made the choice as much as his brain.
He lifted up his shirt and reached into his baggy, sweat- and dirt-stained pants. Strapped to his leg was a gift General Roof had given him. He flipped it open and pressed a series of numbers before pulling the satellite phone to his ear. It took a couple of minutes for the satellite to acquire his signal. When it did, he heard a series of warbling rings.
The general answered with a voice more gravelly than usual. “It’s two in the morning,” he said.
The rain was intensifying. The drops were heavier and equally as cold. Pierce wiped the water from his eyes. “I found their communications hub. They’re working with two-way radios. I’ve got the frequencies.”
“Go ahead,” said the general. “Give them to me.”
“Four sixty-seven point fifty-eight seventy-five,” Pierce answered. “Four sixty-two fifty-eight seventy-five. Four four six zero zero and four forty-six five.”
“Only four frequencies?”
“That I could tell.”
“So they’ve got a two-mile range.”
“I don’t know.”
“And they’re operational?”
Pierce squatted, resting his weight on his heels. He shielded his face from the rain and tried to cup the phone tight to his ear. The rain was making it difficult to hear. “What?”
“They’re operational?”
“They seem to be,” said Pierce. “They’ve got a generator charging the batteries.”
The signal was beginning to weaken. “Are they onto you?”
Pierce turned his back to the gusts of wind blowing through the canyon. “No.”
“You sure?”
“I had to kill a guy,” Pierce admitted. His body involuntarily trembled from the cold.
“That changes things.”
“I’ll be f-f-fine,” Pierce stammered. His jaw was beginning to ache from his chattering teeth. The temperature had dropped what felt like fifteen degrees in a few seconds. The rain was beating down, slapping Pierce’s neck and arms with a cold sting.
The general’s voice was hollow and digitally distorted. “Hello?”
Pierce pulled the phone from his ear and looked at the signal. It was nonexistent. He pressed a button to end the call, wiped the screen with the tail of his shirt, and stood to stuff it back into his pants.
“Pierce?” a voice called from behind him.
Pierce spun as thunder shuddered through his shivering body. A flash of lightning revealed a dark figure standing a few feet from him. Pierce couldn’t make out the man’s features, but he knew who it was and saw the gun in his hand.
“What are you doing, Pierce?” Marcus Battle asked the question as if he already knew the answer.
Pierce balled his hands into fists. He set his feet shoulder width apart and braced himself for the coming confrontation. “What do you think I’m doing?” he asked, the rain spilling into his eyes as he tried to focus on Battle’s right hand.
“Helping the Cartel.”
Pierce laughed. “You’re quick on the uptake,” he said. “I’ve been helping the Cartel since you chose to take me from the Jones. You’re not nearly as smart as you think you are.”
“You were a plant.”
“Something like that.”
Battle waved his weapon at the body on the ground. “And you killed this Dweller here?”
Pierce had his eyes on the gun. “Something like that.”
“Just killed him. No reason.”
Pierce shuddered against the cold. Rain sprayed from his lips as he spat. “Who the hell are you to judge which side is right and which is wrong? You’re a homeless vigilante. You—”
The single shot from Battle’s nine millimeter was hidden by the throaty roar of thunder rolling through the gypsum, shale, and sandstone walls, but it traveled straight into Pierce’s open mouth and dropped him where he stood.
“Homeless vigilante?” asked Battle. He stepped toward the pair of bodies on the flooding canyon floor and crouched down. He looked into Pierce’s eyes. “Something like that.”
 



CHAPTER 2
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 3:00 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
PALO DURO CANYON, TEXAS
 
Battle tossed the satellite phone onto the wood-planked table in front of Juliana Paagal. It slid to the edge and came to a rest between her elbows. Paagal was leaning forward, her chin resting on the knuckles of her folded hands.
She was a regal woman who carried herself with quiet dignity. Her ink-black short hair gave her a youthful appearance that belied her age. Her coffee-colored skin blended with the light brown sleeveless top hanging on her narrow shoulders.
Paagal, as she’d asked Battle to call her, had welcomed the weary travelers without question. She trusted fellow Dweller Baadal’s judgment as her own.
She and Battle were alone in her large ten-person tent. The rain was constant and deafening against the tent’s red nylon walls. There was a lone light hanging from the center pitch of the large space Paagal called her home. A bare mattress and lumpy feather pillow sat atop a futon in one corner, a threadbare wool sofa in another. An orange extension cord snaked its way across the dirt floor and provided enough electricity to power the light and a hot plate perched on one side of the table.
“So you were right,” she said, her ice blue eyes staring unblinkingly at Battle without lowering them to look at the satellite phone. “He was a spy.”
“I apologize for bringing him here,” said Battle. “It’s my fault.”
Paagal shook her head and smiled. Her eyes narrowed as she spoke. “It was not your fault, Marcus. I am the one who allowed you here. The blame rests with me.”
“He killed one of your sentries,” said Battle. “It happened inside a communications bunker a couple of miles from here. I wasn’t trailing close enough to stop him.”
“Ahhh,” she said, lowering her arms and nodding. “That would be Sahaayak. He was a good helper. We will miss his kindness and his soul.”
Battle nodded at the phone. “Take a look at that,” he said. “Pierce used it to call the Cartel. I’m guessing he was giving them intelligence about your two-way radio system.”
The smile evaporated from Paagal’s face. “Where is Pierce?” she asked. “I can ask him directly what he was doing. I’d rather not make any assumptions.”
Battle hesitated and bit the inside of his cheek. “He’s dead.”
Paagal cupped a hand behind her ear, catching the large wooden hoop hanging from the lobe. “He’s what?”
The slap of the rain on the nylon made it hard to carry on a conversation, especially given that Battle didn’t really want Paagal to hear him. “I killed him,” he said above the din.
Paagal nodded. “I see.”
“I shot him. His body is next to Saya—”
Paagal spoke slowly, a syllable at a time. “Sa-ha-a-yak.”
“Sahaayak,” Battle said. “They’re maybe a quarter mile from the bunker.”
“Well—” Paagal sighed “—I’ll go ahead and make an assumption then. I’ll assume your life was in danger and you had no choice but to defend yourself. Otherwise, killing Pierce would have been a reckless and cruel act unbefitting a man who, up until now, I’ve given great respect. You’re former military. You know the value of a prisoner who has information to impart voluntarily…or involuntarily, especially given all of the extra Cartel patrols we’ve spotted nearing the rim.”
Battle pulled out a chair and sat down at the table across from Paagal. He leaned in, his forearms resting on the rough-hewn wood. “My life wasn’t in danger. I wish I could say it was self-defense. I think I lost that impulse-control mechanism a while ago.”
Paagal leaned back in her chair and folded her long, lean arms across her chest. Her biceps flexed as she adjusted herself. “As you judged Pierce, I should not judge you,” she said with more than a hint of irony. “We all learn to function, to cope in different ways. Yours is to kill at the hint of a threat. I see a man who struggles with his own darkness. You see the light. You want to live in the light. But the dark is more comfortable for you, so you slink into its embrace at every opportunity.”
Battle laughed. “You were a shrink before the Scourge, weren’t you?”
Paagal nodded. A smile spread across her face. “You might consider I am still a shrink,” she said. “Being a leader requires the effective use of psychology.”
Battle scowled. “So what now?”
“I suppose I should ask you that question,” Paagal said. “You arrived here a week ago. You’ve recovered from your injuries. Your woman, Lola, is—”
“She’s not my woman,” said Battle.
Paagal’s eyebrows arched with doubt. She raised her hands in surrender. “Whatever you say. Your friend Lola is again walking without a limp. Her son seems healthy.”
“Your point?”
“We’ve not discussed your plans,” she said. “You are our guests for as long as you like,” her voice lilted.
“But…?”
“But,” she continued, “there is a war coming. You are a soldier.”
“I was a soldier.”
“Semantics, Mr. Battle,” she replied. “Do you plan to help us? Our common enemy is knocking at our door.”
Battle squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’ll be honest,” he said, “I need to get to the wall.”
“The wall.”
“The wall,” he repeated. “Lola and Sawyer need a fresh start, as fresh as can be had in this wasteland.”
“And you?”
Battle shrugged. “I don’t know about me. But I need to get them there.”
“It sounds to me as if you’re looking for a quid pro quo,” said Paagal. “You help us. We help you. I know Baadal discussed with you the wall and what may lie beyond.”
“He didn’t tell me what was on the other side,” Battle said. “I know the Cartel doesn’t exist north, east, or west of it.”
Juliana Paagal stared at Battle without saying anything for several minutes. Battle felt as if she were taking some sort of psychic inventory, taking mental notes without permission. He sat there, staring back at her, trying not to give away anything.
“Here’s what I want from you, Marcus Battle,” she said. “You help us defeat the Cartel, or degrade them such that they dare not attack us again, and we will help you find your way beyond the wall.”
Battle shook his head. “You can’t beat them,” he said. “They’re not only here. They’re everywhere. Abilene. Houston. Dallas. San Antonio. Austin. Galveston. You know that better than I.”
“That man, Pierce, the one you brought here is not the only spy,” she said. “We too have the ability to infiltrate.”
“Really.” It was less a question and more a doubtful dismissive.
“Ever since the truce,” she said, “we’ve been dispatching cells. They’ve lived and worked amongst the Cartel in those cities you mention. They’ve painstakingly recruited allies. All of them are ready to pounce when we signal them. We can end the Cartel. You’ve come at the right time.”
“Or the wrong time.” He sighed. “You’re talking about war.”
Paagal pressed her lips together. She scratched her left bicep and nodded. “I prefer to call it an insurrection or a revolution.”
“Semantics,” he said.
“Touché.”
“So you can beat the Cartel?”
“We believe so,” she said. “The time is upon us.”
“Then once the Cartel is beaten,” Battle said, leaning in, “I won’t need your help.”
“Yes, you will,” she said. “The Cartel is the largest, vilest of the organized groups to emerge after the Scourge. But they are not the only one. There are pockets of thieves and killers who live along the wall, who worm from one side of it to the other, feeding off of those who would cross it. You will need our help.”
Battle leaned back. He nodded. He knew he had no choice in the matter. “For being such a proclaimed pacifist, you seem eager to fight,” Battle observed. “Seems hypocritical.”
“Does it?” Paagal asked, her expression unchanged.
“I’m violent for the sake of violence,” he said. “Though I don’t like it, I admit it. It’s my cross to bear.” Battle thought about how he hadn’t prayed in days. He was losing his religion in the wilds of the untamed landscape that surrounded him. It wasn’t that he’d forgotten to pray. He didn’t feel like it.
“Interesting self-awareness,” said Paagal. “I would counter your assertion by suggesting I am for violence only because nonviolence means we continue postponing a solution.”
“Paraphrasing Malcolm X, are you?” Battle asked.
A sly grin crept across Paagal’s face, her magically white teeth aglow in the red hue of the tent. “Be peaceful, be courteous, obey the law, respect everyone; but if someone puts his hand on you, send him to the cemetery,” she said. “By any means necessary.”
 



CHAPTER 3
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 7:49 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
HOUSTON, TEXAS
 
Ana Montes was late. She hurried down the frozen escalator, her right hand sliding along the rubber railing as she descended into the darkness, her feet clomping on the aluminum steps. Even in the blackness of the underground tunnel, she knew where she was and where she needed to be. Ana stepped off the escalator threshold twenty feet below what remained of downtown Houston, Texas, and took fifteen steps straight ahead before turning ninety degrees to the right. Her footsteps echoed against the walls of the six-mile-long tunnel system, and she made another ninety-degree turn.
She could hear the hushed voices of the others. They’d begun without her. She took a deep breath and pushed her way into the room. It was lit with LED flashlights illuminating the faces of the dozen men and women who crowded around a map on a table. All of them looked up at her when she slid into the room.
“You’re late,” growled the man at the center of the group. “We had to begin without you.”
“I couldn’t get away,” she said breathlessly and found her spot at the table. From her perspective, the map was upside down. She was opposite the man in charge.
His name was Sidney Reilly. Everyone called him Sid. He was the one who’d recruited most of them to join the Dwellers’ resistance.
His eyes lingered on Ana as he spoke. “As I was saying,” he huffed, “we are getting close. Within a day, maybe two, we’ll begin. Our job—”
“That soon?” Ana interrupted. “A day or two? I don’t think—”
Sid’s eyes narrowed; the shadows cast from the flashlight deepened across his furrowed brow. “I didn’t ask what you think. We move when we move. You’re either with us or you’re not, Ana.”
Ana shrank back from the table, trying to lessen the burn from the eyes glaring at her. She nodded and bit her lower lip. “I’m with you.”
Sid nodded and continued the briefing. Ana wasn’t listening. She was looking at the men and women flanking her to either side. One by one, Sid had convinced each of them the Cartel’s rule was coming to an end. All it would take was enough people to rise up. The ones at the table bought what he was selling.
Each of them then recruited their own cadre of revolutionaries. Those people, in turn, recruited another group. It was an uprising’s equivalent of multilevel marketing, and it provided for a stopgap plausible deniability should any one person flip or be discovered by the Cartel.
In all, Sid estimated they had as many as five thousand people on board. That number, they all knew, paled in comparison to Cartel loyalists. But under the right circumstances they were large enough to deliver crippling blows to the despots in charge of their city.
Next to Sid was Nancy Wake. She was a Cartel bookkeeper who had access to the locations and depth of their provisions, illicit drugs, weapons, transportation, and other holdings. Her husband, Wendell, was a disillusioned posse boss. Together, they were the deepest penetration into the Cartel’s Houston structure.
The others around the table were a mixture of grunts, urban farmers, and shopkeepers. They offered a variety of skills and insight the revolutionaries would need if they had any chance of succeeding when the time came. The time was coming fast, too fast for Ana Montes.
Ana looked at the map of Texas. It was marked with intersecting blue and red lines. Arrows marked the direction of movements. Large and small circles indicated the revolutionaries’ strength in numbers at various locations. Close to Ana, in an area near Amarillo, Palo Duro Canyon was highlighted in fluorescent yellow.
It all seemed to be too much. She’d signed on with the belief that the revolt against the Cartel was a nebulous pipe dream unlikely to ever come to fruition. She’d agreed to do things she never thought she’d actually have to do. Now she stared at the reality of the impending action and her pulse quickened. Her knees weakened. Beads of sweat bloomed on her forehead and above her upper lip.
“Are you okay, Ana?” Nancy Wake asked, interrupting Sid. “You don’t look good.”
Ana leaned on the table, locking her elbows for support, and she nodded. She felt the return of everyone’s glare. “I’m okay,” she said. “I…”
Nancy’s eyes narrowed. “You what?”
Ana inhaled deeply and wiped her upper lip with the back of her hand. “I just…this is suicide, isn’t it? I don’t see how we can beat them. Their numbers are too great. They have too many weapons.”
“What are you saying?” Sid asked, his head tilted to the side. Others mumbled their concerns about Ana’s doubts. Sid raised his hand to quiet them.
“I think they’ll slaughter us,” she admitted. “I don’t want to die or end up a slave.”
Sid laughed condescendingly. “We’re already slaves, Ana. They already control most aspects of our lives. We didn’t choose them as masters.”
“They robbed us of our liberty,” said Nancy. “They duped us into believing they’d provide security and structure. And then they squeezed us of our rights. They lord over us like we’re their minions. I can’t live like that anymore. I’d rather be slaughtered.”
Others voiced their agreement. A couple questioned Ana’s loyalty, asking aloud if she could be trusted. Sid silenced them.
“You knew the stakes when I recruited you,” he said. “You knew the end game. You agreed to your role, your vital role. None of this can be a surprise to you.”
“No. Not really.” She looked down at the map, her eyes blankly tracing the colored lines on the map. “I’m not surprised. I’m afraid.” She looked up, tears stinging the corners of her eyes.
When Ana signed on, she didn’t have a reason to fear death. She wasn’t a mother yet. Now she had a nine-month-old daughter. What would happen to her child if she died? Who would raise her? What kind of woman would she grow to be if she lived to grow up at all?
Nancy spoke softly. “We’re all afraid, Ana. I’m more fearful of what will happen to us if we do nothing. Our future is sketchy if we act, it’s bleak if we don’t.”
Ana swallowed against the thick knot in her throat. Nancy was right. Sid was right. They had to act. They had to fight. They had to end the Cartel.
 



CHAPTER 4
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 8:02 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
LUBBOCK, TEXAS
 
General Roof sat on the edge of his bed, staring out the large picture window of his temporary home. It faced east, and each morning as the sun rose, the bright orange light that filled his room forced him awake.
This morning, however, he’d been awaiting the sun. He couldn’t sleep after his phone call with Pierce. The mole had given him valuable information, which he rolled over in his mind like sheep jumping a fence. It should have helped him relax and gain the needed hours of rest.
Instead, he found himself thinking about the man Pierce had killed. That was a lamentable mistake Roof knew would be Pierce’s undoing. The general concluded that satellite call from Pierce was likely his last. The Dwellers were smart. They’d put two and two together and they’d end Pierce’s usefulness one way or the other.
Roof rubbed his eyes and slid his feet to the cold concrete floor. He tested his weight on his bad leg and felt the dull familiar ache that forced his awkward limp. He measured the difference between his two legs. One was muscular and whole. It was hairy, as a man’s leg should be, and its skin was an even creamy Caucasian tone. The other was thinner and sicklier in its appearance. Below his knee, large pinkish areas the color of a newborn’s feet were devoid of hair. The patches of transplanted skin looked like a collection of former Soviet states decorating his leg.
There wasn’t a day that passed where Roof didn’t think about the day his leg was mutilated. It was etched in Technicolor, that singularly defining day of his life. Another man had sacrificed, had put his own survival in jeopardy for his sake. It was the kind of selfless action that should have forced Roof along another path upon his return from Syria. He should have paid it forward, helping others in their daily lives.
Instead, the guilt he felt at having survived the IED and resulting ambush that killed four others had consumed him. Roof, who’d dabbled with drugs and alcohol for much of his adult life, dove headfirst into addiction. He’d been in and out of VA hospitals and homeless shelters.
He’d somehow ended up in Houston and had found help at a halfway house for vets. They’d gotten him sober, taught him business skills, and had sent him on his way with a new confidence.
Unfortunately, a hobbled recovering addict wasn’t atop employers’ “to hire” list. So Roof had taken work where he’d been able to find it and slipped into the criminal underworld of the Bayou City. He’d dealt in drugs and women and had quickly made a name for himself as a ruthless purveyor of illicit goods and underage flesh. He rose to the top of the game in a city known for being the highway for trafficking from Latin America into the United States.
He’d always worn his dog tags on the outside of his skintight shirts and had earned the street handle General. His penchant for drugging unsuspecting women and his birth name Rufus had led some to call him Roofie. He’d shortened it, combined the two monikers, and adopted General Roof as his name. His life force grew stronger, his cult of personality irresistible.
The Scourge was his deliverance. He’d emerged from the shadows, joined forces with prior competitors, and after months of work, consolidated disparate gangs into the Cartel. He’d agreed to share power with two other men, but they knew he was stronger. He’d been as fearless as Pablo Emilio Escobar Gaviria and Jorge Luis Ochoa Vásquez, the men who half a century earlier had founded the Medellín Cartel, and had a reputation for being as ruthless as the Salvadoran Mara Salvatrucha gang that ravaged Central America and spread to the southwestern United States in the early years of the twenty-first century.
Through brute force and will, General Roof had engaged in a meeting of the minds with the Sureños, Sinaloa Cartel, Gulf Cartel, La Familia Michoacana, Mexican Mafia, Yakuza, and Los Zetas. It hadn’t hurt his mother was Panamanian and his Spanish was impeccable.
As powerful as they had become, as much as they had struck fear into the surviving populous and had driven the government from their newly staked territory, Roof had always felt inferior somehow. Maybe it was the daily morning reminder of his external wounds. Maybe it was the internal ones, the truth that his life had been saved by a better man than he and that he’d chosen to waste that gift on the easier, darker path.
He rubbed his thighs with his palms and pushed to his feet. Roof balanced himself for a moment on his heels before rocking to his toes. He stepped to the window. The sun was lifting above the flat horizon of the southern end of the Llano Estacado. He bit his lower lip, considering whether letting Marcus Battle live was the right thing to do. It was a moment of weakness, he admitted to the imp on his shoulder. It was a payback: a life spared for a life saved. It was also probably a fatal mistake.
For as heartless as he’d become since earning his sobriety, he’d never been as tough, as relentless, as unwilling to quit as Marcus Battle. He knew that. A shiver ran along his neck and he trembled. He took a rubber band from his wrist and worked it into his hair, looping it twice to help shape a wiry, shoulder-length ponytail.
Roof scratched an itch in his thick beard and turned from the window, his feet scraping along the concrete as he moved to his clothing draped over the back of a desk chair. He’d slipped on his pants and an undershirt when there was a loud knock at his door.
“Just a minute,” he called and slid one arm into the long-sleeved plaid cotton shirt. He walked to the door and peeked through the peephole. It was Cyrus Skinner.
Roof snapped the last of the pearl buttons on the shirt and pulled open the door. Skinner took off his white hat and held it against his chest.
“Sorry to bother you so early, General,” he said, stepping into the room. “I wanted to give you a tactical update.”
“It’s not a problem,” said Roof. “I was awake. I got a call at two o’clock this morning from Pierce.” He looked over at the clock next to the bed. It was flashing. The power had gone out and come back.
“The mole?”
Roof limped back to the chair to retrieve his boots. “Yes.”
“And?”
“He gave us good intel,” said Roof. “He found their communications bunker and provided frequencies.”
“That’s in addition to their security setup, their weapons, and the position of their men around the canyon rim,” said Skinner. An unlit cigarette was bouncing from his lips as he spoke. “You were genius to set that up. I gotta say, General, I had my doubts. But you were right.”
Roof plopped into the chair. He winced as he slid on one of the boots. “Maybe.”
“What do you mean?”
Roof exhaled and then sucked in a deep breath as he pulled on the other boot. “He killed a Dweller.”
Skinner shrugged. “So?” he asked, standing across from the general with his arms folded. “Since when is killing someone a problem?”
Roof laughed. “I don’t have a problem with killing,” he said. “I wouldn’t be where I am if I did. For the most part, I’d suggest a violent execution is the best way to maintain order and control, but not this time. Killing that Dweller exposed Pierce. He’s done.”
“We lose our eyes and ears in the canyon,” said Skinner.
“It accelerates the timetable,” said Roof, pushing himself to his feet. “That intel he gave us is going to be worthless. How fast can we move?”
Skinner pinched the cigarette with his fingers and plucked it from his dry lips. He used it as a pointer as he spoke. “That’s why I knocked on your door so early,” he explained. “I wanted to let you know we’re ahead of schedule. I’ve got grunts and bosses heading toward the canyon from all over. San Antonio’s men are already on their way. We could move on the canyon in a day and a half, maybe two days tops. We’ll end the Dwellers once and for all.”
“Good,” said General Roof, “make it happen.”
 



CHAPTER 5
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 11:45 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
PALO DURO CANYON, TEXAS
 
Battle stopped short of the garden. He leaned against a cottonwood tree. Lola plucked cucumbers from their vines, dropping them into a basket she had cradled in the crook of her elbow.
The overnight storm had passed, leaving behind clear skies and an intermittent breeze that curled through the valley. Battle shivered against the chill and stuffed his hands into his pockets. He was impressed with the garden. It was maybe a quarter acre in size and irrigated with PVC pipe and drip hoses that ran from a metal cistern at the edge of the plot. The rain from the night before was a bounty.
Fall plantings were ready for harvest, and Lola had volunteered to help. She was working with three other Dwellers combing through the vines and stalks. Sawyer trailed behind her, looking for cucumbers she might have missed.
There was a brightness, a sparkle even, in her eyes Battle had never seen. She seemed happy. Her limp was gone, her red hair soaked up the bright overhead sunlight. Battle’s eyes were magnetically drawn to her.
“You should tell her what you’re thinking,” Sylvia’s voice whispered. “It would be good for you.”
Battle closed his eyes and inhaled. “I’m not telling her anything,” he told the voice in his head. He set his jaw; his shoulders tensed.
Sylvia wouldn’t relent. “I’ve told you,” she said, her voice filling Battle’s head. “You need someone. You’ll lose yourself otherwise.”
“I’ve already lost myself. I killed an unarmed man for no good reason last night. I’m not praying. My faith…”
“My faith in you is as strong as it’s ever been,” Sylvia said, and another voice joined the conversation.
“Mine too.” It was Wesson. “Dad,” he said, “she’s got a son. He needs a man like you to help him. He doesn’t have a dad to show him things.”
Battle shivered again. It wasn’t the breeze running through him. It was his son’s voice, as clear as if Wes were standing in front of him with his tiny arms wrapped around his legs. Battle could smell the baby shampoo in the wind.
His lips curled into an unexpected smile as he thought about Sylvia’s insistence that Wes use baby shampoo even after he’d protested that it was for babies. She’d explained it was healthier than other chemical-laden shampoos. Both Wes and Marcus had known it was really because it was the only way she could hold on to the vestiges of their only child’s infancy.
Battle chuckled and leaned into the cottonwood with his shoulder, his eyes focused on some nebulous distance. “You hated that shampoo,” he said. “It did smell good, though.”
A third voice entered the internal conversation. “Battle?” It was a woman’s voice. “Battle? Are you okay?”
Battle shook his head into reality. Lola was standing inches from him, her eyes narrowed with concern.
He cleared his throat. “Uh, yeah,” he said, blinking Lola into focus. “I’m fine. Why?” He stood up straight and folded his arms across his chest.
Lola took a half step toward him and switched the basket from one arm to the other. “You were doing that thing again,” she said softly. “You were in another world, talking to yourself.”
Battle looked at his boots. They were caked with the red mud of the canyon floor. His face flushed. He flinched at Lola’s touch as she put her hand on his arm and squeezed gently.
“It’s okay,” she said. “It doesn’t bother me, but the others were looking at you. I don’t want them looking at you.”
Battle looked up and over Lola’s shoulder. The others had returned to their harvesting duties. Only Sawyer was staring back at him. Battle offered a weak smile at the boy and then caught Lola’s gaze.
“I don’t care what they think,” he said. “We won’t be here long.”
Lola stepped back and shifted the basket, leaning it against her hip. “We won’t? What is it you’re not telling me?” She looked over her shoulder at the Dwellers and back again.
“A war is about to start,” he said under his breath. “The Dwellers are ready to fight. I’m pretty sure the Cartel is too.”
Lola’s gaze intensified. “How do you know this?”
“A couple of ways,” Battle said. “Paagal is hell-bent on getting rid of the Cartel. She’s got spies in every major city who are ready to strike.”
“And the Cartel?” she pressed, her eyes searching his for the answer. “How would you know what they’re planning?”
Battle scratched his forehead. “Charlie Pierce was one of them,” he said. “He was feeding information to them. He killed a Dweller last night. I killed him.”
Lola’s mouth dropped open, her arms fell to her sides, and the basket dropped to the ground. The cucumbers rolled out into the dirt. “Pierce?” Tears pooled in her eyes. Her lips quivered. “We can’t escape. No matter where we go. We can’t escape.”
Battle wanted to throw his arms around her. He wanted to comfort her and promise her they would escape, they would find a place beyond the reach of the Cartel and the grip of the evil that had the world in its clutches. He tried to will himself to listen to Sylvia and Wesson and give in to his evaporating need for human contact, for an emotional connection.
Instead, he adjusted the Sig Sauer tucked into his waistband and offered her a choice. “We have options,” he said and knelt down to help gather the vegetables back into the basket.
Lola pulled her lower lip behind her teeth and bit down as she joined him on the ground. She slid the basket toward her feet.
He tossed a trio of cucumbers into the basket and held up his index finger. “We can leave now,” he said. “You, Sawyer, and me. We can find our way to the wall and get to the other side.”
“Or?”
He held up a second finger. “We stay and fight. We beat back the Cartel. Paagal helps us get to the other side.”
They both stood. Lola wiped the corners of her eyes with her knuckle and folded her arms across her chest. She’d closed her mouth and was chewing the inside of her lip.
“Paagal says there are scavengers out there along the wall,” Battle added. “We could probably use her help.”
Lola took in a deep breath and pushed it out through puffed cheeks. Her entire body appeared to deflate. “We need to fight,” she said. “These people helped us. We fight; then we leave.”
Battle imperceptibly tilted his head in surprise and then pulled his shoulders back. Her resolve was empowering. She wasn’t the same defeated woman he’d met thirteen days earlier.
“I agree,” Battle said. “We fight. Then we find the wall.”
“What’s on the other side of the wall?” Sawyer had snuck up on them. Battle hadn’t seen the boy approach.
“That’s a really good question,” said Battle. “I don’t know.”
Sawyer took the basket from his mother and held it for her. “What if it’s worse than this side of the wall?” he asked. “What if we have it better here than there?”
Lola bristled. “I don’t know what could be worse than living under the Cartel,” she snapped, her eyes flashing with a bolt of anger before filling with sadness. “You know the things I’ve done to keep us alive.”
Sawyer recoiled and stepped back from Lola, seemingly surprised by her reaction. “I was just saying—”
“We know,” said Battle softly. “It’s a fair question, Sawyer. We could be jumping from the frying pan into the proverbial fire. We can’t live here.”
Sawyer’s eyes darted between his mother and Battle. “Why not?”
Battle didn’t have an answer for Sawyer. He couldn’t rationalize to a thirteen-year-old why they couldn’t stay in the canyon with the Dwellers. He knew instinctively this was not the place for them.
He’d lived in environments like this before: pockets of resistance trying to overthrow powerful despots. If the insurgency failed, they’d die or live in fear of dying under conditions worse than those in which they’d previously lived. If it succeeded, the insurgents would rule a fractured state. At best, they’d restore a wire-thin order to a lawless land. At worst, the power vacuum created by the fall of the suppressive dictator would give rise to new, more violently desperate factions fighting to control the new world. It was best not to be on the southern side of the wall when that happened.
Battle stepped to Sawyer and put his hands on the boy’s shoulders. “We can’t,” he said. “We just can’t.”
 



CHAPTER 6
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 1:45 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
HOUSTON, TEXAS
 
Ana rocked in the chair, rolling her toes forward and back on the cold wood-planked floor as she comforted her daughter. Ana’s blouse was unbuttoned from having breast fed, and the child gripped her open collar. The child cooed and burped into her mother’s neck.
Ana closed her eyes as she rocked. Back and forth. Back and forth. The movement was soothing to the child. For her, it was the equivalent of anxiously pacing. Her mind was swimming with regret.
She never should have agreed to join the Dwellers. She never should have agreed to do the things they’d asked of her. She never should have had this child.
A wave of guilt washed over her as that last thought played itself over and again in her mind. She pulled her hand from the child’s back and caressed her head. Her black hair was so soft. It was curly and had grown across the top of her head. Ana nuzzled the baby and inhaled her aroma before placing a kiss right behind her ear.
Penny was the child’s name. She was beginning to socialize, to understand phrases, and babble. Ana knew it would only be a few weeks before Penny walked. She was already wobbling from table to table, chair to chair.
She was as striking a child as her mother was a woman. Large, inviting brown eyes, light brown skin. Anyone who saw her was drawn to her as if her aura invited them closer.
Ana was cursed with the same gift. It was why the Dwellers recruited her. They knew the task that they’d assigned was suited for her. She’d succeed, they’d told her.
So far, she had.
She shifted Penny from one shoulder to the other and gently rubbed her back until she sensed the baby falling asleep. Penny’s head was resting in her mother’s neck; a soft gurgle tickled her mother with each breath.
Ana stopped rocking and tried to button her blouse with one hand without waking Penny. She’d completed one of the three when a voice in the doorway startled her.
“You don’t have to button up on account of me,” said the tall, weathered man leaning against the frame. A smile snaked across his face and he winked.
Ana jumped at the sound of his voice, managing not to wake the baby. She pulled her finger to her lips. “When did you get home?” she whispered.
The man strode into the nursery as if he owned it, because he did. His boots thumped on the floor as he stepped toward Ana and Penny. He reached the rocker and stroked the baby’s head.
“She’s sleeping,” said Ana. “It’s not often I can get her to take a lunchtime nap. She’s outgrowing them.”
The man’s hand moved to Ana’s face and he gently touched her cheek. He towered above her, his chin at his chest as he looked down at her. He slid his hand inside her open blouse, trailing his fingers across her body. His unblinking eyes were affixed to hers.
“Why are you home?” Ana pressed. She didn’t dare remove his hand.
The man pulled his hand from her skin and raised his finger to his lips. He motioned to the crib before reaching for the child. He took Penny, cradled her, kissed her forehead, and then slowly lowered her into the bed. He looked back at Ana and nodded toward the door.
Ana stood from the rocker and buttoned her blouse. She tiptoed from the room and met the man in what he liked to call “the settin’ room.” He’d already found the worn easy chair and had his feet up on the ottoman. His arms were perched on the chair’s wide arms. She moved to the loveseat opposite him.
The decidedly masculine décor of the room, complete with a buck’s head above the encased gas fireplace, preexisted their having moved into the large townhouse. It was among the nicer remaining homes near what used to be downtown Houston. It was an area north of the central business district called Midtown.
He’d picked the house, displacing another family, when Ana had agreed to move in with him. She didn’t have a choice, really. She was carrying his child and cohabitation was part of the plan.
“What’s for lunch?” he asked. “You cook me up something in the microwave?”
“The power’s out again,” she said. “When did you get home?”
“The gas should work,” he said. “You could make some corn chowder.”
Ana ran her fingers through her wavy black hair. “I already have some beef broth in the refrigerator,” she said. “I should probably heat that up. It’ll go bad if I don’t.”
He frowned. “Fine.” He waved her to the kitchen.
Ana pushed herself to her feet. “When did you get home? I’ve asked you several—”
“When did you get home?” he called from the chair. His words followed her along the short hallway to the galley kitchen. “Answer me that one.”
Ana chose to pretend she hadn’t heard his question and opened the refrigerator. The chill was already dissipating. “What was that?” she called. “I couldn’t hear you.”
“When did you get home?”
Ana turned on the gas cooktop and flicked a lighter over the burner. It burst into a blue flame and she turned down the heat. “A while ago,” she said. “Maybe eleven o’clock.”
He appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, swinging himself into the galley. “Where’d you go?” He plucked an apple from the granite countertop and took a large bite. He chewed loudly and used the back of his sleeve to wipe the juice from his chin.
“Downtown,” she said. Ana couldn’t lie to him. She knew he had her followed when possible. She knew the nanny, a bar wench who was probably more than a nanny to him, would tell him exactly when she left and when she returned.
“What for?” he asked through a mouthful of Red Delicious.
“I’d planned on buying more fruit,” she said, stirring the broth into the pot. “But the market was closed.”
“It’s a Sunday,” he said and crunched another bite. “It’s always closed on Sunday.”
“I was thinking today was Saturday,” she said. “You don’t usually work outside the house on Sunday. So when you were gone when I woke up this morning, I thought it was Saturday.”
“Huh.” He tossed the core into the trash bin on the far side of the kitchen and spun to leave. “How long on the broth?” he called as he walked away. “I’m hungry.”
“Just a few minutes,” she said and peeked into the hall. He’d returned to his chair in the sitting room. She could see his boots on the ottoman.
Ana ladled herself a bowl of the broth and then opened the freezer. Behind a set of ice trays, she’d hidden the gift Sidney Reilly had given her at the end of their meeting.
She uncapped the bottle, and the smell of bitter almonds immediately hit her. She pulled the bottle away from her face, holding it at arm’s length, and tapped the contents into the broth. The white crystals, which looked like sugar, dissolved into the liquid immediately.
She stirred the broth with a wooden spoon until the plain brown soup swirled on its own. She recapped the empty bottle and replaced it in the freezer behind the empty trays.
“A half a gram of potassium cyanide is likely to kill him within a few days,” Sid had told her. “I gave you two grams. Give him all of it.”
To mask the acidic taste of the poison, Ana added a healthy dose of chili powder to the broth and waited for it to reach a simmer. She washed her hands in the sink, her hands stiffening from the cold water, and she wiped them on the hand towel lying on the counter. She was careful not to inhale the steam from the broth. Sidney told her that heating the cyanide would create a dangerous gas.
“It’s almost ready,” she called to him. “You want a beer?”
“That would be great,” he said. “Some beer, some broth, and then some you.”
Ana swallowed the sting of bile in her throat as she envisioned giving herself to him again. She’d been able to detach for so long. Once the baby came, the plot thickened, and the rebellion grew closer, it became more difficult to play along. She was afraid he’d begun to sense it. To ward off his suspicions, she’d had to up the ante in ways she’d never enjoyed.
She found a serving tray in the generous pantry and set his bowl of soup, a bottle of room-temperature beer, a spoon, and a bottle opener on top of it. Ana took in a deep breath and, holding the tray at arm’s length, carried his lunch into the sitting room.
General Harvey Logan rubbed his hands together and sat forward in the chair when he saw her. He rubbed his bald head and licked his lips.
“Enjoy,” Ana said to her mark. She handed him the tray, which he set on the ottoman. “It’s a bit spicy,” she added. “If you want another beer, I’ll get it for you.”
He looked at her warily. “Aren’t you gonna eat? I like it when you eat with me.”
Ana nodded and spun on her bare heel to go back to the kitchen. “Yes,” she said. “I poured myself a bowl. I’ll go get it now.”
“I’ll wait for you,” he said and snapped off the top of the beer bottle with the opener. He pointed the bottle at her and took a slug. “Hurry up.”
Ana’s heart was pounding. She could feel the cold dampness under her arms and at the nape of her neck under her hair. She picked up her bowl and dropped a spoon into it. She cradled it with both trembling hands and found her place on the love seat.
He swallowed a swig of beer and belched. “You’re shaking,” he said.
“I’m cold.”
“Take a sip of the broth,” he ordered. “I’m waiting on you. I gotta be a gentleman and all.” He winked and took a final pull of the beer.
Ana pulled the spoon to her lips and sipped the warm, salty broth. She took another sip. And another. “It’s good,” she said and looked at his bowl.
General Logan set the empty bottle on the tray in front of him and cupped the bowl with both hands. He brought it to his lips, tilted the bowl, and downed the soup. The hot liquid streamed down the sides of his face as he drank it.
“Ahhh,” he said. He plopped the empty bowl onto the tray and smacked his lips. “Whew,” he said. “That’s got a kick, don’t it?” He shook his head like a wet dog and exhaled loudly, his lips flapping.
Ana sipped another spoonful. “Too much chili powder?”
“Whew,” he said again and punched his sternum with the side of his fist. “Maybe. How much did you put in it?” Sweat bloomed on his bald head as he stood from the discomfort of his chair.
Ana took another sip. “Not more than usual,” she said indifferently, unaware of the speed with which she’d killed the father of her child. “Do you want another beer?”
Harvey Logan, one of three living Cartel generals, stumbled forward. His eyes widened and he gasped. He fell forward, crashing against the wooden table that separated the chair from the love seat.
Ana shrieked and dropped her soup, splashing it into her lap. She curled her legs behind her, crawling into the back of the love seat.
General Logan landed on his side, facing Ana. He grabbed his throat and twitched. His arms and legs spasmed. He growled something as white foam frothed from his open mouth.
Inside Logan’s body, the poison was preventing his ability to use oxygen. His central nervous system, his heart and blood vessels, and his lungs were shutting down as if someone had flipped the switch on an electrical generator. A cell at a time, he was suffocating from the inside out.
Ana screamed between gasps for air. Her chest heaved and she sobbed with the reality of what she’d done. Harvey Logan was a detestable, violent man. He was responsible for the misery of thousands, but he was human. His bulging eyes and bluish skin were images burned into her memory, an everlasting reminder of her betrayal.
Ana had done a lot of reprehensible things to survive post-Scourge. Most people had. She’d never killed anyone though. Not until now.
Her wails and her cries were not for Logan as he dove painfully headfirst into a coma and then died. They were for her own soul. She was a murderer.
From the nursery, she heard Penny crying. The baby’s wail was piercing and angry. Ana covered her ears with the palms of her hands and squeezed. She pulled her knees to her chest and closed her eyes tight, pressing tears down her cheeks. She buried her head between her knees and rocked.
 



CHAPTER 7
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 2:51 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
LUBBOCK, TEXAS
 
Cyrus Skinner tapped the last cigarette from the pack and slid it between his lips. He crumpled the cellophane-wrapped cardboard in his hand and tossed it to the dirt in front of the Jones.
“Those things are gonna kill you,” said General Roof. He was leaning against a Humvee.
“If something’s gonna kill me,” Skinner said, “it might as well be something I love.”
Skinner tipped his white hat back on his head and looked at the general. Roof wasn’t himself. He appeared preoccupied and unfocused.
They were on the precipice of a defining moment for the Cartel, and Roof seemed disinterested. Skinner lit the cigarette and sucked in the bitter taste of the tobacco as the paper crackled and burned.
He blew out the smoke from the corner of his mouth, careful not to direct it at Roof. “What’s going on with you, if I can ask?” said Skinner.
Roof looked at Skinner sideways and combed his fingers through his beard. “You can ask.”
Skinner sucked in his cheeks, pinched the smoke, and flicked the ashes onto the ground. He exhaled again. “So then?”
“I know Marcus Battle.”
“Mad Max?”
“Yeah.”
“I know him too,” said Skinner. “He’s an ornery cuss. True enough, he’s a badass, but he don’t know when he’s beat.”
Roof’s eyes narrowed. He pouted and shook his head. “No,” he said. “I’ve known him for a long time. Or I knew him is more like it.”
Skinner played that over in his head. It didn’t make sense. He dropped the cigarette to the ground and ground it into the dirt with the toe of his boot. “I don’t get it.”
Roof adjusted his shirt collar, pulling it up on the back of his neck. “What’s not to get, Cyrus?” he asked incredulously, looking off into the distance. “I knew him. Marcus Battle. We served together in Syria. He…”
Roof drifted off, and Skinner wondered where the general’s mind had taken him. He knew Roof had served in Syria. Everybody knew that. Everybody knew that was where he’d killed his first man, his first woman, his first child. They also knew Syria was where Roof almost died. Nobody knew how. That was all conjecture and campfire gossip on long posse rides.
“He what?” Skinner asked, snapping Roof to the present.
Roof’s eyes fluttered and he looked over at Skinner. “He saved my life.”
The look on Skinner’s face must have conveyed the surprise he felt inside, because Roof took a step back and looked at the ground, as if he were ashamed of what he’d revealed.
Skinner motioned his head toward the stadium. “That why you let him live after the Jones?”
“Partially,” he said. “I also saw an opportunity to gain access to the canyon.”
“And he didn’t recognize you?” asked Skinner. “Even after he saved your life and all?”
“Guess not,” said Roof. “Maybe it’s the hair or the beard. I’ve gained weight. I’ve aged. Who knows?”
A smirk spread across Skinner’s face. “It makes sense now,” he snarled, judgment oozing from his dry, cracked lips. “That’s why you didn’t want me to kill him. That’s why you wanted him brought to you here.” Skinner shook his head in disgust. He snorted as he inhaled through his nose then spat of thick glob of snot onto the ground. “I wonder what the other generals would think.”
Roof’s jaw tightened and his shoulders squared. He stepped to Skinner and stuck his finger into the captain’s chest. “You best watch yourself, Cyrus.” He poked. “Don’t forget your place.”
Skinner held his ground, forcing Roof’s finger to bend against the weight. “I ain’t forgot nothin’, General. I ain’t gonna forget neither.” His eyes dove deep into Roof’s, staring until it was uncomfortable. “You got a soft spot for Mad Max. It’s gonna get a lot of people killed.”
In a swift move Skinner didn’t see coming, Roof snapped his wrist upward and wrapped his thick, muscular fingers around Skinner’s neck. He squeezed the surprise onto the captain’s purpled face. Skinner grappled with Roof’s wrists and forearms, unsuccessfully trying to loosen the grip.
Although Skinner muscled against his general, attempting to leverage his exceptional strength, Rufus Buck was surprisingly strong in his adrenaline-fueled rage. Skinner was failing, and the dizzying buzz in his head, accentuated by the blurred vision of Roof’s gritted teeth, only made it worse. Roof drove him backward, off his feet and onto the dirt.
His hat flew off when his head snapped back and slammed onto the ground with a sickening thud. Skinner bit clean into his tongue at impact and tasted the warm, coppery taste of his blood pouring into his mouth.
Roof was on top of him, straddling him as he pushed downward on Skinner’s neck. With his free hand, he palmed Skinner’s face and shoved it sideways into the gravelly dirt.
Skinner was losing consciousness. Before he blacked out, Roof released the pressure on his throat. Skinner gasped and choked on the blood draining into his throat. He rolled onto his side and coughed until his chest burned. He opened his eyes, his vision returning to focus, and saw dark red splatter on the dirt in front of him.
His tongue was thick and throbbing. He curled his knees up toward his chest and reached for his tender neck. His body couldn’t decide which pain to focus on. Everything hurt.
“You don’t know,” growled Roof with a vitriolic tone Skinner had never before heard from him, “so you don’t get to judge. Try it again, Cyrus. Try taking a tone with me. Try threatening me. I’ll end you.”
Roof delivered a forceful kick to Skinner’s lower back, and he emitted a cry that sounded like a frog dying in the jaws of a copperhead. He didn’t recognize it as his own voice, but knew the shrill cry must have come from him. The solid pulsating pain in his back told him so.
He didn’t have the strength, the breath, or the tongue to speak. He could feel the weight of his body sinking into the ground, searching for some modicum of comfort. Still, Skinner thought to himself through the fog of pain, That’s the Roof I know.
 
