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For my wife,

	who is never late but for whom I would spend an eternity

	 

	waiting.
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Chapter 1

	D-DAY

	TUSCALOOSA, ALABAMA

	 

	Millie picked up the electric-pink buck knife her father had given to her on Valentine’s Day. It was exactly the kind of gift a dad like John Beck would give a daughter like her. She dug the blade under her fingernail and picked at it.

	On the screen in front of her, Millie’s dad laughed. She looked up at him.

	“What’s so funny, Dad?”

	“You.”

	She flipped the knife around and twirled it skillfully. She’d been practicing the moves, watching YouTube.

	“Why me?” she asked.

	“You make me laugh, kiddo. That’s all.”

	Millie glanced at the clock on her phone, which sat on the desk next to her laptop. She noticed the time. It was late.

	“Why are you calling?” she asked. “Shouldn’t you be in the chopper?”

	Her dad sighed. It was audible through the crappy speakers on her cheap laptop. She really needed a better computer. Most of her friends had newer, more advanced tech. Millie wished her parents could afford to upgrade, but their divorce was expensive. Everything was expensive.

	“Yeah,” Beck said. “I should be.”

	“But you’re not,” Millie said. It was a question disguised as a statement of fact in an accusatory tone. It was the kind of tone lawyers used in courtrooms. At least that was what her Language Arts teacher told her on an almost weekly basis.

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

	Millie bit the inside of her cheek. Her dad tried. She knew he did. But John Beck had never been the most reliable human on the planet. His love for her was evident, and Millie never doubted how much he cared for her. Still, he was hit or miss in the “doing what he said he would do” department.

	“For how long?”

	They had movie plans that night. The tickets were in the electronic wallet on her phone. She had checked those tickets every day for the last two weeks. It was opening night. Was he going to miss their date?

	“A day or two. It just depends.”

	He was going to miss their date.

	“I’m sorry, kiddo,” Beck said. “I really wanted to see that movie.”

	Millie tried to hide her disappointment and deflect. She pursed her lips for effect. “Oh, I see. It’s about the movie and not seeing your favorite person in the world?”

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

	“Dad, I’m kidding. I know you would be here if you could. I just like giving you a hard time and—”

	The screen flashed and went black. Outside, a jet roared overhead. It sounded closer than the planes that normally flew high above their rented house blocks from the University of Alabama campus.

	“Stupid computer.”

	Millie tapped the trackpad with her thumb. Then she tapped it again. And again.

	“Dad?” Can you hear me? Dad, can—”

	Her mom, Debbie, called from the kitchen. “Millie?”

	“What?”

	“Get in here, please.”

	Millie puffed her cheeks, rolled her eyes, and grabbed her phone. She trudged from her room, along the hall, and into the kitchen. Her mother stood behind the island counter. It was more of a mobile butcher block countertop than an actual island. Steam rose from a pot on the stove behind her.

	“Why are the lights off, Mom?” she asked. “Did you forget to pay the power bill?”

	Debbie Beck leaned on the island. “No. I did not forget to pay the power bill. I was wondering if maybe you blew the circuit again blowing your hair dry.”

	Millie shook her head. “I haven’t blown it dry. See?”

	Her hair was still wet from her shower. She’d barely toweled off and slipped into a robe when her father had pinged her on a video chat.

	“Weren’t you in the shower?”

	“Yeah, but Dad called. So I hurried out to answer it and—”

	Debbie rolled her eyes. “Of course you jumped. God forbid you miss a call from your father.”

	“C’mon, Mom. That’s not fair.”

	“What did he want?”

	“There’s a storm offshore. He’s stuck. No movie tonight.”

	“Okay,” Debbie said. “Then you have plenty of time to check the breaker box on the side of the house.”

	“Mommmm,” Millie whined. “I still want to go to the movie. I need to get ready and—”

	Debbie glowered at Millie the way a mother dares a child to keep talking. “You’re kidding, right?”

	“Fine.”