***
 
General Roof marched back to the stadium. He kept balling his hands into tight fists before releasing them and extending his fingers as far as they would stretch.
He pounded through the entry and back into the meeting room adjacent to where he’d bunked for the last week. His leg ached as if a storm were coming. His teeth were clenched vise tight until he spoke.
“Computer on,” he said. The trio of wide screens flickered awake. “Conference generals. Live chat.”
A series of numbers and letters moved across the center screen. It reset itself and Roof’s face appeared on the fifty-inch-wide panel. The monitors to either side clicked and hummed to life.
The screen to the left, assigned to General Harvey Logan, flashed the words “Connection Offline”. To the right, General Parrott Manuse’s wizened face pixelated into focus.
“What is it, Roof?” Manuse asked, rubbing his Play-Doh chin. He was chewing something. “I’m eating lunch,” he smacked. There was a man wearing red boots standing behind him, toward the back of the room. He was Manuse’s head of security.
“I want to make sure everyone is on board with the plan of action,” Roof said.
Manuse’s tributary-mapped face grew larger in the monitor. His already almond-shaped eyes narrowed further. “Your face is red,” he said. “You’re sweating too. What’s going on?”
“I want to wait for Harvey,” said Roof. “He’s not online yet.”
Manuse stabbed something with a fork and shoveled it between his teeth. His eyes shifted to the right as he chewed with his mouth open. “I don’t see him either. Where is he?” The man in the red boots brought him a bottled water and then returned to the back of the frame.
“I don’t know,” said Roof. “It’s a Sunday. He doesn’t usually leave the house.”
“Huh.” Manuse pulled a bottle to his lips and gulped audibly. His pronounced Adam’s apple slid up and down as he chugged until the bottle was empty. He smacked his lips again and tongued the foamy liquid from his lips.
“You might as well tell me what’s what and let General Logan figure it out later,” Manuse said. “Maybe he’s fussing with that baby of his. Or he’s fiddling with that young wife. Either way, I’m not inclined to wait.”
“Fine,” Roof huffed. “This affects him more than you. One of his captains, Charlie Pierce, is either dead or will be.”
Manuse licked the front of his teeth. “That the one you sent to the canyon? The spy?”
“Yes,” said Roof. “He gave us some good intel, but he was compromised and had to take action. He’s probably found out by now.”
“That it?”
“No,” Roof said. “I’ve got a couple more things to discuss. First, have you sent your posses from Dallas?”
“They leave in the morning,” Manuse replied. “They’ll be moving slow. Probably be a day before they get there. They’ll hit the north edge of the rim like we planned. Last I talked to Logan, his men we’re gonna come northwest and attack from the western side of the canyon. They’re set to leave after dark tonight.”
Roof nodded. “Good. San Antonio’s already left. They’re moving up through Skinner’s territory and coming north through Abilene. They’ll grab the southern rim. I’ve got one advance team from Wichita Falls that may hit them tonight. They’re made up of good men, all posse bosses. They’re moving up Highway 287, approaching from the southeast. They’ll do a little reconnaissance, which will add to the real-time actionable intelligence we got from Pierce.”
Manuse plunged a finger into his nostril and fished around as he talked. “And your men in Lubbock will make their way to the western edge from Amarillo?”
“Yes.”
“We’ll position ourselves at a good distance and then hit them in waves,” said Manuse. “That canyon is a double-edged sword.”
“How so?”
“They can hunker down inside its steep walls,” Manuse said. He was talking with his hands. “They can make themselves nice and cozy there, but they can’t see us coming from all angles. They don’t have enough people to surround the place. When we hit them, they’ll be surrounded. Sitting ducks.”
“Maybe,” said Roof. “All they’ve had to do in the past was guard part of the rim. They protected the easiest descents into the canyon and let the impassability of most of it do their work for them.”
“We’ve never used this kind of manpower,” said Manuse. “We’ve let them think they could hold their own, keep us at bay. Not anymore.”
Roof folded his arms across his chest. He stared at the monitor without a connection and thought about what he’d done to Skinner. A wave of nausea washed over him when he considered Marcus Battle coordinating a defense of the canyon. He’d made a mistake letting Battle live. Even with the intelligence Pierce had gleaned, it wasn’t worth it.
Battle might have slipped tactically and might have begun a solitary descent into madness, but he was a lucky man, a man who found fortune where there was none. And Skinner was right about one thing: Battle didn’t know when he was beat.
Roof hadn’t been afraid of anything or anyone since he’d survived the IED Elmo in Aleppo. He’d resolved to be fearless and reckless and immoral. He lost himself in the blank screen, thinking about the fear swimming under the uneasy rapid racing through his gut.
Marcus Battle frightened him. There it was. The truth for a man who’d lied to himself for so long. That was why he hadn’t killed him or let Skinner do the deed. He was afraid.
Manuse tapped on his camera to get Roof’s attention. “What else is there?” he asked. “You said there were a couple of things.”
Nothing else,” he said. “Let me know if you get a hold of Harvey.”
“Yep.” Manuse ended the call. His screen went blank.
There was a knock at the door. Roof turned to find a chubby grunt filling the gap between the open door and the frame. His eyes were wide and he had blood all over his tight-fitting shirt. He tugged on his pants at the empty belt loops.
Roof shrugged impatiently. “What?”
“Somebody beat up Captain Skinner pretty good,” said the grunt. “I don’t know who it was. I thought I should—”
Roof raised his hand to stop the grunt’s mouth from moving. “Who are you?”
The grunt looked down, averting his eyes. “They call me Porky.”
“I beat him up, Porky,” said Roof. “He gonna live?”
Porky’s eyes widened and then narrowed with confusion. He bobbed his head up and down. “Yes. I think so. His tongue, though.”
“What about it?” Roof walked toward the grunt as he spoke.
“It’s messed up,” said Porky. “It’s…he can’t talk.”
“Get him some ice from the mess hall,” said Roof. “He’ll be fine by the time we move out tomorrow.”
“Sir, General, sir, I don’t know if—”
“He’ll be fine,” said Roof. “We’re gonna need every last man on this run. He better be fine. If he’s not—” Roof stepped to within six inches of the grunt and leaned in “—I’m holding you responsible.”
 



CHAPTER 8
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 3:43 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
PALO DURO CANYON, TEXAS
 
Felipe Baadal stood outside the entry flap of Juliana Paagal’s tent. He looked up at the sun and noticed it had dropped maybe fifteen degrees since he’d started waiting. He guessed an hour had passed. When he’d left her, she was communicating on a satellite phone with someone in Houston. She’d asked him politely to give her privacy. It was what she called a “high-level conversation”.
The cool, dry October air made the wait palatable. It was a far cry from desert patrols in mid-July. Baadal put his hands on his hips and twisted to stretch his back. He put one hand on the opposite elbow and pulled. He purred from the relief.
“Sore?” Paagal emerged from the tent and moved into the sunlight, her hand lingering on the red flap.
Baadal stopped midtwist and turned with a smile. A torrent of warmth flooded his body. His cheeks flushed. “It’s the mattress.”
“Ah,” said Paagal. “The mattress.”
Baadal’s eyes widened as he remembered his fingers trailing along her toned arms, his olive skin a faint contrast with her smooth brown complexion. His pulse quickened when he thought about what else had happened before he fell asleep on the lumpy mattress. Before he’d had to leave when Battle appeared in the middle of the night with urgent news.
“You know,” she said, stepping closer to him, “you are the first man in a long time to…” She smiled. Her eyebrows curled into an arch, finishing her sentence for her.
Baadal wanted to push her inside the tent. He knew it would have to wait. There was work to do.
“And you’re the first woman in I don’t know how long.”
She touched his chest with the flat of her hand. Her eyes told him she was as eager as he to lose herself.
The smile drained from Baadal’s face. “I have to remind you,” he said earnestly, “I’m not a good man.”
Juliana Paagal pulled her hand from his chest and raised it to Baadal’s smooth cheek. “I’m not a good woman,” she said. “But we’re both survivors. That’s a place to start. I wish I’d gotten to know you more intimately before now.”
Her eyes shifted from his and she looked over his shoulder. Baadal turned to see what had caught her attention.
“I’m interrupting again,” said Marcus Battle, Lola and Sawyer in tow. “Sorry. I don’t mean to be a buzz kill.”
Paagal dropped her hand to her side and shook her head. “It’s fine.”
“It’s not,” said Battle. “You shook your head no while you were telling me it was okay. Subconsciously, you’d rather I not have interrupted.”
Paagal smirked. “A dose of my own medicine, as it were?”
Battle shrugged. “Maybe. I think you’re going to want to hear what we’ve got to say.”
Lola sidled up to Battle. She reached for Sawyer’s hand and held it, lacing her fingers between her son’s. Paagal folded her arms across her chest.
“What is it?” asked Baadal when nobody else took the lead. He sensed Battle, Lola, and Sawyer had something important, something urgent to tell them. He could see it on their faces.
Battle, he’d learned, was aptly named. It wasn’t only because of his survival skills or tenacity. It was also because the man always wore the face of someone in pain, trouble brewing beneath the surface and ready to erupt in the right conditions.
Lola, Baadal had come to believe in the short time he’d known her, was like reading an open book written in large bold print for kindergartners. Her emotions were sprawled on her face, in the way she stood, in the tone of her voice.
Lola squeezed her son’s hand and cleared her throat. “Battle told us you’re about to go to war with the Cartel. You been planning it, he said.”
Paagal nodded. Her eyes bounced between Lola and Battle. “Yes. That’s true.”
“He said you would offer help getting past the wall if we agreed to stay and fight,” said Lola.
“Yes. That is also true.”
“You’ll be able to get us to the other side?”
“Yes.”
Lola took a step toward Paagal, bringing Sawyer with her, and offered her free hand to the leader of the Dwellers. Paagal looked down at the offer and took Lola’s hand. She shook it firmly.
“We’ll fight,” said Lola resolutely. “Whatever we need to do to put an end to them, we’ll do.”
Paagal let go of Lola’s hand and nodded. “Good,” she said. “We’ll meet tonight to discuss what we do here in the canyon. The plan itself is already under way.”
Battle’s eyes went hard and his shoulders squared. “What do you mean already under way?”
Baadal had deduced the high-level conversation that forced him from the confines of the tent was specifically about whatever effort Paagal had initiated. He looked at her as she pressed her lips together, seemingly weighing the pros and cons of divulging too much information to relative outsiders.
“C’mon,” Battle pushed. “We agreed to fight for you, to give our lives for your cause. You can tell us what’s happening.”
Paagal crossed her arms and snickered condescendingly. “Let’s not confuse our mutually beneficial arrangement with benevolence on either of our parts.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” asked Lola.
Paagal opened her mouth to speak but paused. She took a deep breath and let it out. “It means,” she said, “this is a quid pro quo. I said as much when we spoke early this morning. You do for us and we do for you. You’re not helping us out of the kindness of your hearts, Lola. And we’re not taking you to the wall because we’re offering a free taxi service.”
Battle looked at Lola and then back at Paagal. He pointed his finger at her as he spoke in a measured but forceful tone. “Nobody said anything about benevolence or a free ride other than you. My point was that you need to trust us with information if we’re going to fight for your cause. Regardless of the motivation behind our help, you owe us that much.”
“I don’t owe you anything,” said Paagal. “You came here as a guest. You can leave whenever you want.” She pointed back at Battle, her finger wagging amongst Lola, Sawyer, and him.
Paagal stepped closer to Battle, her arms straight at her sides. Her hands were squeezed into fists. Any hint of a smile had melted from the fiery gaze she shot at Battle. “The whole secret lies in confusing the enemy so that he cannot fathom our real intent,” she seethed. “Whoever is first in the field and awaits the coming of the enemy will be fresh for the fight.”
“So you can quote Sun Tzu,” said Battle, his eyes searching hers as he spoke. “That doesn’t make you a general.”
“Neither does being a soldier,” she spat, her muscular arms flexing with the intensity of her words. “Nor does being a man on the brink of insanity. You speak of trust? Trust me when I tell you we are already winning the war. You either join us tonight to learn what comes next or you don’t.”
Paagal spun on her heel and turned back to her tent. She slapped at the entry flap and ducked inside. Baadal looked at Battle, offered an unspoken apology, and ducked into the tent behind his lover.
“What the hell happened?” asked Lola.
“She let me know who is in control,” he said, “and it’s not us.”
 
***
 
Battle motioned for Lola and Sawyer to follow him back toward their tents. Theirs were about one hundred yards from Paagal’s command center, tucked amidst a dozen rows of similar four-person tents. Lola had offered to share with Battle, telling him they were only three. A four-person tent, she’d suggested, would be enough. Battle had declined, using the excuse that tents actually only comfortably accommodated half the number of those advertised. He’d told her she should be happy to have her own space.
They reached their row, their tents adjacent to each other, and Battle suggested they get some rest. Once the fighting started, it could be days before anybody got any real sleep.
Sawyer ducked inside and left Lola and Battle standing in the alley between the tents. It was quiet other than the flapping of the nylon pitches against the swirling breeze and the rustle of thirsty, dying leaves on the nearby outcrop of soapberry trees.
“You might have crossed a line with her,” Lola said softly.
Battle cocked his head. “How so?”
“The trust thing,” she said. “Everyone is entitled to skepticism without judgment, Marcus.”
Battle laughed. “Maybe some,” he said. “Not all.”
Lola looked at the dirt. “Masochism isn’t attractive,” she said and took a step closer to Battle. She stood on her tiptoes, pulled him forward by his shoulders, and kissed his cheek. She blushed. “I’m taking that nap you suggested,” she said and ducked into her tent without waiting for her dumbstruck mark to react.
Battle stood motionless for a moment. It had happened so quickly and he’d acquiesced without pulling away. What did that mean?
“It means you’re human.” Sylvia’s voice was back. “It means you haven’t entirely lost who you are.”
Battle hastily unzipped his tent and crawled inside. Although the soft bluish hue of the interior was calming, he was agitated. He pulled off his boots and tossed them into the corner. They kicked up dust when they clanked against the taut blue nylon wall and the top of the metal spike affixed to the outside of the tent.
“You’re not listening to me,” Sylvia droned. “She’s telling you how she feels. She wants to connect with you, Marcus. There’s nothing wrong with that.”
Marcus tried to ignore Sylvia and instead concentrated on what Paagal had said to him before she’d turned away in anger. She’d quoted Sun Tzu for a reason. She’d chosen those passages from his work for a reason. It wasn’t arbitrary.
She wanted him to know what the plans were without appearing to have given in to his demands. She wanted to appear strong and resolute. Battle acknowledged to himself that was a smart thing to do. Baadal, and others, could only respect a strong leader who refused to negotiate.
If she’d outright told him her plans after he complained, it would get back to others that she’d caved against her better judgment. It would filter through the camps that Battle had bullied Paagal into divulging sensitive information.
She’d appear weak. He’d appear to be strong. The Dwellers could turn on her and follow him, defer to him, die for him.
Battle sat on the spongy cot that filled most of his tent and pulled his knees up to his chest. He crossed his ankles and wrapped his arms around his legs, holding them there with clasped hands. He rocked, thinking back to the conversation in Paagal’s tent that morning.
He remembered the hypnotic sound of the rain slapping the tent, the ethereal red glow that filled the space, Paagal’s calm temper. She’d as much as told him then how the war would begin on her terms.
“Ever since the truce,” she’d said, “we’ve been dispatching cells. They’ve lived and worked amongst the Cartel in those cities you mention. They’ve painstakingly recruited allies. All of them are ready to pounce when we signal them. We can end the Cartel. You’ve come at the right time.”
She’d signaled them. The viral cells she’d implanted within the Cartel were live. They were spreading. She was doing what the Cartel least expected, attacking them on their own turf without warning.
Paagal was smart. Battle stopped rocking, let loose of his hold around his legs and fell back onto the cot. It was only moderately more comfortable than the dirt, and it had the dank smell of mildew and sweat. It would do. He’d slept in worse places.
He turned onto his side and closed his eyes, trying to envision the chaos enveloping the Cartel’s major cities. He smiled thinking about it.
Battle dozed off into a light sleep, contemplating the odds. They might have a chance to win, or at the very least degrade the Cartel enough that they could find passage beyond the wall.
 
***
 
Felipe Baadal sat across from Paagal in her tent. She was gritting her teeth, rapping her knuckles on the desk. She’d not said a word to him in the half hour since Battle had incited her, but Baadal was as curious about her plans as Battle had been.
“What’s beyond the wall?” he asked. He was taking the circuitous route to the point.
Paagal stopped thumping her knuckles. “Why?”
“I’m curious,” he said. “I’d never given it any thought. Now Battle wants to cross it. I’m wondering what he’s going to find.”
Paagal leaned on her elbows and sighed. “I don’t know what he’ll find,” she said. “It depends on where exactly he crosses. It depends on what time of day it is. It depends on so many different things.”
“You’ve crossed the wall?” asked Baadal, thinking he’d gotten the conversation started. “You’ve been to the other side, then?”
“Twice,” she said. “That was enough.”
Baadal’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”
“So you’ve not crossed the wall?” asked Paagal. “I’d have thought as a sentry and a scout you might have been north of it.”
Baadal lowered his eyes and shook his head.
“It’s not what Battle thinks it is,” she said, her gaze softening into the distance over Baadal’s shoulder. “It’s not…”
“Not what?”
Paagal’s mind was elsewhere. Maybe it was beyond the wall, visiting things she’d as soon have never seen. Maybe she was thinking about the war at hand. Baadal waved his hand in front of her face. She blinked and snapped back into the present, into the confines of her command tent.
“Sorry,” she said. “It’s not easy to talk about.” There was a quiver in her voice. Her eyes suddenly appeared glassy.
“I’m the one who should be sorry,” Baadal said. “I didn’t know.”
“You wouldn’t know,” she said, wiping the corner of her eye with her finger. “Not unless you’d been there.”
Baadal shrugged. “So why does anyone want passage to the other side?”
“People always want what they think they need,” she said. “Rarely do they need what they have. It’s the human condition. It’s the idea that something out there can fulfill them, can make their lives better, fill the holes within their being.”
Baadal leaned back in his chair, away from Paagal. “Isn’t that called hope?”
“How so?”
“I mean to suggest…” Baadal searched for the words. “I have not lived a life of purity. I’ve sinned. I’ve been a perpetrator and a victim. But always in the back of my mind was this idea that I could be better. I thought things would get better. I wanted to believe that I would find a happier…” He used his hands to search for the words.
“Existence?” Paagal suggested.
Baadal nodded. “Yes,” he said. “Perhaps that’s the right word. Existence. A happier existence. That’s not me being ungrateful for surviving the Scourge, having a roof over my head most nights, or food on most days. It’s me being hopeful.”
Paagal sat silently. She adjusted her elbows on the table but said nothing.
“Maybe that’s all Battle wants,” he said. “Maybe he’s hoping for something better.”
“He won’t find it on the other side of the wall,” she said.
Baadal leaned in. He pressed his hands flat against the table. “Why don’t you tell him that?”
“He has to discover it for himself,” she said.
“That’s not—”
“Nice?”
Baadal shrugged.
“I told you, Felipe,” she said. “I’m not a good person. A leader doesn’t have to be good. She has to be strong. She has to do what’s right for her survival.”
Baadal nodded. He understood the strong pull of self-preservation at the expense of morality. He decided against asking about the plans already under way. He’d find out with the rest of them. Maybe not knowing was better.
 



CHAPTER 9
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 5:35 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
HOUSTON, TEXAS
 
Dead weight was a colloquialism Ana Montes had never fully understood until she helped carry one. General Harvey Logan was not a small man. Disposing of his body was not a minor task.
“A few more feet,” said Sidney Reilly, grunting as he walked backwards and grappled with Logan’s arms. “Just. A. Few. More. Feet.”
“You keep saying that,” Ana moaned. She kept losing her grip on Logan’s heels as they maneuvered their way along the narrow hallway that separated the sitting area from the bedrooms.
They bounded along the hall, banging into the walls as they moved. They reached the end of it and struggled through the doorway into the master bedroom.
Ana crossed the threshold and dropped Logan’s feet. “Hang on.” She waved at Sidney and bent over at her waist. “I need to catch my breath for a second. He’s so heavy. Remind me why we couldn’t have left him in the sitting room? We’re leaving here anyhow.”
“It might be a couple of days,” Sidney said, still holding Logan’s wrists. The general’s head was flopped backward, his Adam’s apple exposed. “You don’t want a dead body lying on the floor.”
“Maybe,” she said, wiping the bloom of sweat from the back of her neck.
“The tub is already filled with ice, right?” he asked.
“As filled as I could get it,” she said.
“I thought you had a freezer full of ice in the garage,” he said. “He’s a general. Ice is a perk, isn’t it?”
“We have ice in a freezer, sure,” she clarified. “But it wasn’t full. It was never full.”
Sidney rolled his eyes, huffed, and dropped Logan’s wrists. He turned to go to the bathroom and the dead man’s head hit the floor with a thud. Even though he was dead, the sound was painful to Ana.
Sidney called from the bathroom. “This is enough,” he said. “This will keep the body cold enough for a day or two.” He reemerged and bent over to pick up Logan’s arms. “Let’s finish this, Ana.”
She bent at her knees, grabbed Logan’s ankles, and heaved upward. A few awkward steps and they’d navigated the rest of the distance. They rolled Logan’s nude body into the tub and onto a bed of ice.
Ana stared at the body for a moment, recalling the wretched way in which the father of her child had died. It was hard to reconcile what she’d done, despite knowing it was for the greater good.
Sidney put his arm around her shoulder, leading her out of the bathroom. “You did a good job,” he said. “This was the first step. It was the most important.”
“I don’t know,” said Ana, stopping at her bed and dropping to sit on its edge. “I’m not any better than them.”
Sidney knelt down in front of her as if he were proposing marriage. He took her hands in his. “What you did was self-defense. What we are all doing is self-defense. It will end the Cartel’s hold over us. It will bring about a new time. Things will be better than they’ve been in years.”
“I wish I could believe that,” said Ana. “I wish I knew what we were doing was right.”
Sidney squeezed her hands. “C’mon, let’s go.” He stood and pulled her from the bed and opened his arms wide, offering her a consoling hug.
She took his offer and buried her face in his chest. She closed her eyes and wrapped her arms around his back. She didn’t see him pull the knife from his waist, but she opened her eyes in time to see the glint of the blade reflect in a wall-hung mirror.
She jerked away from his hold as he swung the knife around toward her back. Ana deflected the swipe with her forearm and instinctively drove her knee upward with as much force as she could muster.
The shot to his groin slugged into him the moment he drove his arm downward. The blade sliced the back of Ana’s arm, and she repeated the upward movement of her knee, slamming him for a second time.
Sidney dropped the knife and grabbed himself as he crumpled to the floor, groaning. There was drool pooling on the floor beneath his mouth.
The pain of the wound numb from adrenaline, Ana scooted back onto the bed and away from Sidney. She rolled over and grabbed a large leaded-glass candlestick from the bedside table.
Sidney was struggling to find his feet. He looked up at Ana with the gaze of a drunk. His mouth was agape, his eyes clearly unable to find their focus. He mumbled something, drool leaking from the corners of his mouth.
Ana tightened her grip on the large candlestick and bounded toward Sidney. She reared back and swung the glass like a hammer onto the back of his head. The glass vibrated in her hand as it smacked his skull.
Sidney dropped flat to the floor, unconscious. A dark stain of blood spread across the back of his head.
Ana dropped the candlestick to the floor. Her heart was pounding against her chest, her pulse thumping against her neck. She had trouble taking deep breaths.
She willed herself to contain the panic threatening to overcome her. She pursed her lips and slowly drew in a breath and released it. In and out. In and out.
Ana took a step back from Sidney, grabbing the knife and squatting down at a safe distance. She couldn’t tell if he was breathing or not.
Ana focused on the stream of blood trickling from the back of his head, down his shirt, and onto the floor. Between the double shot to his groin and the violent strike to his head, she imagined he’d be incapacitated for a while even if he were alive.
She would have liked to have asked Sidney why he would kill her. She’d done what he’d asked. She’d joined the resistance. She’d borne the child of a man she detested and then lived with him. She’d been a servant to the cause.
She wondered if Sidney had planned on killing her from the very beginning. Was it always part of the plan?
Ana had long expressed doubts of the strength and motive of the resistance. Sidney, Nancy Wake, and Nancy’s husband, Wendell, had repeatedly allayed her fears until they bubbled again to the surface. Of all the conspirators, she was taking the biggest risk on a daily basis, she’d told them. She was living with the enemy.
They’d acknowledged her commitment and sacrifice. They’d promised her the effort would be worth it when the Cartel fell. Yet here she was, having escaped an assassination attempt in the hours after fulfilling her promise to them. She wondered if the exercise of moving Logan’s body was an effort to fatigue her so she might be an easier target.
The sting in her arm was ballooning into a dull throb as the intensity of the moment waned. Ana looked at her wound. It wasn’t deep and probably wouldn’t require stitches. She’d been lucky. Still, it hurt.
Ana decided it didn’t matter whether Sidney was dead or alive. She wasn’t staying long enough to find out. She stood and kicked him in the back. He didn’t move.
She folded the blade into the bolster and stuck it into her pocket. She might need it again.
Ana stepped over Sidney’s body and flung open the closet. On the top shelf was a backpack she used to carry baby supplies. She yanked a couple of shirts from hangers and stuffed them in the empty pack. She moved quickly to the bathroom and emptied the medicine cabinet into the bag. Medicine of any kind was at a premium. She could use it. She could trade it. It was good to have.
Ana moved with purpose from her room to Penny’s. She pulled a package of reusable diapers, a couple of outfits, and some Vaseline from the shelf above the changing table. She stuffed them into the now bulging pack. She unzipped the front compartment and was able to squeeze a single bottle inside of it.
Traveling the untamed wilderness of the Cartel’s vast territory with a baby would be tough under normal circumstances. Ana was about to do it in the midst of a burgeoning war in which both sides were her enemy. She slung the backpack over her shoulders, unfolded the collapsible stroller in the corner of the nursery, and picked up her sleeping child.
Penny’s eyes cracked open as her mother set her into the stroller’s fabric and buckled the three-point harness holding her in place. Ana popped a pacifier in Penny’s mouth and spun the stroller on two wheels. Penny sucked on the plastic until she fell asleep again, her head bobbing from side to side with the motion of the stroller. Ana was speed-walking north toward downtown. She let go of the stroller with one hand and felt for the sharp bulge in her right pocket. The keys were there. Three blocks to go and she’d be on her way out of Houston and toward somewhere else.
Ana was quickly reaching the conclusion, right or not, that the resistance wasn’t about freedom. It wasn’t about making life better. She believed trading one power for another wasn’t always good. She’d experienced it in her personal life: taking power away from one bad man and giving it to another. Life didn’t improve.
Instead, she’d come to understand that any alternative ruler when it took power often became an oppressor worse than the one it dethroned. So afraid were the newly empowered of losing the control they fought so hard to win, they morphed into the very thing they fought against.
Ana suddenly knew where she needed to go. She needed to reach the canyon and the leader called Paagal before it was too late. Paagal, she’d heard from the others, had access to the wall and a way across to the northern side. She would find Paagal, explain what she had done for the resistance, and then gain passage across the wall.
 



CHAPTER 10
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 6:15 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
LUBBOCK, TEXAS
 
The sun was dropping low in the sky. It would sink below the dusty horizon within forty-five minutes. General Roof wondered how many more sunsets he would see. Not a one was guaranteed. They never had been. He knew that. This one, however, he considered with more contemplation than usual. This one was as singular, he believed, as the one he’d enjoyed the night before he first shipped out to Syria some eighteen years earlier.
There was something simple about a sunset that evoked a complex combination of emotions. Maybe it was the joy of having survived another day mixed with the uncertainty of what the next sunrise might bring. Maybe it was the fear of the dark night ahead. Maybe it was both.
Roof didn’t try to psychoanalyze himself. He didn’t want to be that self-aware. Inward ignorance was bliss as far as he was concerned. Still, he reached into his shirt and pulled out his dog tags and rubbed them with his fingers, melancholy about the sun’s shifting light.
Despite his mood, he relished the solitude. All of the grunts, bosses, and captains had finished their preparations for the coming departure. He stayed behind, tending to his work in the relative peace of the moment, though not before sending them off with a rousing speech.
Roof had praised the dozens of men for the expediency of their work. He’d told them they were ready for whatever challenges lay ahead. He’d assured them they would win and find their collective way back home, wherever home might be.
They’d cheered him. He’d tipped his hat to them and dismissed them, warning them not to be late the next morning. They’d left and gone to eat, sleep, and do whatever else rotten men do before heading off to war.
He was sitting in the bed of a HUMVEE, checking the weapons he’d chosen to bring. The Browning, a tactically stupid choice he’d always thought, was at his feet. Although he had never wanted the Cartel to fight with shotguns, he had been overruled. They had access to ridiculous numbers of the Brownings and what seemed to be a limitless supply of ammunition.
Given how many grunts were horrible shots, Generals Logan and Manuse had made the decision to make the Browning the standard-issue weapon.
Roof had relented to their demands, believing for so long that the sheer size of their infantry was more than enough to make up for the impotency of a shotgun. It was a mistake.
He knew that. He’d always known it. He was all the more certain of it as he checked the Trijicon optical sight of an FN SCAR 17 assault rifle. He pulled out and checked its twenty-round magazine and slammed it back into place. It was loaded with the heavy .308/7.62x51 military rounds. A voice from behind him interrupted his concentration.
“General?”
Roof swung the weapon with his shoulders as he turned to face whoever belonged to the voice. The young man stepped back, his eyes wide when Roof aimed the rifle at his head.
He raised his arms. “General? Sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you.”
Roof kept the weapon trained. “What do you want?”
The man swallowed hard. “My name is Grat Dalton. I’m the one you and Captain Skinner sent to follow and observe.”
Roof peeked over the sight. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“When you banished them folks from the Jones,” Grat said, “you had Captain Skinner assign us to follow them. It was me, my brother Emmett, and Jack Vermillion.”
Roof held his aim for a moment more and then lowered the SCAR 17. His eyes narrowed and he waved the man toward the side of the HUMVEE.
“I know who you are now,” said Roof. “You lost your brother near Abernathy. Right?”
The grunt bowed his head. “Yes, sir.”
“You lost my horses and weapons too,” said Roof. “Right?”
“Well,” Grat said, “I guess we—”
“You guess?”
“I just—”
“You just?”
Grat shrugged.
“What is it you want?”
“I want to make it up to you, General,” he said. “I know you’re heading north to fight. I’m not attached to any posses. I’d like to ride with you.”
Roof put down the SCAR 17 and hopped over the side of the HUMVEE’s bed. He stepped to Grat. “You want to make it up to me? Is that it? Or do you want revenge for your brother’s murder? Which is it?”
Grat hesitated. He curled his lips inside his mouth and bit down.
“Answer me the right way and you can go,” said Roof. “Answer wrong, you stay here with the women and children. Be honest. I’ll know if you’re lying.”
Grat Dalton folded his arms across his chest. He looked Roof in the eyes and nodded. “I want revenge. I want that Mad Max dead. I want to kill his woman and that boy.”
Roof stared into Grat’s eyes after the man had stopped talking. He searched his face, judged his posture, the way he stood across from him.
“Good answer,” said Roof. “We leave in the morning. Be here outside the Jones at sunup.”
Grat exhaled, releasing the nervous anticipation, and thanked Roof. He offered his hand to the general.
Roof looked down at the offer and ignored it. “Your friend Vermillion isn’t invited,” he said and grabbed the side of the HUMVEE. He hopped back into the bed and picked up another rifle. He was a minute into the task when he sensed a figure still standing watch. He waved his hand to shoo the grunt away. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Grat Dalton,” he said without looking up.
“It’s not Grat Dalton,” said Porky. “It’s me Porky. I need to talk to you about Skinner.”
Roof cursed and let out an aggravated sigh. “Can’t a man get any work done?” He looked up at Porky. “We got a war to fight.”
Porky’s fingers were tugging on his empty belt loops. “Yes, sir.”
“Why can’t Skinner come talk for himself?”
“He can’t talk, General,” said Porky. “I told you—”
“Right,” Roof snapped. He rolled his eyes. “His tongue. I get it. Why are you here?”
“He wants to ride with you tomorrow,” Porky said. “He sent me to ask if it was all right.”
Roof rolled his tongue across his front teeth. “I guess,” he said. “If he’s up to it.”
“Thank you, General,” Porky said and scurried off toward the Jones.
Roof looked around. There were a dozen vehicles ready to roll out. He knew down the street there were horses primed to ride. The sun was sinking and cast a pinkish hue. He blinked and squinted as he looked into the setting sun, tipping his hat lower on his forehead. He soaked in the light and then closed his eyes, letting the afterimage burn into his mind.
This was a final day of peace. War was coming. It would be bloody. It would offer another kind of scourge to the land inside the wall.
 



CHAPTER 11
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 6:01 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
PALO DURO CANYON, TEXAS
 
The burning impact of the twenty-two-caliber bullet drilling through Battle’s shoulder spun him toward the direction of the shot. He peered into the distance, unable to see from where the projectile was fired. He was in an abyss, standing alone in a vast emptiness.
A second jarring slug penetrated his chest, and Battle grabbed at the wound as if his touch could do anything to ease the instantaneous, painful throb.
Battle reached for his waistband, searching for McDunnough. He couldn’t find it. It wasn’t there. The weapon he’d named for Nic Cage’s character in the Coen Brothers’ classic film Raising Arizona was missing.
He’d always identified with McDunnough: a man whose good intentions led him deeper down the rabbit hole with every step. The more he watched it on his computer in the aftermath of the Scourge, one of the two dozen films in his hard drive rotation, the closer he felt to the bumbling, oddly intelligent convict.
Battle searched his hip for the weapon. Nothing.
Another bullet zipped through the air and stung him in the thigh, dropping him to one knee. He cried out into the darkness.
“What do you want?” he asked.
There was a howl from the darkness. It was animalistic in tone, but was definitely human. The howl was echoed by a chorus echoing the ghostly call.
“I’m alone,” Battle called. He narrowed his eyes, trying to adjust to the darkness. He couldn’t see anything. A fog rolled toward him from the darkness. Hidden within the mist was a volley of shots. Each of them were true, stabbing Battle from too many directions to count and forcing his body to convulse and wrench with each connection. Battle felt his life spilling from inside him, draining into the blackness.
“You were always alone…” called a hollow voice. It echoed, repeating the last word again and again. “Alone. Alone. Alone.”
 
***
 
Battle jolted awake and sat straight up, panicked by the dream and by not remembering where he was. It was dark. He had no concept of how late it was. He was drenched in sweat, which at first he worried was blood. He pressed his hands against his shoulders, his chest, and his legs until he was certain there were no leaking wounds.
He blinked back the sleep in his eyes until they adjusted. He was in his tent. He took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. His heart slowed.
Battle slid off the end of the cot and pulled on his boots. He climbed out of his tent and scrambled to his feet. He scanned the rows, looking for signs of life along the seemingly endless lines of pitches. He saw none.
“Lola,” he called and stepped toward her tent.
No answer.
“Lola,” he said, “I’m coming in.” He unzipped the flap and poked his head through the opening. The space was empty save two cots and a pile of clothes in the corner.
Battle withdrew his head and scanned the tent city again. It was devoid of activity. The moon provided some visibility but not much as he peered as far as he could see. He planted his hands on his hips.
Where was everybody?
He was still groggy, his mind cluttered with the remnants of the violent dream. He started one way and then turned back toward the center of the encampment. Row after row, nobody was there. Then, in the distance, he could hear the low rumble of a conversation. Occasionally there was a roar of applause or a collective howl.
He walked toward the sound, and as he drew closer to it, he could see the amber glow of a fire flickering against the face of those gathered around it. A woman’s voice was louder than the others.
“…of being the Cartel’s minions…”
Battle picked up his pace, marching toward the gathering, his boots crunching the dirt floor of the canyon. He looked above and saw a thick cloud move across the moon. The ambient light disappeared with the moon, but he was close enough to the gathering for the fire to guide him.
“…guiding the course of our own destiny…”
He approached slowly, and the size of the group around the fire was larger than he’d thought. It appeared as though every Dweller was present.
“…securing a future better than our past…”
Standing close to the fire, speaking slowly and with purpose, was Juliana Paagal. She stopped when she saw Battle stop at the edge of the assembly. She looked at him and smiled. He could feel the eyes of the entire gathering staring at him.
“For someone so interested in our plans,” she said, “you are remarkably late to learn what they are.”
The meeting.
He’d overslept, and in his haste to square his surroundings, he’d completely forgotten about it. The sting of the bullets from his dream still tingled on spots across his body as if they lacked circulation.
“My apologies,” he said and found an empty spot at the outer edge of the circle. He scanned the crowd for Lola and Sawyer but saw neither of them.
Baadal was seated nearest Paagal. He offered Battle an uncomfortable smile. Battle nodded.
“So—” Paagal sighed and turned her attention elsewhere “—as I was saying, we have already eliminated major threats in several of the larger cities. Our operatives have freed us of one general, six captains, and two dozen bosses. This leaves the Cartel grunts without critical guidance as they begin their assault on us.”
There was a smattering of applause that grew into an ovation and then an uproarious cheer. Battle watched the joyous reaction of those around him. At first, he sat quietly observing the masses. They were a mixture of men and women, young and old. There were some children. There were some elderly.
“Our numbers are greater than they know,” Paagal said. “We have been lying dormant. Now is the time.”
The Dwellers were white, black, Hispanic, and Asian. They were representative of the oppressed, Battle thought. What they lacked in strength and cunning, they made up for with grit and will. They were fighting for a way of life, protecting their freedom and their future. And they were transfixed by the leader as she circled the fire, delivering what was part strategic briefing and part religious revival.
“This is our moment,” she exalted. “This is our moment.” Her words echoed off the canyon walls. The assembly howled their agreement. The more Paagal spoke, the more interested Battle became in what she said and how she delivered it.
He listened to her as if her words, her message, weren’t directly meant for him. He spun himself into a fly on the wall, careful to observe the Dwellers without any judgment on his face. They were enraptured.
“We have cut off the snake at its head,” she intoned in a guttural roar. “However, that does not mean its venom lacks poison. It does not mean the tail won’t instinctively whip and flail in defense.”
Battle was a disciple in church. He was listening to a sermon, acutely aware of his own failing faith. He’d not prayed in days. Worse was that he’d not missed the ritual. Without the graves of his wife and son to remind him of the need to ask and seek forgiveness, he was straying from that path. Battle half expected Sylvia’s voice to fill his head at that moment. She was silent, as was Wesson. He looked around and saw the deep belief in the faces of gathered Dwellers.
The congregants were restless. They were ready to give their souls and believe. They were anxious to plunge their heads beneath the waters of salvation and emerge again clean and pure.
Paagal was the path to dominion. She was the conduit to what all of them sought.
She quieted the crowd with a finger to her lips, her face glowing in the firelight. “These small victories are valuable on the eve of what comes,” she said. “But they do not, in and of themselves, guarantee victory.”
Her voice was strong and clear. Battle sensed the cult of personality, her aura blanketing her followers. On this stage, she was electric in a way he’d not sensed up close.
“What will guarantee our victory will be your sacrifice,” she said, her arms flexing, her eyes wide with enthusiasm. “What will guarantee our victory will be your cunning, your intellect, your measured patience.”
Her voice was growing in decibel and intensity. Battle felt the rush. The rhythmic cadence of her oration was intoxicating.
“We will fight them where they live,” she promised. “We will beat them where they live. We will fight them where we live. We will beat them where we live. And when we do…”
Battle leaned in, growing as anxious as anyone to hear what was next. His eyes were focusing on Paagal. Everyone’s eyes were focused on Paagal.
She played the crowd, lowering her voice to above a whisper. “And when we do…” she repeated.
“And when we do!” a man in the crowd shouted.
“And when we do!” mimicked one young woman and then another. There was a chatter building in the crowd until Paagal raised her hands to silence it.
“And when we do,” she said, throwing her fists up into the air and bellowing, “they will die where they live! They will die where we live! There is no other way. There is no other way.”
The hundreds, maybe thousands, gathered around the fire stood and cheered. They high-fived and fist-bumped and hugged each other. They howled.
Battle found himself joining in, unwittingly amped by the energy Paagal provided the assembled. He was ready to run through a wall.
Paagal rounded the fire, pumping her fists into the air. She was biting her lower lip and strutting like a heavyweight champion. She was in control. She paraded in a large circle, pointing to Dwellers in the crowd. For what may have been ten minutes she repeated her victory laps.
As the crowd’s energy waned, Paagal flapped her arms to quiet them. “Shhh!”
The congregation grew silent. Those still talking were coaxed by their neighbors to stop.
“I leave you with this,” she said, pointing to the sky. “You know your jobs. You know your task. Stick to your job. Complete your task. If you have questions, see your coordinator. We begin when the sun rises. Go sleep.”
On cue, the Dwellers moved back toward the tent encampment en masse, pushing past Battle. He stood on his toes to see above the flood rushing by him, bumping into him. He tried to spot Paagal. She was still at the fire, shaking hands and offering hugs as Dwellers left the meeting.
Battle swam upstream, sliding in and out of men and women walking in the opposite direction. As he maneuvered his way to the fire, he searched for Lola and Sawyer. He didn’t see either of them until the density of the crowd thinned and he neared the pulsing heat of the bonfire flames.
They were standing with Paagal. The leader had her hands on Lola’s shoulders. Lola was nodding her head. Paagal’s eyes moved to Sawyer and back as she spoke. It seemed none of them saw Battle until he was within a couple of feet. Virtually all of the Dwellers were gone. Though, for the first time, Battle noticed Paagal’s security. A quartet of large armed men with prison physiques were stationed at four equidistant points about twenty yards from Paagal. The orange reflection of the fire danced on the barrels of their rifles.
“Battle,” Lola said, “you made it.”
“Yeah,” he said. “Why didn’t you wake me?”
“Sawyer said you were sleeping,” she said. “I know you haven’t slept well in days.”
Battle was incredulous. “Really?”
“Well,” she stumbled, “I—I—”
Paagal raised her hand to interrupt. “I told her to leave you,” said Paagal. “I’d have filled you in on whatever you missed.”
Battle folded his arms across his chest, hiding his fists. “Why?”
Paagal nodded at Lola. “She was right. You needed your sleep. There was nothing here tonight I couldn’t tell you later.”
Battle laughed, squeezing his fists tighter. “Later? We fight tomorrow,” he said. “What later?”
“My plan,” Paagal explained, “was to roust you before sunrise. I didn’t say anything here tonight, other than reveal our successful infiltration into several Cartel strongholds, that you needed to know. This was a—”
“Pep rally?”
A smile spread across Paagal’s face. “Yes,” she said, “a pep rally.”
“They believe in you,” said Battle.
“They do,” Paagal agreed. “But more than that,” she said, stepping away from the fire and toward Battle, “they believe in themselves. They believe they can defeat a stronger enemy. Belief in one’s own self is a powerful weapon.”
“It’s almost a little like a cult,” said Battle. “You had me swept up in the moment there.”
Lola whipped her attention to Battle and shot him a wide-eyed glare brimming with embarrassment. “Marcus!” she said. “That’s not fair.”
Paagal waved her off. “I understand that, Battle. I do,” she said. “To the outsider, any collective faith may seem unhealthy. I assure you, that’s not an issue here. Not only is every Dweller here of his or her own free will, it is free will for which they fight.”
The more Battle listened, the more wary he became. Despite his momentary lapse of reason, he sensed something maniacal in Paagal. It wasn’t as overt as he’d seen in some of the Cartel leadership. Nonetheless, it was there.
Everything in him told him that staying to fight was a bad idea. His gut told him they were better off taking their chances at the wall. He looked at Lola. Her eyes pleaded with him to relent, to stand down. So he did.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have said that. It wasn’t fair. You’ve been very kind to us.”
Paagal nodded. “Apology accepted. It’s best we’re on the same page when our fight begins. I’d hate to find us on opposite ideological sides.”
Battle ignored the veiled threat. “We should talk tactics,” he said. “Timing. Placement. Attack. Defense. Retreat.”
Paagal laughed. “There will be no retreat, Battle,” she said, clasping her hands behind her back. She began to walk toward camp. “I can promise you that.” She glanced at one of her sentries, and the four of them moved with her, keeping the same distance.
Battle took the hint and followed Paagal away from the fire. Lola and Sawyer trailed a step behind. Battle motioned for them to walk beside him.
“Let’s go to my tent,” she said, marching toward the encampment. “We’ll discuss the particulars there. Lola and Sawyer are welcome to join us. Since you’re here, there’s no need to wait until the morning.”
 