	Millie went back to her room, slipped into yoga pants and a T-shirt, donned a Crimson Tide ball cap, slid her feet into a pair of off-brand slides, and did as her mother told her. It was warm outside and humid. That was typical for this part of Alabama. The air never got as thick as it did in Mobile, the only home she’d known until her mother moved them here, but it was still heavy. It would play havoc with her hair.

	Millie made her way to the side of the house and pulled open the gray breaker box, which housed all the rental home’s circuits. She had learned to check them by running her fingers along the switches. If one was out of place, she knew it was tripped. A tug to one side and then the other would do the trick.

	The house, while perfect for two people, was older. Its electrical system was not up to snuff, let alone capable of handling modern power needs. At least once a week, Millie found herself along the side of the house, flipping a circuit from tripped to off to on.

	When she ran her fingers along the switches, they all faced the same direction. Nothing was tripped. She did it again and even flipped two of the more troublesome circuits before she realized nothing was wrong with the house’s electrical system. At least, it was nothing obvious about the box.

	Millie started around the front of the house when she ran into one of the four undergraduates renting the house next door. She too was at the breaker box on her house. Millie could not remember the girl’s name, though she did know all four of the girls were in the same sorority. They always wore clothing with the Greek letters proudly displayed across their chests or behinds. Millie wanted to go to college. She did not want to be in a sorority. Not her thing.

	“Hey, Millie,” she said in her sweet Southern drawl. “Your lights out too?”

	“Yeah,” Millie said, “and as best I can tell, it’s not the house.”

	“I think the whole street’s out,” the coed said. “My phone’s out too. Like, it’s dead. I can’t get it to turn on. That wouldn’t be the cell service, would it?”

	Millie pulled her phone from her pocket. She hadn’t checked it since before her computer crashed. She thumbed the screen. Nothing happened.

	“Yours too?” the girl asked. “That’s weird. It is weird, right?”

	Millie nodded. “Yeah, it’s weird.”

	Above them, another jet thundered overhead. It zipped past, its afterburners glowing red hot, and she felt its roar in her chest. Millie had never seen anything like it before, and she had never witnessed an aircraft flying so low. She reflexively covered her ears, as did the sorority girl next to her.

	“What was that?” the girl asked, panic in her eyes.

	Millie adjusted her ball cap. “I don’t know. Sorry, I gotta go.”

	She left the girl at the side of the house and wound her way back to her mom, who was still in the kitchen. Her mother was on her phone.

	“Does your phone work?” Millie asked.

	“No. It’s totally dead. Did the breakers not work?”

	Millie edged to the bar. Something felt very wrong. “No, Mom. Nothing was wrong. I think the power’s out on the whole street. The college kids next door don’t have power either. And one of the girls, her phone’s dead too.”

	Debbie considered the information. She bit her lower lip and chewed on it, something she did when she was nervous or under stress. Millie had seen her chew it enough to make it bleed during the final months of her parents’ doomed marriage.

	“What are you thinking, Mom?”

	Debbie shook her head. “I don’t know. Did your dad say anything more about the storm? Maybe it’s the storm.”

	“He didn’t. But that doesn’t make sense, does it? Why would the storm kill our phones too?”

	Before her mother could respond, shouts outside the house drew their attention. They glanced at each other and, together, moved from the kitchen into the hall. Millie was ahead of her mother and was at the door when Debbie told her to wait.

	“I’ll be right back,” Debbie said. “Just hang on a second.”

	Millie stood in the hall next to the parlor. She tried getting a look through the front door sidelight but made out little more than the vague, indecipherable argument happening out of view on the street near the house.

	Debbie returned with a kitchen knife in her hand. She had pulled it from the block on the counter. Millie eyed the blade with suspicion.

	“What?” Debbie asked. “Can’t be too careful. We have no idea what’s going on.”

	“I didn’t say anything,” said Millie.

	“You didn’t have to say anything. Your judgy sarcasm is a silent assassin.”

	“I come by it rightly,” Millie shot back.

	Debbie laughed and unlocked the front door. She led her daughter from the house to the modest front yard. The yard was more dirt and weeds than grass.

	The sorority girls were also outside. All four of them huddled near the front stoop, their arms folded across their chests, hiding their matching Greek letters. One of them held a cell phone, apparently recording the argument escalating in the street.

	A large, heavyset man, who likely had not missed many meals, was shouting at an undergraduate engineering student who lived two doors down. Millie knew the kid who studied engineering because twice he’d helped her with math homework. His name was Yìchén. She did not recognize the hefty man shouting at her tutor.

	Yìchén had his hands raised in surrender as the other man jabbed a finger at him. The aggressor was red-faced and spat as he shouted.

	“It’s your people! They’re the ones who did this! I’m telling you, it’s your people! I saw it on the news! The Chinese have weapons that can kill the power. They did this. They’re trying to knock us back to the Stone Age.”

	Yìchén said something Millie could not hear. He was backed against the curb and nearly tripped over it.

	“Hold on now,” Debbie said. She marched toward the red-faced neighbor, her knife at her side. “You’d best stop this.”

	The man eyed the knife. His eyes widened, then narrowed with anger. “You hold on now, missy,” he said. “You got nothing to do with this. Keep your distance and shut your mouth. This is between me and that commie spy.”

	Debbie stayed calm, but did not obey. She marched toward the man and positioned herself between him and Yìchén.

	“You have no clue what you’re talking about,” she said. “The power’s been out all of one minute and you come out here spouting dangerous conjecture?”

	Millie scanned their surroundings. The college girls were enraptured, as were another pair of college kids who lived next door on the other side of their rental home. It was hard not to be focused on the knife-wielding paralegal mom taking on a much larger foe.

	“You’re drunk,” she said. “Go home, sleep it off, and wait for the lights to come back on.”

	The man’s eyes flitted to the knife, to the onlookers, and back to Debbie. He took a step back but jabbed his thick sausage finger at Debbie. “You’re wrong, woman. I’m telling you, you’re wrong. Did you see those jets? Did you hear them? They’re Chinese jets. I know. I watch Discovery Channel. Those are Chinese jets, and they dropped a bomb on us.”

	Debbie held her ground. She twirled the knife in her hand.

	The man waggled a finger at everybody on the street. “Y’all are all wrong, and when you figure it out, I ain’t going to be there to help you. You’re on your own. Bunch of blind morons, that’s what you are.”

	The man spat on the ground, turned his back, and walked toward a house halfway down the block. He disappeared through the front door, which he slammed shut. With the show over, the college kids in both neighboring houses went inside. Millie joined her mother in the middle of the street.

	“You okay?” Debbie asked Yìchén.

	He nodded. “Thank you. Yes, I am okay. I do not know what happened. When the last plane flew overhead, we came out of our houses at the same time. He just started yelling at me. I do not even know who he is.”

	“Is it true?” Millie asked. “About the power-grid bomb, I mean, not about you being at fault.”

	Yìchén shrugged. “It is true. There is a technology called an EMP. An electromagnetic pulse. If it is strong enough, it can knock out the power and kill the electronics within its range.”

	“An EMP?” Millie echoed.

	“Yes,” Yìchén said. “And I hate to say it, but that man is right about the Chinese government. There are many reports of their government having the capability to drop EMPs on its enemies. But so does North Korea.”

	“How do you know this?” Debbie asked.

	“I study electrical engineering. We have talked about EMPs. I was part of a project that worked on creating EMP shielding technology.”

	“So you think the jerk is right?”

	Yìchén sighed. “It is possible. Is your phone working?”

	“No,” Millie replied.

	“Mine neither,” said Debbie. “It’s dead as a doornail.”

	Yìchén nodded. “It would make sense that if the power is out and your electronics are not working, an EMP could be responsible.”

	“What do we do?” Debbie asked. “I mean, how long do we need to plan for the power to be out?”

	Yìchén looked at the sky. He put his hands on his hips and frowned. “If it is actually an EMP, and you have not already planned…”

	He paused, considering how to finish the sentence.