CHAPTER 12
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 6:40 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
HOUSTON, TEXAS
 
Ana fumbled with the key and struggled to slide it into the slot in the side of the door. She’d tried the fob first, pressing the unlock button repeatedly without luck. The battery was dead or the mechanism was broken.
Either way, she was forced the work the key itself with shaky hands. She kept looking over her shoulders, finally unlocking the car door with a reassuring click. Ana pulled on the handle and swung open the door, the sound of its dry hinges echoing against the concrete of the parking garage.
It was dark except for a flickering streetlamp outside the garage. The bulb was even with the third-floor deck and gave Ana enough light with which to work.
The car, a 2028 Lexus, was a hybrid. It was plugged into one of three charging stations on the third level. Ana had no way of knowing whether the car’s battery had any juice. Even though Houston had better power than most of the Cartel’s two hundred and seventy thousand square miles, it was intermittent. Add the daily surges of power across the unreliable grid and the charging station might not work under the best conditions.
Ana sat in the driver’s seat, put the key in the console to her right, and was about to press the start button to test the vehicle when she thought better of it. The sound of the engine starting, however low a hum, would alert anyone nearby. She’d need to be on the move once that happened.
She pulled herself from the car and walked to the passenger side. She tugged on the door. It didn’t work. Ana slapped her forehead with the palm of her hand, huffed, and walked back around to the driver’s side to press the unlock button in the door panel. She heard the stereo click of all four doors unlocking simultaneously and repeated her move to the passenger’s side.
The door swung open and Ana left it there as she went to the rear of the car and pulled Penny from her stroller. The nine-month-old was still asleep, the pacifier bouncing in her mouth with a deliberate sucking sound.
Ana sat her child in the front passenger seat and tried the automatic adjustment lever at its side. It didn’t work. She opened the rear passenger door, folded the stroller, and laid it across the backseat.
Gently she closed the rear passenger door, the front passenger door, unplugged the charging cable, and returned to the driver’s seat. She looked back at the charging station and noticed a red flashing light atop the machine. It hadn’t been flashing before. Ana disregarded it. Her finger hovered over the start button and she closed her eyes. Then she pressed it and the engine rumbled to life, settling into a low hum.
Ana pumped her fists. “Yes,” she said between her teeth and leaned over to adjust Penny’s seat. She lowered the back as far as it would recline and then pulled the seat belt across her sleeping child’s torso. She yanked on it until the belt locked into place. It wasn’t a car seat, but it would have to do.
She adjusted her own seat, setting it higher and closer to the steering wheel, before adjusting the side and rearview mirrors. Ana had only been in a car twice in five years, and she hadn’t driven since the Scourge.
The Lexus, which had belonged to General Harvey Logan, was in surprisingly good condition for its age. It had a full tank of gas and a working electric motor, and Ana remembered Logan telling a captain the car could travel close to seven hundred miles.
Palo Duro Canyon was six hundred miles away. It would be close.
She ran through a mental checklist as if she were to pilot a plane. She checked the turn signals, the lights, the space between the gas pedal and the brake.
Ana shifted the car into reverse, pressed the accelerator with too much force, and was forced to slam on the brake. Her right arm instinctively flew outward to protect Penny.
The child stopped sucking for a moment and then resumed, still asleep. Ana shifted into drive and gently pushed on the accelerator. The high-intensity beams shifted as she turned the wheel and lit her path toward the exit.
She turned left, maneuvering around the two other hybrid cars plugged into their charging stations, and then turned the wheel right to enter the circular exit ramp. Ana sat forward in her seat, straining against the shoulder strap, her hands tightly gripping the leather steering wheel. Slowly she descended the ramp, her foot gently pumping the brake, letting the car’s idle propel her forward.
Ana rolled to the second floor and then the first, to the traffic arm at the exit to the street. She rolled down her window to find something that might initiate lifting it, finding nothing. She turned back, determined to drive through the orange and white arm, when she saw a man standing in her way.
Ana jumped in surprise at the sight of him and let out a squeal before realizing it was Wendell Wake, Nancy’s husband and a posse boss. He was on the other side of the arm, his hands in his pants pockets. He tipped his brown hat forward, leaving much of his face in shadow. He ran his hand across his throat, telling her to cut the engine. She didn’t.
She rolled down her window, leaned out, and forced a smile, calling to him over the reverberation of the engine. “Wendell, I’m glad you’re here. Can you please help me get the arm up?”
Wendell waved his hand across his throat again and then pointed to the headlights. “You set off an alarm,” he said. “Where’s Sidney?”
“I’m trying to help Sidney,” she said. “We need the car. Could you please give me a hand?” She ducked back inside the car and looked across the hood at Wendell.
“Cut off the engine,” he said. “I can’t hear you.”
Ana could hear him. She didn’t comply.
“Ana,” he said, taking a step forward, “if you want my help, you’ll need to turn off the car. What did you do to Sidney?”
Do to Sidney? How would he know?
“He tried to kill me, Wendell,” Ana said. “I defended myself.”
“Defended yourself? I always doubted your resolve,” Wendell said. “I wondered whether you could follow through. Sidney trusted you would, but agreed with us that you were too much of a liability going forward. The Dwellers told us to do what we saw fit, to do what was best for the whole.”
Ana couldn’t believe what she was hearing. They had planned on killing her. The resistance was no better than the Cartel. She gripped the steering wheel, waiting for Wendell to divulge more of their plans for her.
He didn’t. Then he reached around to his back. When his hand emerged, he was holding something.
By the time Ana recognized Wendell was armed and aiming a gun at her, he’d already spent two rounds. The percussive blasts killed both headlights and startled Penny, who awoke and started crying. It was instantly dark. Ana pressed the button to roll up her window. She thumbed the shifter into what she thought was reverse and slammed her foot on the accelerator as Wendell shone a flashlight in her eyes. She was momentarily blinded and the engine roared, but the car stayed in place. Ana pressed the accelerator again. It responded, but the car didn’t move.
Ana searched for the gear indicator. It read N for neutral. She pressed the brake and tried shifting into reverse. A piercing bright light followed by the stinging spray of shattered glass stopped her.
Wendell’s powerful, rough hands grabbed at Ana, groping for the wheel. He tried opening the door and one hand caught her chin, forcefully turning her head toward the open window, and a finger grazed her lips. She opened her mouth and bit down as hard as she could, feeling the crunch between her teeth.
Wendell cried out in pain and cursed Ana, still managing to wrangle open the door. Ana shifted her weight and grabbed the handle with both of her hands. She pushed outward at first, giving Wendell enough space to move his arm inside the car and grip her shoulder. Then she pulled back, slamming the door on his arm at his elbow.
He cried out again and withdrew his arms, giving Ana enough time to find the gearshift and slip the car into reverse. The car shuddered at the sudden shift but propelled backwards until Ana slammed on the brake.
“Shhh,” Ana said to Penny. Her hand found the child’s forehead and she stroked it gently. Penny was on the verge of hyperventilating and was squirming against the seat belt restraint.
The flashlight Wendell had used to blind Ana and break the window was on the ground, its thin beam spreading outward on the ground near the posse boss.
Ana could hear him screaming at her, so she had a sense of his general location, but she couldn’t see him clearly until he bounded in front of the car and was standing three feet in front of it with the handgun leveled at her.
She flipped the gearshift into drive and drove her foot down onto the accelerator and ducked, putting her body on top of Penny’s. She heard a rapid trio of gunshots and felt another spray of glass across her back before the car shuddered and lurched. It bounced as if the tires had run over a speed bump. Ana’s foot was still pressed to the floor and the car gathered speed, barreled through the exit gate arm, and exploded into the street. She moved her foot to the brake and sat up to retake the wheel.
The car screeched and spun, its tires burning off the top layer of rubber on the asphalt. Her hands again white knuckling the leather, Ana crinkled her nose at the acrid smoke filtering its way into the air around the Lexus.
Penny was still crying, her arms flailing. Ana leaned over and popped the latch. She pulled her daughter from her seat, cradling her flat against her body and stroking the back of her head. Penny’s lungs filled with air and then stuttered as she breathed out.
“Shhh,” Ana whispered. “It’s okay, baby. It’s okay. Shhh.”
Penny pushed herself away from her mother to look at her. Even in the virtual darkness, Ana could see the shine of snot covering the lower half of her face. Her eyes were swollen with tears.
“Mamamama,” Penny said. “Mamamama.” Her tiny, wet hand touched Ana on the cheek. “Mamamama.”
Ana smiled and thumbed away the tears from underneath her daughter’s eyes. For a split second she forgot the urgency of the moment. It flooded back when she saw someone sprinting toward her car. It was a woman, maybe fifty yards from her, lit by the ambient light of a streetlamp in the distance.
“Hang on, baby,” Ana said and rebuckled Penny into her seat. Penny protested, but didn’t have a choice.
Ana checked the gear, flipped into drive, and slapped her foot onto the accelerator. The tires spun wildly against the street while she struggled to correct the wheel. The windshield was gone, and pieces of glass slid off the dash as the car increased its speed.
Ana aimed for the woman. Sitting forward in her seat, she drove straight at her. Not thinking about the lack of a windshield and the possibility the woman’s body could fly into the car, she turned the wheel to make sure she made a direct hit.
At the last instant, she recognized the woman as Nancy Wake. She was armed with a shotgun or a rifle. Ana couldn’t tell the difference in the dark.
Nancy screamed and tried to dive out of the way when it was apparent Ana wasn’t trying to avoid her. It was too late. The car clipped her, spinning Nancy like a helicopter blade into the air before she landed face-first on the street.
Ana looked in her side-view mirror and saw the dark heap in the road, the long gun lying nearby. She slammed on the brakes while holding back Penny’s forward momentum with her arm.
“Mommy will be right back,” she said, holding up a finger to Penny. She leaned over and groped the floor until she found the pacifier. “Here,” she said and popped it in her daughter’s mouth like a cork. Penny blinked at her but seemed okay.
With the engine still running, Ana hopped out of the Lexus and marched back toward Nancy. In the span of less than a few hours, she’d killed three, maybe four people. The reality of it didn’t set in until she stood over Nancy’s dying body.
The woman’s arms and legs looked like a broken puppet’s. She was on her back, her eyes staring blankly into the sky. Ana moved closer and squatted down by Nancy’s head. She could hear the ragged, wet air leaking from Nancy’s lungs.
A knot thickened in Ana’s throat as she surveyed her handiwork. She swallowed past it and gulped. “Why?” she whispered.
Nancy turned her head slightly and licked her bloody lower lip. Her eyes jerked toward Ana and narrowed.
“Why, Nancy?” Ana repeated louder. “I did what was asked of me.”
Nancy sneered, closed her eyes, and said nothing. Her breathing slowed.
“Tell me, Nancy,” she repeated. “You owe me an explanation.”
Nancy laughed and then coughed. She winced from what Ana imagined was ridiculous pain. There were multiple compound fractures on each limb. Ana supposed the internal injuries were worse.
“I don’t owe you anything, you whiny piece of—” Nancy coughed again and then wheezed when she tried to inhale.
A rush of anger coursed through Ana’s body. She pushed herself to her feet and then stepped on Nancy’s deformed left arm as if it were the accelerator in the Lexus. The pressure elicited a squeal that sounded like air leaking from a balloon. Nancy’s eyes bulged.
“I killed your husband too,” Ana said. She spat on Nancy’s face and turned to find the gun. She picked it up with both hands and carried it back to the Lexus without turning around to see Nancy take her final breaths.
Ana stood at the car door and looked at the weapon. It was a nasty-looking machine. The stock was a varnished wood grain, as was the pistol grip. There was a round drum attached to the rifle underneath the barrel, which Ana believed was called the “magazine.” It was angled forward toward the front of the weapon.
She pulled the weapon to her shoulder and looked through the iron sights. It was heavy in her arms. She imagined it was not an easy weapon to fire. She knew enough about guns to use them. Ana lowered the rifle, found the safety lever on the right side, pulled it up into the “safe” position, and set it on the floorboard of the rear passenger compartment.
Penny had fallen asleep again. The pacifier was still. Her chest was moving quickly up and down as she breathed.
Ana touched her leg and rubbed it with her thumb before strapping on her own seat belt. She looked at the electronic compass in the car’s display panel. She was facing northwest.
“Perfect,” she said to herself and put the car in drive. “Six hundred miles to go.”
 



CHAPTER 13
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 7:10 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
PALO DURO CANYON, TEXAS
 
From a distance, the glow of the bonfire was a pulse of orange light. Felipe Baadal admired it from his perch on the southern rim of the canyon. He’d run to his spot after the meeting, stopping only once to drink water on his way. Paagal, his new lover, had entrusted him with what she believed might be the frontline of their defense.
Baadal turned from the canyon and into the wind that blew northward. It was a cold, steady breeze that added an unwelcome chill to the air. He slid his pack from his shoulders and pulled out a thin knit sweater. It was full of holes and thread pulls, but it was enough to keep his mind off the dropping temperature and focus on the task at hand.
He was standing guard with a half dozen other men. They were one of the many squads that made up the southern rim platoon. They were armed. They were ready.
He unclipped the radio from his overly cinched belt and pressed the transmit button. “This is Red squad one,” he said with his mouth close to the microphone. “Please advise of your status. Over.” He let go of the button and then held the radio to his ear.
There was static and then a voice. “Red squad two. Status normal. Over.”
“Squad three, Red,” buzzed another voice. “Status normal. Over.”
Seven more squads responded. All ten were good. Baadal would check with them again in a half hour. As midnight approached, he would shorten the interval. Paagal had warned him the most likely time for an attack might be in the hours before dawn. That was when she had told him he must be the most diligent.
Even though she wasn’t planning to deploy most of her resources until after sunrise, she told him to be prepared. They might have only minutes’ worth of warning from those standing guard beyond the rim.
Baadal also knew that many of the embedded spies who’d been living amongst the Cartel would deploy the next day. They would squeeze the advancing Cartel forces, giving them nowhere to retreat. They’d be trapped.
Paagal had told him, in confidence, he would rule at her side when they won. She would entrust him with her protection and lead the forces that would forge a new age in the territory. Despite his lack of military experience and his deep desire for peace, he’d been flattered and had agreed to stand beside her as her protector and confidant. She’d chosen him, she had said, because he had survived the Jones. That was enough.
Baadal took in a deep breath, the cold air stinging his nostrils. He clipped the radio to his belt and turned to join the others.
“You know,” one of the men said to Baadal, “this ain’t the first war to happen in this canyon.”
Baadal looked over at the man. He recognized him but didn’t know him well. His name was Itihaas. People called him It for short.
He was older. His angular face bore a long scar from his left eye to the corner of his lip. It gave his eye a permanent droop, and his mouth was always pulled into a sly smile. He was missing a pinkie on his left hand and walked with an almost imperceptible limp. Baadal didn’t know what had scarred him. A lot of people had scars in the post-Scourge world. Some of the wounds were visible. Some weren’t. Looking at Itihaas, Baadal imagined his scars were deeper and wider than the ones he could see.
“It was more than one hundred sixty years ago,” said It. “It was the United States against some Native American tribes.”
“Which ones?” asked another man. The group was gathering around It to listen.
“Kiowa, Comanche, and Cheyenne. I think. It was part of the Red River War. Ended the war, really.”
“The battle here?” asked Baadal, referencing the canyon behind him with bony fingers.
“Yep,” said It. “It was the Battle of Palo Duro Canyon.”
Baadal shrugged the pack on his shoulders. “What happened?”
It shifted his weight and folded his long arms across his narrow chest. He looked out into the darkness of the canyon and nodded toward it. “Palo Duro was a safe place for the natives,” he said. “They could hide there, protect their women and their young, store supplies. They were like us.”
One of the sentries, who looked to Baadal as if he were no more than fifteen years old, interrupted. “What do you mean?” he asked.
It rubbed the scruff on his chin. “They were hiding from the white man, who wanted them all corralled up on reservations, where they could control what the natives were doing. We’re hiding from the Cartel, who essentially does the same to us.”
The sentry lowered his hand and his head. “Oh,” he said, apparently not liking the comparison.
“So the natives were stockpiling their supplies for the winter in the canyon,” said It. “There were minding their own business. There was this colonel named Mackenzie who wasn’t havin’ it. He had permission to follow the natives wherever they went. So he did.”
Baadal noticed the other men were nearly as spellbound as they’d been at the bonfire. Their eyes were wide and they leaned in as It wove his tale.
“Mackenzie had some native scouts,” said It. “They found a fresh trail leading to Palo Duro. Mackenzie and his men got off their horses and walked down the narrow path single file. They surprised one of the native camps and destroyed it. A couple of other camps disbanded. They ran for the walls and opened fire from the rim.”
The same young sentry interrupted again. “Did the natives win?”
It chuckled. “No,” he said. “They didn’t. They didn’t even kill a single one of Mackenzie’s troops. Maybe fifty or sixty natives died. The rest ran. They left their supplies, their horses, everything. By nightfall they were run off. Mackenzie controlled the canyon.”
Baadal cleared his throat. “I don’t believe that’s an effective motivator,” he said, “especially given your comparison between the natives and us.”
“The point wasn't motivation,” said It. “I was passing along some history. That’s all.”
Baadal nodded. He stepped back to the rim. The orange pulse was dimming. It wouldn’t be long before the fire was out. He ran his hand across the top of his smooth head and sucked in another deep breath of cold air.
Standing on the rim, on the edge of the dark chasm below, Baadal thought about the countless nights he’d spent in the dark on behalf of the Dwellers. He’d been a lone sentry for so long, he’d almost forgotten what it was like to live amongst others. He’d missed it, even if he hadn’t realized it at the time. Those endless nights tracking the Cartel’s movements, cataloging their strengths and weaknesses, had become all consuming.
Now he was amongst people again. He had a woman about whom he’d instantly become passionate. They were on the verge of a great victory. An unconscious smile spread across Baadal’s face as he envisioned a future filled with light.
They were Mackenzie’s troops, he told himself, and the Cartel were the natives. It wasn’t the other way around.
 



CHAPTER 14
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 8:22 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
LUBBOCK, TEXAS
 
Cyrus Skinner looked like he’d eaten a rattlesnake fangs first. His purple, swollen tongue poked out between his lips. Even with his eyes closed, he appeared to be in pain. His eyes were drawn together, his brow furrowed. He was slouched in a chair, holding his hat on his lap. His legs were crossed at the ankles and rested on the seat of a chair opposite him.
General Roof didn’t know whether his captain was asleep or pretending to be. He didn’t care. He walked into the room inside the first floor of the Jones, intent on talking to the man he’d savagely beaten a few hours earlier.
“How’s your mouth?” he asked from across the room. Roof found a chair and dragged it across the floor.
Skinner’s eyes opened slowly and stopped at a slit. He looked over at Roof and shrugged.
“Still can’t speak?”
Skinner shrugged again and shook his head. Roof noticed one side of Skinner’s face was a nasty palette of fresh scabs and bruises.
Roof spun the chair backwards and straddled it. He leaned on its back with his elbows. “I guess I should apologize,” he said. “I really had no cause to whip you the way I did.”
Skinner merely sat there, leering at Roof through the razor-thin space between his eyelids.
“Yeah,” said Roof. “Guess you can’t respond. That’s my fault. Look—”
Skinner raised his hand, waving off Roof’s apology. He closed his eyes and put his hat on his head, lowering the brim over his brow. His tongue still protruded from between his lips. He cleared his throat and clasped his hands at his belly.
“Whether you want to hear it or not,” said Roof, “I’m gonna tell you what’s what.”
Skinner opened one eye and shifted in the seat. He flared his nostrils and tried adjusting the placement of his swollen tongue in his mouth.
“You’re not going to the rim,” said Roof.
Skinner opened his other eye, but didn’t otherwise respond.
From behind Roof, Porky ambled into the room. “Oh,” he said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt you, General.”
Roof turned around and looked at the chubby grunt. He studied the man’s cherubic face and wondered what had driven kind-looking Porky into the Cartel. “You’re fine,” he said. “What do you want?”
Porky held up a large glass bowl. “I found some ice,” he said. “I thought Captain Skinner could use it.”
Skinner waved him over and took the bowl. He set it on his lap and delicately fingered a jagged chunk of ice into his mouth. He squeezed his eyes closed and held his mouth open. His hands gripped the arms of the chair and his body tensed as he rolled the ice over his wounded tongue.
Porky stood beside the chair, his face contorting in a way that mimicked Skinner’s pain. He swallowed hard and took a step back.
Roof was observing the grunt’s sympathetic movements. “That’s thoughtful of you,” he said. “You seem like a good man…”
“Porky, sir,” said the grunt. “Everybody calls me Porky.”
“You seem like a good man, Porky. Why are you in the Cartel?”
Porky tilted his head and pursed his lips. “What do you mean?”
Roof pointed at Skinner and then himself. “You’re not like us,” he said and aimed his finger at Porky. “I can tell that. You have a kindness about you. There’s a soft heart underneath all of that.” He waved his hand over Porky’s overhanging belly.
Porky sucked in his gut as much as he could and pulled up on his pants, using the empty belt loops. His face flushed.
“Seriously,” said Roof. “I’m not joking. Why are you in the Cartel?”
Porky looked at Roof as if he didn’t understand English. “I’m not sure what you mean, sir.”
Roof looked at Skinner and then back at Porky and chuckled. “It’s a simple question,” he said. “Why. Are. You. In. The. Cartel?”
Porky tugged on his pants again and squeezed his eyebrows together. He pulled his shoulders up to his ears. “Because I had to, I guess.”
Roof nodded. It was an honest answer. “Why did you have to join?”
“I didn’t want to die,” said Porky. “I was told if I worked for the Cartel, I’d have a job, a place to stay, food to eat. They said if I didn’t, I could either leave town or die. I had nowhere to go. I wanted to stay alive. So…”
Roof knew that was how the Cartel grew exponentially in a short period of time. He and the three other generals had insisted their most trusted soldiers go about proselytizing the masses. It was their own version of the Crusades.
It was brilliant, really. Heavy handed and brutal, but brilliant. Posses went from town to town, ranch to ranch, house to house, and converted the nonbelievers at gunpoint or worse.
When there was resistance, Roof made certain his lieutenants knew to make examples of those who failed to comply. It was not hyperbole when a posse boss threatened to put someone’s head on a stake or burn him alive. It led to a strong foothold in nearly every city and town within their territory.
For close to five years, ruling by fear had served the Cartel. Now, on the edge of war with those few who refused to succumb to their threats, who resisted with uncommon resolve, Roof thought better of it.
He looked at Porky—softhearted, roly-poly Porky—and saw the weakness in their numbers. How many other men about to fight for the Cartel were doing so because their only other options were exile or death? How many of them served out of fear as opposed to loyalty?
Porky, and the countless grunts like him, were conscripted soldiers. They were an entirely different proposition from the men and woman who would fight for the Dwellers because they chose to do so.
He knew from his days in Syria that a strongly held belief was more powerful than an HK. The fighters there, in their limitless number of factions, all fought for what they believed was right. They risked their lives and took those of their enemies based on the simple premise that they were doing so for a righteous cause.
It made them difficult to defeat, given that American soldiers, sailors, airmen, and Marines were fighting because it was their job to do so. They weren’t in country because they were seeking a moral high ground. They weren’t purging the world of infidels. They were getting paid to be there. The esoteric idea of patriotism and democracy didn’t work the same way.
Skinner grunted and drew Porky’s attention. The captain was holding the bowl of ice, shaking it loudly.
Porky reached out his hand slowly, as if he were afraid of losing it. “You’re finished with it?”
Skinner nodded and shoved the bowl into Porky’s hands. The grunt took it and lowered his head, leaving the room like a dismissed manservant. Both men watched him leave and then locked eyes.
“I need you here, Cyrus,” Roof said. “I’ve got men staying here to hold down the fort, so to speak. Lubbock is critical to our trade with the Mexicans and with the users north of the wall. We can’t leave it entirely unprotected while we march on the canyon.”
Skinner’s face was frozen with disgust. Roof started to further make his case when Skinner snapped his fingers and pointed over the general’s shoulder, waving his finger at a desk on the far side of the room.
Roof turned around and saw a large notepad on the desk. He swung his leg over the chair and maneuvered his way to the desk. The pad was irregular and discolored from water stains, and most of the pages were already covered with illegible pre-Scourge notes.
Roof picked it up and showed it to Skinner. “You want this?”
Skinner nodded.
Roof walked around to the other side of the desk and fished through the unlocked drawers, looking for a pen. He found one, uncapped it, and scribbled on the paper until ink trailed onto it from the ballpoint.
He carried both back to Skinner and handed them over, standing over Skinner while he wrote on the crinkled paper and then ripped it free of the pad.
Roof took the note, held it close to his eyes and then pulled it back to focus. Skinner’s handwriting was hard to read. It resembled the left-hand offering of a right-handed kindergartner.
“You need me at the canyon. I don’t want to stay here with the losers and women.”
Roof looked up, still holding the note in his hand, and sighed. “You can’t put your tongue all the way in your mouth. You can’t talk. Your face is swollen like you stuck it in a hornet’s nest.”
Skinner scribbled another message and ripped it from the pad. Roof would’ve laughed at the comedy of it if he hadn’t been to blame.
“That’s why you can’t keep me here. I can’t be in charge. I’ll follow you to the canyon.”
Roof considered the argument. Skinner was right. He was probably more effective as a grunt than a leader given his injuries. The captain handed him a third message.
“I’m in the Cartel ’cause I want to be. Not ’cause I had to be.”
Roof nodded. “Fine, you’re a frontline grunt. Hope you’re happy.”
Roof was happy. He needed as many Skinners as he could get. Skinner had a cause.
He wanted to fight. It wasn’t about survival for him. It was about living.
 



CHAPTER 15
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 9:07 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
PALO DURO CANYON, TEXAS
 
Paagal took a long, slow drink from a tall metal thermos. She moaned softly as she drank, tilting the bottom of the thermos higher and higher until she’d emptied its contents.
“Coffee is such a treat,” she said. “Are you certain I can’t offer you any?”
Lola shook her head. Battle sighed.
“I suppose I’m boring you,” said Paagal, one eyebrow arched higher than the other.
“You haven’t told us anything,” Battle said. “We’ve been here for I don’t know how long, and I have no more sense of your tactical plan than I did when you were preaching to the choir.”
Paagal eased into the chair across from her guests. They were sitting at the rough wooden table in her tent. She reached down and pulled a large map from beside her. It was rolled into a tube and she unwound it, placing it on the table.
Paagal spun the map around so the Texas Panhandle was on her side. There was a thick black line that circumnavigated the old state boundaries. Paagal ran her finger along the markings.
“This is the wall,” she said. “That should give you a decent idea of the territory. We are in this location.” She dragged her finger to the canyon, which was encircled in red.
Battle noticed there were numbers written by the names of most of the larger cities. Some of the numbers were crossed out and new numbers written beside them. He tapped the number 729 near Austin and 1050 at San Antonio.
“What are these?” he asked.
Paagal looked up from the map with a smile. “Those are the numbers of Dwellers we have in those locations.”
Lola pointed to the number 2512 above Houston. “So you have twenty-five hundred people in Houston who are sympathetic to your cause?”
“Twenty-five hundred and twelve,” said Paagal. “And they’re not sympathizers, Lola. They’re revolutionaries.”
Lola’s eyes darted from marking to marking on the map. “How?”
“We didn’t start with these numbers,” said Paagal. “We began two years ago with maybe five or ten in each city. Each of those people recruited those who they thought might fit our way of thinking. They in turn recruited more people. It organically grew exponentially from there.”
Battle waved his hand over the map. “And all of these revolutionaries are doing what right now?”
“For starters,” she said, “they’ve attacked the leadership in each location.”
“You said that at the bonfire,” said Lola.
“Yes,” Paagal said. “I did. But I didn’t say what comes next.”
Lola leaned in. “Which is…?”
“Half of the revolution takes place in the cities,” she said. “The element of surprise is a powerful force. Once we’ve degraded the Cartel enough that neutral actors see we can win, they’ll join our side.”
“What about the other half?” asked Battle.
“They advance,” said Paagal. She held her hands in front of her face and interlocked her fingers. “They squeeze the Cartel. If we hold them at bay long enough here at the canyon, we win. They’ll have nowhere to go. Retreat becomes an impossibility.”
“Not impossible.”
Paagal leaned back, her eyes widened and brow arched. “Oh?”
Battle ran his fingers along the map, indicating stress points for the Dwellers. He showed Paagal areas from which the Cartel could make them vulnerable. He traced escape routes for both the Dwellers and the Cartel.
Battle had lost so much of what he’d learned at West Point and on the battlefields of Afghanistan and Syria. The space in his memory reserved for military gamesmanship was fragmented. He’d made so many stupid mistakes since the Scourge, it was as if he’d never been a soldier. His survival to this point was as ridiculous as it was miraculous. It was the stuff of dime-store novels.
As he worked the map bathed in the red glow of Paagal’s tent, those disparate memories flooded back. It was as if he’d awoken from a long sleep and was lucid for the first time in a long time.
“Let’s assume they’ll be attacking from all points.” Battle ran his finger along the map, tracing the multitude of routes available to the advancing troops. “They’ll have men moving from these roads here and here.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Paagal said, running her finger along the map next to Battle’s. “They can’t access the floor from any of these points. They’ll have the high ground to provide cover fire and to occupy our people, but they’ll have to funnel their advance into these spots here. They’re the only ways down to the floor.”
Battle nodded. “So where do you want me?”
Lola nudged him with her shoulder. “You mean us. Where does she want us?”
Battle acquiesced. “Us.”
Paagal tapped a point on the map near the southern rim. “I think you’d be best utilized at the entrance here. That’s one of the funnel points. You’re good with a weapon. I’ll need you picking off combatants as they emerge from their descent.”
“Got it.”
Battle and Lola left Paagal in her tent, walking slowly back to their own shelters. Neither said anything at first until Battle broke the ice.
“Why didn’t you wake me up?” he asked, his voice dripping with suspicion. “It seems kinda strange.”
Lola looked up at Battle as they stepped in sync. “It was pretty chaotic,” she said. “Everybody was rushing over there. Sawyer didn’t want to be late. I checked in on you and you were asleep. I started to wake you, but Baadal tugged on my arm and told me to hurry up.”
“So you left me?”
“I did try to wake you up, actually,” she said. “I said your name loudly a couple of times. You rolled over. You were wheezing a little bit. I’m sorry, I should have gotten you up.”
“You should have. I agree.” Battle believed her. Still, he was skeptical of the Dwellers. “I don’t trust them.”
“You don’t trust anyone.”
“Not true,” Battle said. “Maybe it’s not that I don’t trust them. I don’t think their motives are as pure as they’d have us believe.”
“Get over it.” Lola laughed condescendingly. “Nobody’s motives are pure in this world. Everybody’s trying to survive by hook or by crook. For such a skeptic, it’s like you still want to believe in Santa Claus.”
Lola reached over and took Battle’s hand. He allowed it, welcomed it really, and squeezed gently once their fingers were fully intertwined. A jolt of electricity sparked through his body. His chest tightened. He looked over at Lola and smiled. She smiled back and then looked away demurely, as if embarrassed by their connection.
Battle was content to walk quietly, hand in hand, back to their tents. He thought about what Lola had said about motive.
She was right, of course. There was no Santa Claus. He’d died from the Scourge.
 



CHAPTER 16
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 9:42 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
INTERSTATE 45, SOUTH OF BUFFALO, TEXAS
 
The headlights cut a narrow, bright path ahead along the cracked asphalt of the highway. Interstate 45, as it used to be known, was the direct north-south link between Houston and Dallas.
Ana planned to take the shortest path north before jogging west. She didn’t have time to avoid the highway in search of more desolate, less traveled paths. This was her best option.
She squinted as she drove, pretending as if she were piloting a rocket ship; the reflective white dashes separating the lanes were like stars speeding past. She imagined she were hurtling through space towards some distant planet, one without violence or disease or guilt.
Penny was awake in the seat next to her, content to suck on the pacifier. Ana knew it wouldn’t be long before the child would be hungry and she would have to stop to feed her.
Ana didn’t want to stop. She wanted to be at the canyon.
It was ice cold in the car. Without a windshield, the wake of air displaced by the car rushed through the cabin. Ana had found a blanket in the trunk that she’d wrapped around Penny, but she herself was cold. Her hands were especially uncomfortable.
She looked down at the speedometer and saw she was pushing the Lexus at forty miles per hour. Though there wasn’t much about cars she could recall, she did remember hearing once that the faster the car moved, the more fuel it consumed. She hoped that by driving fast enough to outpace anyone on horseback, she might save some fuel and arrive at the canyon without problem. It also reduced the wind swirling through the open cabin.
Driving through the darkness, she occasionally caught a gray glimpse of a building or abandoned vehicle along the side of the highway. She was thankful the journey to this point had been in the dark. Ana didn’t need the distraction of what the Scourge had wrought and what it had done to the world as she tried to free herself from what it had done to her and what she had done as a result.
It wasn’t as though Ana had lived a life of leisure before the pneumonia killed her mother, her grandfather, her sister, and the man to whom she was engaged. Every last one of them was a drunk or an addict who couldn’t find their way past the eighth step.
None of them had ever made amends. Even on their respective deathbeds, as the consumption took their breath and their lives, they refused to take responsibility for their actions or their interaction.
The Lexus cut through the dark and Ana was focused on that eighth step. She tried to recall all of the people she had wronged. She couldn’t get past the four people she’d killed that day: her child’s father, a resistance recruiter, and two foul people who she did not like but whom she’d rather not have murdered.
Ana leaned forward in her seat and rubbed her palms on the leather steering wheel, trying to generate some friction and heat for her hands. She looked up above the horizon, the wind whipping through her hair and drying her eyes as she peered into the dark, searching for a star or the moon. She couldn’t find either.
“Mamamama,” Penny babbled. “Mamamama.”
Anna pulled her hand from the wheel, popped the pacifier back into Penny’s eager mouth, and placed her hand gently on Penny’s leg. She squeezed it and rubbed it with her thumb.
“Mama is right here, baby,” she said.
Ana looked over at Penny and reassured her daughter they would stop soon to eat. She wondered, as she soaked in the beauty of her child, what the fractured world might hold for her. Ana couldn’t imagine it would be good. Her smile melted and she looked back at the road.
It was already too late.
Directly in front of the car, dead center in the pale yellow fan of the headlights, was a large coyote. Its eyes reflected the light as it stood frozen in the center of the highway. It had a dead animal in its mouth.
Ana pressed firmly on the brake. The tires screeched in protest against the highway. Her right arm snapped outward to protect Penny, who was already sliding forward in her seat, her little body straining against her seat belt. Ana tried swerving to the right to miss the animal. She failed. She hit it as if she were aiming for it.
The impact brought with it a sickening crunch as the front of the Lexus pulverized the scavenger. Its mangy carcass was tossed onto the hood of the car, and for a split second Ana was sure it was headed directly through the open windshield. Instead, the limp rag doll bounced over the windshield, hit the roof, and slid off the trunk.
Penny was crying as the car came to a shuddering stop. Ana immediately noticed wisps of smoke coming from underneath the hood of the car. A rush of adrenaline flooded her body and she began trembling. Her pulse quickened and her chest felt heavy. She tried taking a deep breath and found herself unable to inhale.
She unbuckled Penny and pulled the baby to her chest. Ana rocked, whispering into her daughter’s ear and calming her. Once Penny was quiet, all Ana could hear was the low hum of the engine. The smoke from under the hood had dissipated, but there was a large dent in the hood from the coyote.
She held Penny with one arm and used the other to open her door. She climbed out of the Lexus and walked around to the front of the car.
The signature Lexus emblem was missing and the front grille was a mess, barely resembling the mean, sleek black grate that had decorated the front of the sedan. It was decorated with pieces of the animal, tufts of grayish hair stuck in clumps in the plastic.
The hood was concave at the point of impact. The car looked like it belonged in a junkyard. Ana held Penny and shielded the child’s eyes as she moved into the headlights. Looking at them, they were brighter than they’d seemed to be as she drove. The engine still humming softly, she walked around the passenger side of the car and to the rear. She wanted to see the animal.
Ana stepped deliberately toward the coyote. It was only twenty-five yards or so behind the car. As she got closer, she could hear its high-pitched whimper. Somehow it had survived the collision, if only for a few minutes.
She circled the animal at some distance, afraid to get too close. Its eyes were open, its body mangled. Its torso, or what was left of it, rose and fell with difficulty. The dead rabbit it had been carrying was lying beside its mouth.
The coyote’s whimper drew Penny’s attention, and Ana spun to keep the child’s eyes from the dying beast and walked back toward the car. Short of putting a bullet in the animal, there was nothing she could do to ease its suffering. It was merely another living being cut down while trying to survive in a post-Scourge world, a scavenger looking for scraps where it could find them.
Ana reached the Lexus, opened the rear driver’s side door, and leaned into the backseat. She placed Penny upright on the passenger’s side, thinking it would be warmer, and likely safer, if her child were in the backseat of the car.
The child was buckled in and Ana was closing the door when she heard a rustling noise and the sound of soft voices spoken above a whisper. She shut the door with her backside and saw a man and a woman standing on the edge of the road.
The man had a long gun perched on his shoulder. The woman was aiming hers at Ana. She whispered something into his ear, keeping her gun leveled. The man snickered. Ana couldn’t hear them above the purr of the car.
It was dark enough that Ana couldn’t make out their features or their clothing, but she could see enough to know they wore desperation. The man’s jaw moved up and down as if he was chewing on something.
Ana inched along the side of the car. She kept her eyes on the couple and started to open the front door.
“Ah, ah, ah,” said the woman. “I wouldn’t do that.”
Ana left her hand on the door handle. “What do you want?”
“We want your car,” said the woman, “and whatever you got inside.”
“You can’t have it,” Ana said defiantly. “You’d leave me stranded here.”
The woman stepped forward. “We’re not asking your permission,” she snarled. “We’re telling you that we’re taking your car.”
“And whatever you got inside,” added the man.
When the woman got closer and stood on the edge of the glow from the car’s headlights, Ana could see she was missing an eye. There was no patch. There was a scarred hole where the eye used to be. Her lips were worm thin and most of her front teeth were missing.
She was wearing a soiled, ribbed white tank top and baggy cargo shorts. Her legs were a canvas of wounds and bruises. Her feet were bare.
“The car’s not going anywhere,” Ana said. “It got damaged when I hit the coyote. I don’t think it’ll drive.”
The woman cackled, sending a chill along the back of Ana’s neck. “You think we’re stupid? You just said us taking your car would leave you stranded. Now you’re saying you’re already stranded.”
Ana struggled to say something that might dissuade the carjackers. She came up with nothing.
“You’re gonna need to step away from that car,” said the man. He kept his position on the edge of the road, but he’d lowered the long gun and was aiming it at Ana from his waist.
“Step away,” said the woman. She stepped closer. Ana could see the grit under the woman’s long fingernails. They were as black as the land beyond the highway.
Ana took a deep breath and raised her hands. “Fine,” she said. “Let me get my baby out of the backseat.”
“You got a baby?” the woman asked. “A real live baby?”
Ana hesitated. “Yes.”
“She got a baby,” the woman called back to the man out of the corner of her mouth without taking her eye from Ana.
“I heard that,” said the man. “A real live baby.”
“We had a baby,” said the woman. “A little girl.”
The woman’s shoulders curled forward and she lowered her aim. Her gaze drifted for a moment.
“She caught the Scourge,” said the man. “Died fast.”
“I’m sorry,” said Ana. “I—”
“You’re not sorry,” snapped the woman. Her shoulders squared and the aim returned to Ana’s head. “You got no reason to be sorry. You don’t know us.”
“I’m only—”
“Shut up and get the baby,” the woman said, moving the barrel as she talked. “I wanna see the baby.”
“Is it a girl?” the man asked.
Ana nodded.
“Get the girl,” said the woman. She took another step forward. “I wanna see her.”
“What’s her name?” asked the man, stopping Ana as she reached for the rear door handle.
Ana pulled on the door handle and cracked open the door, triggering the interior light. “Penny.”
“Oh,” cooed the woman. She craned her neck to see inside the car. “I think I see her. I think I see that beautiful girl.”
“We may have to take the girl too,” said the man. “The car and the girl. I think that’s how it’s gonna have to be.”
“We did say everything inside the car,” said the woman, the joy evaporating from her face as she looked back at Ana. “Hurry up.”
Ana turned her back on the couple and reached into the car. She whispered to Penny, “Mama will be right back,” and she grabbed the automatic rifle. She slapped the safety lever down and spun around with her finger on the trigger.
She shoved the rifle to her shoulder as she depressed the trigger, holding it in place, spraying its contents at the couple. Ana didn’t expect the recoil and was knocked back into the car. She kept firing, the fully automatic shots sounding like keys on an electric typewriter as they zipped through the air.
The first volley arced into the air. As Ana fell backward from the recoil, the weapon aimed upward. The first several bullets from the seventy-five-round barrel magazine were close to true and hit the woman twice in the gut. She dropped her long gun and grabbed her midsection, crying out in pain and cursing Ana.
The man reacted quickly. He fired off a pair of shots aimed at Ana’s head. She fell back into the side of the car from the recoil, the twin rounds missing her head by inches and slugging the Lexus.
Ana regained her balance and pushed her right hand against the wooden club stock to tighten the rifle against her shoulder and applied steady pressure to the trigger. This time she unleashed a sustained volley of rounds. The first dozen drilled the woman to the road face-first. Her body twitched on the highway as if she were trying to break-dance.
Convinced the woman was no longer a threat, Ana swung the weapon to her left and found the man as he approached. A sting in her left arm near her shoulder altered the first couple of shots, but the trail of gunfire found its mark and cut a swath across the man’s chest. His arms flung outward and his long gun rattled to the ground. His body shuddered and convulsed before he stumbled forward and slid onto the asphalt.
Ana held the trigger for a moment longer, the stock thumping against her right shoulder as she struggled to hold the heavy weapon in place. As the last of the shots echoed into the expanse on either side of the highway, Penny’s whimper became audible. The child wasn’t inconsolable, but Ana could tell she was upset. How couldn’t she be? The sound of screaming and gunfire would bring virtually anyone to tears. Ana took a deep breath and exhaled, trying to slow her racing pulse. She stretched her mouth wide, trying to ease the thick ringing in her ears.
It wasn’t until after she’d lowered her weapon that she realized she’d been shot. She was bleeding. When the adrenaline of the moment left her body, the wound began to throb.
Ana winced and carried the weapon with her right arm, walking over to the would-be carjackers. She checked the woman first. She was dead on her side, her neck turned awkwardly. The bottoms of her feet were black. The rest of her was coated in grime and blood.
The man was flat on his stomach. Ana couldn’t see his face. Blood leached onto the highway from underneath his body. She turned back to the car, reset the safety, and gently laid it where she’d retrieved it.
She consoled Penny for a moment and then turned back to grab the other weapons from the couple, who wouldn’t need them any longer. The woman’s weapon was a shotgun of some kind. It had two barrels. Ana took the weapon back to the car and then searched the woman’s grisly remains for any ammunition. The pain of the bullet wound was spreading down her arm. Her hand felt stiff.
She found a handful of red and brass colored shells in one of the wide pockets in the woman’s cargo shorts. Rather than try to carry them, she used her right hand to remove the woman’s shorts. She struggled to yank them over the hips, but once she’d managed that, the task was easy. Ana balled up the shorts and tossed them into the foot well of the driver’s side rear seat next to her rifle and the woman’s shotgun.
She trudged back to the man’s rifle. It was smaller than hers and lighter. She flipped its safety and carried it back to the car to place it with the others. Unlike the woman, the man had an ammo pouch on his hip.
It was looped into his belt, a thin braided leather, and she couldn’t pull hard enough with one hand to remove it.
Ana cursed and sat down on the road next to the man’s body, careful to avoid the pool of his blood. She used her heels to flip him over onto his back so she could unlatch the belt buckle and free the ammo bag. He turned over like a drunk man, his tongue hanging from his mouth and his eyes wide open.
He stared toward the sky. It was a blank, distant stare Ana thought looked peaceful. As if the man had seen the stars or the moon for which she’d been searching and was imagining a better life far from the planet on which he was stuck.
Ana leaned over, trying not to look at his eyes, and undid the buckle. She plucked the brass prong from the braid and then tugged on the buckle’s frame. It slid easily from the belt loops in his pants and the ammo bag dropped to the road. She took the ammo bag without looking in it and tossed it into the back of the car.
She felt light-headed and leaned against the open door, her forehead resting across her right forearm. She knew she was losing blood and she touched her right hand to the back of her shoulder. There was no exit wound. The pain was intensifying.
Ana knew she’d need to take care of the wound. Otherwise, she’d be a one-armed unconscious single mother stranded in the dark on a lonely post-apocalyptic highway.
 



CHAPTER 17
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 10:21 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
PALO DURO CANYON, TEXAS
 
Baadal was on first watch. As the leader of his squad, he took the first two hours of the rotation. Twenty minutes in, several of the men were already asleep. A couple of them snored loudly enough that Baadal wondered if he’d be able to fall asleep when his turn came.
He had nine minutes until the next radio check. This would be a long night.
Baadal walked along the rim, his feet dragging in the dirt. When he stepped farther from the snoring, he could hear a whistle.
At first he thought it might be the wind, but the closer he moved to its source, the more apparent to him it was a tune, a melody of some kind. Baadal didn’t recognize it, but it was catchy.
His pace quickened, and he raised his rifle, closing the twenty-yard gap between the whistling and his spot along the rim. He was within a few feet when he recognized the whistler.
Baadal stopped and lowered his weapon. “It?”
The whistling stopped and the man turned around. “Baadal? That you?”
“Yes,” Baadal said. “What’re you doing?”
Itihaas turned to fully face Baadal. He drove his hands into his pockets. His rifle was slung across his back. “Just whistling,” he said. “Can’t sleep.”
“What’re you whistling?”
“It’s an old song,” Itihaas said. “It’s called ‘New World in the Morning’. It’s by a fellow named Roger Whitaker. My father used to whistle it. I picked it up.”
“Got my attention,” said Baadal. He looked out over the rim again, straining his eyes to see anything beyond the darkness.
“I don’t know,” said It. “I thought it was appropriate. Tomorrow brings a new world, right?”
Baadal shrugged. “I suppose.” He turned back to It. “May I ask you a question?”
Itihaas nodded. “Shoot.”
Baadal traced his finger down his face. “How’d you…”
“Get the scar?”
Baadal nodded.
“It was on the other side of the wall.”
“You’ve been over the wall?”
It nodded.
“What was it like?”
“That’s a tough question to answer,” said Baadal. “How do you describe chaos disguised as order? It was deceptively dangerous. No better than here, really. On this side of the wall you can see the danger coming. Up there, on the other side, it’s too late by the time you sense it.”
Baadal took another step closer to It. “How so?”
“There’s a government,” he said. “There’s a military. There’s power, most of the time, and there’s food.”
“That’s all good,” Baadal said.
“It’s all window dressing,” It said. “It’s corrupt. It’s smoke and mirrors. There’s no such thing as an honest living there. I mean, don’t get me wrong, if you’re willing to go along to get along, it’s better up there than it is down here. But if you want to make a go of it, if you want a piece for yourself, you gotta fight bigger, nastier dogs for it. Problem is, you never see their teeth until they’re ripping into your throat. By then it’s too late.”
“Is that why you came back?”
“I didn’t come back by choice,” It said. He ran his finger along his scar. “After I was attacked, I was tossed back here. Exiled.”
“How’d you end up in the canyon?”
“Scavengers along the wall stripped me of everything. They left me for dead,” he said. “Some sentries found me, patched me up, and brought me here. That was more than a year ago. I was thankful enough that once I healed, I became a sentry.”
Baadal checked his watch. It was time for a check. “Hang on a second,” he said, raising a finger to Itihaas. “I gotta get on the radio.”
Itihaas nodded. “You do what you gotta do.”
“This is Red squad one,” said Baadal. “Please advise of your status. Over.” He let go of the key and then held the radio to his ear.
There was static and then a voice. “Red squad two. Status normal. Over.”
“Squad three, Red,” buzzed another voice. “Status normal. Over.”
Six more signaled their situation was normal. The last one, southern rim squad ten, did not.
Baadal looked over at Itihaas and then pulled the radio close to his mouth. “This is southern rim squad one,” he said calmly. “Please advise of your status, squad ten. Over.”
Nothing.
“Squad ten.” Baadal’s voice carried more urgency. He shook the radio as he spoke into it. “This is Red squad one. Please advise of your status, squad ten. Over.”
Static. Then nothing.
Itihaas moved next to Baadal. The two of them glared at the radio, as if somehow looking at it might produce a response Baadal knew wasn’t coming.
“Who’s the closest squad to ten?” asked It. “I know we’re in the middle of things.”
“Eight,” said Baadal. He pressed the radio. “Squad eight,” he said, the urgency having morphed into desperation. “Please advise of your status, Red squad eight. Over.”
The response was immediate. “Red squad eight. Status normal. Over.”
“Red squad eight,” said Baadal, “shift half position east to squad ten location. Advance with caution. Squad ten is not responding. Over.”
“You’re moving squad eight?” It asked.
“Half of them,” said Baadal. “We can’t leave a gap.” He spun a knob on the top of the radio. “Blue squad one. Please advise of your status. This is Red squad one. Over.”
The radio crackled and beeped. “This is Blue squad one. Status normal. Over.”
Baadal pressed the radio key. “Blue squad one, please provide assistance to Red. Red squad ten not responding. Squad eight moving now with half response. Over.”
“Copy that.” The radio was overmodulated but intelligible. “Shifting half position Blue squad nine to assist. Will advise. Over.”
“This isn’t good,” Baadal said. He switched his frequency again so he could communicate with Paagal. She wouldn’t be happy.
“So much for the new world starting tomorrow,” said It. “It’s happening now.”
 
***
 
The leader of General Roof’s reconnaissance posse couldn’t believe his good fortune. The team of six men, all of them smart and wily posse bosses, had moved quickly north to the edge of the canyon’s easternmost southern rim three hours ahead of schedule.
Roof had told them to expect sentries to interrupt their progress or misdirect their path. Neither had happened and they’d easily found themselves in an enviable position. They’d stationed themselves behind a clump of large rocks about seventy-five yards from the rim and what appeared to be an unprepared patrol squadron.
The squadron included a larger number of armed combatants than the quick-footed recon posse, but they were inexperienced. They didn’t carry themselves with swag. They were too relaxed.
Rather than the Browning shotgun that most of the Cartel carried as standard issue, the recon posse was armed with SCAR-17s similar to General Roof's. There were bipods connected to the barrels, twenty round magazines, and stock was designed to make it easier to secure the weighty weapon against the shooter’s shoulder.
In the years before the Scourge, Russian crime lords had provided caseloads of SCAR-17s to those engaged in the Afghani heroin trade. Those same weapons found their way to South and Central America and the nasty drug gangs that populated that early part of the twenty-first century.
Other than the Brownings, which were the most plentiful weapon post-Scourge, the SCAR-17 was the Cartel leadership’s weapon of convenience. Six seasoned malevolents armed with the semiautomatic rifle capable of quickly emptying the magazine were likely to defeat most similar-sized opposition.
The leader signaled for two of the men to take positions on either side of the rocks. Both of the men had the added benefit of AAC Cyclone silencers on their weapons. The suppressors lessened the volume of the rifles when fired, making the shots sound more like pneumatic nail gun shots than full-blown semiautomatic rifle fire.
Each man took his position, prone, and set their respective bipods in the dirt. On the leader’s signal, they took aim.
One by one, like a shooting gallery at a carnival, the men smacked their targets. Some of the targets were already on the ground. In the dark, the shooters could only see the jerk of their bodies as the .308-inch rounds drilled into the opposition two or three at a time. The others, who were standing, dropped instantly from the staccato rhythm of those brass slugs peppering the life out of them.
Within fifteen seconds, the entire Dweller patrol was done. The recon posse hadn’t broken a sweat, and they moved quickly to search their marks. They took what weapons and rations they could use and stuffed them into the light rucksacks on their backs.
The leader opened a satellite phone and awaited the signal before he dialed General Roof. The ring warbled twice before the general answered.
“What?”
“We’ve made our first contact,” said the leader. “Easy pickings. Probably a dozen of their sentries are down.”
“No resistance?” asked Roof.
“They never saw what hit ’em,” said the recon posse leader. “We’ve got maps, a radio, some weapons, light rations.”
“Good job,” said Roof. “Keep me posted. Move along the rim, disabling whatever defenses they have working the edge. The more damage you do, the easier it’ll be tomorrow.”
The leader hung up, closed the satellite phone, and slipped it into his rucksack. It was dark, but the clouds were clearing, and the moon was providing enough light for the tasks at hand.
He was turning to the group to relay their instructions to the other five bosses when the radio crackled to life. A series of squads checked in with their base. He listened to the number of sentry squads placed along the southern rim: six, seven, eight, nine…
Nobody answered at number ten. The commander called out for number ten again. No response.
“I’m guessing that’s us, boys,” said the leader. The men chuckled in agreement.
The radio squawked again. “Red squad eight,” said the anxious voice sending the orders. “Shift half position east to squad ten location. Advance with caution. Squad ten is not responding. Over.”
The leader turned to his left and pointed into the darkness. “We’re gonna get company,” said the leader. “It’s gonna be coming from the west. We need to look for it.”
The radio chirped. The voice ordered another squad to move.
“We’re gonna get it from the north too,” one of the men added. “What do you want us to do?”
“We head back to those rocks,” said the leader. “They’re far enough back with a little elevation. We’ll have three positioned facing west and three perched on the other side facing north. We’ll hit both of them as they get near.”
The men retreated to the rocks. They each set up their attack position and waited for the approaching Dwellers.
 



CHAPTER 18
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 10:40 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
LUBBOCK, TEXAS
 
General Roof set down the sat phone. “That was a recon posse,” he said to Skinner. The captain was struggling to stay awake. His head kept bobbing up and down as he worked to keep his eyes open. Roof had told him repeatedly he could go to sleep. He’d promised not to leave him behind in the morning. Skinner apparently hadn’t believed it.
“They’re at the southern rim already,” he added. “They’re gathering some good intel and they’ve already taken out some Dwellers. It’s off to a good start.”
Skinner scribbled on the notepad still on his lap. He ripped free a piece of paper and handed it to Roof.
Roof read it aloud. “What is a recon posse?”
Skinner shrugged and held out his hands expectantly.
“This recon posse is out of Wichita Falls,” said Roof. “It’s six bosses. All of them are meant to observe and report. That’s all. If they have to kill in the process, so be it.”
Skinner nodded. He dropped the pad and pen onto his lap.
“Get some sleep,” Roof said. “I’ll be down the hall.”
The general left the captain in his bed and moved into the long hallway that ran the interior of the Jones. He rubbed his eyes. He needed sleep.
He thought about the recon posse’s efficiency and wondered to himself how different the last couple of weeks might have been had he made one available to Skinner. Maybe the posse, with its speed and ruthlessness, would have captured and killed the woman and her boy before she ever found Battle’s ranch.
Battle would be holed up in his private world, fending off the occasional incursion. He wouldn’t have done so much damage to the Cartel. Roof wouldn’t have found himself in the difficult position of having to keep Battle alive out of a debt of gratitude.
Still, Battle’s involvement and survival had ultimately given them the opportunity to infiltrate the Dwellers inside the canyon. That was a benefit.
Skinner, though, had gotten to Roof. He’d found the festering wound and picked at the sore. That was why Roof had attacked Skinner so mercilessly. It was a mistake. Roof acknowledged that to himself.
He hoped he was wrong about Battle coming back to haunt him. He hoped Skinner was wrong. He reached the door to his room and shouldered his way into the cool darkness of it, an uneasy feeling swirling in his gut.
Despite an early victory and an overwhelming force heading toward the canyon, something told him the worst was yet to come. He fell into his bed and closed his eyes.
No sooner had he begun to drift into that comfortable space between consciousness and sleep when through his lids he could see the bluish-white flicker of the monitors on the wall.
“Roof?” It was Parrott Manuse. “Roof? You there?”
Roof pushed himself to his elbows and called across the room. “Yeah. I’m here.” He rolled out of his bed and walked over to the screens, flipping the light switch on the way.
Parrott’s face was white, his eyes bloodshot. “Have you heard?”
“Heard what?”
“Harvey Logan is dead.”
Roof looked into Manuse’s eyes. They were swollen. “What?”
“He’s dead,” said Manuse. “Somebody killed him. He’s dead in the bathtub of his house. His woman and kid are missing.”
“Did she do it?”
“I dunno,” said Manuse. He hadn’t blinked since he’d started talking. His eyes were watering. “When he didn’t answer your call, I tried him again later. He never answered. Given what we got going on tomorrow, I thought it was hinky. About a half hour ago I sent a team by his house.”
Roof rubbed his face with his hands. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
“They found a man dead in the bedroom,” Manuse explained. “It looked like there was a struggle or fight. They went into the bathroom and found Logan’s body on ice in the bathtub.”
“Dwellers?”
“Probably,” said Manuse, blinking for the first time. “It gets worse.”
Roof wasn’t sure he wanted to know, but he bit. “What?”
“We have a dead posse boss too. Run over by a stolen car. His wife is dead as well.”
“Let me guess,” said Roof, “the car was part of the Cartel fleet that belonged to Logan.”
“Yep.”
Roof clasped his hands behind his neck. “Do we have problems in other places?”
“I dunno.”
“Are you safe?” asked Roof. “If they can get to Logan, they can get to you.”
“Or you.”
“I’m fine,” said Roof. “I’m in the Jones.”
“I’m good. I’ve got my security team here at the house.” He looked over his shoulder at the team lead, a black- and red-booted boss named Hoodoo Brown. “Why do you think they took the wife and kid?”
Roof shrugged. “Leverage maybe?”
“What do you want to do?”
“We need to move now,” said Roof. “We need all posses advancing ASAP. Can you handle your end of things?”
“Yes,” said Manuse. “The teams from Houston are already moving. I’ll get the ones here in Dallas heading toward the canyon.”
“Good,” said Roof. After Manuse turned off the screen, Roof began pacing. He had no doubt the Dwellers had killed Logan. Somehow they’d infiltrated the inner workings of their organization.
The inner workings.
It was the wife. She was the infiltrator. Roof’s instinct told him she was to blame. If he was right, it meant the Dwellers were more organized than they’d anticipated. They had a greater reach and larger numbers than they’d estimated.
The wife.
Roof felt a rush of anger course through his body. His teeth clenched. His eyes narrowed. He balled his hands into fists and punched the air as he roared his displeasure.
He thought about the various ways he’d like to make the wife pay for what she’d done to Logan. He’d make it slow and painful. He’d give her hope before he took it away. She’d be begging him to end her life.
Roof reared back and drilled his fist through the wall, leaving a wide tear and a mess of dust and insulation on the floor as he slowly withdrew his arm.
He took a deep breath and shook his head clear of the anger. The wife was the least of his worries. Things were accelerating. The pieces were moving now. The war was at hand.
 



CHAPTER 19
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 10:45 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
INTERSTATE 45, SOUTH OF BUFFALO, TEXAS
 
Ana’s back stuck uncomfortably to the leather driver’s seat. She sat forward and tried to pluck the shirt fabric from her skin, blinking past the sting of sweat in her eyes. The car’s air-conditioning, on full blast, did little to help cool her off.
She’d spent the last half hour tending to her wound. When she shifted the Lexus into gear and spun the wheel to correct the car’s path northward on the interstate, she swore she could feel the bullet grinding against a nerve in her arm. She knew it was psychosomatic, though that didn’t lessen the discomfort and throbbing pain.
Ana wasn’t a doctor and had virtually no medical training, but she knew better than to try to remove the bullet. Not only would it have taken too much time, she might have done more damage to her already wounded upper arm. The key was stopping the bleeding.
She’d grabbed her baby bag and withdrew a couple of cloth diapers and some baby powder. She’d laid one of them open on the hood of the car. In the glove box, she’d found a fifth of whisky. From the trunk, she’d taken a large emergency kit that apparently came with the car. She placed both on the diaper and unzipped the kit.
Inside she’d found a pair of road flares, a screwdriver with multiple heads, some zip ties, a tire pressure gauge, and some electrical tape. She’d taken the tape, a flare, and the screwdriver.
With one hand, Ana had popped the top on the whisky. She taken a swig and recapped it. One swig wouldn’t affect her breast milk or her driving, but the slug might help with what she was about to do.
She’d used both hands, enduring the pain emanating across every nerve in her left arm, to crack one of the flares, lighting it. She’d held the flare in one hand and used the other to handle the screwdriver. She’d held the widest flathead attachment in the flare to heat the metal until it glowed. Then she’d tossed the flare toward the woman’s dead body, took the extra diaper, and stuffed it into her mouth, lodging the cloth between her teeth. She’d bitten down, closed her eyes, and pressed the glowing bit onto the bullet hole. She’d pressed her eyes closed against the pain and had clenched her jaw until she’d thought she might break a tooth. A radiating burn had exploded through her flesh, traveling the length of her arm and into her chest. Her scream, from the depth of her gut, had been muted by the cloth. She’d nearly gagged on the diaper but managed to control the reflex.
Ana had flipped the still searingly hot bit onto its other side and pressed again to be certain she’d burned the entirety of the wound’s circular entrance. Her chest had been heaving as she’d struggled to control her breathing.
She’d dropped the screwdriver to the asphalt and pulled the diaper from her mouth. Her mouth had filled with saliva and she’d bent over at her waist to let the drool drip to the ground. Once the burning sensation had localized around the wound, she sprinkled baby powder on top of it, hoping to aid the cauterization.
Overheated from the self-inflicted surgery and still weakened from the blood loss, she pressed the gas until the speedometer hit forty miles per hour. She found the cruise button and depressed it to set the speed and took her foot off the pedal.
Ana angled her rearview mirror so she could see her daughter in the backseat. Penny was restless. She kept popping her pacifier in and out of her mouth. She was babbling and tugging at the seat belt. In the chaos of the carjackers, the resulting gunfire, and the impromptu wound repair, Ana had forgotten to feed her.
Ana looked at the dark road ahead. It was endless. It was dangerous. She didn’t want to stop again. She knew she’d have to, though. Better now than later.
After struggling to remember how to slow the car while in cruise control, she reluctantly tapped her foot on the brake to disengage the accelerator. She pressed firmly on the brake, slowing the car more rapidly, and steered to the highway’s shoulder.
There was a cluster of trees lining the median between the north and southbound lanes. The eastern edge of the highway, adjacent to the northbound shoulder, was wide open and empty. There were no trees, no buildings, and no vehicles.
She made sure the car doors were locked and climbed over the front seats into the back of the cabin. Ana sat next to Penny, her feet resting on her collection of long guns, and unbuckled her daughter from the belt.
Ana raised her shirt, lowered her bra, and brought Penny to her chest. The child eagerly removed the pacifier and replaced it with her mother’s breast.
Ana leaned her head back and closed her eyes. Her arm was throbbing, as was her head now, and having her child pressed against her didn’t do anything to keep her body cool.
Penny hungrily sucked her nourishment. Ana wondered, without any food for herself, if she’d eventually have to partake of her own bounty. The thought of it was nauseating, but so much of what she’d done in the last few hours had been no less vomit inducing.
Ana slid her hands underneath Penny’s armpits and maneuvered her to the other breast. Penny looked up at her mother as she fed. Ana smiled at her daughter and gently tickled the child’s forehead with her fingers.
Once finished, Ana elicited a couple of good burps from her satiated daughter, changed her diaper, and was back on the road. Within a couple of miles, Penny was asleep.
Ana figured she had four or five hours of uninterrupted driving ahead of her. She could be well past Dallas by that point. The cruise was set at forty-five miles per hour, trying to make up for some of the lost time. She figured another five miles per hour wouldn’t waste much more gasoline.
She held the wheel with her right arm and cruised along in the dark, resting her left arm against the driver’s side door. The throbbing from the cauterized wound was constant and strong enough to make her mind stray from whatever thoughts she conjured to try to distract her from it.
Ana narrowed her eyes against the wind and flicked on the high beams, watching the lane markers zip past her. Her hair whipped around her face as the car powered forward. She was trying to recreate her trip through space.
A loud ping interrupted the game. Ana looked at the dashboard. An icon that looked like a thermometer dipped in water was lit, as was the check-engine light. Ana looked at the temperature gauge. She didn’t know much about cars, but she knew the Lexus was on the verge of overheating.
She thought back to the coyote and the damage it had done to the front of the car. She remembered the smoke billowing from underneath the hood. There was no way the car would make it to Amarillo, let alone Dallas.
Suddenly, the pain in Ana’s arm numbed. It was gone, replaced with an overwhelming sense of fear. Her body tensed. Her heart thumped harder and faster against her chest.
Ana knew that any moment the car would die. She and Penny would be stranded.
 



CHAPTER 20
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PALO DURO CANYON, TEXAS
 
Paagal forced her way into Battle’s tent without warning or permission. “I need your help,” she said. “I need it now.”
If her intrusion wasn’t enough of a signal, the exasperation in her voice told Battle something was wrong. He popped up and was sliding on his boots before Paagal could tell him why she needed his help.
“One of our squads on the southern rim is unaccounted for,” she said. “We have other squads moving in to determine what happened. I need you up there.”
Battle rubbed his eyes, trying to adjust to the dark. “On the rim?”
“Yes,” said Paagal. She backed out of the tent and Battle followed. “Baadal has dispatched parts of two other squads. They’re on the move. Still, I don’t like the sound of it. I want an additional team to respond. If this is the beginning of something, we need to quash it quickly.”
Battle slid a pack over one shoulder and scratched his head. “I’ll need a weapon. My nine millimeter isn’t going to be enough.” He checked the bag for extra rounds for the handgun.
Paagal waved forward one of her guards. He brought with him an HK416. It was the same rifle Battle had used in Syria. The guard handed it to Battle by the front hand guard and told him it was loaded.
“The buttstock telescopes,” said the guard. “It has a thirty-round magazine.”
Battle was already extending the buttstock. “Got it.” He pulled the weapon to his shoulder and aimed it at the ground to check the sights. “Thanks.” The weapon felt good in his hands. It was familiar and immediately became an extension of his body.
“I’m going with you,” said the guard, tossing Battle three extra magazines. “I know the shortest route to the southeastern rim.”
“We’re going too.” A pair of masculine Dwellers, whose appearances reminded Battle of off-the-books operators in Syria, stepped forward. Both were armed with broad chests, thick wiry beards, and the similar M4 pattern rifles as Battle.
“We have sentries posted along all of the typical inbound routes,” said Paagal. “None reported seeing anything unusual. If the Cartel is employing some sort of team that slipped by our scouts undetected, we need to respond in kind. That’s why I want you up there.”
“You don’t know anything has happened,” Battle said. “It could be a bad radio.”
“It could be,” Paagal said. “It could also be the beginning of the war.”
Battle tucked his nine millimeter into the waistband of his pants and dropped the extra STANAG magazine into his bag. He looked at Lola’s tent, thinking about the brief moment they’d shared before going their separate ways. He sighed and then stepped to the guard. “Let’s go.”
“Thank you, Battle,” said Paagal. “Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me yet,” he said and followed the three others through the maze of tents toward the southern rim.
 
***
 
The recon posse couldn’t have been in a better position than behind the cluster of large rocks at the southeastern corner of the rim. It couldn’t have been worse for the first squadron of Dwellers tasked with responding to that spot.
The squad approached from the west. They traveled due east, hugging the rim as they moved deliberately forward.
The two recon posse bosses couldn’t see the Dwellers until they got close enough for the moonlight to project their shadows or outlines of their bodies and weapons. When they did, their suppressed rifles unleashed a torrent of deadly projectiles, riddling every last one of the men. None of them knew what had hit them, and their bodies dropped no more than fifteen yards from the dead squad whose status they’d come to investigate. Not a one returned fire.
The team moving south along the eastern rim was more fortunate, initially. There were four men and a woman working their way toward the position at which they believed they’d find southern rim squad ten.
The older man leading them was named Praacheen. He stepped deliberately, as if avoiding land mines, and urged the others to proceed as cautiously as he. They ignored his warning until the first echoes of semiautomatic gunfire caught the group’s collective attention.
“That’s suppressed,” said Praacheen. He stopped moving and closed his eyes to listen. “You can tell by the hollow, metallic click. I’d suppose there are two shooters.”
“How do you know that?” whispered one of the followers. “It sounds like one gun to me.”
Praacheen shook his head. “No,” he said. “It’s two or more. I’m sure of it. We’re not far from them.”
The lone woman leaned toward the leader. “Should we radio the other approaching squad?”
“No. There’s a fair to middling chance the Cartel has our radios,” Praacheen said. “If they’ve taken out two teams, we’re better off not revealing our position.”
As if on cue, the radio crackled against Praacheen’s hip.
“Red squad eight. Blue squad nine,” said Baadal, his voice digitized and overmodulated. “Please advise status. Over.”
The woman looked at Praacheen and then at the radio on his hip. She bit her lower lip.
Praacheen raised his finger to his lips. “Wait,” he whispered.
There was no response to Baadal’s query. The radio was silent until the southern rim leader called again. “Red squad eight. Blue squad nine. Please advise status. Over.”
“They’re going to think we’re dead,” whispered the woman. “They might endanger more squads if they think we’re dead.”
Praacheen pinched the volume dial on the top of the radio, spun it to the left, and turned it off. “He also let the Cartel know we’re on the way.”
“What do we do?” asked one of the squad, a portly middle-aged man with a mangy beard. “We’re walking into a trap. Now that they know we’re coming, they’ll blow us up like target practice. Especially with those assault rifles they’re using.”
“We wait here,” said Praacheen. “I’d say fifteen minutes. Then we advance to the corner. It’s only two hundred yards from here.”
“Why?” asked the portly Dweller.
Praacheen nodded at the woman. “She’s right,” he said. “They’ll send another team, if they haven’t already. Two teams are better than one.”
The portly Dweller scratched his chin. “Aren’t you going to want the radio on? That way we know who’s coming. Damn sure the Cartel’s going to be listening.”
“My guess is,” said Praacheen, “whoever they’re sending won’t be exposed on the radio. They have to know they’ve already done enough damage by talking.”
“I hope you’re right,” said the portly Dweller.
“Fifteen minutes,” said Praacheen, “and we’ll know.”
 
***
 
The hip pack bounced against Battle’s side as he jogged quickly upward. He was following the guard and the two operators toward the southern end of the canyon.
The moon, which had escaped the earlier cloud cover of the night, provided the only illumination for the men.
Battle was winded, still recovering from the smoke damage to his lungs he’d suffered weeks earlier. He moved forward as fast as he could, his boots crunching against the dirt and his legs burning from the ascent. It was as if he were back “in country”, performing an extraction or manning a patrol.
As the men gained altitude toward the rim, it grew warmer, lacking the breezy chill of the canyon’s floor. When they reached the rim, the guard held up his hand in a fist to stop the foursome.
“We’re taking the long way around,” he said. “If they’re attacking the southeastern corner, we need to come at them from behind. They’ll be less likely to expect an attack from the west or the north.”
The guard waved the team forward and they marched quickly. They accelerated and were at a full run as they passed one of the cabins perched on the rim’s jagged edge. Before the Scourge, it had served as a rental house for canyon park visitors.
Battle imagined the view from the cabin would’ve been spectacular. The vision evaporated as quickly as it formed, and the four of them pushed ahead. He found the going much easier on level ground. Still, his thighs were thick with fatigue from the upward hike.
Starting their turn west some two hundred yards south of the rim, in the distance Battle heard the rat-tat-tat of semiautomatic gunfire. The men exchanged glances but said nothing to each other when another volley of snaps punctured the quiet air surrounding the southern edge of the canyon.
To Battle it sounded like a typical night in the midst of a war. His mind drifted as he ran. He recalled the night he spent wondering how close that gunfire would come to his position. He thought about Syria and being trapped with an injured man whose life depended on him. His eyes drifted to the horizon, expecting to see the flash and glow of tracer fire.
Rat-tat-tat. Rat-tat-tat.
It was obvious to Battle someone was engaging the Dwellers stationed to protect the edge of the canyon walls. He slowed, following the lead of the guard and the two operators.
“We should head north from here,” said the guard. “Follow my lead.”
The foursome stepped as quietly as possible, covering the distance between their position and the rim with caution. Battle adjusted his grip on the HK and shifted it to a low carry position that would allow him to quickly shoulder the weapon and fire.
The moonlight helped with the detail’s vision, but also exposed them should the Cartel team get the drop on them as they approached. Battle didn’t like it.
Rat-tat-tat.
The quick burst came from closer than Battle would have thought. He was looking for its source on the near horizon when a second burst dropped one of the operators.
Rat-tat-tat.
Battle dove to the ground. He grabbed the injured operator’s ankle, crawled a few feet to his left while dragging the man, and found relative protection with his back against a tree trunk. The operator was alive, but the blood from his wound was profuse. The moonlight reflected in its sheen as it leaked from a wound at the man’s neck underneath his beard.
Rat-tat-tat.
Battle laid down his weapon and pulled the man’s upper body into his lap. The operator’s eyes were wide and dancing with fear. His breathing was ragged and his body shuddered. Battle placed a hand on the operator’s cold, sweaty forehead.
“I’m here,” Battle said softly, trying to keep the man’s attention focused on his voice. “I’m with you.” He found the operator’s hand and held it with his. “Squeeze my hand,” he said.
The man was trying to talk. He was stuck on the first word and couldn’t get it out. His grip was weak.
Rat-tat-tat.
Thump. Thump. Thump.
The guard was returning fire.
Thump. Thump. Thump.
“Do you pray?” he asked the man, surprised the question had popped into his head, let alone come out of his mouth.
The operator was losing focus. His eyelids were flickering. Losing consciousness, he managed a slight nod.
Battle squeezed the operator’s hand tightly. “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name…” He recited the rest of the Lord’s prayer. By the time he was finished, the operator’s breathing had stopped. His eyes were frozen half open, his body limp.
Battle closed the man’s eyes and then his own. “As far as the east is from the west,” he whispered, “so far has He removed our transgressions from us.”
For an instant, Battle felt whole. His faith, somehow, was still there. It was buried deep within him. It was becoming increasingly difficult to find, as was his humanity. In that moment he found both.
Battle shook himself from the introspection and gently pushed the operator from his lap. He rolled over onto his stomach as if he were getting ready to do a push-up and picked up the HK.
He adjusted the rifle so it was in line with his body, spread his legs, and pointed his toes outward. He kept his ankles as flat as he could, but his knees resisted. A foot or so from the rifle was a medium-sized rock. The rock was wide and relatively flat. He slid it over underneath the barrel of the rifle to act as a stabilizer. Although a bipod would have been better, Battle had no choice.
He pulled the stock into his right shoulder, raised his body and then lowered it. He relaxed his frame into the ground, keeping the barrel on the rock. Battle knew his aim wouldn’t be perfect without the stabilized bipod. There’d be recoil he couldn’t mitigate.
He settled in and checked the sights, pivoting to search the darkness. He couldn’t see anything at first. The moon only provided so much light.
Battle looked to his right and saw his two surviving partners. The other operator was crouched behind a berm. He was kneeling and kept peeking for opportunities to fire.
The guard was ahead of them by twenty feet or so. He was lying flat on the ground, in similar position to Battle. He had a large boulder protecting him and was unloading his rifle into the dark.
Battle looked back through his sights. Still nothing.
Rat-tat-tat.
There it was. A muzzle flash. It gave Battle a target. He took in a deep breath and released it, applying pressure to the HK’s trigger.
 
***
 
“I think that’s our signal.” Praacheen waved his team forward. It was only a ten-minute wait. “Move carefully. We’re stepping into a gunfight.”
He led his team south toward the cacophony of gunfire. Ahead of them, he could see the intermittent fire and light of the assault rifles. They looked like fireflies dancing in the distance.
They were within fifty yards when Praacheen stopped his team. They were behind the Cartel, which was turned to face whoever had engaged them from the south.
He counted three shooters from the spacing of the flashes, but it was too dark to know the number for certain. Praacheen signaled for his team to stop and provide cover for him as he moved slyly forward.
The closer he got, the easier it was for him to make out the outline of a large outcropping of boulders. The muzzle flashes were partially obscured by the rocks. There was no way for him to know exactly how many enemies he was facing.
Beyond the rocks, maybe another fifty yards or so, were flashes from two or three additional weapons. The echoes of those rifles sounded different from the ones closer to him. They were likely friendlies, Praacheen surmised. If that was the case, they had the Cartel pinned in their positions. Better yet, with their attention turned south, they might not see his team approach from the north.
Praacheen turned back to the men and woman of eastern rim squadron nine, anxious to tell them of their fortune. He took a couple of quick steps north when he felt a sharp, deliberate punch to his lower back. The impact was followed by an intense heat that radiated outward until he felt nothing.
He lost his footing and fell forward. Praacheen caught himself with his hands before he planted his face into the dirt. His rifle flew forward and slid a few feet from him.
Still unsure of what had socked him in the back, Praacheen tried pushing himself to his feet. He needed his weapon. His feet, his legs, and his hips wouldn’t cooperate.
They were dead weight.
Praacheen rolled over onto his back, propping himself up on his elbows, to look at his legs. They were there, outstretched and seemingly unscathed, but he couldn’t feel them.
They became blurry. He squeezed his eyes shut and reopened them to regain focus. He was dizzy. His mouth was cotton thick.
He looked into the distance, toward the rock and its muzzle flashes. A shot zipped past him, close enough for him to hear it displacing the air next to his head.
Trying to stay conscious while maintaining his wits, he dragged himself backward on his elbows. He glanced over his shoulder. He couldn’t see his teammates yet.
Quickly, he worked his arms to pull himself away from the threat. His left elbow dug into the jagged edge of a rock and he bent his arm in pain. At that moment a round slugged the dirt next his right leg. A third punched into his thigh at a shallow angle and bored its way up toward his hip.
Praacheen looked at the wound but couldn’t feel it. Then he noticed the thick dark smear trailing behind him in the dirt. He was bleeding from his back.
He kept inching backward on his elbows, sweat stinging his eyes. He wanted to call for help, but knew that would draw a perfect shot that might end him.
He caught another flash before he felt the burn of a shot through his right arm. He fell over onto his right, his arm collapsing underneath him. Praacheen grunted and rolled to his left, his arm flapping wildly, and tried dragging himself with his one good limb.
His fingers clawed at the dirt, digging for a grip. His mouth was so dry.
“Praacheen,” called the woman. “Oh my—”
“Grab him,” said one of his men. “Under his arms. Don’t worry about the wounds.”
In the haze of shock, he couldn’t tell whose voice it was. He felt the strong pull of two people dragging him farther from the flashes, farther from the Cartel.
He swallowed hard against the fiberglass lining his throat. A gravelly, weak voice he didn’t recognize gave his team the warning. “There are three or more men behind the rocks,” he said. He sucked in as deep a breath as he could muster. “We have a team to the south.”
The woman knelt beside him. “I’ll stay with you,” she said. “The rest of you, go get them. Take them out. Find the team to the south.”
Praacheen closed his eyes. A rush of comforting warmth enveloped his damaged body. Muffled against the sensation of calm, he could hear the voices of his team members. They were arguing. They were debating. Praacheen did not care. Suddenly, none of it mattered. He let the warmth take his breath from him.
Praacheen was dead.
 
***
 
“We’ve got ’em on both sides,” said the recon posse’s leader. “Hold your positions. We’ve got nowhere to go.”
He’d instructed the men to his left to target any approaching Dwellers from the north. The men to his right were engaged with an unknown number of assailants approaching from the south. He moved between the groups.
His most recent shot in the dark had found its target, slugging a wounded Dweller trying to inch his way toward safety.
Without night vision, they would have been fighting blind. With a near full moon beginning to wane, they had some sight. They were in good shape, behind the rocks, from any northern approach. The southern attackers were a different matter.
They were aggressive. They had untold numbers. So far, two positions had opened fire. They might be a distraction; they might be cover. The recon leader couldn’t be certain of anything.
“Why don’t we have scopes?” asked one of the bosses. “Woulda been nice.”
“We’re running light,” snapped the leader. “With a full moon, we didn’t see the need. The scopes are extra weight.”
Thump, thump, thump.
An incoming volley from the south smacked against the boulders.
“Another stupid move,” said another boss. “If I were running this—”
The elder growled. “You’re not. Focus on your job. Complain later.”
“There ain’t gonna be a later if we get killed,” one of the men said. “We’re trapped here without an escape. There’s not enough light to effectively pick them off. There’s too much light to sneak away and retreat.”
“You knew the job,” said the leader. “Now do it!”
The other bosses stopped their tantrum for the moment and returned to the steel sights of the weapons. They were silent except for the sound their rifles emitted as they unloaded rounds in both directions.
The one who’d called the move stupid was on one knee, aiming south, when a barrage of bullets from that direction tore through his chest. His body rattled against the rock and he collapsed in a heap, falling onto the man next to him.
Thump, thump, thump, thump, thump.
Another volley peppered that boss across his midsection above his waist. He convulsed and dropped onto the dead man next to him.
The leader moved to take their position, and he steadied his weapon toward the direction of the shots that killed a third of his posse. He crouched low behind their bodies, feeling them jerk and shake as another assault sprayed their corpses. Without sight, he returned fire.
Rat-tat-tat. Rat-tat-tat.
“We’re down two!” he called to his men over the gunfire. “I need the focus south. One stay north. The other two join me this way.”
“I got it,” called the one who’d complained about the lack of scopes. “I’ll take the north. Watch my—”
A trio of slugs found his back. The impact thrust him forward, twisting against the boulder, and he slid to the ground. The recon posse was shrinking.
The leader shifted his position again. “I’ll take the north,” he said. He climbed over the third dead boss and pressed himself against the boulder. The leader peeked around the edge of the rock and saw an advancing team of Dwellers. There were three or four of them. They were grouped tightly together, likely to mask their numbers.
They were stuck. This was not going to end well.
 
***
 
Battle’s aim was instinctual. Even with the slim bluish light of the moon, he was able to make out enough of the silhouette attached to the muzzle flash that he was confident when he squeezed the trigger.
He couldn’t be sure he’d hit his mark, so he adjusted his aim infinitesimally to the left and squeezed again. The kick against the flat rock he used as a steadying pod was inefficient at best. The barrel moved with the recoil.
Battle believed he’d hit his mark when the muzzle flashes from that spot stopped popping. He’d hit his target. He waited for the next mark.
To his right, both the guard and the surviving operator were returning fire. With a closer vantage point, the guard might have a better shot, but he was too exposed.
Rat-tat-tat.
A grunt followed by a pubescent-sounding scream told Battle the guard was hit. His screaming alternated with heavy guttural moans. Battle resisted the urge to tell him to be quiet so as not to give up his own location.
Rat-tat-tat.
The guard was silent.
Battle was watching the guard and didn’t spot the location of the flash. He had no distinct idea of where to aim. He didn’t want to indiscriminately fire either. That would be as bad as had he called out to the guard to tell him to shut up.
He considered his options, looking at the moon slip behind a bank of clouds moving slowly across the Amarillo sky. He could move or advance. Both of those possibilities exposed him to return fire.
He could stay in place. There was no threat in any direction but from the rocks to his north. That was the best bet.
 
***
 
The portly Dweller was side by side with the woman marching south. The two of them moved cautiously, taking advantage of the cloud cover to advance more quickly than they might have otherwise, especially given they were inching forward on their bellies.
The muzzle flashes had momentarily stopped. A breeze swirled, whistling through the dry foliage clinging to the trees dotting the area near the rim.
She’d sent a pair of Dwellers southwest and two more southeast to provide cover on either side. If the friendlies attacking the Cartel from the south were still alive, something of which she could not be sure, they’d have the enemies outflanked.
The woman Dweller had taken the lead because nobody else seemed willing to do it. They’d listened to her and were taking her direction. Even the portly Dweller followed orders.
The woman, who’d come to the Dwellers as the lone Scourge survivor among her husband and four children, had never asked for much. She’d given greatly, always eager to volunteer for whatever task Juliana Paagal assigned her.
That included raising her hand to take a shift on the rim. She had nothing to lose and was willing to sacrifice herself to warn or protect those in the canyon below.
She’d taken the Dweller name Ma-an. None of the men in her squad had asked her name, however, so she’d not shared it with them.
As Ma-an and the portly Dweller drew closer to the rocks, she could sense his fear. His breathing was short and loud, and the rifle rattled in his hands.
“What is your name?” she whispered.
He glanced at her wide-eyed. “Galaphulla.”
“I’m Ma-an.”
Galaphulla nodded. He inched ahead of Ma-an and stopped, pointing to their right.
One of the Dwellers sent to the southwest was standing. He had his rifle pulled tight to his shoulder. His large silhouette was intimidating in the moonlight escaping the patch of clouds.
Ma-an readied her rifle. She motioned for Galaphulla to do the same. The standing Dweller took a pair of shots at the rocks directly ahead of them.
 
***
 
The shots came from the left, unexpectedly. They shattered the relative silence of the moment and took the life of the boss crouched next to the recon leader. The leader was jolted and spun to face the new threat.
He was looking west now and saw a gunman standing in the moonlight. His rifle was aimed straight at the leader. There was no time to take proper aim in defense. The leader closed his eyes, resigned to his fate, when a loud percussive echo exploded behind him.
Rat-tat-tat.
The only other surviving boss had sighted the standing gunman and opened fire. His quick trigger downed the standing gunman.
Rat-tat-tat.
Another quick trio of shots found another Dweller crouched in the same spot. Two down in a matter of seconds.
The recon leader spun to thank the boss for saving his life in time to see a muzzle flash from the corner of his eye. It was from the southwest.
Thump, thump, thump. Thump, thump, thump.
The boss’s head snapped backward and he dropped. His eyes were fixed to the leader as the shots drilled through his brain. The leader blinked away the spray of blood that splattered across his face and neck. He was alone. The last survivor.
The leader, as mean a cuss as anyone could find, was like most sad men when faced with the prospect of pending death. He raised his hands and begged for his life.
He tossed his rifle to the ground. “I surrender!” he said as loud as his shaky voice would carry. “I surrender.”
His head swiveled, searching the dark for approaching Dwellers. His body tense, he raised his hands higher above his head, anticipating a rifle shot to the gut at any second.
“I surrender,” he repeated, his words falling flat in the air. “I’m the last one. I give up. Don’t shoot.”
 
***
 
Battle jumped to his feet and pressed the HK’s stock into his shoulder, advancing slowly. He’d heard the man announce his surrender. He caught the operator’s eyes, and the two of them moved in tandem toward the rocks.
From behind the rocks, a woman’s voice said, “Move toward me. Slowly. Hands above your head.”
Battle pressed forward, and the man began to move. He was wearing a dark cowboy hat. Battle guessed the man was a posse boss. His hands raised high, he shuffled away from the rock and to the west.
“We’re right behind him,” a man’s voice announced from the east. A pair of Dwellers, rifles at the ready, emerged from the darkness, following the boss.
One of them noticed Battle and the operator. “Who are you?” He switched his aim, pointing his rifle directly at the operator.
“We’re Dwellers,” said Battle. “Paagal sent us to help. She told us one of the squads was hit.”
“Just two of you?”
“No,” said the operator. “We lost two others.”
Battle motioned his rifle toward the recon boss. “Let’s all row in the same direction. Keep our weapons aimed at the boss here. Move slowly. We can figure it out on the other side of the rocks.”
The Dweller nodded. “We’ve got two more coming with us,” he called out to the woman. “We’re all armed.”
“Got it,” said the woman. “Move slowly.”
The five men, including the posse boss, rounded the rocks. The woman and a short, chubby Dweller awaited them.
The woman had her eyes and weapon trained on the boss. “Is he it? Is he the only one left?”
“It looks like it,” said Battle.
The woman looked Battle up and down. “And who are you?”
“My name is Battle,” he said. “I’m…helping out.”
“I know you,” said the portly Dweller. “I saw you at the bonfire. You’re not a Dweller.”
“No. I’m also not the issue right now.” Battle nodded at the posse boss. “He is.”
“Agreed,” the woman said. “We need to get him to Paagal and find out what he knows.”
“We can take him,” said the operator.
“Good,” said the woman. “We’ll take care of this and radio the other squads.”
“I’d keep the radio talk to a minimum,” said Battle. “We don’t know yet if this is the only team, and this guy has one of your radios.”
The woman stepped forward and grabbed the radio from the boss. She glared at the prisoner then turned to Battle. “Go ahead,” she said. “Take him to Paagal. We’ll get back to work here.”
 



CHAPTER 21
OCTOBER 25, 2037, 11:40 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
INTERSTATE 27, NEW DEAL, TEXAS
 
Roof sat in the passenger’s seat of the Humvee. The low rumble of the engine, the smell of diesel, and the threadbare interior of the vehicle stimulated his memory.
He ran his fingers through his beard and stared out the window at the moonscape along Interstate 27. His mind drifted from the northbound convoy to the moments before his life changed in Syria nearly eighteen years earlier.
The patrol was routine. He and the five others were alone in an area not far from the university. They’d completed countless similar missions in Aleppo with no casualties. They were armed, they were doing their job, but Roof, known then as Sergeant First Class Rufus Buck, had the sense they weren’t as vigilant as they should have been.
Despite warnings from their superior officer, Captain Marcus Battle, they’d been talking about their upcoming leave. The men were looking forward to their R&R. Or as Roof had called it, I&I. Instead of rest and relaxation, he’d joked, it was more about intoxication and intercourse.
That sort of irreverence was a tricky proposition in the Muslim nations that jailed people for virtually any public displays of affection. Roof was schooling the younger men on ways to subvert authority and where they could find forbidden fruit when Battle chastised them for their lack of focus.
Roof was walking behind Battle with the other men. They were six or seven steps behind him. Roof silently mocked him with a lazy salute. The other men laughed. When Battle turned around, one of them poked his rifle at a moldy stuffed Elmo doll lying in their path.
The doll was filled with carpenter screws, ball bearings, and a pipe containing explosive material. Elmo exploded as the soldier stood above it.
He and the two men closest to him died instantly. Roof, Battle, and another soldier were thrown clear of the immediate blast.
No sooner they got their wits about them when the man next to Roof was gunned down. They’d stepped into an ambush. The combatants who’d detonated the doll were showering them with lead.
Roof was hit and dropped. His leg below his knee was mangled. He was trapped and unable to move.
The man he’d mocked moments earlier was his only salvation. From behind a concrete barrier, the fearless captain found the source of the gunfire and neutralized it.
He then returned and, at the risk of his own life, helped Roof to safety. It was the longest night of his life before the Scourge took hold. It was the night he learned what heroism was. He also learned he wasn’t capable of it.
When they crossed a bridge and checkpoint the following morning, they underwent a thorough debriefing. Every aspect of the previous afternoon and night was discussed repeatedly.
Battle was insistent he receive no medal for his actions. He’d told his superiors that if he’d done his job, if he’d kept his men focused, they never would have come under fire.
Roof, more jealous of his comrade’s selflessness than thankful for it, agreed that Battle had not commanded his patrol with authority. While he was grateful for the captain’s efforts to save his life, he didn’t promote the idea of any commendation. His ego wouldn’t allow it.
Both men were sent home from the tour. Roof never saw him again, except in nightmares when he relived the pain and embarrassment of relying on someone else to keep him alive.
And then karma played its hand. Battle, of all people, was the thorn in the Cartel’s side. On the eve of the war that would give them dominion of their lands, the fight that would put an end to the only organized opposition, Marcus Battle reappeared.
Roof was certain that when he confronted Battle before the Jones, the good captain would recognize him. For some reason, he hadn’t. Battle had no idea who Roof really was. The general was so shocked by it that he had to let the man live. He had to give him the same gift he’d received. So he did. He thought it would ease him of his guilt, the inadequacy that guided his life.
It didn’t.
Instead, it only reopened the festering wound, left it gaping and subject to infection. Letting Battle live was a mistake, just as Battle’s having let him live so many years ago was a mistake. Had Battle let him die, the Cartel never would have risen to power.
Now they were back where they began. Together in war. This time, though, they were on opposite sides. They were enemies. One or both of them would have to die. Karma, Roof believed, demanded it.
A knock on the thin window behind Roof’s head shook him from his trance. It was Skinner. He was riding in the back of the Humvee with the ambitious grunt Grat Dalton.
Roof looked over his shoulder. Skinner was pointing across the highway. Roof nodded and leaned forward to look through the front windshield. There was lightning off in the distance. The forks and flashes illuminated the storm clouds gathering in the dark. They spread wide across the direction in which they were heading.
It was impossible to tell how far north the storm might be. He hoped it would dissipate or move on before they drove into its path.
Roof turned around and acknowledged Skinner. He shrugged. There wasn’t anything he could do about it.
 