	“What?” Debbie urged. “Just say it.”

	“If it is an EMP, it is too late to plan. The power might never come back, or it could be years.”

	Debbie laughed. It was a nervous laugh. “Years? Are you serious?”

	Yìchén’s expression flattened. “I am serious, Ms. Beck. It could be years.”

	“The Stone Age?” Millie asked.

	“Yes,” Yìchén said. “Or at least the Wild West.”

	




Chapter 2

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 2 DAYS

	LOUISVILLE, KENTUCKY

	 

	John Beck was on his back. He stared at the sky and studied the same constellations at which he had marveled for years. A hand stretched across his chest, and a whisper at his ear warmed his neck.

	“What are you thinking about?” Regina asked. “You’re up there somewhere. A million miles from here.”

	She found his hand and laced her fingers with his. His heart fluttered, and he chuckled. Beck felt like a teenager on his first date, anxious about whether or not to kiss the girl and making sure he beat an early curfew.

	“You’d laugh if I told you,” he said. “It’s the weirdest thing.”

	“Is it about tomorrow?”

	“No. Nothing funny about tomorrow.”

	When the sun rose in a few hours and blotted out the more distant stars, they would begin a dangerous trek north his daughter Millie called the migration. It was a caravan that led countless desperate people to safety north of the border. Once there, they would find relative peace on a collective farm, an oasis in an inhospitable desert.

	Regina squeezed his hand. “I didn’t mean that. I just didn’t know if you thought I would laugh because it was funny or because it was weird. Or frightening. Sometimes I laugh when I’m scared.”

	“Now that’s funny,” Beck said. “I didn’t think you ever got scared. The things I’ve seen you do? You’re fearless. It’s part of what I like about you.”

	“How big a part?”

	Beck held up his free hand and pinched his thumb and forefinger close together. It looked as if he were trying to squeeze the crescent moon above them. She laughed and kissed his neck.

	“Seriously, Beck,” she whispered, “what were you thinking about? I like getting inside that head of yours.”

	Beck sighed. “You remember car cigarette lighters?”

	“Cigarette lighters?”

	“Yeah. The button type, you know, that you pushed in, and when it heated up, it would pop out?”

	“I don’t think I’m old enough to remember those.”

	“Of course you’re not. Truth is, neither am I. But my mom had an old Pontiac. I mean real old, like Reagan administration old.”

	“Ronald Reagan?”

	“Is there another Reagan?”

	“Smart ass.”

	“Truth.”

	Regina giggled. It was an endearing giggle that did not fit a serious woman like Regina. But the last several days at Churchill Downs, as they recovered from the violence of their escape from Hopkinsville, were like an escape from the world. It shed their armor and connected them in a way Beck never expected.

	Regina was an unexpected find in the post-apocalypse. Although not traditionally beautiful according to the arbitrary pre-apocalyptic western standards, Beck found her irresistible. She was nearly as tall as he was, and her shoulders were as broad. She was strong in stature and in character. Whip smart and resilient, Regina had survived for years on her own.

	Beck had felt an immediate connection with her. Even when their first encounter was at gunpoint and she’d threatened to end his life, Beck had been smitten. He could not help it. And every day after that only strengthened his desire and respect for her.

	It was that connection that drove him to risk everything to find her when the powerful militia in Hopkinsville had separated them. Despite reconnecting with his daughter, Millie, the sole purpose of his existence since the world went to Hell, he could not keep himself from trying to find and rescue Regina. Because the truth was, and he only admitted it to himself, she had rescued him.

	His years-long quest to find Millie, his search for redemption in the violent protection of those who couldn’t help themselves, and his own lingering demons had left John Beck a shell of a man.

	He’d thought he was incapable of caring for anyone other than himself. His quest was as self-centered as it was altruistic. So focused on that endgame, he’d lost shards of his humanity. Had he not met Regina when he did or found Millie soon thereafter, Beck was convinced he would be dead. Instead, he was very much alive and had modest hopes for a future outside of gunslinging and avenging wrongdoing. That was, if they could survive the arduous adventure to come.

	“So what about the lighter?” Regina asked.

	Beck could see the memory in his mind’s eye. It was hazy, dark at the edges, but it was there. “I remember the radio didn’t work in the car. It was AM only, but I think the antenna was broken or something, so it rarely got any reception. My mom would leave me in the car when she ran errands, or whatever she was doing, and I was bored out of my mind. There were no cell phones, tablets, or Wi-Fi back then.”

	“There were probably cell phones,” Regina said. “You’re not that old.”

	“No cell phones in my world. I don’t think I saw one until I was a teenager. Anyhow, she would leave me in that Pontiac for hours. I’d crank the windows down. It was manual, no automatic anything. And I would push in the lighter. It would pop, and I would pull it out of the receptacle and hold it close to my face.”

	“That sounds safe.”

	“Not that close. But it had these metal coils that would glow orange. They were that hot, they would glow. If you had a cigarette, you’d touch it to the coils, and the heat would light it.”

	“You didn’t smoke, did you?”

	“No. Never did. Drank plenty. Too much. But never was interested in cigarettes.”

	“So you liked to stare at the hot coils?”

	“Actually, I would spit on them.”

	Regina leaned up on an elbow and faced Beck. She wore a confused expression. “Spit?”

	“Yeah, I would spit, drool really, onto the coil. And it would sizzle. The spit would bubble and pop. Sometimes it would steam.”

	“Sounds gross.”

	“I guess. But it was entertaining. And I was a stupid kid with nothing better to do.”

	Her features relaxed. “What made you think of that?”

	Beck shook his head. “I don’t know. I guess I was thinking about what we’ll find when we get to Canada, and it made me think of the things that are lost forever.”

	Regina smiled at him, blocking his view for a moment as she leaned down to kiss him. He wrapped an arm around her and held her there until she pulled back and lay next to him.

	They were quiet together. He listened to the sounds of her breathing and tried to match his respiration to hers. The sky above was cloudless. The air grew colder as they shared the silence on the infield of what had once been home to the Run for the Roses, the famed Kentucky Derby. He closed his eyes and listened to the breeze rustling through the tall grass and resilient weeds surrounding them.

	Beck rarely slept. Every night was a fitful dance in which he might drift into a shallow unconsciousness. But this world was too dangerous. The only way to survive was to be alert. Every minute. Every hour. Every day.

	But in that moment, with his new love cuddled against him, the heat of her body warming his, he was as content as he had been in as long as he could remember. His daughter was safe, his friends were out of harm’s way for now, and he had a connection with a woman he thought impossible after D-Day had changed the course of history and plunged the former United States into an unelectrified darkness. It might as well be the Wild West from sea to shining sea. He was on the verge of the hazy beginnings of something resembling a dream when Regina’s voice brought him back to the surface.

	“I think about things like that too,” she said.

	“Like what?”

	“The lighter. Silly little things that were so mundane before D-Day. Now I would give a million dollars to experience them again.”

	“You know the dollar’s pretty worthless, so a million dollars ain’t what it used to be.”

	Beck could sense her roll her eyes. He did not have to see it. It was evident in her tone.

	“You know what I mean, Beck.”

	“Okay, then,” he said. “I’ll bite. What do you miss?”

	“Hot tubs.”

	“Hot tubs?”

	“Yeah,” she said. “Hot tubs. Not Jacuzzi baths. I was never one to soak in a bathtub. I mean an outdoor hot tub with air jets.”

	“I know what you meant. I guess I should have said ‘why hot tubs?’”

	“I know it’s a simple thing, hot water with bubbles. But there was something so decadent about it. And I guess since I didn’t have one, it was a luxury. A treat every once in a blue moon. You know?”

	“I get it.”

	“It’s silly.”

	“So is spitting on a car lighter.”

	“That’s true.”

	They laughed together. She edged even closer to him, as if she could not get close enough. Beck closed his eyes again and took stock, trying to memorize every sensation about this experience with Regina.