CHAPTER 22
OCTOBER 26, 2037, 12:00 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
INTERSTATE 45, RICHLAND, TEXAS
 
The Lexus rattled to a stop. Steam poured from underneath the cratered hood. The car was overheated. There was nothing Ana could do about it. What she’d hoped would be a straight trip to the canyon without interruption was stalled for the third time.
Ana pounded her fists against the top of the steering wheel. It was midnight in the middle of nowhere. She unbuckled her belt, slung it off her waist, and huffed.
She knew from the rusting green road sign on the side of the highway that she was outside Richland, Texas. That meant nothing to her except that it wasn’t Palo Duro Canyon. Ana would have to start walking.
Penny was asleep in the backseat. Ana looked at her and pursed her lips. Waking a sleeping baby was never a good idea.
The car wasn’t running, but its headlights still worked. She flipped on the high beams to give herself more vision ahead. They didn’t do much. They did, however, reveal an exit to the right and what looked like a building in the distance.
Ana elbowed herself out of the Lexus and stood in the road. It was quiet aside from the chirp of insects and frogs. The air was still and edging on crisp.
She pulled out the stroller and popped it open. She stuffed the car emergency kit into the pouch hanging off the back of the stroller near its handles. She took the stuffed backpack from the trunk and noticed the rubber nipple poking out from between the teeth of the open zipper.
She’d forgotten she packed a bottle. It could have saved her some time had she remembered, and might have allowed her to get farther than Richland. It didn’t matter now. She was glad to have the bottle. She opened the pack’s main compartment to remind herself of what else she’d packed in the fog of a post-homicidal escape. There were some reusable cloth diapers, some clothes for Penny, and a half-empty jar of Vaseline. Ana rolled her eyes at her own lack of creativity and closed the pack to sling it on her back.
She grabbed each of the weapons she’d stored in the back of the car and laid them on the road next to each other. She could only carry one. She folded her arms and strummed her fingers on her elbow. She picked up the pair of weapons from the would-be carjackers and tossed them into the trunk of the car.
The weapon left in the road was the assault rifle she’d taken from Nancy Wake. She grasped its varnished wood stock and held it tight in her hand. It had the round drum of ammunition underneath the barrel. Ana knew it had to hold more ammunition than the smaller, lighter weapons the carjackers had unknowingly gifted her.
Having killed two people with it, the rifle already felt familiar in her hand. She made sure the safety lever was in the “safe” position and leaned it against the side of the Lexus.
Penny was awake. Her eyes fluttered and her brow furrowed as she stretched her nine-month-old body against the backseat. Penny’s sighed with relief. She wouldn’t have to wake her and face “angry baby wrath”.
Ana reached into the car to unbelt her child. “Hi, baby,” she cooed in the sweetest voice she could muster. Babies were like dogs, Ana had discovered in her short time as a mother. Tone and pitch mattered a lot more than words.
Penny smiled and patted her mother on her nose. “Mamamama,” she babbled.
Ana hooked her hands underneath Penny’s armpits and gently pulled her from the Lexus. Free of the car, she spun around in circles. “Wheeee!” she said, giggling and looking her daughter in the eyes as she twirled. “Wheeee!”
Penny giggled and cupped her hands together. Her dangling baby feet fluttered until Ana plopped her into the stroller and latched the nylon belt across her lap and between her chubby legs.
Ana placed the long gun over the stroller’s handles and wrapped one hand around the wooden pistol grip. She shrugged the pack up more comfortably onto her shoulders and started pushing the stroller. The first twenty yards or so, she stayed in the center of the road, using the headlights to guide her path. When she walked past the edge of the dimming light, she moved to the edge of the highway, closer to the exit. The closer she got to the building, the more its form took shape.
By the time she’d exited, she could make out the high, steep ridge of the roofline. Another twenty yards and she saw a large welcome sign to the right of the road. It was fronted by dirt and a W-shaped wall made of jagged limestone rocks. The signage was a dark color, maybe rust, and was decorated with bold white lettering, some of which was missing.
It read “TE AS DEP RT ENT O TRAN PORTA ION” across the top and “N VARRO C U TY SAFETY RE T A EA”. Ana stopped to make out the words. She chuckled to herself that the only word not missing any letters was safety.
She shoved the stroller past the sign, the wheels crunching along the pitted asphalt leading to the building. The rest area was larger than she’d anticipated from its moonlit silhouette.
It, like the signage, was built behind a limestone wall. A large area in front of the main building was a mixture of dirt, weeds, and tall unkempt grass. The building itself had a large covered porch and looked like a mix between ranch and shake architecture. It was constructed, best she could tell, of stone and wood siding. The siding was rotting so much in some spots it was evident in the dark. The large glass windows that framed the front of the first floor were dark. A couple of them were broken. Ana thought it had been some time since anyone had been here.
She inched her way up the path between the patches of weeds and grass and onto the porch. She rolled straight into a thick spiderweb that caught her across the forehead. Ana instinctively drew her hands to her face and head to swipe away the silky, sticky strings trailing across her eyes and mouth.
The gun fell and rattled against the concrete floor and reverberated against the walls and ceiling of the porch, making a noise loud enough to awaken anyone sleeping within a hundred yards.
It did.
 



CHAPTER 23
OCTOBER 26, 2037, 12:30 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
PALO DURO CANYON, TEXAS
 
The thunder snapped and rumbled an instant after a bolt of lightning targeted a lonely mesquite tree on the canyon floor. The tree caught fire, the flames crackling as they devoured the wood.
The sweet, rich smell burned in the cold air. It reminded Battle of the many fall evenings he would barbecue on the back porch with Sylvia and Wesson. He didn’t grill, even though he had one with a direct line to natural gas. He didn’t like the taste. Instead, he’d take mesquite chips and burn them over charcoal in a tin pot. Then he’d pour it into a big stainless basin, put a grate on top of it, and cover the grate with red meat.
Smell was the most powerful memory trigger. Battle inhaled deeply, enjoyed the scent for an instant, and then powered his fist into the recon posse boss’s stomach.
All of the air left the boss’s lungs. “Oooooof,” he spat and then gagged, trying to catch his breath.
“Aren’t you glad you didn’t kill this one?” asked Paagal, standing watch over the interrogation. The operator asked the questions and Battle provided the muscle. They were a quarter mile from the main camp, near a thin trail of water that ran along the floor. In the rainy season it could swell to a river. For now it was not much more than a trickling creek bed.
The boss was tied to a tree, his hands knotted around the back of the trunk, his ankles bound and immobile. He stood there against the young, dying cottonwood. His head hung with his chin against his chest. Drool trailed from his lips.
“You came to us,” said the operator. He was standing next to the boss, whispering in his left ear. “You surrendered. If you want to live, you need to give us more than your name.” He turned to Battle. “What was his name?”
Battle rubbed his right fist with his left hand. “Frank Canton.”
“Frank Canton,” whispered the operator. “Frank Canton. Huh. Well, Frank, now is your chance. You need to tell us what you know. Specifically, how many more teams are on their way here?”
Battle flexed his hands, took a deep breath, and stepped back.
The boss licked the spit from his lips, breathing through his mouth. He sounded like a child gulping a glass of juice. He lifted his head to speak.
“They sent us for recon,” he said. Each word sounded as if he’d carefully selected its use. “That’s it. They want to know your positions and numbers.”
“What else?” snapped the operator. “Give me more.”
“We were the first team,” said the boss. “I don’t know how many more are coming.”
The operator scratched his beard before running his hands through his hair. He leaned against the tree, standing behind the boss. “Good. What else?”
“I don’t have anything else.”
“Nothing?”
Drool flapped from Frank Canton’s lips as he shook his head. “Nothing.” His voice dripped with resignation.
“I don’t believe you.” The operator backed away from the boss. His eyes found Battle’s.
Battle pursed his lips and looked over to Paagal. She nodded. Battle walked over to the tree and the man attached to it. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of pliers. They were rusted at the joint and difficult to separate. Battle made a show of it. He held the instrument in one hand and then walked around the man to the back of the tree, watching Canton follow him with wide eyes.
Before he reached for Canton’s hand, the prisoner began struggling against the ties. He squeezed his hands into tight fists, hiding his fingers in his palms.
Battle stood there, behind the tree and out of the man’s sight. He did nothing. He knew the thought of torture, the anticipation of pain, was greater than the pain itself.
“Wait. Wait. Wait. Wait.” The boss suddenly found a burst of energy deep within the part of his brain that triggered fear. “Don’t. Don’t. Don’t. Don’t.”
Battle grabbed at the man’s flailing hands and secured one of them. He pulled the man’s thumb, the easiest of the digits to separate, and pulled it free of the fist.
The boss’s voice rocketed a pitch higher. “Please. Please, please. Stop. Stop. Stop.”
Battle drew the open jaws of the pliers to the man’s thumb and touched the lower teeth to the spot where the edge of his nail met the skin.
The man cried out and whimpered. “Noooo!” he said through tears. “I’ll tell you what I know.”
“It better be good, Frank,” said the operator. He folded his arms across his chest. “Talk.”
Battle held onto the man’s thumb. He removed the pliers.
A strong gust of wind howled through the canyon. It brought with it a drop in the temperature.
The boss shivered. He was on the verge of hyperventilating. His chest was heaving as he spoke. “I reported directly to General Roof.”
The operator held up a satellite phone he’d retrieved from the boss. He shook it in front of the boss’s face. “With this?’
Lightning flashed in the distance. Another crash of thunder rolled against the canyon walls. It was followed by an angry fork of light and a louder crack that ripped across the sky. The ground rumbled from the percussion.
The boss nodded. “I told him our position. I told him we’d taken out some guards. I told—”
The operator popped the boss on the forehead with the satellite phone. “Frank, what did he tell you? That’s what I want to know.”
The boss’s eyes searched for the words. He swallowed and coughed on the phlegm in his throat. His eyes were glassy, and tears streaked through the dirt on his cheeks.
Battle squeezed Canton’s thumb, and the boss tensed against his touch. His body straightened and he started wailing in protest.
“Fray-yank,” said the operator, “c’mon now. We don’t have time to baby you. We know there’s an army heading this way. We need details. What did the general tell you?”
Frank Canton whimpered. “You’ll kill me once I tell you,” he said. “You’ll kill me if I don’t.”
The operator laughed. “That’s where you’re wrong, Frank,” he said. “You tell us what we want to know and you have a chance at living.”
Canton’s body relaxed against the tree. He sniffed and cleared his throat.
The operator lowered his voice and spoke slowly. “But if you don’t tell us what we want to know, we’re going to make you wish you were dead. And then we’re going to send you back to your general. What do you think he’ll do?”
A toothy grin snaked its way across the operator’s face. A strobe of light flickered above them. The thunder crashed. He stared at Canton without blinking until the boss hung his head. Battle flexed the boss’s thumb and quickly pressed the open pliers against the nail.
Another gust of swirling wind accelerated through the valley, and thick, cold drops of rain began to fall.
Canton cried out in anticipation of the pain that didn’t come. His body shuddered against the tree. “Fine,” he said throughout the slobber that coated his lips and chin. “I’ll tell you everything I know. Everything.”
 



CHAPTER 24
OCTOBER 26, 2037, 12:38 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
INTERSTATE 45, RICHLAND, TEXAS
 
Ana was spitting the spiderweb from her lips when she saw it. It flashed out of the corner of her eye, and at first she didn’t think anything of it.
When she bent over and picked up the rifle and checked to make sure she hadn’t damaged it, she saw it again. The light swept across her face and then panned back. It was coming from inside the building. It shone directly in her face. Ana tried shielding her face with her hand despite holding the long gun. She was squinting, trying to see beyond the light. She couldn’t.
A stern voice called from inside the building. “Drop the weapon.”
Ana glanced down at Penny and then back at the light. “I can’t do that,” she said.
“Drop it,” said the voice. “Or I drop you.”
Ana couldn’t tell if the voice belonged to a man or a woman. She bit her lower lip and raised the weapon, but kept the business end pointed away from the light. “You’re gonna have to drop me, then. I’m not giving up my weapon.”
The light danced across Ana’s body, shifted to the stroller, and moved back to blind her again. In the moment it panned away from her face, Ana could see the large frame of the person holding the light. Her eyes couldn’t adjust quickly enough to make out more than that.
“Who are you?” asked the voice. “Why are you here?”
“Who are you?” asked Ana. “Can you get that light out of my eyes? I can’t see anything.”
“That’s the point. Give me your name.”
“Ana.”
“Why are you here?”
Ana sighed. “My car died.”
There was a pause before the voice responded. “You have a car?” The question was laced with confusion.
“I did,” said Ana. “It’s overheated.”
“Why do you have a gun like that?”
“Protection,” Ana said incredulously. “Why do you have yours?”
The light went dark and Ana blinked past the afterimage until she could see a tall, broad-shouldered woman standing feet from her. She was inside the building at one of the broken windows. There was the hint of a sweetly accented sour odor coming from the building’s interior.
The woman’s hair was short and matted to her head. Her voice resonated with depth when she spoke. “I’m Michelle,” she said. “I live here.”
The woman, who must have stood six feet tall, was wearing a filthy tight-fitting Longhorns T-shirt and sweatpants torn at the knees. She was barefoot and was holding a hand-crank flashlight. Ana slowly lowered the weapon and nodded at the building. “This is your home?”
Michelle glanced at the rifle and then at Penny. “For a few weeks,” she said. “Who are you running from?”
Ana looked over her shoulder. “Could I come inside, please? I don’t like being out here.”
Michelle took a step back from the window. “Leave the gun at the door and you can come inside.”
Ana rolled Penny in through the front door. She laid the gun and her backpack at the entry, unloaded her pack, and gave Penny the lone bottle she’d brought. Michelle stood watch from a distance.
Ana looked around the space. She couldn’t see much in the dark, but the foul odor was stronger. It smelled like spoiled meat. She walked toward Michelle, trying not to wrinkle her nose in disgust. “You’re alone?”
Michelle nodded. “For a while now.”
“I’m running from everyone,” she said. “The Cartel mainly.”
“Where are you headed?”
“The Wall.”
Michelle’s eyes widened. Even in the dark, Ana could see the surprise on her face. “Why?”
Ana looked down at her feet. “I need a fresh start,” she said. “Long story.”
Her eyes having adjusted to the darkness, she could see hints of Michelle’s lifestyle. The place looked like the homeless encampments Ana used to see under highway overpasses or along the banks of Buffalo Bayou in downtown Houston. There were scraps of food, animal carcasses, and piles of clothing cluttering the floor.
Michelle frowned. “It’s dangerous along the Wall,” she said. “You shouldn’t go there alone.”
“I’m not.”
The woman licked her lips. “Your baby doesn’t count.”
“I’m going to the canyon,” Ana clarified. “The Dwellers will help me.”
Michelle laughed. “Dwellers?” she said. “They don’t exist anymore. The Cartel killed them off.”
Ana planted her hands on her hips. “Who told you that?”
“Everybody. It’s a fact. Dwellers are a myth.”
“No,” Ana said softly. “They’re not. They live in the canyon. They have passage to the wall. They’re about to overthrow the Cartel.”
Michelle took another step back. She was shaking her head. “I don’t believe you. That can’t be.”
“Michelle,” Ana said, stepping forward, “it is true. I know because the Dwellers recruited me to help them.”
Michelle backed up again. She vigorously cranked the flashlight before turning it on and shining it in Ana’s eyes. “Who are you really? What do you want from me?”
Ana stopped her approach and tried shielding her eyes with her hands. “I don’t want anything from you. I was looking—”
“I’ve been here by myself for months. I haven’t seen a soul. Then you show up with your rifle and your lies. It doesn’t make sense. Something’s up. You need to leave.”
Ana waved her hands. “I promise you, I am who I say I am. Wait…how long have you been here?”
“You need to leave,” said Michelle. “I don’t need a liar in my home. I’ve had liars here before. There was one the other day. I had to stop his lies.”
“I thought you said nobody had been here for—”
Michelle flashed the light toward the door. Her voice was forceful and sharp. “You need to leave before something happens.”
Ana looked over her shoulder, following the beam of light. In the corner, behind the door where she’d entered, was a dead, half-eaten animal. Ana squinted and focused on the remains, trying to identify what kind of animal it was. The bones looked familiar. The light moved away from the corner and back toward her. She turned to Michelle.
“What would happen?” she asked. “It’s you and me and my baby. I don’t want anything from you.”
The woman was pacing. She started muttering to herself in a high-pitched, whiny voice. “I told you not to let them in,” she rambled. “You insisted. This is your fault.”
Ana took a step back toward Penny, keeping her eyes on the woman. “Michelle?”
Michelle kept muttering, the voice deeper this time. “Don’t blame me for this. I’m not the one who let the last one inside. I’m not the one who believes the lying liars.” She was shaking her finger at the air as she marched.
Ana looked toward the door. Her rifle was there. It was a few steps away, but she calculated she could get to it, release the safety, and take aim before Michelle closed the distance. She glanced back at Michelle, who was still in her trance, and made her move.
She bolted to her right and dove at the rifle, grabbing it with one hand and sliding the safety lever down with the other. She slid on the floor, her back hitting the frame at the door as she turned around to level the heavy assault rifle at Michelle. She wasn’t fast enough.
Michelle was already on her by the time Ana turned halfway. She grabbed Ana with her thick, muscular hands and pulled her from the floor. Ana dropped the weapon, which slid across the floor. Michelle withdrew one hand and wrapped her arm tightly around Ana’s neck. She squeezed and pulled back to lift Ana’s feet from the floor.
“You can’t be trusted,” Michelle grunted through her clenched teeth. “You have to go.”
Ana grabbed at Michelle’s mighty forearm and failed to pull it from her throat. She tried kicking her feet backward, hoping to catch Michelle in the knee or groin. That didn’t work either.
When Michelle turned her body, wrenching Ana from side to side, Ana caught her feet on the wall next to the door. Michelle leaned forward for an instant, and Ana, on the verge of losing consciousness, planted both of her feet and shoved backward as hard as she could. She timed it perfectly.
Michelle was stepping back at the moment Ana kicked. The momentum threw Michelle off balance and she stumbled backward. She tripped, lost her grip on Ana, and landed hard on her back, smacking her head against the floor.
Ana rolled to the floor on her side, close to where the rifle stopped its bounce. She grabbed it without turning to find Michelle and rolled onto her back. Sitting up and pulling the rifle to her shoulder, she scanned the room for the giant.
Michelle was five feet from her, lying on the floor, dazed, her legs splayed such that the black bottoms of her feet faced Ana.
Recognizing that she had the momentary advantage, Ana pushed herself to her feet. She backed away from Michelle and stepped to her daughter.
Penny was surprisingly content, still sucking on her near empty bottle. She’d need a diaper change.
Ana smiled at her daughter and tilted her head. Her neck throbbed. Her shoulder was sore. Swallowing was tinged with discomfort.
She stepped to Michelle, the rifle pointed squarely at the Amazonian’s chest, making certain she was out of the woman’s long reach. She stood watch as Michelle’s haze evaporated.
“This isn’t fair,” moaned the woman. Her eyes were squeezed shut. “You’re a liar. You should be gone.”
Ana tightened her grip on the rifle and lowered her eye to the sight. She rested her finger on the trigger.
Michelle turned her head toward Ana and opened her eyes. She started to speak.
Ana tapped the trigger long enough to silence Michelle. She twitched reflexively, stiffened, and relaxed as if her body would sink into the floor.
Penny started crying and dropped her bottle. It bounced on the floor and rolled to a stop at Michelle’s foot.
Ana heard the baby crying but didn’t listen. She stood over her latest victim. When she’d awoken that morning, she’d never taken a life. Now she’d taken six, maybe seven, lives and killing Michelle had been way too easy. She’d not hesitated.
Ana stood in the dark, watching the blood drain from Michelle’s body, her blood appearing black on the floor. Then it hit her; the animal in the corner. She knew what it was.
She scoured the floor for the flashlight. Michelle had dropped it or thrown it when she moved to attack her. Ana found it on the floor and thumbed on the bright white LED beam.
She panned the light around the room, stopping at the piles of clothes, the small mounds of bones and decaying flesh she now saw were swarming with flies. The bile rising in her aching throat, she walked toward the animal carcass by the door.
Her hand trembled and she aimed the beam at the half-eaten animal. Except, what she found partially clothed in the corner wasn’t an animal. It was human.
Ana bent over at her waist and retched until her stomach pulsed. She now recognized the sweetly sour odor that overpowered Michelle’s home.
It was death.
Ana shook off the nausea, wiped her face clean with her shirt, and lifted Penny into her arms. She pulled her sobbing child to her chest and swayed, moving her hips gently from one side to the other. She rubbed her hand along the back of Penny’s head and whispered sweetly into her daughter’s ear through the tears streaming from her eyes.
 
***
 
With a freshly diapered Penny sucking on her pacifier in her stroller, Ana refocused on the path forward. She needed a way north to Dallas.
The rest area was a sprawling piece of property. Ana would have been surprised by the lack of humanity there had it not been for the lack of humanity she’d witnessed firsthand in Michelle.
Rolling Penny in front of her, the pack slung over her shoulders, Ana somehow maneuvered the stroller while holding the rifle and the flashlight. She moved north along the grounds, looking for anything that might help her get closer to Dallas, the canyon, the wall, and a new life on the northern side.
Adjacent to the main rest building was a second one. It was smaller and looked to be where the public restrooms were. Ana stopped at its entrance and cranked the flashlight. There was a shattered Dr. Pepper vending machine chained to a metal eyehook cemented into the concrete. On either side of the machine were doorless entries to the restrooms. Ana had no interest in exploring them.
She was cursing her luck as she reached the edge of a second large building, when she heard noises coming from its far end. They didn’t sound human, so she didn’t reach for her gun.
She slowed her roll, though, and inched to the building’s corner, where it met with more dirt and weeds, holding the light in front of her, illuminating her path like a headlight.
As the noise grew louder, it became more familiar. In front of Ana, its nose buried in the weeds, was a horse. Behind it were two more. All of them were tacked up. None of them seemed spooked by her presence or the light or Penny pointing at them and babbling.
Ana wasn’t an equestrian. She hadn’t even been on a horse since the Scourge, but if she was going anywhere anytime soon, it would be aboard one of the sweet animals she found in front of her. She closed her eyes and tilted back her head.
“Thank you,” she said, apologizing for having cursed her luck moments earlier. She was thoroughly convinced the horses were a Godsend.
 



CHAPTER 25
OCTOBER 26, 2037, 1:30 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
INTERSTATE 27, TULIA, TEXAS
 
Skinner pulled his collar up around his neck and lowered his hat over his face. Not that it did any good. The wind-driven rain was pounding him as the Humvee plowed through Tulia, Texas.
They were halfway to Amarillo, and were it not for the storm, they’d reach the canyon before sunrise as planned. Instead, they were crawling along the interstate at a snail’s pace, making the deluge even worse for Skinner and Grat Dalton. Both of them were in the back of Roof’s Humvee.
The water was pooling at the bottom of Skinner’s boots, squishing between his toes. He looked over his shoulder at Roof, riding in the dry cabin, and yanked on his collar again.
“This ain’t what we bargained for, is it?” said Dalton, trying to make light of the untenable weather. “I mean war is one thing. Getting rain soaked, though…” Dalton chuckled.
Skinner wasn’t interested in small talk. Partly because he couldn’t say anything and partly because he wanted to be left alone.
He’d never been outgoing. He never had a lot of friends. Even before the Scourge, his human interaction consisted of torturing prisoners he was in charge of guarding and dealing with those with whom he employed in his drug trade.
The Scourge had provided an exponentially more solitary existence save interactions with by-the-hour women and posse bosses he controlled. It wasn’t all that different from working in a prison culture.
His encounter with Roof had served to reinforce his desire for solitude and self-preservation. It had also deprived him of the ability to enjoy a cigarette. His swollen tongue made it nearly impossible for him to smoke. He was more ornery than usual and his hands were trembling.
“I was kidding,” Dalton said loudly over the beating rain. “Sheesh.”
Skinner faced the grunt. He tipped back his hat, the rain pouring across his face, and caught Dalton’s beady little green eyes. He held them there with his angry gaze, telling the boy to shut up and leave him alone.
Cyrus Skinner didn’t need to talk to speak. Dalton got it and lowered his head like a scolded dog, wiped rain from underneath his eyes, and pouted.
Skinner looked over his shoulder, past the driver’s door and into the storm. The cold pellets of rain peppered his face, stinging when they hit him. He opened his mouth and stuck out his tongue, catching the drops.
He closed his eyes and relished the water washing over the wound. Although it hurt, it soothed the throbbing ache at the same time.
Light flashed against his closed lids and he opened his eyes in time to see a fork of lightning reach the horizon. The sky flickered with a purple afterglow before the thunder rumbled in the distance.
Skinner was struck by the beauty of something so deadly. A bolt of lightning, as hot as 53,540 degrees Fahrenheit, could fry a man where he stood. That same bolt, from miles away, was a marvel.
The Scourge was the same, he reckoned. It was a scientifically beautiful connection of nucleic acid and proteins. He’d seen a model of it on television before it killed virtually everyone he knew. It looked like a dandelion. A dandelion that could kill a man where he stood.
Another bright flicker lit the thick layer of clouds that had built on their way north. The thunder was a soft vibration.
Skinner closed his mouth and turned back to face where they’d been instead of where they were headed. Both looked good from afar, especially in the dark. He chuckled, thinking how both were far deadlier up close. A sense of dread washed away the smile. For the first time in his life, Skinner felt mortal. He feared death. He wondered if that was because it too was drawing closer. The captain tilted his hat forward, leaned his back against the Humvee’s cab, and closed his eyes. He needed rest. It might be the last he ever got.
Skinner didn’t want to die as a man in need of a nap.
 



CHAPTER 26
OCTOBER 26, 2037, 1:45 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
DALLAS, TEXAS
 
General Parrott Manuse saw the intruder before he heard him. He was in his office, sitting behind his desk. He couldn’t sleep.
He was reading a dog-eared printout of a thirty-three-year-old Army Manual titled “FM -3-07.22 Counter Insurgency Operations”.
The manual was a nice refresher for a man who hadn't waged war since the last Dweller skirmish two years earlier. He was reading about convoy operations when he caught movement in the peripheral vision above his outdated reading glasses.
The office had a single entrance that fed to a long hallway. The hallway split at a four-way intersection, which provided access to various parts of Manuse’s sprawling home. Unlike the other generals, who’d chosen comfortable but modest accommodations, Manuse squatted in a six-thousand-square-foot monster.
He put down the manual and reached for the handgun strapped under the desktop, a nine millimeter Glock. Its magazine was fully loaded. He pulled it out onto the desk and rested it there, his hand gripping it tightly.
“Hoodoo?” he said loudly, his voice echoing down the hallway. “That you?”
Hoodoo Brown was the head of the general’s private security team. There were four of them. Brown was the best. He was ruthless in his protection of the general.
“Hoodoo?” The general’s call went unanswered. Manuse searched his memory for the last time he’d heard from any of his security team. They typically checked with him every half hour during a heightened alert.
Manuse sat at the desk for a moment, Glock in his hand, watching the doorway through which he’d caught the movement. He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes, wondering if he’d seen anything at all. His gut, and the hairs on the back of his neck, told him something wasn’t right.
He reached over and turned off the dim desk lamp to his left. It was the only light in the room. With it off, he was in the dark. He pushed himself from the desk, crouched low, and moved around to its side, his dry, aging knee joints cracking. He squeezed into the space between the corner of the desk and a large floor-to-ceiling bookshelf.
Manuse was not a young man. He shifted his body in the space, trying to alleviate the discomfort in his lower back. He couldn’t stay hidden there for long.
The only sound in the room was the ticking of an old grandfather clock on the opposite wall. Its deliberate brass pendulum clicked back and forth, sweeping the minute hand across the sun and moon design of the old timepiece. It chimed once to mark the quarter hour and startled Manuse. He cursed the clock under his breath and adjusted his position to take the pressure off his back.
For several minutes, there was no sign of an intruder. Manuse wondered if Hoodoo had told him he’d be going somewhere. His memory was clouded in the untrustworthy fog of an old mind.
Manuse had nearly convinced himself of his own paranoia when he heard the intruder outside the office. It was a whisper or a murmur.
The general peeked around the corner in time to see two dark figures entering the room from the hallway. He steadied himself and raised the Glock.
Before he could pull the trigger, the room exploded in gunfire. The intruders sprayed the desk with the lead from their assault rifles, muzzle flashes strobing. Glass shattered. Splinters of wood shot through the air. It was a deafening attack that left Manuse cringing in his tight space. Nonetheless, he took aim from his uncomfortable spot on the floor and repeatedly pulled the trigger. One of the intruders jerked awkwardly and fell to the floor. The other turned his aim on Manuse. A volley of bullets riddled the bookshelf to his right, shredding the old volumes that populated the shelf.
Avoiding the barrage, the general slid backward and crawled on his knees to the other side of the desk. A sudden, sharp pain struck his ankle above his foot.
He bit down on his lip to stop himself from crying out in pain and leaned around the desk on its opposite side. He was met with the barrel of a rifle inches from his face.
“Drop it, old man,” said the intruder. “It’s over.”
Manuse dropped the Glock and slid it to the intruder. He dropped onto his stomach and spread his arms. “I’m injured,” he said, laying his face on the cold, wooden floor. “My leg. I think you shot my leg.”
The intruder reached over to the desk lamp and pulled its chain. Manuse could see the man’s boots in front of him. The red overlay in the boot shaft was familiar. He recognized it, but couldn’t place it.
The intruder crouched down and tilted his head so that Manuse could look into his eyes. There was a wide smile stretched across the intruder’s face.
“Got any final words, General?” asked Hoodoo Brown. “Anything you want to say?”
Manuse felt the pressure of his own weapon against the side of his head. He pressed his eyes closed, forgetting about the burning ache in his ankle.
“Why?” he asked Hoodoo. “Why are you doing this?”
Hoodoo nodded. “I’m a Dweller,” he said. “That’s why.”
Manuse swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple dancing in his throat. He could taste his lunch. The general narrowed his eyes and spat the bile onto the black toe of Hoodoo’s boot.
“A Dweller?” said Manuse. “You fu—”
Hoodoo interrupted him with the Glock. Twice.
The guard stood up and plucked a satellite phone from his back pocket. After inputting the correct connection information, he drew the phone to his ear.
“Paagal?” he said. “Manuse is dead. The Metroplex rebellion has begun.” He listened to Paagal’s instructions and hung up, tucked the phone into his pocket, and walked over to the coconspirator who lay dead on the floor. Hoodoo bent down and picked up the man’s rifle. Carrying one in each hand, he marched from the office into the hallway.
Hoodoo had work to do. Killing the general was the first step of many. Chaos was building in the streets. Hoodoo had promised Paagal he’d contribute to it.
 



CHAPTER 27
OCTOBER 26, 2037, 2:15 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
DALLAS, TEXAS
 
The storm had subsided. The rain shower was intense but brief. It, and the accompanying electrical storm, drifted south. There were still flashes of light in the distance and long delayed booms of thunder. A steady, cold wind had settled in behind the storm. It was a damp wind that cut through Battle’s soaked clothing and chilled his body. He rubbed his thumbs across the tips of his wrinkled fingers. He was drenched to the bone.
He looked at the others. They too wore frowns on their faces. Their brows were furrowed, their shoulders hunched.
Canton was the worst of them. Still tied to the tree, he’d braved the storm and the operator’s relentless questioning.
As far as Battle could tell, recon posse boss Frank Canton had told them everything he knew about the Cartel’s battle plan. They’d learned Canton had been in many of the key meetings where Roof and the other generals had discussed strategy. He was an intelligence gold mine. It only took Battle and the operator a little digging to find the choice nuggets.
They knew from Paagal that Logan was dead. So was Manuse. That left Roof as the only general alive.
He’d be dead too if he hadn’t left his home for Lubbock. The Dwellers had no sway in Lubbock. As the hub of the Cartel’s illicit trade, their infiltration efforts had repeatedly failed. The grunts and bosses working there were loyal beyond reason.
The operator told Paagal they’d extracted everything they could get from Canton, but she’d wanted more. She’d insisted they had time before the attack, which Canton placed at intervals after sunrise.
He’d advised them that they’d face attacks on all fronts. There would be wave after wave of offense. Paagal listened intently, making tactical adjustments in her mind.
“What can you tell us about Roof?” asked the operator. “What was he before the Scourge?”
Canton was obviously spent. He couldn’t lift his head. His words were virtually inaudible. The operator had to stick his ear close to the boss’s mouth to understand what he was saying.
“He was a soldier,” said Canton.
“A soldier?” asked the operator. “As in the Army?”
Canton licked his dry lips and nodded. “Army.” He coughed. “Syria.”
Battle’s interest was piqued. “He served in Syria?” He stepped around to the front of the tree and stood next to the operator.
Canton nodded again. “Then drug dealer. Built Cartel.” His body sank against the tree and he winced against the pull of the binds on his bruised, raw wrists.
“He was a soldier and drug dealer?” asked the operator.
Canton tried lifting his head but failed. He whispered something.
“What?” asked the operator. “I can’t understand you.”
Canton’s chin dropped to his chest and his head rolled to the side. He was unconscious.
The operator looked at Battle. “Wake him up.”
Battle sighed and stepped to the boss. He took the man’s face in one hand and slapped him with the other.
Canton gasped. His head jerked back against the tree. His eyes fluttered open. “Drugs,” he spat. “He sold drugs.”
Battle moved next to the prisoner and spoke softly into his ear. “How do you know he served in Syria?”
“Rumor,” Canton said. “He wore dog tags.”
Battle pressed. “What about Syria?”
“People say he almost died in Syria. They say Elmo almost killed him.”
Battle stepped away from the boss and walked past the operator, past Paagal, consciously ignoring their stares. The wind was whipping through the canyon, the tail edge of a storm that brushed by them.
He stopped at a spot where the creek widened. He looked at the split reflection of the moon in the trickling water, trying to organize his thoughts.
It couldn’t be. Could it?
There were tens of thousands of soldiers who’d served in Syria. Maybe it was more than a hundred thousand who’d done lengthy tours. That information didn’t narrow the field.
Many of them might have turned to the high-profit world of drug trafficking or other illegal work. There had been limited opportunities for legitimate employment coming back to a weakened economy. Only men with spotless records were getting the consulting jobs Battle had landed. Roof’s employment didn’t necessarily make him exceptional.
There were countless deaths and near deaths during the Syrian War. That wouldn’t distinguish Roof either.
But Elmo, that squeaky red Muppet with the big nose. That was the clincher. That was the one thing Battle couldn’t shove aside into the evidence pile marked coincidence.
Standing on the edge of the water, Battle’s balance wavered. The rain had swollen the creek. He lost himself in its run through the canyon floor, finding its way across the inhospitable terrain.
“You should have let him die,” said Sylvia’s voice. “Then maybe you’d still be home. You’d be with us.”
Battle ran his hands through his sopping hair. He gritted his teeth. “You told me to leave,” he said to Sylvia. “You wanted me to move forward.”
“Because that’s what the circumstances demanded, Marcus,” she said. “If you’d let Rufus Buck die in Syria, there wouldn’t be a Cartel. You wouldn’t have needed to leave our home.”
Battle tried to follow that reasoning. “But if I’d let him die,” he argued, “I never would have met Nizar. I wouldn’t have understood the need to prepare for the end of the world. I—”
“None of that mattered, did it?” asked Sylvia. “Your preparations, your stockpile, your rules. None of it mattered.”
Battle crouched in front of the creek. It was deep enough that he could see the moon over his shoulder. His own filthy reflection stared back at him. “So what are you saying?” he asked. Sylvia’s image appeared in the water, displacing his own. She was as beautiful as he remembered. She was as she looked in the photograph he carried in his pocket, the photograph he’d risked his life to save from the fire that consumed their house two weeks earlier.
“I’m not saying anything, Marcus,” she told him. “I’m not here. My voice is your voice. You know that. You know I’m only telling you the things you don’t want to admit to yourself.”
Battle dipped his fingers into the cold running water. Expanding outward, the ripples distorted Sylvia’s face. By the time they’d dissipated, a different face was smiling back at him. Sylvia was gone. The visage reflected in the water was Lola’s.
Battle squeezed his eyes shut and wiggled his fingers in the water, trying to erase her. He couldn’t. She was there.
“You’re not crazy, Marcus,” she whispered, her voice blending with the rushing water. “But if you don’t forgive yourself for things you’ve done, or didn’t do, you’ll drive yourself insane with regret.”
Battle drew his cold, shivering hands to his face and quietly sobbed into them. His tears mixed with the creek water and the remnants of rain that dripped from his hair. His chest shuddered as he cried.
He wept for his mistakes, for his miscalculations, for his arrogance. He mourned the Syrian named Nizar who’d sacrificed his own life to lead him and Rufus Buck to safety, the churchgoing woman who’d infected his son and wife with the Scourge, and his inability to protect any of them. He shed tears for Sylvia and Sawyer, for Lola’s husband, and for Pico. He cried for himself, for his own lack of humanity and loss of faith.
The sudden knowledge that Rufus Buck was General Roof was a gut punch Marcus Battle greatly needed. It clarified his purpose. He would stop looking back.
He would miss his wife and son for the entirety of his life. If he ever returned to his home, he would visit their graves. But he resolved at the edge of the rising creek to put the man he had been behind him.
If he was going to live in this new world and survive, he had to get out of his own head. He had to trust again. He’d have to find joy where it existed, and forge happiness where it did not. He had to love again.
And above all else, he had to kill the man responsible for the Cartel.
 



CHAPTER 28
OCTOBER 26, 2037, 3:55 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
DALLAS, TEXAS
 
Ana tore at the jerky with her teeth. It was dry and leathery, but she was hungry. It was her fourth piece, the last in the saddlebag aboard her horse. There were a couple of canteens, a blanket roll, and a Smith & Wesson .357 double action revolver with a cinched pouch full of ammunition.
She’d ridden up the interstate more than sixty miles, somehow maneuvering the well-trained paint at a steady trot. She’d almost fallen off a couple of times, managing to keep her balance.
Penny was on her chest The rhythmic bounce of the horse had put the baby back to sleep. After all her misfortune in the last day, Penny’s exhaustion was a blessing.
The child was stuffed into the backpack Ana had used to carry baby supplies. Ana had stuffed the Vaseline and extra diapers into the saddlebag. She’d used a folding jackknife she’d found on another horse and sawed two leg holes into the bottom of the pack.
She drew the straps tight and wore the pack against her chest, the baby sitting inside and facing forward, her legs dangling from the holes.
Ana saw Dallas from miles away. There was power in the city. She could see the lights flickering on and off. She wondered whether it was a mirage or whether the electricity was as spotty as it had been in Houston.
The horse kept a steady pace, its shoes clopping on the highway toward the city. Ana wondered if she was better off avoiding the city, but it was the fastest route to where she needed to be. On horseback, she figured she’d need to ride another fifteen hours. If she stayed on the highway, she and Penny would be fine.
On her approach, the city gleamed to the left. It wasn’t as impressive as Houston’s skyline, even in their varying degrees of disrepair. Ana rubbed the top of Penny’s bouncing head with her hand, feeling the fine soft strands of hair. She kept her eyes forward and used her tongue to suck the remnant pieces of jerky from her teeth.
The highway was elevated twenty feet above the ground below. Above her was what was left of a highway directional sign. It was bent and sheared at the bottom.
Ana cranked the flashlight and aimed it at the reflective green face of the sign. She’d been using the light to make sure she was headed in the right direction.
The sign read BRYAN STREET. That didn’t mean anything to Ana. She wasn’t from Dallas and hadn’t ever spent any time there, except when Logan had taken her to look at motorcycles.
There were Cartel outfits who used high-efficiency cycles to deliver messages and other things of importance. They were like a Pony Express, Logan had explained.
The Dwellers had always told her the motorcycle gangs were ruthless criminals. They were delivery boys and girls, but also high-RPM killers who could maneuver the wilderness of north and far west Texas faster than horses and more nimbly than Humvees or trucks. They typically hung close to the wall and traveled in packs.
Ana bounced in the saddle with the horse’s trot. She wasn’t a good enough rider to employ a full gallop. If she could find a motorcycle, though, she might be able to make it to Palo Duro before it was too late. It was a long shot. She had little recollection of where they’d been.
Ana kicked her heels into the horse’s sides and it picked up its pace after snorting its disagreement. She read the overhead signs as they bounced along underneath them. Nothing looked familiar.
She took a deep breath and took the next exit ramp down into the city. Maybe from the surface streets, she would recognize where they’d seen the motorcycles.
No sooner she’d made the descent into the city than she regretted it. Gunfire popped in the near distance. Men and women screamed, children were crying. The sounds echoed and bounced off the high buildings that lined the streets.
Ana smelled smoke and burning rubber. She pulled her shirt up over her nose and draped a cloth diaper over her sleeping baby’s head. Her eyes stung from the acrid smoke. She tugged on the reins to slow the horse and rubbed its neck.
At an intersection two blocks up, a man on fire ran into the street. He collapsed to his knees, howling, and rolled on the ground in a vain attempt to put out the skin-searing flames. A trio following him put him out of his misery with a barrage of gunfire.
Ana didn’t know who was who. Was the Cartel winning? Were the Dwellers taking control of the city?
It didn’t matter. Both were her enemies.
One of the men in the intersection pointed at Ana, and the other two looked her way. She couldn’t see their faces from such a distance. Even the dim lights that gave the street a yellow glow from their perch atop curbside poles didn’t reveal who they were.
Ana stopped the horse and tried to get it to turn around. The men were shouting. Two of them were running toward her.
Ana tugged on the reins. She jerked the horse’s head to the left. It resisted. Penny lifted her head and yanked the diaper from her face. She sucked in a deep breath and started crying.
The men were getting closer. The horse stepped back and snorted, shaking its head. Ana tried yanking the reins to the right. She slammed her heels inward. Nothing.
Penny’s cry grew louder as if she’d spun a dial and turned up the volume. Ana reared back and tugged again.
One of the men shouted, “Who are you? Hey! Stop!”
They kept coming. They were less than a block from her.
“She has a baby!” one of them yelled.
“Don’t shoot her,” another said. It was too late.
One of the other two fired a pair of shots. Neither of them hit Ana, Penny, or the horse, but it spooked all three of them.
The horse reared back onto its hind legs. Ana grabbed at the saddle’s horn as she slid backward. Penny’s weight drew Ana to one side and they barely stayed aboard the animal.
It returned to all four hooves and began a gallop straight toward the three men. They gave the horse a wide berth.
She raced past them without any of the three firing another shot while Ana struggled to stay squarely in the saddle. Penny’s cries reverberated with the bounce as they put more space between themselves and the trio, riding deeper into the chaos.
The horse slowed to turn left, picking up speed as it raced out of the turn. Ana clung to the horse, fighting the inertia as the animal sprinted along the street. They galloped past the grotesque vignettes playing out on corners and spilling out of doorways onto the streets, the violence an indiscriminate blur.
Ana tugged on the reins to slow the horse, to try to gain some sort of control over its speed and direction. It kept chugging forward, huffing through flared nostrils, until it grew tired and slowed to a walk without any coaxing from Ana.
Penny was still crying, her wails interrupted by deep, ragged breaths. Ana pulled her closer to her chest, her hand wrapped around the backpack, and whispered into her daughter’s ear.
“It’s okay, baby,” she cooed. “Shhhh. Shhhhh. It’s okay. We’re okay.”
Penny flung her hand at Ana’s face and a finger caught her mother in the eye. Ana reflexively pulled back and pressed her hand to the sting.
Blinking away the welling tears, Ana noticed a white building with a bright red awning to her right. Above the awning was a building-length panel that bore the name of the shop: DUCATI AMS DALLAS.
It was a motorcycle retailer. Ana rubbed her eye and smiled. She looked over both shoulders. She seemed to have distanced herself from the battle being waged downtown.
She guided the horse to a wooden utility pole at the right edge of the darkened showroom and carefully hopped off the horse, tying its reins to the pole. Ana took a canteen and a bowl from one side of the saddlebag. She poured water into the bowl and put it on the ground in front of the horse.
She took a swig of the water herself before stuffing it back into the saddlebag. Ana had the .357 tucked in her waistband. The assault rifle was strapped inside a makeshift scabbard underneath the saddle. She looked at it and considered bringing it, but didn’t. She had six shots with the .357. It was either enough or it wasn’t.
Penny was whimpering, though her cries had subsided. Ana cranked the flashlight and aimed it at the glass windows that covered most of the one-story façade. The tint on the window reflected the LED beam. She couldn’t see anything inside the windows. She’d have to find a way in and hope there was a faster, less irritable form of transportation awaiting her.
 



CHAPTER 29
OCTOBER 26, 2037, 4:35 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
FM 1541, 12 MILES WEST OF PALO DURO CANYON, TEXAS
 
The rifle shots struck the front window of the Humvee. Two of them found Porky’s chest. He looked at Roof, his eyes large and drawn together with confusion, his mouth agape. His hands dropped from the wheel and his right foot dropped heavier onto the gas pedal as he slumped in his seat.
Roof ducked at the sound of glass shattering and grabbed his SCAR 17 from the floorboard. He was stuck between the hard dash and his seat as the Humvee lurched and accelerated forward.
The gunfire shifted from twelve o’clock to the vehicle’s nine o’clock until Roof was slammed violently against the dash. He looked up in time to see Porky’s body flip awkwardly and launch through the windshield. The grunt’s feet caught on the steering wheel and kept his body attached to the vehicle.
Roof looked behind him, trying to unwedge himself from the floor, and saw Skinner standing in the bed, returning fire. Dalton had his back to Skinner’s and was unloading his weapon in the opposite direction.
Roof struggled free and, staying low, pushed on the passenger’s side door, but it met with resistance. It wouldn’t fully open. Still, Roof squeezed himself through the narrow gap between the door and the Humvee’s frame and pulled his SCAR 17 behind him.
The Humvee was smashed against a cluster of tall red cedar trees between the farm-to-market road and two lanes of asphalt that ran parallel to the highway before taking a sharp dogleg to the right toward the canyon. One of the low-hanging branches was lodged between the door and another tree. Roof snaked himself across the branch, scratching his face.
The rapid fire of the attackers was deafening. They were close and they were heavily armed. There was no space along the passenger side of the vehicle.
Roof ducked his head, losing his hat, and crawled toward the back of the Humvee before scooting underneath the bed, dragging the rifle with him in the mud. He positioned himself between the driver’s side tires, held the rifle tight at his chest, and rolled out into the fray.
On his stomach and perpendicular to the Humvee, he propped himself onto his elbows and searched for a source of incoming fire. Straight ahead of him he caught a muzzle flash ten feet off the ground. It was coming from atop a building or shed. Roof leveled the rifle, angling it upward, and fired. A single pulse of the .308 projectiles ended the threat.
A collection of flashes lit what Roof could now tell was a group of buildings on the other side of the farm-to-market road. He guessed there were five more targets, but he couldn’t place their exact locations. The light from one obscured the burst from another. He couldn’t afford to waste what was left of the twenty rounds he had left in the rifle. A volley of shots missed him a few feet to his left.
Roof glanced over his left shoulder. Skinner and Dalton were holding their positions in the Humvee’s bed, both of them using its sidewall as the front edge of a bunker. They’d dropped from their exposed standing position and had taken cover.
From the corner of his eye, he spotted the location of a single flash. It was roughly ground level. Roof couldn’t tell if the target was fully or partially exposed.
He waited for another flash from the same spot, his finger resting on the SCAR 17’s two-stage trigger. He applied enough pressure to take up the slack and narrowed his focus.
The target’s muzzle lit perfectly within the frame of Roof’s sights. He finished the pull and the .308 exploded from the rifle at faster than twenty-six hundred feet per second. Roof unleashed a second round and waited.
He couldn’t see if he’d hit the target, but in the next thirty seconds he didn’t see another flash. The dissonance of the gun battle was lessening in volume. Clearly they were killing the Dwellers one at a time.
Another torrent of bullets came close to Roof but missed. He checked over his shoulder again. Dalton was hunkered down in the Humvee’s bed. He looked like Kilroy with the top of his head and his eyes poking over the edge of the side rail.
Skinner wasn’t there. Roof scanned his surroundings and checked over his other shoulder but didn’t see him.
Then, as he tried to refocus on the remaining threat, he saw a figure running toward the buildings from his left.
Roof scrambled to his feet, gripped the rifle in a two-handed “ready” position, and bolted toward Skinner. The bursts of gunfire zipped past Roof as he ran circuitously, trying to make targeting him more difficult.
Skinner stopped his advance behind a shed at the edge of the highway. He positioned his back against the rotting corrugated metal frame and waved Roof toward him.
Roof put his head down and came as close to a sprint as he could muster with his bad leg and motored his way to the shed. He parked himself on Skinner’s right.
He looked back to the Humvee and saw intermittent sparks of light from Dalton’s position. The kid wasn’t giving up. He was probably wasting a lot of precious ammunition, but he had the right spirit.
Roof nudged Skinner. “There are maybe three left,” he said. “Hard to tell.”
Skinner crouched low and peeked around the corner toward the larger buildings. Without looking back at Roof, he held up two fingers. He then pointed up with his index finger before pointing down.
Roof understood there were two Dwellers left. One was up high, atop a building maybe. The other was on the ground.
He squatted next to Skinner. “I’ll take the one up high. You get the one on the ground.”
Skinner turned around. The tip of his tongue protruded from between his lips. He nodded and stood up. Roof was about to make a suggestion when the captain darted from the safety of the shed and disappeared from the general’s view.
Roof edged closer to the corner and peered around it. He scanned the various elevations of the rooftops and saw nothing. He lowered his chin and swept the property at eye level. A series of flashes and a quick spate of gunfire caught his attention. Skinner had engaged his man.
The general lifted his eyes at the sight of some shadowed movement at the near end of the closest building. He narrowed his eyes, squinting into the gray night, and saw his man.
The Dweller was repositioning himself to take aim at Dalton. Roof lowered himself onto one knee, pulled the rifle tight to his shoulder, and took aim.
Three quick shots later and the Dweller was tumbling off the pitched roof, bouncing awkwardly. He hit the ground with a muddy splat.
Roof kept the rifle at his shoulder and moved forward cautiously, sweeping left and right, surveying the buildings for surviving threats. He stepped toward the spot where he’d seen the gunfight erupt between Skinner and the ground-level Dweller.
When he got closer, he saw two men on the ground in close proximity to one another. Neither was moving.
Roof spun at the sound of mud-sucked footsteps. “Sir.” Grat Dalton was jogging toward him. “We’ve got help. A group of men on horseback is only a few hundred yards back.”
The general looked past Dalton and saw a lone boss on horseback perched behind the Humvee. “Good,” he said. “Go see if they have extra rides for us.”
“Three?” asked Dalton. “I think Porky’s dead.”
Roof glanced over at the bodies and stepped toward them. “I don’t know yet,” Roof said. “Go ahead and ask for three, though.”
Dalton glanced at the bodies, licked his lips, nodded, and jogged back to the boss.
Roof stood over the first body. It belonged to a Dweller. Death had frozen his eyes open. His corpse was bloodied and bullet-riddled. Roof kicked the Dweller’s legs out of habit, receiving no response.
He took a dozen steps to the other body. It was Skinner. He was on his stomach. His head was turned to the side, blood leaking from his mouth.
Roof knelt down and placed his hand on Skinner’s back. He felt the faint rise and fall of his lungs. Skinner was alive.
Roof laid down his rifle and rolled Skinner onto his back, revealing the twin wounds in his gut. Skinner’s eyes were open. His hot, fetid breath came in heavy waves from his open, bleeding mouth.
“You killed him,” said Roof. “You got the Dweller. You hit him four or five times. That’s more than he got you.” Roof tried smiling.
Skinner blinked. He reached for the bleeding holes at his midsection and found them, pulling his hand back to his face. He looked at his bloodied fingers, and then his eyes locked onto Roof’s.
“It ain’t good,” Roof said.
Skinner turned his head to the side and spat. A spray of blood flew from his mouth. He closed his eyes and coughed. His eyes squeezed tight from what Roof imagined was ridiculous pain.
“He gonna die?” Dalton was back. There was a boss and a couple of grunts standing behind him. He motioned at Skinner lying flat on his back in the mud. “The captain? He gonna die?”
Still squatting beside the dying man, Roof looked at Dalton and nodded. He shifted his weight and placed his hand on Skinner’s chest. “What can I do? I owe you for your loyalty.”
Tears welled in Cyrus Skinner’s eyes, spilling down his muddy cheeks. He looked up toward the sky and back at Roof. He dug his fingers into the mud and then waved for Dalton Grat to come closer before his hand plopped back to the ground.
Dalton slowly approached. He stood beside Skinner until the captain motioned for him to come closer. Dalton obliged and knelt down in the mud.
Skinner raised his left hand and, using his index finger, drew a letter on Dalton’s stained white shirt. He dipped his finger in the mud and painted another letter. And another. And another.
When he was finished, Skinner pointed at the shirt. Dalton stood and tugged at the bottom of the shirt, stretching it to make the mud letters more legible.
KILL ME
Roof read the instructions and then grabbed Skinner by the jaw. He turned his face toward him so as to look him in the eyes. “You want me to kill you?”
Skinner coughed again and nodded. His complexion was gray. His breathing was irregular and shallow. He sounded as if he was panting.
Roof licked the front of his teeth and nodded. He looked over at Dalton and the others. “You all can go back to the rest of them. You have two horses?”
Dalton nodded. “Yeah.”
“Then go,” said Roof. “I’ll be there in a minute.”
The men retreated back to the posse. Roof could make out the rough shapes of the gathered men and horses waiting for him at the Humvee. He took a deep breath and exhaled.
Roof started to reach for his SCAR 17, then tried counting in his head how many 308s he’d used, but couldn’t arrive at an answer, so he scooted to Skinner’s side and lowered his head closer to the captain.
“This will only take a minute,” he said. He placed both hands over Skinner’s face, covered the captain’s nose and mouth, and pressed down. Skinner’s eyes bulged wide with surprise and fear.
“Shhhhh,” said Roof. “Shhhh. Don’t fight it.”
Skinner struggled against the pressure, grasping at Roof’s wrists. Roof responded by leaning on Skinner’s chest with his elbows. He pushed his weight into the dying man, expelling his stored air and his will.
Cyrus Skinner’s grip weakened until his hands slipped to the ground. His kicking feet slowed, twitched, and then stopped. The look of fear melted into one of resignation and acceptance. Like that, one of the most feared men in the western Cartel territory was dead.
Roof ran his fingers across Skinner’s open eyes, sliding the lids shut. “I always figured it’d be the cigarettes that killed you,” he said and used Skinner’s body to push himself to his feet.
He turned back to the men gathered at the Humvee. “Men,” he called with his hands cupped around his mouth, “come get the weapons from these Dwellers.”
A group of grunts led by Dalton marched forward. While the others spread out in search of long guns, Grat Dalton stopped at Skinner’s body. “I didn’t hear a gunshot,” he said. “How’d you do it?”
Roof wiped his hands on his thighs and reached over to grab his rifle. “I didn’t want to waste the ammunition,” he said. “We need every bullet we’ve got.” He shot Dalton a look and stared at the grunt expressionlessly for a moment before walking past him toward the Humvee. “Sometimes you need to be careful what you wish for.”
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“It’s time to go,” Battle was saying before he stuck his head into Lola’s tent. “Paagal wants us at the narrow entry point.”
Lola was sitting cross-legged on the ground, eating a slice of cucumber. Sawyer was trying to squeeze his feet into his shoes.
Battle pointed at the boy but looked at Lola. “Where’s he going?”
“With us.”
Battle shook his head and stepped fully inside the tent. “Yeah,” he said. “I don’t think that’s—”
“He’s going,” said Lola.
“We’re going to be at the entry to the canyon,” Battle said. “He’s a kid. It’s going to be way too dangerous.”
Sawyer stood and wiggled his foot into the shoe. “I can handle it,” he said.
“He can handle it,” said Lola, pushing herself to her feet. “He’s grown up surrounded by danger. Besides, I’m not leaving him here.”
Battle shrugged. “I was just—”
“You were trying to tell me what to do with my son,” she said. “I’m not letting him leave my side. I lost him once. That’s not happening again.”
Battle raised his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay,” he relented. “He’s coming with us.”
Lola stepped to Battle and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you,” she said, patting his chest and sliding past him out of the tent.
“Ew,” said Sawyer. The boy rolled his eyes before they hardened into a glare. “I’m not a kid, Mr. Battle. Not anymore.”
Battle smirked and followed the boy from the tent into the predawn morning. They had three hours until sunrise. According to recon posse boss Frank Canton, the Cartel’s onslaught would begin at some point in the next one hundred and eighty minutes.
The tent city on the canyon’s floor was abuzz with activity. Men and women prepared themselves for the defense of the homes. Most of them were armed with long guns. Some carried crossbows and wore bolt-filled quivers across their backs. Others had knives or swords.
Battle surveyed the surreality of the scene playing out before him. It was as if he were caught in a medieval film. He half expected a knight in black armor to ride past him en route to a jousting tournament.
Battle told Lola and Sawyer to wait for a moment and ducked into his tent. He emerged with two rifles, both of them roughly identical to the HK he’d taken with him to the rim. The Dwellers to whom they’d previously belonged were dead.
He held one in each hand and extended his arms to the mother and son duo. “Take these,” he said, his warm breath visible in the cold morning air. “You’ll need them.”
A smile spread across Sawyer’s face. He took the weapon by its fore stock with a strong grip and tested its weight in his hand.
Lola took her weapon with less gusto. “Thanks,” she said. “Got a name for this one?”
Battle pursed his lips to one side of his mouth. “Aldo.”
Lola shifted the weapon to her other hand. “Aldo?”
“Main character in an old Quentin Tarantino flick.”
“Who?” asked Sawyer.
Battle motioned for them to start walking. “He was a movie director,” he said. “All of his movies were comically violent.”
“Not sure I like the name, then,” said Lola, sniffing at the cold.
Battle shook his head, thinking about the film in which actor Brad Pitt played the fictional World War II Army lieutenant. “Aldo was a bad dude,” said Battle, “and I mean bad in a good way. He was one of the heroes.”
Sawyer squeezed his way between his mom and Battle as they moved. “I wanna see it,” he said. “I’ve never seen a movie. I’ve seen a couple of old television shows, but never a movie.”
“When we make it to the other side of the wall,” said Battle, “we’ll find a copy. I’m sure it exists somewhere. Somebody will be able to find us a download.”
Sawyer skipped ahead and walked backward, carefully maneuvering his way along an aisle of tents. “What should I name my rifle?”
Battle looked at Lola, who gave him a warning shot with her eyes. He sighed. “Let me think on that.”
“Something good,” said Sawyer, his mind distracted for the moment from the brutal reality of what lay in front of them. “Make it something good.”
Battle led Lola and Sawyer through the maze of Dwellers. They reached the far edge of the encampment, clearing their way past the last of the tents. All three of them were outfitted with light packs that contained extra ammunition, folding knives, rations, and rudimentary first aid supplies. They also carried canteens.
They walked quietly amongst the flow of other well-armed Dwellers on their respective paths to war. Sawyer uncapped his canteen and pulled a long swig, losing some of the precious liquid from the corners of his mouth.
Battle pressed his finger against the wet spot spreading across the collar of Sawyer’s shirt. “You’re going to want to save that. Sip it. Don’t guzzle. Just enough to wet your whistle. It’s going to be a long day.”
“Or days,” added a Dweller slogging in the same direction. “Who knows how long we’ll have to fight to keep them at bay?”
He was middle-aged, like Battle, but he was thinner and taller. His eyes were sunken with disappointment. His mouth appeared stuck in a permanent frown. The rifle he carried against his shoulder was as big around as the arm holding it.
“Days?” asked Sawyer, sounding more like an impatient child than the wizened teen who’d survived on his wit and guile. “Seriously?”
Battle put his hand on Sawyer’s head. “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “We worry about what we can control. Nothing else. Got it?”
Sawyer offered Battle a smile and nodded. He tucked his thumbs under his pack straps and tugged. Battle caught Lola smiling too from the corner of his eye.
The thin man sped up his gait to keep up with Battle. “Where are you headed?” he asked. “What’s your responsibility?”
“The narrow passage that descends into the canyon,” said Battle.
The thin man’s eyebrows arched and he motioned toward Sawyer with his head. “With the kid?”
Sawyer arched his back and set his jaw. “I’m not a—”
Battle put his hand on Sawyer’s head, palming it like a basketball, and gently squeezed. “Yes,” he said, “including this young man. He’ll be an asset.” Battle didn’t fully believe what he was saying, but given there was no turning back, he deemed it better to praise Sawyer. The higher the boy’s spirits, the greater his confidence, the better chance they all had of surviving the Cartel’s advance.
The man’s frown deepened, accentuated by his cold-reddened nose and cheeks. “Huh,” he said. “All right then. I’m headed in the same direction. Have the same job. I’m not crazy about a child getting in the way.”
Despite the frosty morning, the man’s forehead was glistening with sweat. He kept rubbing his thumb across the buttstock of his rifle.
“We’ll be fine,” said Battle. “This kid here isn’t a kid. He’s seen and survived more than most. We’re lucky to have him with us.”
The man wiped his brow and grunted something unintelligible. He slowed his pace, allowing Battle, Lola, and Sawyer to march ahead of him.
Battle looked over his shoulder and waved at the thin man. “We’ll see you up there.”
Lola sidestepped to move closer to Battle, cursing the thin man under her breath.
“He’s nervous,” said Battle. His words weren’t as easy to come by as they began their slight ascent toward the elevated plateau at the mouth of the narrow passage. He sucked in a deep breath through his nose and blew it out. “I’ve got a name for your rifle,” he said to Sawyer, trying to distract him.
Sawyer’s eyes lit up. A smile returned to his face. “What is it? Did you make it good?”
Battle was conflicted by the boy’s internal dichotomy. On one hand, Sawyer was a grizzled survivalist who’d lived more than his share of heartache and knew too well the faces of evil. Then there were flashes of adolescent exuberance.
His eyes lost focus for an instant, the corners of his lips pulled downward. The Scourge had killed two-thirds of the world’s population. It also killed childhood.
Sawyer nudged Battle’s arm. “Battle? What’s the name?”
Battle’s eyes blinked back to the moment. “Jed.”
“Jed?”
“Main character in the movie Red Dawn,” Battle explained. “It was a movie about a bunch of teenagers who fight back when their hometown gets invaded by foreign enemies.”
“Who were the enemies?”
“In the original, which is maybe fifty years old now, it was the Russians,” said Battle. “In the remake, which I saw as a kid, it was the Chinese.”
“That’s another one to watch,” said Sawyer. He held up the rifle in front of him. “Jed. I like it.”
“What about you, Marcus?” asked Lola.
“What about me?”
Lola glanced at Battle’s hands. “What are you going to name your rifle?”
Battle looked at the HK and shrugged. “It doesn’t need a name,” he said. “I’ve got people now.”
Lola held his gaze for moment until Battle felt a burning sensation in his chest. He smiled and she looked at the ground in front of her.
Battle couldn’t be sure if the redness in her cheeks was from the cold or from what he’d said. Sawyer answered it for him.
“You two are disgusting.”
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The cavernous, eleven-thousand-square-foot motorcycle showroom was empty. Ana shone the flashlight across the gray tile floor and the gray-paneled walls of the front area. The red triangular Ducati emblem on the wall behind the service counter was cracked. A large square sales poster was ripped in half. Others were evidently missing, only the hanging mechanisms intact against the wall.
Ana jumped when a large possum scurried past her, its long claws clicking across the floor. It stopped in the beam of light and hissed at her, baring its tiny, sharp teeth before dashing off into a dark corner of the large room.
Without the stroller, Ana kept Penny on her chest in the pack converted into a baby carrier. Penny was chewing on her fist. Her lower teeth had begun to come in. She was drooling and babbling as she gnawed on the meat of her hand.
Ana scoured the showroom, methodically working through the connected rooms. There was nothing. It was a bust.
Dejected, she found her way back to the main room and the service counter. She swiped off the thick layer of dust and grime with her hands, clapped them as clean as she could, and unloaded her baby-filled pack onto the counter’s grimy surface. She turned Penny around so she was facing her and gave her a kiss on the forehead. She turned off the crank flashlight and slid it into her pocket.
Ana stepped back clear of the counter and stretched her arms above her head. She bent over at her waist and touched her toes. Her lower back and shoulders appreciated the relief. She turned her head from side to side, wincing at the cracking sound of air pockets popping in the joint fluid in her neck.
She stretched her shoulders and her ankles. The exercise was as much an energizing tension reliever as it was a stalling tactic. Ana had no idea what was next. Then she saw a folded piece of paper on the floor, half of it sticking out from underneath the service counter.
She reached for the piece of paper and slid it out from under the counter. She picked it up and unfolded it. It was a map. She spread it out on the counter next to Penny.
She pulled the flashlight from her pocket, cranked it, and turned it on. The map was of Texas before the Scourge. It was tattered and torn in spots at the worn folds. There were stains that obscured some of the markings and town names. It had highlighted scenic motorcycle routes throughout the state. Most of them were far west of her in what used to be known as the Hill Country.
Ana aimed the light at Palo Duro Canyon, east of Amarillo. With one hand she guided the light along the straightest viable route to Dallas while she traced it with a finger from the other hand.
Looking at the legend on the bottom right, she estimated she had as much as four hundred miles to go. Ana looked over her shoulder toward the parking lot. The horse could move at maybe twenty to thirty miles per hour on average, she guessed. It would take her another day, if she were lucky, to get to the canyon. She hadn’t been lucky so far.
She slid her finger north along Interstate 35 and aimed the light at Gainesville, Texas. It was only a few miles south of the Red River, the natural border between Texas and Oklahoma. She didn’t know exactly where the wall was built, but she could reasonably assume it was somewhere between Gainesville and the river. That was maybe an eighty-mile trip. She could make that in less than half a day, no problem.
She could even detour a few miles to the east and find fresh water at Lake Ray Roberts. That made more sense to her than trying to find help at the canyon.
Ana was sure she’d find someone near the wall to help her across. She hoped she would. She prayed she would.
She refolded the map, careful not to worsen the existing rips and tears. She unzipped the front pocket of the baby pack and tucked it inside. She spun Penny around and slugged the pack onto her shoulders.
She had a new plan. A good plan. “We’re gonna be okay,” she promised her daughter. She nuzzled her mouth against the top of Penny’s head. “We’re gonna be okay.” She kissed Penny’s head and pushed her way out of the showroom, a new bounce in her step. Ana was hours closer to the freedom she sought than she thought she’d been minutes earlier.
The door rattled closed behind her and she walked to her horse. It was chewing on some weeds that had grown through a series of webbed cracks in the ruptured asphalt parking lot.
Ana untied the animal from its mooring at the utility pole, grabbed the saddle horn with one hand, and heaved herself into her seat. She popped a pacifier into her daughter’s mouth. Penny grunted at the sudden movement, but seemed unaffected by the jolt. She was a good baby. Even teething, she was a trouper.
Ana settled into the saddle and adjusted her feet in the stirrup irons. She checked the rifle tucked into the scabbard to her right. She drew a six-shooter from the saddlebag to her left, popping open the cylinder to check it. It was loaded. She closed the cylinder in time to hear a man’s voice behind her.
“Can I help you?” The voice was gruff and dripping with a deep Texas drawl. The L in help was barely detectible. “You look like you need some help.”
Ana jerked her head and looked over her shoulder, leveling the pistol at the stranger. “I don’t need any help,” she said.
The man was standing in the middle of the street. His shoulder-length hair hung over his eyes. His thick, wiry beard came to an irregular point at his chest. He raised his hands above his head, revealing his flat stomach and a handgun tucked into the front of his baggy, tightly cinched cargo pants.
He took a step forward. “Okay then,” he said. “I figured ’cause of the baby and all…”
Using one hand, Ana turned the horse to face the stranger. “Keep your hands above your head. Don’t move any closer.”
He took another step toward her. “No need to get your dander up, little lady,” he said. “I ain’t the boogeyman.”
“I said don’t step any closer.”
The stranger moved another step, his boot scraping against the asphalt. “You ain’t gonna shoot me.” He smiled, shaking the bangs from his eyes. “I ain’t done nothing to you except offer to help.”
Ana waved the barrel of the pistol at him. “If you’re trying to help me,” she said. “Stop moving. Do what I tell you to do.”
His smile spread into a cheeky grin. He lowered his hands slowly, almost imperceptibly, as he slid his boot forward on the street. He kept his eyes on hers until they shifted over her right shoulder for a split second. Ana caught the glance and turned to her right, but it was too late. The stranger’s partner was already at her side, a shotgun inches from Penny’s head.
The stranger cleared his throat. “You’re gonna need to do what I tell you from here on out. That understood?”
Ana ran through an index of options, trying to instantaneously play out the result of each move. None of them ended well. She shifted in her seat closer to the stranger. Her muscles tensed; her face reddened; her heart pulsed with such force she felt it thump in the side of her neck. The horse snorted.
“Get that gun away from my daughter’s head,” she snapped at the partner while keeping the pistol aimed at the stranger.
“We can’t do that,” said the stranger. “Least not until you do as we say. We’re gonna need that horse, your weapons, and whatever you got in those saddlebags. We done killed younger than your baby, so it ain’t a problem if you can’t work with us. Understood?”
“You hear him?” said the partner. He extended the shotgun closer to her daughter. “You gonna do what we say?”
Ana kept the pistol across her body and aimed at the stranger’s head, drawing it lower the closer he came to her left side. She pressed her right foot against the stirrup iron.
The horse snorted again and shook its head. It stepped back. Its restlessness was palpable.
“Whoa,” said the stranger. “Hold up there, fella.” His hands were out in front of him, coaxing the horse to calm. “It’s gonna be all right. We need your momma to drop that pistol to the ground and hand my partner there your reins.”
The partner inched closer. “Drop the pistol,” he spat. “Do it.”
Ana held the stranger’s eyes with hers. “Not gonna happen.”
The stranger stopped moving. His eyes widened, the whites visible beneath the greasy bangs. “Excuse me? Did I hear you right? You know we got a gun pointed right—”
Ana’s eyes narrowed. “Yeah,” she said. “I heard you. I’m not anxious to comply.”
“Comply,” said the partner. “She’s trying to trick us with fancy words.”
Ana chuckled. “I have to know first who you work for,” she said. “Cartel or Dwellers.”
“Dwellers?” asked the stranger. “Heck naw. We’re Cartel through and thr—”
Ana pulled the trigger and put a bullet through the stranger’s left shoulder. At that same moment she lay back in the saddle, bringing baby Penny with her. It was that movement that forced her aim leftward, failing to deliver a fatal shot. It was enough, however, to drop the stranger to his knees. Ana, flat on her back, kicked her stirruped right foot upward, driving her toe through the partner’s arms and into his chin.
He lost the shotgun before he knew what had happened and stumbled backward on the verge of unconsciousness before the back of his head slammed hard into the utility pole. He slid down the pole and sank to the ground.
Ana took aim, pulled the trigger twice, and fired two shots into a tight pattern on the man’s chest before she used the reins in her left hand to pull herself upright. She found the stranger on his knees, struggling to grab for the gun in his waistband.
“Hey,” she called, drawing his attention from the gun to her face in time to deliver a lucky shot through his left eye. It jerked his head backward, his body went limp, and he collapsed to the asphalt.
Ana took a deep breath and held it. Only when she exhaled through puckered lips did she hear Penny’s wailing. The baby had lost the pacifier and no doubt was frightened by the quartet of booming shots fired not far from her face.
Ana wanted to console her child. She wanted to pull her from the pack and hold her tightly against her chest. She didn’t have time.
She had no doubt the gunshots and the siren’s wail from a baby would draw more attention. She kicked her heels into the horse and urged it into a trot. With the reins in one hand and the gun in the other, she couldn’t reload. With the baby on her chest, the rifle wasn’t an option. She had two shots left in the six-shooter. Ana coaxed the horse to speed up. She wanted out of Dallas. Nothing good would come of staying there. The wall was within reach.
She leaned forward and sang a lullaby to her inconsolable daughter. Ana felt tears forming in her eyes. Her voice warbled and cracked as she crooned.
As she found her way onto the interstate and the horse moved quickly north, she wondered if there were any good people left on either side of the wall.
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Juliana Paagal turned off the satellite phone and set it next to the map atop the wooden desk inside her tent. She pumped her fist. “Yes,” she said. “Everything is as planned.”
She looked across the table at Baadal. His eyes were wide and his skin was kissed red from the tent as if he’d spent a week in the sun.
“So what does that mean?” he asked. “Are we winning?”
Paagal walked around the table, dragging her fingertips along the wood. She put her hands on his shoulders, squeezing gently, and pressed her lips to his. She lingered, inhaling his piquant scent of sweat and natural musk.
“Yes,” she whispered and kissed him again. Baadal moved to put his hands on her hips, but she blocked his wrists with hers and stepped back. She moved away, walking back to her spot on the opposite side of the table.
“Dallas is in flames,” she said gleefully. “Houston, as far as I know, is already under our control. San Antonio is turning. Austin is the only holdout.”
She traced her finger along the map, drawing a circle around the former Texas capital. “The slogan there, you know, was ‘Keep Austin Weird’,” she said. “It still fits.”
Baadal looked at the map. “So the cells did their jobs in every city?”
“It looks like it. Total surprise in every case. The posse bosses, captains, even the two generals never saw it coming.”
“A lot of death.”
“Collateral damage,” Paagal reasoned. “Serious change cannot happen otherwise. There are always sacrifices made by the few that benefit the whole.”
“I suppose.”
Paagal ran her finger toward the lower right of the map and tapped it. “Houston has me a bit concerned, I’ll admit,” she said. “I haven’t heard any updates since we took care of Harvey Logan. The team there assured me they were gaining control, but…”
Baadal’s eyes danced around the room. “What about Lubbock?”
Paagal cocked her head like a bird, her eyes narrowed. “What about Lubbock?”
“That’s their distribution hub, right?” he asked rhetorically. “Isn’t that a critical part of the insurgency?”
“Not yet,” Paagal said. “We need to contain as many cities as possible, draw the support of the oppressed, and then send large, well-equipped groups heading this way.”
Paagal planted her hands on the large map atop the desk and leaned on them. The long muscles in her triceps flexed against the weight. “We’ll have the retreating Cartel troops trapped. They’ll have nowhere to go. They’ll surrender or die.”
“Then we shut down their distribution,” said Baadal. “We choke off their illicit trade with those outside the territory.”
Paagal threw her head back and cackled. “Shut it down?” Her eyes returned to Baadal’s, flashing a hint of insanity. “We’re not shutting it down, darling,” she said. “We’re taking it over.”
Baadal’s brow curled. “Wait. What?”
“Equi donati dentes non inspiciuntur.”
Baadal folded his arms across his chest and pressed his lips together.
Paagal rolled her eyes. “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth,” she said. “Why would we eliminate such easy income?”
“Because it’s a violent, unethical trade,” he said. “You’re talking about selling and moving all kinds of drugs, providing an expensive black market for water and gasoline and food.”
“And?”
Baadal stepped to the table. “And that’s part of what kept us under the Cartel’s thumb for so long,” he argued. “We need a fair and open market like they have north of the wall. Otherwise we’re no better than the Cartel. Maybe we’re worse.”
Paagal stepped back from the table. “Huh,” she said, “I thought you were with me.”
“I am,” said Baadal. “I mean—”
“First,” she said, “fear is what kept the Cartel in power, not a lucrative black market. Second, there’s no fair and open market north of the wall. If there were, why would there be such demand for what the Cartel’s been providing? Third, I’ll take any characterization of our movement you offer as long as ours is the movement in power.”
Baadal stood silently at the table. His eyes drifted downward, avoiding contact with the woman who, minutes earlier, he was anxious to bed.
Paagal took a deep breath and exhaled. “You seem…” She searched for the right word.
Baadal kept his unfocused gaze aimed at the table between them. “Disillusioned,” he said.
She laughed. “Disillusioned,” she said. “Isn’t that the word that describes everyone and everything since the Scourge?”
He looked up at her and shook his head. “Your point?”
“Nothing is black and white,” she said. “Nobody is all good or all evil. No group or movement or insurgency is entirely benevolent or exclusively malicious. I explained this to Marcus Battle. We live in a world where we must do what we must do to survive.”
Baadal’s gaze softened. He licked his lips and let his teeth drag across them.
“Some random virus mutated and killed two-thirds of the world’s population,” she said. “The only ones who lived have some genetic immunity to it. Good people died. Bad people lived. For the last five years, our world has been a confluence of chance and will. Those who take chances and have the will to survive flourish. Those who don’t…” She shrugged.
“That sounds like you’re trying to convince yourself,” Baadal said, “like some moral rationalization.”
“Hardly,” Paagal scoffed. “You really are naïve, aren’t you?”
“I—”
“That wasn’t really a question,” she said. “This is a harsh world, Baadal. It is Darwinian. Adapt or die. I’m adapting our cause, our movement, our insurgency, to the call of the times. We cannot be weak or wholly good. To serve the good, to make lives better for those who’ve suffered under the Cartel, we must harvest from the same soiled ideology they employed. We pick from it. We take the seeds that will nourish us. We ignore the rest.”
“I’m not naïve,” he said. “I’ve told you I’m not a good person. I know you’re not either at your core. It’s not about shades of morality. It’s about becoming what we’ve sought to overthrow.”
“You say potatoes,” she said, elongating the “ayyy” sound. “I say po-tah-toes.” Paagal ran her hands through her hair and sighed. “Either you’ll stand here at my side or you won’t. I don’t have time for any more therapy session, Felipe. We have a war to win.”
Felipe Baadal nodded. His eyes moved up and down her body as he assessed her soul. He spun without saying a word, grabbed his rifle, and pushed his way out into the morning. The sun would be up in less than two and a half hours. His men needed him on the rim.
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General Roof fired the first shots. His SCAR 17 delivered as it was designed to and sprayed the Dwellers guarding the southeastern rim of the canyon with rimless, bottlenecked .308s, the same ammunition he’d used to hunt game before the Scourge. The Dwellers were smoking cigarettes. The orange glow at the end of the burning white column of paper was enough of a target.
One after another the deadly projectiles twisted toward their targets. Three of the Dwellers were dead before the fight began.
Roof advanced without fear. His long strides and deliberate steps toward the enemy had the look of a man who thought himself invincible.
By the time he was within thirty yards of the surviving Dwellers, his riding companions had dismounted and were targeting a secondary group approaching from the east. Roof directed half of them to stop the advancing Dwellers while he, Grat Dalton, and three other grunts took on the squad directly in front of them.
Roof looked east at the team he’d sent to protect their right flank. In the distance, where the canyon met the horizon, the sky was growing purple. Sunup was less than ninety minutes away. With the storm having passed, the moon overhead was enough to provide the vague image of movement in the dark. It didn’t fully illuminate anything.
“Got one,” Grat Dalton said from his position behind some low-profile mesquite. The tangled branches gave him enough cover in the dark. “Roof, I got one!”
Roof took a position behind a rotting stump. He lay prone on the ground and rested his elbows on the soft, crumbling wood. A thick root pushed against his ribs and made the position uncomfortable. He scanned the darkness for muzzle flashes. It had proven the best way to take down the enemy.
His finger rested on the trigger as he searched for a target. Grat cheered another hit, and Roof considered turning his aim to the overzealous grunt.
To his right, the sound of gunfire amplified. From the corner of his eye he could see the evolving firefight. He refocused at the edge of the rim and spotted the outline of a Dweller. He lost the slack and pulled the trigger. The outline jerked and disappeared.
Roof knew large platoons of Cartel grunts and their leaders would attack from the west within minutes, if they hadn’t already begun their assault. If everything was as it should be, there would be simultaneous waves hitting the other parts of the rim within the hour. By sunrise, the entirety of the canyon’s circumference would be under siege. He and his men would make their way down the lone, narrow entrance to the canyon floor. The end of the Dwellers was beginning.
A bullet skimmed the jagged decay on the surface of the trunk before zipping past Roof’s head. A shower of splinters hit the side of his face, and his cheek stung as if peppered with needles. Roof winced but kept his eye on the remaining Dwellers ahead. He caught a shift of what he’d thought was a small boulder. He pivoted and leveled the rifle’s barrel at the dark mass and pulled the trigger twice. The mass flattened with the first connection and shuddered with the second.
There was no more movement along the rim directly in front of Roof. He looked over his shoulder to his left. A pair of grunts were on one knee, out in the open, firing relentlessly into the dark.
Roof would have laughed had the reality of their ineptitude not been so remarkably sad. He thought back to a series of movies he’d watched in Syria during an R&R night in camp. The film’s storyline had taken place a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away.
The bad guys had been these ridiculous white-armored clones called stormtroopers. They couldn’t have hit the broadside of a barn with their laser rifles if they’d been leaning against it.
So many of the grunts who’d signed up to join the Cartel were like those stormtroopers. They’d apparently liked the idea of serving the evil empire. They just weren’t that good at protecting it.
Roof’s recollection vaporized as one of the grunts took a shot to the head. His neck snapped backward and he fell awkwardly into the grunt next to him. That grunt struggled to free himself from the weight of his dead comrade as incoming fire callously stopped his effort. He cried out in pain until another shot silenced him.
Roof tried to project the angle of the shots that had killed the grunts. There were too many muzzle flashes to count. Farther to his right, Grat Dalton was taking aim directly east. Beyond Dalton, grunts were retreating. One at a time, they’d fire off a shot or two and then run west.
Dalton rolled from his position at the mesquite and hurried to Roof. “There’s too many of them over there,” he said breathlessly. “Our guys are getting slaughtered. They’re coming back this way.”
No sooner had Roof pushed himself from the stump than the thunder of rifle and shotgun fire exploded in front of him. It was coming from the west.
He saw what looked like an endless stream of grunts marching his way. Armed with shotguns, some of them were wasting their ammunition, taking aim from well outside the weapon’s limited range. The percussion of it was like the intimidation of a loudly beating drum. Some of the men were still perched on their horses as they rode toward the plucky Dwellers.
Roof grabbed Dalton by the scruff of his shirt and pulled him flat to the ground. They were caught in the crossfire when the two armies converged. Cries of pain and screams for help quickly joined the chorus of gunfire.
Roof elbowed Dalton and directed him to take aim on the horde of Dwellers pushing their way closer. A grunt stumbled past them and then arched his back wildly when he was shot. He fell face forward, landing next to Roof.
Roof looked at the man’s eyes. They were full of the same icy fear he’d seen as he choked the life from Cyrus Skinner. Roof eyed the iron sights atop his rifle, found a target, and pulled the trigger. He exhaled through his nose and found another Dweller in his sights. Another pull. Another kill.
Dalton wasn’t as confident as he’d been minutes earlier. There were no hoots or hollers with successful hits. Instead, he was emptying his weapon into the men and women trying to kill him.
Roof kept firing, one target at a time, as the reinforcements drew even with him and Grat. They set a line parallel to Roof, and he rose to his feet. He marched backward among the din of gunfire to find a hat-wearing boss.
He located one atop a palomino behind the front line of grunts. “You in charge?” he yelled up at the boss.
The boss wrapped the reins tighter around his right fist. “Yeah,” he said. “What of it?”
“I’m General Roof.”
The boss snickered and tipped back his hat, leaning over toward Roof. “Is that so?”
Roof grabbed the boss by the collar and yanked him off the horse. The man’s foot tangled in the stirrup iron and he fell to the ground on his back. Roof let go and stood over him. “Yeah,” he said to the wide-eyed boss. “That’s so. Who are you?”
The boss scrambled away from Roof, angling himself to his feet. He picked up his hat and set it back on his head. He swallowed hard. “I didn’t—”
Roof took a giant step toward the boss. “Who are you?”
“My name is—”
“I don’t give a flying turd about your name,” said Roof. “Where did you come from? How many men do you have? Are there more coming from your direction?”
“We come from Hereford, near the western wall,” said the boss. “We was staged there a few weeks ago. We got a few hundred men, maybe thirty horses. Some of us got Brownings. Some of us got rifles.”
“Hereford,” Roof said. “Good. You’re early. You got men from El Paso and Abilene, right?”
The boss nodded. “I’m from El Paso. Most of us are.”
“You see any more companies coming this way? We should have more from Lubbock.”
“I ain’t seen—” The boss froze, his mouth agape. A trickle of blood streamed across his nose and over his lips. His brows arched with confusion and he dropped where he stood.
Roof instinctively ducked and turned on his heel. He raised his SCAR 17 to return fire, but a pull of the trigger did nothing. A second pull. Nothing. He tossed the weapon to the dirt and grabbed a long gun from a scabbard on the boss’s saddle. He checked to make sure it was loaded and then marched back to the front line.
“Hold the line, men!” he called to those who could hear him. “Beat back these Dweller scum. Kill ’em and advance!”
Roof rubbed the back of his hand against his cheek, aggravating the porcupine of stump splinters dotting his face. He looked at the blood on his hand and licked it off. He ran his fingers along his cheek and plucked at the shards one at a time while he marched back to the dead boss’s horse. Roof was oblivious to the bullets flying past him. He mounted the horse and raised his new rifle to his shoulder. Dwellers were dropping like flies. The tide was turning.
The Cartel pushed east along the rim, leaving a trail of bodies in the tsunami of their attack. Roof rode high on his horse, his chest puffed at the surprising relentlessness of his men. What they lacked in accuracy, they made up for with determination. When they’d cut a significant enough swath along the southern rim, he found another boss and put him in charge.
“I’m taking half the men and turning back,” he told the boss. “We’re heading to the floor.” He offered tactical suggestions to the boss, knowing another company of grunts was to hit the southeastern rim within the hour.
Roof gathered his men and retreated west toward the funnel of a descent into the canyon. With more than one hundred men, he believed he had enough firepower to plow through whatever resistance met him at the entrance to the floor.
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The first shots struck the Dweller standing to Lola’s right. He was perched on a narrow, rocky ledge that extended from the canyon wall. He clutched his chest with one hand and reached for Lola with the other. He lost his footing and fell twenty feet onto a jagged boulder, dying where he lay.
As gunfire erupted around her, Lola looked across the passage to Battle. He was on the opposite side, standing with Sawyer atop the smooth capstone of a tall hoodoo. She could barely make out his frame in the gray darkness. There were a hundred Dwellers lining both sides of the seven-hundred-foot descent to the canyon floor. Every fifty feet, a wall of a dozen Dwellers stretched from one side of the passage to the other. The passage snaked to the bottom of the canyon, opening its mouth wide to the floor. If an advancing army could navigate and fight its way to that opening, they could run roughshod over the Dwellers’ encampments. Paagal had placed a paramount on protecting the single best entry to the canyon floor.
Near its entrance, fifty feet from the rim, she’d instructed Battle to hold his position. He’d chosen the hoodoo, a large rock seemingly balanced atop a narrower climbing formation and forged from millions of years of erosion, because it was what he thought might be the safest spot for Sawyer. Where the hoodoo met the canyon wall, there was an indentation, as if the hoodoo were a puzzle piece fit snug against its mate, providing some protection from the attacks near the rim.
Lola wanted to be with Sawyer on the hoodoo. Battle suggested otherwise. He knew the young boy would be too consumed with protecting his mother to focus on the enemy. He’d be at greater risk than if she were out of sight.
Lola argued, then relented when Battle offered her a spot where she could see her son from afar. In the dark, her son wasn’t visible. The flashes of fire bursting along the rim above her were, however.
Resisting the urge to look over the ledge to see where the Dweller had fallen, she steadied the HK. It was impossible to know how many men were approaching. Instead of trying to find a target, she took a shot in the dark.
The rifle kicked against her shoulder and knocked her backward into the canyon wall. Two other Dwellers gave her sideways looks and returned to their sights. Lola rubbed her palm into the ache in her shoulder.
“C’mon, Aldo,” she whispered to the rifle. “Work with me.”
She flexed the shoulder, and this time drew the rifle tight, pressing it against the burgeoning bruise. She pulled the trigger again, the power of the Heckler & Koch vibrating thickly as she maintained pressure with her finger.
Although she had no idea if she was hitting anyone, she was empowered. With each thump against the bruise, a rush of anger-fueled adrenaline coursed through her body.
She emptied the magazine and, methodically, as Battle had showed her, removed it and loaded another into the German-made killing machine. Across the passage she spotted Sawyer on one knee, looking every bit the mercenary as he fired his weapon.
Battle was in front of him, also on his knee. He too was pressed to his sights, taking aim at the unseen enemy descending from above. She closed her eyes, said a quiet prayer, and ejected the second magazine.
 
***
 
Battle didn’t like the odds. There was a tremendous amount of gunfire coming from above. He couldn’t put a number on the enemy, but the volume of the weapons discharging was earsplitting.
Ahead of his position, he could hear the occasional cringe-inducing scream or wail from an injured grunt that pierced the air above the gunfire. It was the same from below as the line of Dwellers protecting the passage took heavy casualties.
Tactically, they were at a disadvantage. Battle believed the darkness, the elevation, and the lack of morality all favored the Cartel. The only thing the Dwellers had going for them was their intimate knowledge of the canyon’s topography and a desire to live free. The latter was a powerfully motivating force. It didn’t do much, however, against the bone-splintering shots from high-powered assault rifles fired at close range.
A Dweller lying prone at the front edge of the hoodoo took a hit. He cried out in pain and rolled over to reach for the wound in his side. When he did, a second shot killed him. He lay splayed across the flat rock, and his rifle fell from the perch.
Battle lowered his rifle and put his hand on Sawyer’s bony shoulder. “Move to the wall,” he said. “Stay low, go behind me, and press yourself flat into the indentation.”
Sawyer glared at Battle. “No,” he scoffed. “I’m not hiding. I’m fighting.”
Battle gripped the boy’s shoulder with a clawlike grip. “I’m not asking. Get yourself over there. If you want to keep fighting, you need to stay alive.”
Sawyer’s defiance recast into acquiescence and he lowered his weapon. Battle gave him a shove, and Sawyer stayed low, quickly moving to the relative protection of the rocky nook.
Battle held up his hand, urging Sawyer to stay put during the early flashpoint of the firefight. The boy nodded and Battle returned to targeting advancing grunts. He’d only caught a true glimpse of a couple of them. Their shadows and the reflection of the moon off the barrels of their weapons gave added guidance to his aim.
He emptied the thirty-round magazine, tossed it aside, and grabbed another from his pack. He jammed it into place and began again.
Battle cursed Paagal under his breath. She’d placed them at the most dangerously critical spot. Heavy casualties were a given along the passage. There was no retreat.
Battle looked over his shoulder at Sawyer. The boy was flat against the rock, bouncing on his toes. He kept repositioning his grip on his weapon, occasionally peeking around the front edge of the curve to get a look at the action.
He took a deep breath, puffed his cheeks, and exhaled through his nostrils. He waited for Sawyer to sneak another look around the corner, pivoted his weapon and aimed at the boy’s head. He shifted imperceptibly to the right and pulled the trigger.
The bullet drilled into the rock, exploding debris two inches in front of Sawyer’s face. He reflexively jerked backward, crouched down into a squatting position, and pressed his back against the deepest part of the rock.
“Stay there,” Battle muttered. He scanned back to the front line of grunts.
 
***
 
Roof was in his saddle at the back of the company. They were at the entry to the narrow downward passage. He was sending the men in waves, ten at a time. As a man fell, another took his place. They were making incremental progress into the passage itself and had advanced maybe twenty-five feet.
Roof couldn’t see the action from his vantage point. Even though the sun was beginning to emerge, the passage doglegged sharply to the right beyond the rim.
He picked at his cheek with his fingernail and dug out remnants of hair-width wood splinters. Soon, he’d join the fray.
Roof looked back to his right, toward the rising sun. The distinct forms of the canyon’s irregular edges were taking shape in the predawn light. He envisioned the bloody battle that gained them control of the southeastern rim. A smile crept across his face even as he picked at the splinters buried under the surface of his skin.
He inched forward on the horse, closer to the entrance, and inhaled. The air was faintly acrid and tickled his nostrils. The mixture of the frosty morning, a slight breeze blowing toward him, and the hint of fireworks was strangely comforting.
His horse snorted and shook its head. As they neared the center of the fight, the noise grew louder and bounced off the canyon walls.
Roof had had enough. Despite his plan to stay astride his horse for much of the descent, he swung one leg over the saddle and hopped to the ground. His bum leg ached in the cold. His knee was stiff and radiated with a sharp pain when he landed on his feet.
He squatted and bounced on his heels to soften the angry joints and felt relief when he heard a pop crackle from his knee and his ankle. Roof sauntered forward. He carried the rifle in one hand by its fore stock. His horse whinnied behind him and retreated, galloping off to the west. It was running away from the battle, away from the dawn.
“Smart horse,” he mumbled and turned back to the violent skirmish playing out in front of him. Roof trudged forward, stepping on or kicking aside the lifeless limbs of the fallen as he pressed closer to the meat of the fight.
At the entry to the passage, there was a cluster of grunts taking aim at the Dwellers hidden along the walls before the dogleg. They were the next wave to flood the passage. Roof joined them and shouldered his new rifle. Slowly the group pressed forward, shuffling down the gradual slope.
As they moved in a seemingly choreographed military dance along the descent, the walls on either side grew higher. The noise from the gunfire pounded Roof’s ears. A constant high-pitched ring drowned out whatever other noise might try to compete with the sonic overload of so many weapons discharging at once.
The walls were exploding from the projectiles missing their human targets. Dust and pieces of twenty-million-year-old sediment rained down on the men while they fought. The slog forward was tedious. Men were falling all around Roof, but he maintained his forward drive and dismissed the possibility of being hit himself. He was the hunter and not the hunted.
Roof scanned the walls, looking for enemy combatants. He pivoted to the left as he rounded the dogleg. Hell unfolded around him.
A narrow plateau extended from the canyon wall some twenty feet above him. Access to the plateau came from an irregular, stair-like arrangement of irregularities that covered much of the wall. There were three or four Dwellers taking aim from atop the plateau.
To his right, against the opposite wall, was a hoodoo. He followed skyward the thin totem of a formation until his eyes met the wide perch balancing on top. There were what looked like ropes dangling from the perch, swaying in the breeze.
Roof cursed himself under his breath. This was a losing proposition. He looked ahead at the minefield of bodies littering the passage. Twenty yards ahead of him was what looked like a firing squad of Dwellers stretching from wall to wall.
He’d expected reinforcements by now. Additional teams should have lined the canyon rim to provide aerial cover. There was nobody there. He should have waited. He should have been patient and let the fight come to him at the passage.
Instead, he’d signaled for the first wave to advance and open fire. It was a mistake. He’d mistaken the forward movement of each wave around the dogleg as progress. Instead, each wave only replaced the one that had crashed ahead of it.
Grat Dalton appeared from out of nowhere. “General,” he said, his eyes glowing white against the blood and dirt on his face, “we’re getting slaughtered. Two-thirds of the men are dead. They’re hitting us from all sides.”
Roof bit his lower lip and then pointed the barrel of the rifle at both immediate threats. “Grab as many men as you can climb the wall to the plateau. I’m taking the next wave, and we’re climbing the ropes to the top of that hoodoo. We take control of those positions and we’ll turn the tide.”
Dalton nodded and marched back into the fray to find survivors he could enlist. Roof marched past the dogleg to the entrance. Another wave was preparing to descend. He altered their plans.
 
***
 
Lola slapped another magazine into the bottom of her rifle, stinging her palm. She hit the bolt release and chambered a new round. She was drenched in sweat, her hair stuck to her face. She blew strands from her mouth and settled in for another volley against the encroaching Cartel.
She heard a scream directly behind her. It was a Dweller. He was one of four on the plateau with Lola. He was holding his left eye, blood spilling from between his fingers.
The other men glanced at him and then returned to their targets. Lola inched back toward the wounded man, crouched low, and drew him to the rocky ground with her. He was wailing, spit and drool spraying from his mouth.
“My eye!” he kept saying. “My eye!”
Lola laid down her weapon and wrapped an arm around his back. She rocked him as a mother would coddle an infant and tried to pull his hand from the wound. She figured it couldn’t have been a direct hit; otherwise, he’d be dead.
His hand resisted hers, insisting it cover the injury. She coaxed it free and turned his face toward hers. She swallowed hard, pushing the bile back down her throat as she assessed the damage.
His eyeball was intact, but there was a lot of blood. It was streaming from the corner of the eye socket, where he’d sustained a glancing but damaging blow. From the corner of his lid to his temple, there was a gaping tear, as if the bullet had ripped past his eye by an inch but ripped open the adjacent skin along its path.
“Your eye is okay,” Lola said. “Your eye is there. The wound is next to your eye. You’ll be okay.”
The man grabbed the wound again. “I can’t see,” he said. He pushed away from Lola and struggled to his feet. Against her protest, he stood up and backed away from her. “I can’t see.”
No sooner had he turned away from her did his head jerk awkwardly and a spray of blood exploded from the front of his head. He lurched, his muscles faltering, and collapsed onto the rock.
Lola shuddered and wiped the splatter from her face. She grabbed her rifle and crawled away from the dead man toward the edge of the plateau. She glanced downward at the wall and started to turn her attention toward the center of the passage when movement caught her eye.
Not fifteen feet from her was the first of a half dozen men climbing the rocky wall toward the plateau. Lola called to the remaining trio of compatriots for help.
Either none could hear her over the din of the fighting or none of them cared. Another wave of grunts was making its way closer to the position from the entrance. They were otherwise engaged.
Lola drew herself to one knee and leveled the HK. She pressed the butt against her shoulder and aimed down at the man closest to her. One pull. One kill. The man hitched and fell to the floor below.
Lola aimed at the next man in line and pulled the trigger. Nothing. She pulled again. Nothing. It was jammed. She pulled the bolt handle back, ejected the bad round, and chambered a fresh one.
By the time she’d taken aim, the man was at the plateau. He leapt forward as she pulled the trigger, burying the muzzle into his gut.
His full dying weight collapsed on top of her. She tried freeing herself, but couldn’t. She was stuck on her back. She dropped her grip on the HK and used both hands to try to force the hulk from on top of her. The rattle of his lungs vibrated against her chest as he took his last rank breath. A damp warmth spread across her hips and trickled along her thighs.
She was surrounded by an envelope of yelling and a rapid exchange of close-range gunfire. Lola shifted her head so she could freely breathe and stopped her struggle. She lay still underneath the pressing weight with her eyes closed.
There was nothing she could do in the moment to stop whatever was happening. It was better that she save herself.
She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly through her nose. In and out. In and out. The thumping pulse in her neck slowed, her breathing normalized.
Grunts and calls for help punctured the staccato thwacking of the assault. Heavy boot steps pounded past her. Lola bit the inside of her cheek to keep from squealing or whimpering from the convulsive fear threatening to consume her.
And then it stopped.
The fighting continued below her. It echoed off the walls of the canyon, reverberating against the layers of rock that formed the deep gorge. But the sudden violence on the plateau was over.
Lola opened her eyes, still pinned underneath the most recent of her kills. Instead of looking straight up to the early morning west Texas sky, a pair of black eyes was staring back at her. A man with a long, thick beard and a ponytail draped over one shoulder bent over at his waist and narrowed his glare. His feet were spread, one on either side of the dead man atop her slender frame.
“I recognize you,” he said, squatting onto the dead man, pushing the air from Lola’s lungs. “You’re the ginger I saw at the Jones.” A smile spread across his face, stretching his beard. “That must mean Battle ain’t too far from here.”
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Breastfeeding on a moving horse was nearly the most awkward thing Ana had ever attempted. Given the depraved variety of life-saving activities in which she’d engaged since the Scourge, it didn’t top the list.
The tug and pull of her nine-month-old’s gums and teeth was worse than the aggravated saddle soreness along her thighs. She was raw on both accounts but couldn’t stop. There was too much ground to cover and too little time.
Ana knew that once the Cartel fell, and it would, chaos would engulf the territory until the Dwellers dropped their own righteous hammer on the region. She needed to be well north of the wall by then. So she sacrificed her comfort for the sake of expediency and the health of her daughter.
The horse was making good time chugging north along Interstate 35 and showed no signs of exhaustion. Ana parsed the animal and coaxed it forward, pushing through Lewisville, a town not quite halfway to their destination south of the wall.
Lola had drifted into a daze as her child sucked and nibbled, when a flickering streetlamp caught her attention. It was the first working light she’d seen since Dallas. Adjacent to the light, stretching toward the orange glow arcing along the eastern horizon, was a wide utility easement. A succession of high-tension power transmitters guarded the land in an endless watch. Their main legs spread like duty-bound sentries. Above their waists, the conductor bundles drooped low, as did the overhead ground wires atop their upper beams.
North of the transmission towers and the strobing lamp were a half dozen boats askew on the side of the three-lane feeder road running parallel to the interstate. A couple of them were still attached to their trailers. The others looked as though they’d been tossed by wind. A couple of them were riddled with large holes.
Behind the boats was a long, single-story building. Along the front of its flat roofline was a ratty faded blue awning. Only the letters OATS remained of what Ana imagined was once the signage for a boat dealer.
Penny let go of her grip, signaling she was full, and Ana pulled her up against her shoulder. She alternately patted the child’s back and rubbed her hand up and down along her spine.
Her gaze shifted to a squatty-looking brick and cream-colored building next to the boat dealership. It was a funeral home. That wasn’t, however, what drew her attention. It was the group of people huddled around a long black hearse at the side of the building.
She hadn’t known of anyone getting a proper funeral after the Scourge took hold. When it did, there were too many bodies to bury. After it was over, nobody had the money or inclination for an elaborate goodbye.
A pine box and a six-foot hole in a meadow or on someone’s ranchland was a fine farewell as far as most people were concerned. They were relieved their loved ones wouldn’t become roadside bird pickings or scraps for the coyotes.
Ana slowed the horse, adjusting her hold on Penny, and watched the collection of people watch her as she passed. They’d stopped moving as if caught with their hands in the cookie jar.
“You best keep moving,” one of them called out. It was a woman’s voice and it trembled with nerves. “Nothing to see here.”
Ana turned the horse toward the group and trotted across the dirt. She wrapped the reins loosely around the saddle horn and reached for her wheel-gun. She laid it close to the saddle, hiding it as best she could, and kept her finger on the trigger.
“We said for you to skedaddle,” said the woman, her voice a pitch higher. “Y-y-y-you ain’t got no business here.”
“I’ve got a baby,” said Ana. “We’re alone. We’re tired. We’re hungry.” She counted the people frozen like wax figures around the hearse. There were five of them. When she got closer, she could hear the engine rumbling.
A man emerged from the driver’s seat. That made six people. “The lady said you need to leave,” he said. “This is private property. You’re trespassing.” He pulled a handgun from his waistband and flashed it at Ana.
“I’m not trying to trespass,” said Ana, gently tugging on the looped reins. The horse slowed to a stop at the edge of the feeder road. They were ten feet from the hearse and its people. “I just—”
“You need to be on your way.” The driver leveled the gun at Ana. “Understand?”
Ana eyed the driver, thinking he might shoot. He was twitchy and irritated. The others were wide-eyed and slack jawed. They were either scared to death or amazed at Ana’s gumption. Either way, she could tell they were passengers. They had something to hide. She glanced at the back of the hearse. It had a Nebraska license plate. Above the plate, white lettering read Korisko Larkin Staskiewicz Funeral Home Omaha, NE
Ana looked at the front of the building. It read Dalton & Son. Her eyes met the driver’s as he swallowed hard.
He waved the gun at her. “Understand?” he pressed.
Ana pressed her luck. “I understand you’re headed past the wall.”
The driver’s brow furrowed. His mouth opened to speak, but he said nothing.
Ana sensed an opening. “I’m going there too,” she said. “I could use a faster ride.”
The passengers looked at each other, exchanging quick glances amongst themselves. The driver looked across the top of the hearse to the woman who’d first told Ana to beat it.
The woman shook her head. “We don’t have room.”
Ana studied the others. They dropped their eyes and looked at their feet. The driver stepped forward but lowered his gun.
“These people paid,” he said. “They’ve got a ride ’cause they paid.”
“I can pay,” Ana said. “Any number of ways.”
The inhospitable woman laughed condescendingly, offering Ana a complete lack of empathy. “We ain’t got time for this, Taskar,” she said to the driver.
Ana kept her focus on the driver. “Taskar?” she asked. “Is that Hindi?”
The driver’s glare softened. “Yes,” he said. “How do you—”
“You’re a Dweller,” she said. “That’s your Dweller name.”
“There ain’t no such thing as Dwellers,” snapped the woman. “The Cartel killed them off.”
Ana laughed at the woman, mocking her. “Then who do you think he is?” She nodded toward the driver. “Dwellers are the only ones south of the wall who know a way across it.”
“Well—”
“Why do you think the Cartel abandoned Lewisville?” Ana said. “They sent all of their men to fight the Dwellers in the canyon. There’s a war that’s already started.”
None of the passengers said anything. Taskar moved closer. “You know about the war? How? You’re not a Dweller.”
“I worked for them,” she said. “I’m part of the uprising, the insurrection, the resistance, whatever you want to call it.”
“How can you pay?”
“I’ve got rations,” Ana said. “I’ve got weapons. You could even have the horse.”
“Taskar,” snapped the woman, “we got to go. I don’t care what this trollop got to say. We paid. We want out.”
“I’ll take your weapons and half your rations,” he said. “I have no need for the horse. You can ride in the back with your child.”
Ana nodded. “Perfect. Thank you,” she said. She raised the pistol, spun it backwards, and extended her hand, offering it to him. She maneuvered Penny back into the carrier on her chest.
He approached her and took the gun, tucking it in the front of his high-water pants. He then offered her his free hand to help her from the horse.
“You gotta be kidding me,” whined the woman. “This is ridiculous.”
Taskar turned and sneered. “She’s paying,” he said. “It’s my car. My rules.”
Ana took his hand and dismounted. “You are a Dweller, then?”
Taskar shook his head. “I was. I left a year ago. I live north of the wall and make trips back here.”
Ana started working on the saddle. “Why do you come back here?”
Taskar shrugged. “The money,” he said. “There are no jobs north of the wall unless you work for the government. Those jobs are for people with connections. I have no connections.”
“If you left a year ago, how did you know about the war?”
Taskar smirked. “They’ve been planning it for a lot longer than a year.”
Ana nodded. She knew from her own involvement the war was part of the Dwellers’ long-term plans. She stopped rifling through the saddlebags. “Is it better north of the wall?”
“As I said, it depends on who you are. A pretty woman like you?” he said. “You could be okay.”
Ana didn’t ask what he meant by that. She didn’t want to know. Whatever the north held for her and Penny, it couldn’t be worse than what the territory had been or what she assumed it would become.
“Help me with the saddle,” she said. “We’re taking it with us. You can take the rifle,” she said. “It’s yours now.”
“We do need to go,” he said. “Before things get out of hand more than they already are.”
 



CHAPTER 36
OCTOBER 26, 2037, 7:34 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
PALO DURO CANYON, TEXAS
 
Battle turned in time to see the first of the grunts pulling himself onto the top of the hoodoo. He waited for the man’s head to emerge and pulled the trigger.
“Get the ropes!” he yelled to the other Dweller still surviving atop the rock. “They’re coming up the ropes!”
Sawyer bounded from the curve in the rock and met Battle at the edge of the hoodoo. “I’m helping.”
Battle didn’t argue. He needed the help. He cursed himself for not having thought about pulling up the ropes. It was another unsoldier-like blunder he’d committed in the last two weeks. All that preparation…
Battle lay down on his stomach, reached over the edge of the rock, and tugged on one of the ropes they’d affixed to a series of climbing anchors. Each rope was connected through a pair of carabiners that extended to a trip of metal anchors jammed into vertical cracks running along the face of the canyon wall adjacent to the top of the hoodoo.
The rope was taut as he tugged. Someone else was climbing it. Battle extended his torso farther over the edge and met the grunt’s eyes with his. Battle pulled back and grabbed his rifle. He slid back to the edge on one knee and aimed the weapon straight down, bracing himself for the recoil, and applied pressure to the trigger. The unfortunate grunt ceased being a threat.
Battle dropped his weapon and began pulling the rope upward. Hand over hand, he looped it over his shoulder. Finished, he dropped the coil to the rock and moved to the second of four ropes.
 
***
 
Sawyer scurried to the edge and laid down his rifle. He studied how Battle positioned himself and mimicked him, leaned over, and grabbed the rope. He yanked it, but it didn’t give. He looked over the side and saw the top of a man’s head about halfway up the rope. Sawyer looked back at his weapon and then over at Battle, who was using his. He saw the kick of the weapon and knew he couldn’t handle it. He’d lose his balance.
He looked over the edge again and the man was looking up at him. Sawyer’s eyes narrowed and he focused on the man’s face. It was familiar. He knew him.
Dalton!
Sawyer felt a rush of adrenaline. His heart beat against his chest. He backed away from the edge and freed his pack from his shoulders, rummaged through its contents, and pulled out a folding utility knife. He slid back to edge and grabbed the taut nylon rope with one hand while he began sawing with the other.
The rope was thick, its outer coating protective of the threaded, stretchable cords underneath the shell. Sawyer ran the smooth blade back and forth, his eyes darting between the rope and the climbing grunt, who’d hurried his pace.
Back and forth. Back and forth.
Dalton slid up the rope faster and faster. “Kid,” he said, breathlessly, “I know you. You know me. Don’t do this.”
Back and forth. Back and forth.
Sawyer took his eye from the blade to look at Dalton and sliced his finger. He winced and tried to ignore the pulsing pain as he worked through the rope, blood trickling down the rope.
Back and forth. Back and forth.
He was halfway there.
Dalton grunted and shimmied closer to the top. His hands were no more than five feet away.
Back and forth. Back and forth.
The rope unwound and snapped looser. Dalton felt the give and yelled at Sawyer, “Stop it, kid. Stop it now!” His face grew dark and angry.
Sawyer started sawing at a new point in the weakened cord.
Back and forth. Back and forth.
His swipes at the rope were shorter and shorter and he worked the blade faster and faster across the fibers.
“I’m gonna reach you, kid,” Dalton growled through his clenched jaw. “I’m gonna grab your throat and yank you over the edge.” He shimmied up another foot and extended his reach.
Sawyer backed away from Dalton’s outstretched hand but kept at his job.
And then it snapped.
Dalton reached at the moment the rope gave way. His fingernails clawed the back of Sawyer’s hand as he fell, screaming for help until he hit the ground with a crack.
 
***
 
Battle reached Sawyer as the rope snapped. He watched the grunt, still holding the rope with one hand, fall backward, landing awkwardly on the ground below.
Battle pulled the boy from the edge with his free hand. “Good job,” he said. “Now help me with the next one.”
The other Dweller had coiled the third rope and was working on the fourth. Battle stood to the side, shouldered the rifle, and pulled the HK’s trigger twice, knocking loose both the grunts trying to climb the remaining rope.
As he wound the last of the cord onto the rock, the Dweller seized, grabbed his side, and toppled over, tangled in the rope.
Battle moved to his side and checked the wound. It wasn’t good. The Dweller had two large, leaking holes at his ribcage. The man was already coughing up blood.
Battle stood above him and tapped his trigger once. “As far as the East is from the West,” he said, “so far has He removed our transgressions from us.”
“Why did you do that?” Sawyer asked.
“He was dying,” Battle said flatly. “I put him out of his misery.” He put his hand on the boy’s back and patted it. “It was the right thing to do.”
“What now?”
“We keep fighting,” Battle said. He looked over his shoulder and to the right. Some of the grunts had gotten past the first wall of Dwellers and were pushing ahead. The canyon was bathed in the yellow glow of sunrise, and his vision was much improved in the early daylight. He scanned the battlefield below and gave the plateau opposite the hoodoo a glance before assessing the strength of the next wave at the dogleg.
He caught something odd on the plateau that didn’t register at first until he’d moved past it. He looked back. Standing atop the plateau was Lola. Directly behind her, holding a gun to her head, was a bearded, ponytailed man. It was Roof. He was staring directly at him as if he’d been patiently awaiting Battle’s acknowledgement.
Roof’s left arm was wrapped around Lola’s chest, holding her tightly against him. Lola was gripping his arm with both hands.
Battle froze for a moment then turned to Sawyer. He pointed to the dogleg, trying to keep the boy from looking back to the plateau. “I need your help.”
Sawyer’s eyes brightened with a new responsibility and he nodded with enthusiasm.
Battle pointed his finger at Sawyer’s chest. “Now listen, I’m going down there to get reinforcements up here. Once I’ve slid down the rope, you yank it back up.”
Sawyer’s excitement diminished, but he nodded his understanding. “Okay.”
“Then you get over to that niche in the rock, make yourself as small as you can, and wait for me. You’ll be safe up here. Nobody will be able to reach you.”
Sawyer looked back at the rock and then to Battle with a dour look on his face. “How will you get back up here if there’s no rope?”
Battle sighed. “We’ll figure it out,” he said. “I’ll send you a signal.”
“What kind of signal?”
“I don’t know. You’ll know it when you see it.”
Sawyer nodded, seemingly placated by the vague response. The truth was, Battle had no idea how he’d get back up the hoodoo or what kind of signal he’d send if need be.
As it was, he had to navigate the fight on the canyon floor to cross the passage and climb his way to Lola. And Roof.
 
***
 
General Roof stared across the passage at the man who’d saved his life. He’d watched him kill a handful of grunts and callously drill a bullet into the head of a dying Dweller. He was the Marcus Battle he remembered. He was the Marcus Battle who’d staved off the Cartel for a half-decade and then survived the Jones as few men had.
He’d waited patiently for Battle to find his glare, using his superior strength to hold the woman in place. He didn’t care about her. It didn’t matter to him if she lived or died. She was a means to an end. Roof needed to deal with Battle face-to-face, and she was a serendipitous find to facilitate exactly that.
Roof scanned the rim. Even in the daylight he couldn’t see the reinforcements he’d expected. Something had gone wrong. He looked to the dogleg and saw little push from incoming waves of men. Their offensive was failing.
“He’s going to kill you,” said Lola. “You’re going to die here, and the Cartel is going to die with you.”
Roof chuckled and used his arm to lift her feet off the ground. He arched his back, totally controlling her as she struggled against his arm. She dug her nails into his skin and dragged them downward.
“We’re all going to die,” he said and dropped her feet back to the rocky surface of the plateau. “It’s a matter of when.”
“Look at the passage,” Lola taunted. “You’re losing. You can’t win. You didn’t realize how strong the Dwellers’ resistance would be, did you?”
Roof looked across the canyon. Battle was lowering himself into the passage on a rope. His legs were wrapped around the nylon and he used one hand to guide himself. He held a rifle in the other and had it pressed against his hip as he descended. Roof couldn’t be sure, but he thought he saw Battle fire the weapon one handed as he dropped.
“You’re losing,” Lola repeated and jammed her elbow into Roof’s solid gut.
He flinched but didn’t lose his hold. “You’re gonna have to be okay with staying here until your boyfriend arrives,” said Roof. “Then you can go. Then you watch both of us die.”
 



CHAPTER 37
OCTOBER 26, 2037, 7:45 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
PALO DURO CANYON, TEXAS
 
Juliana Paagal emerged from her tent into the chill of the early morning sunrise. She didn’t feel the cold. She was warm with power.
At her ear was the satellite phone. Call after incoming call brought with it astonishing news. With rare exception, the Cartel was folding. What she expected to be a long, brutal war might be over by lunch.
“What about the north rim?” she asked. “What’s their status?”
Her scouts had performed admirably. Throughout the night, across the territory, they’d alerted her of awaiting squads of advancing Cartel caravans.
They’d ambushed them where they were outnumbered, fought them hand to hand when they were evenly matched, and slaughtered the grunts and their bosses when Dwellers had the advantage.
Paagal thanked the caller and folded the sat phone’s antenna. She slipped it into her pocket and turned to the operator. He’d kept her company since her security team died on the rim. They were walking to the tent enclave, ready to deliver good news to the elderly, the women, and the children who’d stayed out of the fray.
“We’ve timed this perfectly,” she said to him. “Austin is beginning to acquiesce now. In a matter of hours, we will have control of everywhere behind the wall except Lubbock.”
“Everywhere, huh?”
“One glitch,” she admitted. “Something happened in Houston. Our cell successfully killed the general there. Then three of the leaders, the people who’d put the plan together, all died. We think the general’s wife flipped on us.”
“She’s one woman,” said the operator. “What does it matter?”
Paagal stopped and shoved the operator in the arm. “What does it matter?”
The operator shrugged as if the question were rhetorical.
“Battle is one man,” she said. “Look at what he did. He created enough of a ripple in the water that it distracted the Cartel from the storm that was coming. If we find her, we can’t let her live.” She resumed walking toward the tent city. “Come to think of it,” she added. “I don’t think we should let Battle live either.”
The operator stopped in his tracks as Paagal kept walking. She sensed he wasn’t next to her and turned around. “What?”
“Why would you do that? He’s helping us. You promised him safe passage beyond the wall.”
“I don’t trust him psychologically,” said Paagal. “He’s got issues.”
The operator laughed incredulously and ran his fingers through his beard. “We’ve all got issues. We’re living in a wasteland. The Scourge killed two out of every three people we knew. Cut him a break.”
Paagal marched back to the operator, her mouth pursed with frustration. “I don’t need your opinion, I need your obedience. I need everyone’s obedience as we rebuild the territory into something better. Battle doesn’t fit.”
“He’s not going to be here,” said the operator. “He wants to live north of the wall, outside of the territory. He’s no threat to you.”
Paagal huffed and spun on her heel. “Enough,” she said without turning around. “I need to speak with the invalids.”
She walked with purpose toward the tent city, reluctantly considering what the operator was suggesting. Perhaps Battle wouldn’t be a threat. Maybe he’d move across the wall and stay there. If he did, he’d be their problem. Instead of challenging the Dwellers’ new order, he’d spend his days and nights exasperating those trying to maintain a tenuous sense of calm on a much larger scale.
Paagal had watched Battle work. He was an enigma. She’d seen him ruthlessly maim and kill. She’d seen him reveal remarkable empathy for that woman Lola and the boy Sawyer. She’d overheard him talking to himself, though the conversations sounded as though he believed the voices she concluded were in his head were, in his world, real and tangible.
Before the Scourge she’d treated patients who suffered from what were typically called auditory hallucinations. They were signs of psychosis and indicative of someone who had trouble distinguishing reality from fiction.
Battle, she was convinced, was teetering on the edge of schizoaffective disorder, if he hadn’t already plunged headfirst into that surreality. He presented with so many of the symptoms beyond the hallucinations. He was moody, bordering on depression. He was a loner for years and was uncomfortable playing well with others.
She did consider the possibility that the loneliness begat the depression and the need for a connection with people, real or imagined. Maybe it wasn’t psychosis. Perhaps it was a coping mechanism.
By the time she’d reached the first of the tents, Paagal made up her mind. It didn’t matter why Battle was the way he was. She didn’t care about the cause. She cared about the effect. He was a loose cannon, psychotic or not. He would not stay on the other side of the wall. The pull of his home was too great. He’d come back. She’d need to deal with him.
 



CHAPTER 38
OCTOBER 26, 2037, 7:54 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
SOUTH OF HICKORY CREEK, TEXAS
 
Ana had her nose pressed to the glass of the hearse’s rear window. They were crossing a large lake. The sun reflected off the water, making it appear red in color.
Penny was swaddled in a pile of blankets next to her and had fallen back asleep. Ana rubbed the back of her head, gently thumbing the remaining fontanelle. Her baby, born of deceit and treachery, was perhaps the best child on the planet. She still napped twice a day for hours at a time, and when awake, she was as happy as a clam.
With each spin of the hearse’s wheels, Ana was closer to freedom and farther away from her past lives.
Her breath formed, grew, and shrank against the cold glass. She pulled away and ran her finger through the condensation. She shifted to look toward the front of the vehicle. The hearse had a bench seat up front. There were four people squeezed onto the bench; the driver, a teenage girl, a teenage boy, and the dictatorial woman who didn’t want Ana traveling with them. Behind the bench, to the right side, were a pair of facing jump seats that shared a foot well. A pair of young women, maybe in their early twenties, occupied the seats. The rest of the hearse was a laminate flatbed with recessed casket rollers every few feet.
“Who are you?” The whisper came from a young woman in the rear-facing jump seat. “What’s your name?”
“Ana.”
“I’m Becky. And your baby?”
“Penny.”
The girl managed an insecure smile. “That’s a pretty name,” she said. “How old is she?”
“Nine months.”
“Why are you running away?” asked the young woman.
The twenty-something facing her popped Becky on the knee. “That’s rude.”
“It’s okay,” said Ana. “I need a fresh start. I need a healthier environment for Penny.”
The angry woman up front laughed from her belly. “There ain’t no such thing,” she said. “Not on either side of the wall.”
Ana noticed the driver, Taskar, watching her in the rearview mirror. “Then why are you going there?” she asked the woman. “Why are you taking the risk if it’s not better?”
“I didn’t say it wasn’t better,” the woman said. “It ain’t healthy. Taskar here was telling me about the way the world works up there. It’s all about who you know. You know somebody, you got it good. You don’t? You don’t.”
“So you know somebody?” Ana asked.
“I know lots of people,” she said. “We got somewhere to stay. We got jobs lined up. We got official-looking papers.”
“Papers?”
The woman laughed. “You ain’t got your papers?”
Ana looked at the rearview mirror. “I didn’t—”
The woman mocked Ana, whining as she spoke. “I didn’t. I didn’t.”
“I can help,” said Taskar. “Don’t worry.”
“Don’t matter if you got papers or not, sweet thing,” said the woman. “If you got nowhere to stay and no job, you might as well hop out of the car right now.”
“Don’t listen to her,” whispered Becky. “She’s always like this. She doesn’t like strangers. It’s not you.”
“Damn right I don’t like strangers,” said the woman, overhearing the whisper. “Ain’t nothing to like.”
Ana turned back to the window and breathed onto the glass. They were moving at a good clip. The dotted white lane markings whizzed past, blurring into a single line from Taskar’s speed. They’d be in Gainesville, south of the wall, in less than an hour.
 



CHAPTER 39
OCTOBER 26, 2037, 8:00 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
PALO DURO CANYON, TEXAS
 
Marcus Battle clung to the rocks, pressing himself as close to the wall as he could. He didn’t like having his back to the fighting below him, even if it was diminishing and the Cartel’s advance was in the midst of being thwarted.
He scaled the final jutting rock onto the plateau and pushed himself to his feet. The morning sun brought with it a whipping wind that swirled through the canyon and flapped against Battle’s thin shirt. He stood with his rifle in his hands, the barrel pointed diagonally skyward.
Roof turned to face him, dragging Lola with him. He pushed the barrel of his handgun into her temple, forcing her to tilt her neck away from the pressure.
“I know who you are,” Battle said, calling to Roof over the wind and now intermittent gunfire.
“Do you now?” said Roof, half of his face hidden behind Lola.
“You’re Rufus Buck.”
“The one and only,” said Roof. “Good on you for figuring it out. Though, it’s not like I was hiding it. I knew who you were when I saw you at the Jones. You didn’t recognize me.”
“You’ve changed.”
“A lot has changed, Captain Battle.”
“Major.”
Roof laughed. “See what I mean?”
Lola’s hair whipped across her face, and Battle could see the resolve in her eyes. She wasn’t afraid.
Battle waved one of his hands, gesturing at Roof from toe to head. “So what’s going on here?” he asked. “What is this?”
“I thought we should meet face-to-face again,” Roof said. “Given that we’ve both saved each other’s lives, I thought it appropriate.”
Battle tensed. His hands tightened around the rifle. He spoke through clenched teeth. “How do you figure we saved each other’s lives?”
“You got me out of Aleppo. I told Skinner not to lay a hand on you.”
Battle’s focused narrowed. He slid his finger onto the rifle’s trigger.
“He’s dead now,” said Roof. “Skinner, that is. Got shot on his way here. I put him out of his misery, like you did with that Dweller across the way. We have a lot in common, you and me.”
“Now you sound like the bad guy in an old James Bond movie,” said Battle. “You can’t rationalize what you’ve done.”
“Nor can you.”
“So, again,” said Battle, looking for an opening. He needed only enough space to hit his target. Roof was smart enough not to provide it. “What is this?”
“We’ve saved each other’s lives,” said Roof. “Now we’re going to end them. I’m going to let the little lady go here. You’re gonna shoot me. I’m going to shoot you.”
“Let her go, then,” Battle said. “You’ve lost this war. You know it; I know it. You gain nothing by killing her.”
Lola’s eyes widened. She struggled against Roof’s arm. “No, Marcus. No.”
Roof laughed and then leaned into Lola’s neck. “Marcus, is it?” he sneered and planted a big kiss on the side of her head.
Lola struggled against him. She kicked at his shins, clawed at his arm.
Roof growled. “Fine then,” he said. “Be free.”
He released his hold and shoved her forward. Lola stumbled. She fell onto her knees and slid, catching herself with her hands.
Roof raised his weapon. He aimed at Battle but stood his ground.
Battle pushed his left hand forward, drawing the barrel of the rifle toward Roof. His muscles tensed, anticipating both the recoil and the incoming fire.
In the instant before either of them let loose, however, Roof jerked to one side and then the other. He lost control of his weapon and dropped it. He turned his attention away from Battle and toward the hoodoo.
Battle followed Roof’s gaze and saw Sawyer on one knee, his HK pressed to his shoulder, a series of muzzle flashes exploding from the weapon’s barrel as he unloaded its magazine into Roof.
Roof’s body limply danced in place until he collapsed onto his weapon. The last of the Cartel generals was dead.
Lola lifted herself from the rock and ran to Battle, burying her face in his chest.
Battle lowered the rifle and held it with one hand while he wrapped his other arm around Lola, holding the back of her head with his hand. He closed his eyes and felt the wind blow across his face. The gunfire had all but ceased. Behind him, farther into the passage, Dwellers were cheering their miraculously decisive victory.
Lola reached up and grabbed his face with both hands, pulling him toward her. “Thank you,” she whispered through tears. “Thank you, Marcus.”
Battle tried to swallow the hard knot in his throat. He smiled, then gently pressed his lips to her forehead. There wasn’t time for more than that.
He looked across the canyon and found Sawyer. The boy had retreated to the safety of the curve in the rock. He was crouched low, as Battle had instructed.
 



CHAPTER 40
OCTOBER 26, 2037, 9:00 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
GAINESVILLE, TEXAS
 
“I told you,” repeated the sun-wrinkled waif guarding the gate, “you can’t get through. You have to go to Wichita Falls. That’s the only way out right now.”
Taskar was leaning out of the driver’s side window, his finger jabbing at the waif. “I paid good money to cross here,” he said, pointing to the gate.
The gate opened to a wide no-man’s-land that separated the territory from the wall. It was neutral land nobody controlled, and it was the most dangerous part of the crossing in both directions.
Taskar raised his voice in exasperation. “I do not have time to go to Wichita Falls.”
Unfazed, the waif ran his finger across a deep line running the length of his forehead. “Make time,” he said. “Nobody gets through. War is hell.”
The obnoxious woman in the front leaned across the teens between her and Taskar. “There’s nothing closer?” she asked as if she knew the waif was keeping a secret.
“Wichita Falls is it.” The waif shrugged. “On the whole wall. West. North. East. All of the regular sneak-throughs are shut down. Somebody is trying to stop the rats from leaving the ship while it sinks.”
Taskar cursed the waif and the gate and anyone else who could hear him. He slid the hearse into reverse, spinning the treadless tires on the asphalt. He shifted into drive without braking, and the wagon lurched into gear.
“Buckle up,” he said, glaring at Ana in the rearview mirror. “We have another ninety miles to go.”
Ana rolled her eyes. She had no seat belt. “Do you have enough gas?”
Taskar nodded and accelerated, turning right to head west on Highway 82. He took out his frustration on the vehicle’s aging V6 engine.
“What happened back there?” asked the woman in the front. “Why couldn’t we get across?”
Taskar pushed a button on the door to close his window. “It’s the war,” he said. “One side or the other is trying to funnel crossings to one location. Normally there are a dozen good spots.”
The woman ran her hands through her short hair and grabbed it with her fists. “So we’re screwed?”
Taskar looked across the bench seating at the woman. “I don’t know. I’m not as familiar with Wichita Falls. I know the people on both sides of the sneak-through at Gainesville.”
The woman slammed her hands on the dash on front of her. “You don’t know? We paid you with everything we had south of the wall and you don’t know?”
Taskar held up his hand. “Calm yourself,” he said. “I’m being honest with you. I could be dishonest and tell you everything will be perfect. Would you rather that?”
“Yes,” said Ana from the back of the hearse. “It’s better if you give us hope.”
Taskar squeezed the wheel with both hands, working them against the worn leather. “Okay,” he said, “I am hopeful there is no problem. I am hopeful we will cross the sneak-through at Wichita Falls without incident.”
“You paid to cross at Gainesville?” asked Ana.
“Yes.”
“Is that payment good at Wichita Falls?”
“Probably not.”
The woman in the front shot a look at Taskar, then Ana, and back at Taskar again. “Then what?”
“Then I’m hopeful.”
 



CHAPTER 41
OCTOBER 26, 2037, 10:00 AM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
PALO DURO CANYON, TEXAS
 
Paagal stood at the far edge of the tent city, her hands on her hips. She held her chin as would a queen. “You should leave immediately,” she said to Battle. “I’ve had all of the wall sneak-throughs closed except for Wichita Falls. It’s a five-hour journey by car.”
Battle flexed his hands and crossed his arms. He tucked his hands under his pits. “We don’t have a car,” he said. He looked across the field of tent pitches. Dwellers were hugging each other, dancing without music.
“We can arrange for a caravan to deliver you to the wall. You’ll be granted passage across the sneak-through. After that, on the northern side of the wall, you’re on your own.”
Battle widened his stance, spreading his feet shoulder-width apart. “Why are you in a hurry to get rid of us?”
A smile oozed across Paagal’s face, illuminating her brown skin. “I’m not the one in a hurry, if I recall. You wanted to be north of the wall the moment you arrived here. Am I wrong?”
Battle shook his head. “No,” he said. “I guess not. Still, it’s strange. You’ve been the leader of the territory for a minute and your first official act is to help us north of the wall.”
“I’m keeping my word,” Paagal said. “Don’t read anything into it.”
Battle chuckled. “I might not have had you not just said that.”
Paagal slinked closer to Battle. “Look, I have a lot to do. The fire is out, but there are hotspots that need my attention. Battles are ongoing in Houston and Austin. Lubbock will be smoldering for some time. I promised you safe passage north of the wall. I’m delivering it before other things become more pressing.”
She extended her hand and Battle took it. “Thank you,” he said. “Who is going with us?”
“Baadal will escort you,” she said. “You’ll have a driver who’s made the trip many times. Plus I’ll send a couple of sentries who’ve done reconnaissance along the wall. You’ll be fine.”
Battle stuffed his hands into his pockets and wove his way through the maze of tents until he’d reached his own. He stood there a moment and let the wind swirl around him. It was getting colder despite the sun rising higher above the rim to the east.
He drifted back to Syria, remembering the night that changed the course of the rest of his life. He envisioned the way Rufus Buck looked then, his electric razor haircut high and tight, his face angular and clean shaven. That vision morphed into the General Roof who’d just died: a man who wore a gray ponytail and a thick, wiry beard. He was easily forty pounds heavier than he’d been a lifetime earlier. He was unrecognizable.
Battle repeated that assessment in his head over and over until he began to wonder how unrecognizable he would be to Sylvia were she suddenly alive and standing across from her husband. Would she know him? Would Wesson instantly identify him as his father?
He chuckled to himself, vacantly staring off toward the eastern horizon. He didn’t even know himself anymore. How would anyone else? Paagal had tried to weasel that admission from him more than once. He’d chosen not to give in to her psychological games.
Paagal was another one who was likely a different person than the one she had been prior to the Scourge. Then again, maybe not. Maybe she’d always been a manipulative power broker.
He replayed the conversation with Paagal in his mind. Something didn’t sit right. Although he couldn’t put his mental finger on it, she wasn’t entirely forthcoming.
“You’re back.” Lola popped her head through the front vent of her tent. Her red hair was wild and tangled. Her eyes were framed by the dark circles underneath them.
Battle’s pulse quickened at the sight of her. She was the prettiest she’d been. “Yeah,” he said through a smile he tried to suppress, “and we need to get moving.”
Lola pulled herself through the opening and moved next to Battle. “What do you mean?”
“Paagal’s getting us an escort to the wall right now. We’re leaving as soon as we gather our belongings.”
Lola’s eyes narrowed and she folded her arms across her chest. “That’s weird, isn’t it?” she asked. “We’ve been awake all night. We’ve been fighting. We’ve—”
Battle raised his hands in surrender and nodded. “I know, I know. I agree. It’s weird.”
“How are we getting there?”
“Car.”
“Huh,” she said. “Okay. I’ll get our stuff together.”
“How’s Sawyer?”
“In shock, I think. He doesn’t want to talk about it.”
“Give him time,” said Battle. “He’ll open up.”
“I don’t know,” Lola said. “I think he’s seen too much. It’s changed him.”
Battle stepped toward Lola and wrapped his arms around her, placing one hand on the small of her back and the other on the back of her head, and pulled her close. She melted into his body.
“We’ve all changed,” he said.
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“It’s been two hours,” whined the woman in the front seat of the hearse. “We’ve been sitting in this car without the heat on for two hours.”
Taskar was rapping his fingers on the top of the steering wheel. He didn’t respond to the complaint.
Ana assumed there was nothing he could do about it. Otherwise, Taskar would have gladly sent them on their way. Instead, they were stuck in a parking lot, awaiting permission to pass through the gate. The lot was full of people waiting their turns. Apparently, Ana and her road-trip companions weren’t the only ones who feared anarchy in the coming days.
The woman shifted in her seat, tightening the squeeze on the two unfortunate teens sitting between Taskar and her. “How long is this going to take?” she asked, her breath visible puffs of air that bloomed and dissipated in the cold air.
Taskar kept thumping his fingers, tapping out something that sounded like a jazz riff. He glanced over at the woman and shrugged, leaning back on the headrest.
The woman grunted. “I’m getting some answers,” she said and opened her door. “This is ridiculous.”
“I wouldn’t do that,” Taskar halfheartedly protested without taking his head from the rest or stopping his jam session. “It’s not a good idea.”
The woman cursed at Taskar, stepped from the hearse, and slammed shut the door. The two teens immediately slid over to give themselves more space.
“She shouldn’t have done that,” Taskar said. “It’s dangerous here.”
“I thought crossing the wall was secretive and publicly forbidden,” said Ana. “If that’s the case, why are there so many people openly defying the law?”
The front seat leather squeaked under Taskar’s weight as he turned to face Ana. “It’s not the law anymore,” he said. “Or it soon won’t be. Everyone who is here knows the Cartel is losing power. Plus, there’s nothing illegal about entering the no-man’s-land between the fences and the wall. It’s just that nobody does it because it’s a free-for-all.”
“There are so many people,” said Ana.
“A lot of these are Cartel,” Taskar replied. “They’re like the Nazis fleeing at the end of World War II.”
“How can you tell?”
Taskar drew his finger across his forehead. “See the tan lines on their foreheads? Those are hat lines. These are bosses and captains who are running before Paagal and her people capture them.”
It made sense that the feckless, cowardly leaders would flee and leave the underlings to fend for themselves. Ana hadn’t seen any of the motorcycle-riding grunts she knew patrolled the border near the wall and figured they’d driven south to fight. She did, however, see endless desperation on the faces of those gathered in the lot and walking the streets nearby.
It reminded her of the television footage of the Syrian and Ukrainian refugee camps she’d seen in the months before the Scourge hit the United States. She hadn’t thought about it in years, but there it was as fresh as if she’d watched it yesterday.
She positioned herself so she could see the woman through the front windshield. Becky, the young woman sitting in the jump seat facing her, had also turned around to watch.
While there weren’t many vehicles in the lot, there were easily a couple of hundred people in various states of dress and levels of armed preparedness.
At the far end of the lot was an imposing eight-foot chain-link fence topped with rusting concertina wire and stretching hundreds of feet in both directions before connecting with buildings on either side. In the middle of the fence was a wide gate that slid open on rollers.
Every ten minutes or so a man with a rifle strapped to his shoulder would roll open the gate enough for the next person or small group of people to squeeze through. A pair of men with thick beards and cartoonishly large physiques prevented anyone else from trying to pass. All three of the men took their direction from a woman with a shaven head at the edge of the gate. She appeared to be the arbiter of who passed through and who was turned away.
In the two hours they’d sat awaiting their turn, she’d seen papers, weapons, and food exchange hands. She’d even seen bags of coins offered for passage. The woman would unclench the bags, pour the money into one hand and test its weight. The people she turned away didn’t get back their offerings.
Another woman, also with a buzz cut, was circling the lot, taking names and assigning positions. She’d told Taskar he was next an hour earlier. He clearly wasn’t. He’d known better than to press his luck and complain. Despite his warnings, the anxious woman from the front seat did not.
With her elbows locked and fists drawn tight, she marched to the gate. As she approached, one of the bearded men held up a hand to stop her. She kept moving until he drew his rifle to his shoulder. His face turned red as he barked an order at her and planted his feet firmly on the cracked asphalt.
Ana couldn’t hear what the woman was saying or what the bearded man was telling her, but she could tell the conversation wasn’t going as well as the woman would likely have wanted.
She kept pointing back at the hearse, jabbing at it with her finger while she complained. The guard glanced over at the hearse, keeping his weapon trained at the woman’s chest.
The shaven-headed woman who’d lied to Taskar cautiously approached the exchange. She slid up beside the bearded guard and joined the conversation. Her approach, while supported with firm hand gestures, appeared more muted than the guard’s.
Seemingly defeated, the woman from the front seat screamed something at the two decision makers and spat at their feet. She turned toward the hearse and started slowly back across the lot.
Behind her, the gate slid open, the warped wheels running their track as a guard pushed the chain-link barrier. The woman glanced over her shoulder and stopped walking. She gave a final look at the hearse, her tongue curled above her lip, and spun back to the gate.
Taskar grabbed the wheel and pulled himself forward in his seat toward the dash. “She’s going to run for it,” he said. “I can’t believe her. She’s going to run for it.”
She did and she was fast. Her arms chugged, her heels kicking toward her behind as she sprinted to the opening. A group of a half-dozen men and women were slowly crossing into no-man’s-land. Together they filled the space between the edge of the open gate and the fence post from which the guard pulled it. The woman from the front seat barreled her way through them, her arms swimming outward to clear her path as she bolted across the threshold.
She moved so quickly, she disappeared into the density of people on the other side of the gate before any of the guards reacted. One of them fired a pair of shots past the gate once the woman from the front seat had long since vanished. He got a tongue-lashing from a woman arbiter. She slapped her shaven head, pointing at him and then the gate.
Then the bald woman turned her attention to the hearse and began a march toward it and its remaining occupants. Taskar slammed his hands on the wheel and cursed the woman from the front seat.
“She left us,” said one befuddled teen to the other. “I don’t understand.”
The bald woman rapped her knuckle on the driver’s side window, and Taskar rolled it down. She stuck her head halfway into the car and eyeballed the seven remaining people inside the hearse.
She pointed toward the gate as it closed. “That,” she said, “is going to cost you. You go to the back of the line. People are getting restless as it is. I can already sense a riot brewing. We’re trying to control access, slow the exodus. We can’t have anyone cutting in line.”
“But she left us,” said the confused teen. “She’s our older sister. She took care of us.”
“She doesn’t anymore,” said the bald woman flatly. “It’s going to be another hour now.”
“What’s going to happen to her?” asked the teen, nodding toward the fence.
The bald woman scratched the stubble peppering her scalp. “In no-man’s-land?” she asked, one eyebrow raised higher than the other. “Nothing good. She’s a woman. She’s alone. She’s never making it across the wall. Now wait here. I’ll be back in an hour. Or two. Or three. You’re not the priority.”
Taskar rolled up the window. “What she’s saying is that we didn’t give her enough of a payment. These folks from the Cartel have compensated her well. That’s why they’re the priority.”
Ana leaned back against the tailgate, extending her legs into the flatbed next to the jump seats. She drew a bottle from her bag and eyeballed a tablespoon of formula, mixing it with the remaining water in one of her two canteens. She shook the contents.
Penny needed to eat. They’d be waiting a while. Ana figured she might as well do it while she had the time. No-man’s-land wouldn’t be the place to stop and feed her baby should the child suddenly get hungry.
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“We’re almost there,” said Baadal. “Everyone should wake up now.”
Battle hadn’t slept the entirety of the long ride. His suspicious mind wouldn’t let him. He’d kept one eye on the driver and the other on the passing scenery as their caravan sped southeast.
Paagal had provided a pair of Cartel SUVs Dweller scouts had confiscated west of the rim. They were full of gasoline, had spare canisters strapped to their roofs, and even had working heaters.
Baadal was in the front passenger’s seat. Battle sat behind him. Lola sat behind the driver. She was asleep, her head leaning against the window and bobbing with the movement of the SUV. Sawyer was passed out on Battle’s shoulder.
Highway 287 took them from the canyon through Memphis, Childress, and Vernon. All three of the towns were virtually abandoned. The road had cut through the center of the first two towns, revealing dilapidated buildings, tumbleweeds of trash, and traffic signals that didn’t work.
In Vernon, they’d skirted the northern edge of town, but Battle had gotten the same sense from what little he saw. It was another ghost town in the vast territory of what was once Texas.
Battle wasn’t born in Texas, but he’d gotten there as fast as he could. He loved its topography, its lack of state income tax, and its residents’ rightful sense of provincialism.
He’d bemoaned what had happened. Regardless of what the Dwellers now did with their power, Texas would never be Texas again. People would forget the Alamo and the Battle of Goliad. He recited the Texas pledge in his head as they motored closer to Wichita Falls, trying to keep its words stuffed somewhere in his memory.
“Honor the Texas flag; I pledge allegiance to thee, Texas, one state under God, one and indivisible.”
Battle had no allegiance to anything anymore. There was no country for which to fight, no state in which to take pride. All he had now were Lola and Sawyer.
He looked over at them. Neither awoke from Baadal’s urging. He nudged Sawyer and the boy’s eyes slowly blinked open. He reached across and gently squeezed Lola’s leg. She put her hand on his, lacing her fingers between his, keeping her eyes closed.
“You should wake up,” Baadal repeated. “We’re getting close. Our driver is going to tell us what to expect.”
The driver was a gruff man who’d not spoken the entirety of the long drive. He adjusted the rearview mirror and cleared his throat. His voice was deep and raspy, almost painful sounding. “This isn’t going to be fun,” he said. “This is the only open crossing point along the entirety of the wall. Expect to see fleeing Cartel. Expect to see dangerous loners and desperate families. And that’s before you get into no-man’s-land.”
Sawyer rubbed his eyes. “What’s no-man’s-land?”
“It’s the stretch of uncontrolled land between the Cartel’s gates and the wall. It makes it harder to get access to the wall. That’s how the Cartel wanted it. Now we’re using it to stop too many people from leaving at once.”
“Why let people leave at all?” Battle asked.
“Most of these people are Cartel or Cartel sympathizers,” said the driver. “Paagal wants them to leave. But she wants it controlled. She wants to have an idea of who’s leaving.”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” said Battle. “None at all.”
The driver shrugged. “It’s what she wants.”
The SUV slowed and turned left into a large parking lot. At the northern edge of the lot was a tall chain-link fence stretching between two buildings. There was a gate in the middle that sat on a set of wheels.
Between the SUV and the gate was a mess of people. Battle counted fifty men, women, and children. A behemoth of a man slid open the gate and a thin, broad-shouldered woman with a buzz cut waved through a party of four. The gate slid closed behind them.
“So she’s funneling everyone through a single spot,” said Battle. “That makes it easy for whoever is guarding the wall on the northern side to capture anyone who comes through. This isn’t good.”
The SUV slid into a parking spot marked with faded yellow lines, and the driver shifted into park. He left the engine running, and a second woman with a buzz cut made her way to the vehicle. She knocked on the window and the driver lowered it.
“Sneak-through?” she asked. “I need payment. Better it is, faster you go through.”
The driver handed her a slip of paper. She unfolded it, read it, then eyeballed the passengers one at a time.
“I need to check this,” she said and jogged through the assembled refugees to the bald woman by the gate.
“What was that?” asked Battle. “The paper?”
“A note from Paagal,” he said. “It gives you clearance without payment.”
“Who are those women?” asked Sawyer.
Baadal turned around. “They’re priestesses.”
Battle pulled himself forward in his seat, using Baadal’s headrest. “What?”
“They’re priestesses,” Baadal repeated. “They work for Paagal. They help all new Dwellers assimilate. They give us our Hindi names. They guide us spiritually when we have trouble.”
“Why didn’t I see any of them in the canyon?” asked Battle. “In two weeks, I never saw one of these priestesses.”
“They were sent away,” said Baadal. “Paagal didn’t want them in harm’s way. They were deployed along the border to the safe houses we’ve long controlled.”
“You learn something new every day,” said Battle, plopping back against the leather seat. “A month ago I was the only person in the world, except when people came wandering onto my land.”
Lola squeezed his fingers. Her eyes were still closed, but Battle knew she was listening to everything. He squeezed back.
“Then,” Battle said, “there’s a Cartel running every part of Texas. Except it isn’t Texas anymore and the Cartel isn’t in control of everything. Now we have Dwellers, who most people thought were extinct despite the fact they’d infiltrated every major town under Cartel control, and a group of bald, cultish priestesses kept in safe houses.”
Baadal’s eyebrows arched high on his forehead. He smiled. “That sounds accurate. Except most of those who joined the resistance against the Cartel didn’t know they were working with Dwellers.”
“This whole thing reads like a series of post-apocalyptic Western dime-store novels,” said Battle. “It teeters on the edge of believability.”
“A willing suspension of disbelief leads to a great deal of enjoyment in a barren word devoid of joy,” said Baadal. “I often find myself daydreaming to escape the reality of what is plausible and what is not.”
“Let me know how it ends,” said Battle.
Baadal turned to face the front. He unbuckled his seat belt and shifted uncomfortably in his seat.
Battle looked out his window at a boy urinating on a fence post. A man who Battle presumed to be the boy’s father stood beside him, doing the same until a guard poked the man in the back with his rifle. They both stopped midstream and shuffled off to join their group.
His attention shifted to a young woman with a six-shooter stuffed into the front of her rope-cinched pants. She couldn’t have been more than seventeen. A boy, maybe the same age or a little younger, stood next to her. His pants stopped at his calves. His ankles and feet were black as soot. They were leaning against a hearse. Their faces were drawn with frowns. Neither of them appeared to have much hope.
The bald woman with their golden ticket started walking back to the SUV, the piece of paper flapping against her outstretched hand. She stopped at the hearse and spoke to the driver. The teenagers perked up. The doors to the hearse swung open. The seventeen-year-old girl pulled the back hatch ajar, and a young woman carrying a baby emerged from inside the hearse.
Battle counted six people, including the baby, standing next to the death wagon. They had packs and weapons. The young mother was holding the child over her shoulder, swaying as she stood there at the rear of the vehicle. The woman looked haggard, as if she’d experienced something beyond the pale, something far outside her narrowly defined comfort zone.
Battle’d seen the look before, on the faces of war-weary Syrians and Iranians whose homes and schools and businesses were smoldering piles of rubble and rebar. They walked aimlessly through their streets with no place to go and nothing else to do. They were ghosts, shells of what once had been whole people.
The young mother had that look as she vacantly rocked from side to side, her eyes fixed on some imaginary distant place.
The priestess arrived at the SUV’s window. “You’re with them,” she said and pointed to the hearse. “Time to go.”
 
***
 
Ana looked back at the pair of SUVs with the gasoline cans strapped to their roofs. She didn’t like the idea of more strangers joining them on their already dangerous trip.
She stepped to Taskar. “Tell me why we have to leave your car. I thought you always drove your clients the length of their trips.”
He nodded, his eyes glued to the shaven-headed woman. “I do,” he said. “Things have changed. They’re not letting vehicles cross. Only people on foot.”
“So you’re staying here?”
“I’m staying with my transportation. They’ll open it up soon.”
“How long can you hold out?”
Taskar pursed his lips in thought. “A few days,” he said. A sly grin grew across his face. “I’ve half your rations now.”
Ana thanked him and watched five people step from the first SUV. There was a thin red-haired woman, a boy who had to be her son, two men who were unmistakably Dwellers, and a tall, lean man with sad eyes. His unkempt hair was tousled atop his head. His face was tanned from the sun, save the feathered white lines that revealed the wrinkles in his forehead and at his temples.
He carried himself like a soldier, she thought. He had that confidence, despite his evident sorrow. He also carried an assault rifle.
All five of them slowly walked toward Ana and her group of disaffected teens and twenty-somethings. The man with the sad eyes spoke first.
“I’m Marcus Battle,” he said and nodded at the woman at his side. “This is Lola, her son, Sawyer, and these are our escorts.”
“I’m Baadal,” offered the Dweller. The driver, however, said nothing.
Taskar spoke for the group, directing himself to Baadal. “I’m a fellow Dweller,” he said. “But I am not making the journey. This is Ana and her daughter, Penny.” He then introduced the rest of the party before excusing himself.
Ana took control. “We don’t know you,” she said. “You don’t know us. For whatever reason, they want us crossing the wall together. We’ll help you; you help us. Once we cross, do what you gotta do.”
Battle nodded. “Fine,” he said. “Whatever we find once we move past that gate, we’re bound to be stronger as a group of ten.”
Ana agreed. “Let’s go.”
 
***
 
The gate slid on ungreased wheels. They screeched and squealed their resistance along the track as the guard pushed the chain-link open. Battle took a deep breath and crossed the threshold.
He was side by side with the driver, the only one of the party to have crossed before. He’d told Battle his job was to get them into the sneak-through before turning around and heading back to the canyon. The other SUV pulled out of the lot and started back along the highway, retracing its route to the canyon.
Inside the gate was a row of six-foot-tall evergreen hedges. Even before they’d cut through a gap in the growth, Battle heard the chaos beyond it.
He picked through the hedge, helped Lola and Sawyer negotiate their way, and stepped into no-man’s-land. One hundred yards in the distance beyond, he saw the wall for the first time.
It was thirty feet in height, maybe taller in spots, and stretched from east to west as far as he could see. It was made of Texas limestone, a mix of alabaster white and shades of rust.
From where he stood, he couldn’t see a sneak-through. He did, however, see a large blackbird fly past him, using the wind to glide toward the towering wall until it drifted low enough to land atop it. The bird, Battle thought, was taunting him.
“Marcus”—Lola snapped Battle from his trance—“what now?”
“I don’t know,” Battle said and pointed at the driver. “We follow his lead.”
Battle refocused on the world directly in front of him. He was standing in the middle of a sea of people. It was a mixture of a flea market, circus, and red-light district. Tents and corrugated aluminum structures crowded the dry grass prairie that constituted no-man’s-land.
The wind carried with it the odor of burnt popcorn, ammonia, and grilled meat. It was immediately intoxicating, then quickly became nauseating. The odor was overwhelming and stung Battle’s nostrils.
There was music, there were barkers selling their wares, and buried in the mix of sounds was screaming. Battle stepped over the stiffened body of a dead man nobody else seemed to notice. The man was on his side, one arm frozen awkwardly behind him. His neck appeared broken. His eyes were open, his swollen tongue hanging from his mouth. The crowd walked around the body, stepped over it, or on it as if it were part of the prairie.
Battle looked away from the body and spied a wiry, mangy woman working a group of men ahead of them. “Hold your packs in front of you,” Battle suggested to his group. “Wrap your arms around it if you can. Hold your weapons in your hands.”
The mangy woman snuck her bony fingers into an unsuspecting man’s pockets and fished a knife from it. It was in one hand, the other, and then gone. She swiped a package of jerky from another man who seemed enamored with her endowments. He got too handsy with her and she stuck him in the side with the knife, jabbing it repeatedly in and out until the man dropped to his knees and she moved along.
In the distance, there was the rumble of motorcycle engines revving and accelerating. Battle couldn’t see past the humanity pushing him westward.
The driver pointed to their right. “We need to make it north,” he said. “Push this way.”
Lola and Sawyer had their packs on their chests instead of their backs. They’d listened to Battle. He took Lola’s hand, instructed her to take Sawyer’s, and began forging his own path through the crowds.
He kept his eyes above the undulating crowd and focused on the driver. Baadal, he knew, was behind Sawyer. The others, the group from the hearse, were pushing their way northward in a path parallel to Battle. They were a step or two behind, but the young mother with a child in a pack on her chest wouldn’t be denied. She shoved and pushed and shouldered her way past the people in her way.
 
***
 
Ana cursed her height. It wasn’t a problem until she was mired in a mud pit of humanity that reeked of sweat and sauerkraut. Ana had never eaten the German delicacy, but had a good idea of its fermented odor from the people she elbowed past on her way north toward the wall.
She was trying to keep pace with the SUV driver and the man named Battle. They were bigger and stronger than she, but she imagined wrongly they hadn’t killed as many people as she had in the previous twenty-four hours. Ana believed she was as tough as they were and could stay with them on a parallel line.
With Penny bouncing in the modified baby carrier, the teenage girl held on to Ana’s rear waistband. Together, they and the three others formed an elephant chain that stayed together despite the torrent rushing around them on all sides.
“Over here,” Battle called out. “This way.”
She stopped moving and stood on her tiptoes. Through the heads and shoulders of others, she could see Battle pointing to what looked like a brick and stone outhouse.
Ana forged ahead, cutting a line across to an alleyway between a row of plywood stands. One of them proudly sold a variety of THC-laced products. The other was a gunsmith. The smith called after Ana.
“Give you a Colt with a handmade pearl handle for two minutes with you,” he snarled. “You can have two if you bring the whole gang.” He burst into laughter as Ana moved without acknowledging him.
Beyond the stands, she found the outhouse, flies swarming above it. Battle and the others were standing around it. They were in a small, almost hidden area behind the busiest parts of no-man’s-land. They were away from the view of the swarm beyond the bazaar of stands and shanties.
Ana pointed at it and looked at the SUV driver. “What’s this?”
“It’s a sneak-through,” he said. “You ready?”
Ana turned up her nose. “We’re going in there?”
The SUV driver nodded and opened the door. Ana gagged from the putrid waft of stale air that spilled from the space.
The driver climbed into the outhouse, his feet pressed against the bottom of the interior walls while he moved past the hole in the center of a slimy limestone bench. Behind the seat, the driver lifted a leg and kicked the back wall with his heel.
A panel gave way, slamming into a space between the interior and exterior rear walls. He grabbed the top of the opening and then slid himself carefully into the hole.
He gagged and cleared his throat. “There’s a ladder here,” he said. “If you can make it past the stench, you’ll be okay. Last one in closes the door behind them.
The driver disappeared down the hole. One by one, they skipped over the pot and positioned themselves on the ladder.
Ana let everyone go ahead of her. She switched Penny onto her back. It was her turn to make the descent. She took sips of air to avoid inhaling the abhorrence of the outhouse and found her footing. Penny put her tiny hands on Ana’s ears, gently tugging on the lobes, as Ana stepped lower and lower into the abyss.
The worn grip of the vented, flat iron ladder rungs caught in the soles of her shoes with every downward step. She held the rails tightly with both hands and slowly loosened them when she slid lower.
With the child on her back, Ana moved deliberately. With each extension of her legs, she could feel the temperature dropping. It was dank and cold. The spring of goose bumps populating on her arms and legs sent a shudder throughout her body.
Ana looked up toward the shrinking sliver of light leaking through the gap between the access panel and the false wall. She guessed she had to be twenty feet below ground.
 
***
 
The dirt floor at the bottom of the ladder was soft, almost spongy in texture. It gave underneath Battle’s weight with each step.
The sneak-through was a more sophisticated tunnel than he’d imagined. The driver explained it was a relic from the days of the Los Zetas and Gulf Cartel. They’d ruled most of the eastern Mexican drug routes along the Gulf and the northern paths into Texas.
When the United States started building the wall to contain the Cartel, the generals employed former Zetas to construct tunnels for them. The generals hadn’t minded the wall. It kept the United States out of its business and prevented the vast majority of people under their rule from leaving.
They still needed smuggling routes beyond their territory. The tunnels were an easy way to make it happen.
The driver told them the tunnel would lead them past the wall and shy of the Red River. If they were lucky, there wouldn’t be a patrol in the area when they emerged.
The corridor was dark, but Ana had a hand-cranked flashlight, which illuminated enough of a path for the group to see where they were going. She walked next to the driver. The baby bounced on her back in the dark, her little feet kicking and flexing as her mother lit their way.
They walked maybe fifty yards when they reached the end of the tunnel. There was another ladder.
“Let Baadal open the trapdoor up top and make sure it’s all clear. Then the women and children go first,” said the driver to Battle. “You and me go last.”
Once Baadal had given them the okay, Battle helped the others, one by one, climb to the surface and disappear into a window of bright light some twenty-five feet above them.
Then the window disappeared. The tunnel went dark. Battle opened his mouth to ask the driver what had happened when he felt a thick punch to the back of his head.
 
***
 
Ana pulled herself from the tunnel and into the blinding light of the late afternoon. She closed her eyes and slowly reopened them as they adjusted. Before she could see, she heard the rush of water and a call for help. It was coming from the river. Ana recognized the voice.
As she neared the rain-swollen Red River, she saw the woman from the front seat. She was clinging to a large tree branch and fighting against the raging current.
For years, the river had run dry, a wide red clay berth on either side of its paltry trickle. In the years since the Scourge, it had found its moxie. Even a light rain would fill its banks. The repeated storms of the past week had turned it angry and vengeful.
Ana stepped to the southern bank and stopped. The woman was caught, only her neck and head were above the water.
The teenagers ran up behind Ana when they saw their sister struggling to survive. “You left us!” cried the girl. “You left us!”
The boy looked at the Dweller. “How did she even get there?”
The Dweller named Baadal joined Ana on the bank. “There are many sneak-throughs. She must have found one. You can’t save her,” he said, “and we can’t stay here. We need to move along the bank until we find a natural dam of rocks to cross. If we stay here, the patrol will find us.”
The red-haired woman was next to Ana. “I can go in after her,” she said. “I’m not a strong swimmer, but I could hold onto the branch.”
“Mom, no,” said Sawyer. “You’ll drown.”
“Help me!” the woman gurgled. She was losing her grip on the branch. “I can’t hold on much longer. Help me, please.”
Ana began removing her pack. “Take Penny,” she said to Lola. “Hold her for a minute. I can swim.”
After a moment of protest, Lola slid the pack over her shoulders and held Penny against her chest.
The teenage boy grabbed Ana’s arm. “She left us,” he said. “You don’t have to do this. She deserves whatever happens.”
Ana took the boy’s hand and gently moved it from her arm. “Nobody deserves any of this,” she said. “Nobody.” She took off her shoes, set them neatly on the bank, and stepped into the frigid, roiling water. She leaned on the branch with one hand and stepped deeper into the river. The icy rush took her breath away. It made her chest hurt the farther she moved from the bank. A few feet from land, the riverbed dropped sharply. Ana lost her footing and slipped under for a moment.
She found her balance against the rush of water and pushed herself to the surface. Shivering, she inched her way along the branch, careful not to put too much reliance on her footing.
“I’m almost there,” she said to the woman. “You’re going to be fine.”
The woman wasn’t speaking. The water was at her chin. Her lips were puckered, her eyes bugged with fear. She held the branch with one hand while the other one flailed and splashed wildly against the water.
Ana moved to within reach of the woman and offered her hand. “Let go and grab.”
The woman shook her head. She was too afraid, too panicked. She dipped lower into the water until only her nose and eyes were visible. She was thoroughly entangled in the branch and had clearly lost her footing on the riverbed.
Ana inched closer. Still the woman wouldn’t reach for her. Ana, losing sensation in her limbs and unable to stop her teeth from chattering, lost her patience. She let go of her branch and let the current carry her next to the drowning woman. As Ana tried to reestablish her grip, the woman lunged at her and climbed onto her back, forcing Ana under the surface. She struggled to free herself from the woman’s grip, but she was facedown and couldn’t grab hold of anything but the silty bottom of the Red River. She tried flipping over, but couldn’t. Water rushed into her nose, choking her. She grasped at her back and neck, only managing to grasp water that rushed through her fingers.
Her lungs were empty and burned from lack of oxygen. Her eyes were losing focus. She fought the urge to take a breath.
The fire in her lungs radiated outward until suddenly it stopped. Her blurry vision faded into blackness. The weight atop her lifted. Her panic waned and became an overwhelming sense of calm.
Ana’s last thought was of Penny. Instead of fear for the future, however, Ana died knowing her child was safe in the arms of another mother who also sought a better life.
 
***
 
Lola stood ankle deep in the Red River, calling out to Ana. She screamed at the woman to get off her, to let her free.
She cried out for the mother she’d just met, whose baby she held at her chest. For minutes, she stood in that rushing water, holding her balance as her feet sank deeper into the muck underneath the surface.
The woman didn’t listen. Maybe she couldn’t hear or comprehend what Lola was asking of her. Instead, she held Ana underwater long enough that Lola knew she couldn’t hold her breath.
Despite her using Ana to try to save herself, the drowning woman lost her fight against the water too. She slipped beneath the surface, only then freeing Ana’s lifeless body. It popped to the surface and then raced away with the current. Ana was gone.
Lola buried her hands in her face. She didn’t know Ana. She didn’t need to know her to mourn her loss. Ana, a young mother with a baby who couldn’t be more than nine or ten months old, had risked her life for a woman who’d abandoned her family. She stood on the bank silently until Sawyer yelled for her from the sneak-through’s exit.
“Mom,” he called, “something’s wrong. Where’s Marcus?”
Lola didn’t see him. She saw the teens and the pair of twenty-somethings. No Marcus.
“I don’t know,” she said. “Didn’t he come up?”
She started moving to Sawyer before he could answer. Halfway there, Baadal stopped her.
“He’s not coming with you,” said the Dweller.
Lola looked at him sideways. “What are you talking about?”
“Paagal doesn’t trust him,” he said. “She likes you. You and Sawyer can continue on your way, or you can come back and live with us in the canyon. Actually, she said you could live wherever you want. Battle can’t come, though. I’m doing what I’m told.”
When Lola tried pushing her way past Baadal, he grabbed her arms and stopped her. He squeezed. His face turned sour and he bared his teeth.
“He’s not coming,” Baadal said. “And if you—”
With the baby strapped to her chest, Lola turned her body and drove her knee upward between his legs. Baadal’s knees buckled and he let go of her arms to grab himself. Before he could, she kneed him again.
As he dropped to the dirt, the baby started crying. Lola planted one foot and then swung the other as if kicking a ball. The front edge of her foot met Baadal’s face, snapping back his head, and he fell unconscious to the ground, blood pouring from his nose and mouth.
Penny’s cries grew shrill and loud. Lola tried soothing her by blowing gently onto the back of her neck as she reached the sneak-through trapdoor. Sawyer was already there tugging on it.
He looked up at his mom as he struggled with the handle. “I can’t open it,” he said.
It was locked.
 
***
 
Battle was dazed and disoriented. He didn’t remember losing consciousness, or regaining it for that matter. He was sitting on the floor of the tunnel, his back against the ladder, strapped to it. His legs and hands were bound. He smelled lighter fluid and realized he was sopping wet.
“This is courtesy of Paagal,” said the driver. “She wants you dead.” He aimed Ana’s flashlight in Battle’s face.
Battle squeezed his eyes shut and struggled against the bungee tightly wrapped around his wrists.
“She doesn’t trust you. She thinks you’re an instigator.”
Battle chuckled. He sniffed and felt the burn of the lighter fluid in his nostrils. Behind him, on the ladder, was a sharp edge where the lowest rung had separated from the side rail. He started picking at it with the bungee.
The driver cupped his hand over his ears. “You hear that?” he asked. “That’s a baby crying up there.”
Battle looked straight up toward the trapdoor. The baby’s cry was piercing. She was upset. It wasn’t a hungry or sleepy baby cry. Something had happened up there.
Battle spat the fluid from his lips and glared at the driver. “What about Lola?” The bungee was tearing. He could feel it. “What about Sawyer? The others?”
“They’ll be fine,” he said. “Maybe. I don’t know why that baby is crying like that. I had kids before the Scourge. That’s an angry cry.”
Battle felt part of the bungee snap. He kept working it against the rung’s sharp, knifelike edge. “Why does Paagal want me dead? I’m leaving. I’ve already crossed the wall.”
The driver turned off the flashlight and pulled a brass cigarette lighter from his pocket. He popped it open, flicked the file wheel, and lit an orange flame. In his other hand he gripped Battle’s HK rifle.
“She doesn’t think you’ll stay here,” said the driver. “She’s afraid you’ll come back. Better to elimin—”
Battle snapped the bungee and freed his hands. Before the driver could toss the lighter, Battle had rolled from the ladder into the dark. He pushed himself to his feet and, with his feet bound together, leapt onto the driver, tackling him to the ground and knocking the lighter from his hand.
The driver caught Battle in the gut with his knee and twisted partly out from under Battle’s weight. It wasn’t enough.
Battle caught the driver’s head between his legs as the man tried to free himself. With his legs bound, Battle had him trapped.
He squeezed against the driver’s neck and rolled with him, fending off punches to his side and back. Battle drew his body into a ball and used his hands to grab the driver at the front and back of his head. He gripped handfuls of hair and then wrenched his hands counterclockwise until he heard a rippling crackle announce the end of the driver’s fight.
Battle released his grip and collapsed. He lay on his back, the driver’s twisted neck and head still between his knees, trying to catch his breath.
Every inhalation was laced with the burn of the lighter fluid. He took shallower and shallower breaths until he could breathe through his nose.
He looked up at the light seeping through the trapdoor. The baby was still crying.
Battle sat up, pushed himself away from the driver, and untied the bungee at his calves and ankles.
Slowly, he climbed the ladder toward the top. Each step was painful. He was cramping in his side. Each breath stung. His eyes burned from the mixture of fluid and sweat that dripped into them during his brief fight.
He reached the top and flipped the latch. He opened it to find Sawyer, Lola, and the young mother’s baby waiting for him. She had stopped crying and was sucking on a pacifier.
Lola helped him climb from the hole onto the dirt. Battle looked behind him and saw the wall mere feet away. It appeared so much larger than it had from a distance.
“Where is everybody?” he asked. “Where are the others?”
Tears streaming down her cheeks, Lola thumbed over her shoulder. “Baadal’s over there. I don’t think I killed him. I’m not sure.”
“The others?” he asked. “From the hearse?”
“Ana is dead.” Lola’s voice cracked. Her eyes drifted to the river. “She drowned.”
Sawyer put his hand on his mother’s shoulder. “The other four left,” he said. “They didn’t want to wait for us while we tried to break back into the tunnel. They were afraid a patrol would find them.”
Battle pointed east, past Lola and Sawyer. “Like that one?”
A black Jeep was headed for them, blue lights flashing as it bounded along the riverbank between the water and the wall. They were armed.
Lola looked back at Battle. The tears had stopped. “What do we do?” she asked. “We can’t outrun them.”
“We’ll get caught,” said Sawyer.
“We’re not getting caught,” said Battle. “Give me the baby and climb in.” Battle motioned to the open trapdoor. “We’re heading back.”
“Heading back?” asked Lola, helping strap Penny to Battle’s back. “Where?”
Battle smiled at her, took her face in both of his hands and kissed her on the lips. He pulled away and looked into her eyes. “Home, Lola. We’re going home.”
 



CHAPTER 44
OCTOBER 29, 2037, 1:20 PM
SCOURGE +5 YEARS
EAST OF RISING STAR, TEXAS
 
The SUV was running on fumes when Battle decelerated into his driveway. It had only been a few weeks, but it felt as if he’d been gone for years.
He rolled down the windows to listen to the crush of the gravel underneath the tires. Next to him, with her window down, was Lola. She was holding Penny, who Battle had decided was maybe an angel from Heaven. No baby had ever been as even tempered and easygoing as she was on their three-day trip back from the wall.
They’d taken back roads through abandoned towns to avoid any run-ins with the Dwellers. It was best that way.
His momentary joy at arriving back on his land was tempered by seeing the blackened shell of the main house when he pulled around the front drive. Battle took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, pressing the brake and putting the SUV into park.
Lola put her hand on his leg. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m so sorry. If I hadn’t—”
Battle put his finger to her lips. “Don’t,” he said, shaking his head. He checked the rearview mirror. Sawyer was asleep, lying across the entirety of the backseat.
Battle lowered his voice to above a whisper. “All those years alone in that house, all I had were my guns, my movies, and my thoughts. I was going crazy. I didn’t know it. I couldn’t see it. But I was.”
Lola choked back tears and raised her hand to Battle’s cheek. “You’re not crazy,” she whispered. “You’re my hero. You’re my boy’s hero. You’re going to be this little girl’s hero too.”
“I’m no hero,” Battle countered. “For five years I killed anyone who came on my land. That didn’t take guts. I almost killed you.”
“You didn’t though,” she said. “You saved me.”
“You saved me,” Battle said. “I’ve always believed that God only gave me what I could handle. In the end, he gave me you.”
Battle shut off the engine and hopped out of the SUV. “I’m going to put this in the garage in a few,” he said, shaking free of the emotion of the moment by changing the subject. “First, I want to make sure everything is good in the barn. If it is, we’re golden.”
He left his new family at the SUV and trudged the familiar path from the driveway to his barn. He opened the wide doors and slipped inside. The first thing he heard was the familiar hum of the freezers. He reached beside him and flipped on one of the switches. The overhead lights flickered and clinked to life. The solar cells were good. He’d check the gas backup generators later.
The wall-to-wall shelving opposite him was stocked with everything he’d left earlier in the month. There were clothes, toiletries, medicine, and plenty of food. He even had baby formula, which he’d purchased as protein supplement if they ever ran out of meat and couldn’t hunt.
They could live in the barn, he thought. He’d take the seating out of the SUV to piece together some bedding for all of them. There was enough timber out back he’d be able to build some furniture with Sawyer’s help.
They’d be okay.
He walked out of the barn, turned left at the edge of what used to be his house, and walked to the backyard. The garden was a mess. It needed tending. He might have to rip up what was left, cover it with black plastic sheeting to kill everything, and start fresh. He had seeds. It would be good to grow new crops.
He passed the garden and looked to the far end of the backyard, near the woods that crept close to the house. Lola was there, her back to him, swaying with Penny in her arms.
Battle stopped and listened.
“I need your help,” she said to the headstones in the ground in front of her. “I want to love him. I want him to love me. I want us to be a family. I truly believe he wants that too.”
Lola stopped swaying and carefully lowered herself to her knees. With one hand she wiped the black soot and ash from atop the headstones.
“I’m never going to replace you in his heart,” she said. “But I need his mind now. I need you to help him see that.”
She started whispering and Battle couldn’t hear her. He started walking again.
“Hey,” he said, startling Lola. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”
“Hi,” she said and pushed herself to her feet with one hand, holding Penny tightly in the other. “Just saying hello. I hope that’s okay.”
“It’s good,” he said. “It’s okay. We’re gonna be okay.”
“What if Paagal comes looking for us?” she asked. “What if she finds us?”
“She won’t find us,” he said. “If by chance she does, I’ll shoot first. I won’t ask questions.”
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EXCERPT FROM SPACEMAN: A POST-APOCALYPTIC/DYSTOPIAN THRILLER
MISSION ELAPSED TIME:
72 DAYS, 3 HOURS, 5 MINUTES, 31 SECONDS
249 MILES ABOVE EARTH
The alarm sounded without warning.
It was shrill and echoed though the station until Clayton Shepard typed a series of commands into the computer to disarm it.
He ran his finger across the screen, not believing what was he was reading, what the alarm was warning. It was outside the bounds of what was reasonable or even possible.
WARNING: GEOMAGENTIC K-INDEX 9 OR GREATER EXPECTED
SPACE WEATHER MESSAGE CODE: WARK9<
SERIAL NUMBER: 476
ISSUE TIME: 2020 JAN 25 0225 UTC
VALID TO 2020 JAN 25 2359 UTC
He pressed a button that keyed the microphone nearest his mouth. “Houston,” he said, “station on space-to-ground one. Are you seeing the alarm?”
“Station, this is Houston on space-to-ground one,” the call replied. “We see it. We have a team looking at data. Stand by.”
He rolled his eyes. “Are you kidding me?” Clayton said, keying the mic. “Houston, this is station on space-to-ground one. I don’t think we have time for that. I’m asking we abort the EVA now.”
He looked through the window to his left. Astronaut Ben Greenwood stopped his work, turned around to face Clayton through the mask on his helmet, and joined the conversation.
“Shepard,” said Ben, “this is Greenwood station-to-station one. What alarm?” Greenwood’s helmet reflected a fisheye view of The Cupola in which Shepard was monitoring the first spacewalk of their expedition.
Clayton read the alert again. A severe magnetic storm was coming. He swallowed and cleared his throat. “Greenwood, this is Shepard on station-to-station one. The onboard coronagraph is giving indications of large, transient disturbances on the Earth-facing side of the Sun.”
“Shepard, this is Greenwood on station-to-station one. You mean solar flares?”
“Station,” the radio call from mission control interrupted, “this is Houston on space-to-ground one. We’ve checked with SELB in Boulder. They confirm the alarm, as does Marshal in Huntsville. Loops are growing in intensity. There is a CME within striking distance. Our original assessment may have been incorrect.”
The third member of the expedition, Cosmonaut Boris Voin, spoke through his mic. He was ten yards from Greenwood, tethered to the exterior of the station. “Shepard,” he said, his English barbed with his native Russian accent, “this is Voin, station-to-station 1. Are we killing EVA?”
Shepard took a deep breath before answering. Two days earlier, they’d seen evidence of a coronal mass ejection, what they’d believed was a part of the corona tearing away from the Sun. After looking at the data, and considering the urgency of the spacewalk, Mission Control determined the reading was an anomaly. CMEs, as they were called, happened nearly every day. This one, they concluded, was no real threat. Despite the coronal halo visible around the sun forty-nine hours earlier, the numbers seemed so far beyond anything they’d ever seen they concluded there was a system malfunction and the sensor was offering incorrect data.
They were wrong.
Clayton keyed the mic. “Houston, this is station on station-to-ground one,” he said, knowing the spacewalking astronauts could hear him. “It’s my recommendation that we immediately kill the EVA.”
“Station, this is Houston on station-to-ground one. We agree that out of an abundance of caution the best course of—”
The line went dead. The station went dark.
Clayton pressed the mic. “Houston,” he said, a hint of panic in his voice, “this is station on station-to-ground one. Do you copy?”
No answer.
“Greenwood, this is Shepard one station-to-station one. Do you copy?”
Nothing.
Clayton tried Voin. He tried Shepard again. He switched to channels, two, three, and four. He tried the Russian channels. None of them replied. He wasn’t even sure his radio was working.
“This cannot be happening.”
Astronaut Clayton Shepard was ten weeks into his first mission in low Earth orbit when the impossible happened.
The CME experts thought couldn’t exist carried with it sixteen billion tons of hot plasma and charged particles. It outraced the solar wind at an astonishing two million kilometers an hour, creating a blast wave ahead of its impact with the Earth and its orbiting satellites. The cloud, larger than any ever recorded, collided with the Earth’s magnetic field and created an enormous surge.
High energy protons peaked at over two-hundred and fifty times the norm and slammed into the Earth where the effect was instantaneous. Electrical currents in the atmosphere and on the ground surged repeatedly at varying degrees.
Within ninety seconds of impact, chain reactions had begun to shut down power grids and damage oil and gas pipelines across the entirety of the planet. Satellites orbiting the Earth absorbed the electrical surge and those that had not shut down the high voltage on their transceivers were destroyed or significantly damaged.
Unlike solar flares, the CME had left the Sun slowly, gathering speed as it accelerated outward and away from the star’s surface. It traveled nearly twice the speed of any previously recorded CME and carried with it sixty percent more material than the typical value of a CME cloud.
By the time it hit the ISS, the station was in the worst spot possible, racing above the Atlantic Ocean in a highly magnetic region of the planet called the South Atlantic Anomaly. It only worsened the impact on the station, which was radiation hardened to withstand minor event upsets. It couldn’t handle anything like the invisible tsunami that had just surged and crashed over it.
Without knowing exactly what had happened, Shepard knew what had happened.
He steadied himself in the darkness of The Cupola, a dome shaped module with seven panoramic windows, and pressed his hands against the glass. It was almost five feet tall and a little more than nine feet across, but it felt like a coffin.
He looked to his right, out window three, and saw the Canadarm 2, the station’s large robotic arm used to build parts of the station and to grab incoming cargo vehicles. Beyond the arm was his home planet.
From the underside of the station, the Cupola was the perfect spot from which to watch the Earth as the ISS moved at five miles per second around the globe. He was speeding past North America.
It was dark. The familiar spider webs of lights that marked large metropolitan areas across the continent were missing.
Like the ISS, the planet was virtually powerless.
“Jackie,” he said aloud, looking toward the area he thought was Texas. A thick knot grew in his throat as he suppressed his emotion. “The kids.” His lips quivered, his eyes welled, but Clayton Shepard, the mechanical engineer and astronaut, steadied himself. He’d have to worry about them later. His own survival and that of his crew were paramount.
Shepard gripped the sides of the laptop display directly in front of him. The screen was black. He thumped the spacebar with his thumb. He hit the power button as if he were trying to score a point on a video game.
Nothing worked.
To his right, facing the Canadarm2 underneath window three was a joystick. It controlled the arm. He jockeyed it back and forth and then slapped at it with his hand. Nothing. Not that he expected it.
Shepard spun one hundred and eighty degrees. Cosmonaut Boris Voin was still there. He was tangled in the tether than connected him to the ISS. Feet away was veteran Astronaut Ben Greenwood. Ben had his hands up in surrender. He couldn’t know if they were dead or barely clinging to life.
Shepard took a deep breath and closed his eyes. “Tell me this is a dream,” he said aloud. “This has got to be a dream.”
He opened his eyes and reaffirmed what he already knew to be true. If he couldn’t restore power, he was screwed.
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EXCERPT FROM CROSSING: PART ONE OF THE PILGRIMAGE SERIES
EVENT +30:56 Hours
Acton, Maine
James Rockwell wrapped his lips around the barrel, still warm from the last time its owner pulled the trigger. It tasted like a mixture of fireworks and the sensation one gets when testing a battery with his tongue. His fingers were linked behind his head. He was on his knees, a rock buried in the thick grass digging into his left shin.
His wife Leigh knelt beside him. She was sobbing, tears streaking down her face. James could tell she was on the verge of hyperventilating. He tried to reach for her, hoping to offer some small comfort, but the psycho with the gun jammed the barrel past James’ teeth, gagging him.
He could not see his children, Max and Sloane, but he could hear them whimpering. They were on the other side of their mother, forced into the same awkward positions.
They’ve already been through so much, James thought. After everything…the pain and growth of the last six years…the life-altering chaos of the last day and a half…this is how they will die?
“You don’t need to kill us,” Max said, his voice sounding like the strong young man he was becoming. “You have our car. You have our food. Just let us go.”
“Shut up, runt,” said the would-be executioner. He was dressed in military camouflage fatigues and a matching boonie hat, the strap pulled tight under his chin. An AR-style rifle was slung across his back. His face was drawn thin, his eyes deep set. “You’re not going anywhere. This is where your road ends.”
“What are you waiting on?” a voice bellowed from behind the Rockwells. James could hear the man’s boots marching through the wet grass. “If you don’t have the stomach for it, I’ll handle it.”
“I got this,” replied the executioner. “I’m just deciding how I want to do it. Handgun or rifle.”
“You use that nine millimeter, you’re gonna get blood all over that nice new MultiCam uni you’re wearing.” The jackbooted thug walked around James and stood next to the executioner. He was older, thicker in the middle, and though he wore the same fatigues and hat as his younger comrade, his rifle and tactical gear were different.
“I just figured.” The executioner slid the barrel out of James’s mouth and held it up, the gray gunmetal wet from the rain.
“You’re an idiot,” said the thug. “Plus, you can’t do it out here in the grass. We need to get them into the woods.”
The rain had started again. It was loud, slapping against the canopy of trees and the pavement nearby. The executioner grabbed James by his elbow and forced him to his feet. The thug went to grab Leigh, but James stepped in front of him.
“Don’t touch her,” he snapped. “And don’t touch the kids!” James helped his wife to her feet as he coughed. Both kids jumped up and wrapped their arms around their parents.
“You’re not in a position to demand anything,” the thug snarled, swinging the butt of his rifle into the side of James’ head, knocking him back to the ground.
“Don’t hurt him!” cried Leigh, huddling with the children. Sloane was knuckling the tattered shell of her stuffed bear, pressing it into her chest.
The thug glared at her, inhaling and spitting onto her husband’s neck. “Get up.” The thug kicked James in the gut with his boot. “We’ve got more important business.”
James, dizzied by the hit and winded by the kick, pushed himself onto one knee. He wiped the spit from the back of his neck and looked up at the thug, keeping his gaze affixed on him as he stood.
“I said,” James wheezed, his voice thick with mucus, “don’t. Touch. Her.”
“Stop it, Rock,” Leigh pleaded, touching his shoulder. “Enough.”
“Rock?” The thug laughed. “Did you just call him Rock? That is wicked awesome.” The thug took his thick mitt of a hand and thumped it square in the middle of James’s back. “She called him Rock.” He laughed again for the benefit of the family and the executioner. “Like he’s Dwayne Johnson or something. Like he’s some big movie star.”
“His name is Rockwell,” said the executioner. He pulled a brown leather billfold from his pocket and tossed it at the thug. “Says so on his driver’s license. He’s from Maryland.”
The thug opened up the wallet and thumbed out the license. He flipped it over and slipped it back into place before shoving the wallet into his own pocket. “What are you doing here?”
“Vacation,” James said, his hands on his knees. He couldn’t catch his breath. “Family vacation.” His voice rattled.
“Not the R and R you were hoping for, eh, Rock?” the thug snickered. “It’s over now. Let’s march.”
The executioner holstered his nine millimeter and swung his rifle into his hands. Alongside the thug, the two of them pushed the Rockwells toward the woods fifty yards away.
James’s mind, cloudy as it was from the rifle butt, was spinning for a solution. How could he save his family, even if it meant sacrificing his life in the process?
Their captors, armed as they were, seemed sloppy. The younger one was in over his head. The older one was power happy.
There has to be a way…
James looked over at his wife, his children. He swallowed hard.
“Pick up the pace, Rock,” said the executioner. “Keep moving.”
A wet breeze blew across James’ face, a sign of the approaching fall. He could hear it whispering its way through the trees ahead of him.
Do something! it was telling him. Save your family.
He shook his head as he trudged forward, certain the blow to his head had him hearing things. It was that or the lack of sleep.
You can’t let them die here.
They were twenty-five yards from the beckoning woods, crossing the pavement of a parking lot entrance, when James wondered if his eyes were playing tricks on him too.
Facedown in the trampled weeds marking the entrance to the woods were five bodies. Two big, three small. He couldn’t make out whether they were men or women, boys or girls, but that was irrelevant.
Hallucinations or not, James knew they wouldn’t be the first family to die here. They wouldn’t be the last either, unless he acted quickly…unless he killed first. It was a notion to which the high school physics teacher from Maryland had grown alarmingly accustomed in the last thirty-six hours.
He was running out of time.
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I also am indebted to several authors who’ve guided my journey thus far or who are zealous in their promotion of my work: Steven Konkoly, Murray McDonald, A.R. Shaw, Franklin Horton, ML Banner, Jay Falconer, William H. Weber, Russell Blake, Lisa Brackmann, and Ian Graham.
Thanks to my parents, Sanders and Jeanne, my siblings, Penny and Steven, and my in-laws, Don and Linda, for constant encouragement and support.
Finally, thank you for picking up these books and giving them a shot. I hope you enjoyed them and can’t wait to take you on the next adventure…
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