	Beck inhaled and smelled the grass, the chill in the air, and the scent of her hair. He listened to the wind and felt it brush across him. In the distance, insects chirped.

	When he opened his eyes, he focused on the moon and the stars. He tried remembering the names of the constellations as he scanned the sky.

	He smiled to himself. This was good. Really good. But as soon as the smile tugged at the corners of his mouth, it disappeared. In this world, everything was fleeting. And given the journey that lay ahead, he wondered if times like these with Regina would soon relegate themselves to his vault of memories, sizzling in that dazzling tick of time before evaporating and turning cold.

	




Chapter 3

	D-DAY +1

	TUSCALOOSA, ALABAMA

	 

	It was so dark Millie could barely see her hands in front of her face. She was lying in her mother’s bed. She had not slept in her mother’s room since her father got out of jail, wrongly accused of murder.

	In the aftermath of the power outage and the possibility that something more than a brief inconvenience might be at play, her mother had asked her to sleep in her room. Even though she told her it was for her own protection, Millie was intuitive enough to recognize her mother’s fear. This was for her as much as it was for Millie.

	As she lay there in the absolute dark, Millie listened to her mother’s breathing. She tried to match the rhythm to her own. Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale. It was a calming exercise that took her mind off the countless frightening possibilities of what the world might become.

	She was young and had an entire lifetime ahead of her. There was a prescribed path: middle school, high school, college, a career, a husband, maybe kids, maybe not. There was a prom and a graduation and a first kiss and too many other firsts that might never happen. At least they might not if what Yìchén said was true.

	Millie had heard about the Covid pandemic years earlier and how it had disrupted so many lives. Kids missed school; people lost jobs; they had to stay in their homes, wear masks, get vaccines. Her mother had told her that the worst part about the pandemic was the uncertainty of it. How long would it last? How many people might die? What would happen to the economy? It had seemed to her like a foreign world in a far-off place.

	She understood that uncertainty now. It was too real and too close to home.

	Her mother snorted and rolled away from her. Millie lost the rhythm and gave up. She shifted under the covers and adjusted the pillow. Too many thoughts raced through her mind, playing themselves over and again until she thought about her father.

	He was stuck out in the Gulf, as far as she knew. Was the power out there too? If it was, how would he get home? Could he get home? Would she ever see him again?

	Her pulse quickened as her thoughts grew darker. Millie was never a pessimist, but she did have a vivid imagination and often let herself go to bad places.

	He had to come home, right? Her dad was John Beck. Maybe he was not always the most reliable, but he was strong and smart. Millie had seen him put his mind to something and achieve it too many times to count.

	He had failed too, though.

	Despite his promises to win back her mother, he had not been able to do it. And his temper was something he’d never quite corralled. He wasn’t violent, not that she had ever seen, but he could get as angry as a hornet’s nest if somebody poked him the wrong way.

	Millie faced the window and looked through the glass, though it was so dark she could not be sure whether the shades were drawn or not. She had never experienced darkness like this. A total lack of light was unnerving. The silence, aside from her mother’s occasional snort, was deafening. No cars or trucks outside, no ambient noise from music-fueled college parties. She wondered what everybody else was doing. Were they sleeping, or were they in bed like her, awake and scared? Gunfire cracked in the distance. Sometimes there was enough of it to remind her of New Year’s Eve or July Fourth. It was unnerving.

	Her thoughts returned to her father. Was he okay? Millie pictured him on the rig, in the storm and in the dark. She prayed for him, asking God to help him get back home. Millie did not pray much, but when she did, she meant it.

	“Millie?” Her mother’s voice was groggy. “Millie, are you there?”

	An outstretched arm flopped onto Millie’s shoulder. Her mother’s fingers groped at the side of her face.

	“I’m here, Mom.”

	“Okay. Just checking. What time is it?”

	“I don’t know. My phone is still dead. So is yours.”

	“The power out still?”

	“Yes.”

	“Why are you awake?”

	Millie rolled over. She could not see her mother, but she felt her warm breath on her face. “I can’t sleep.”

	“You should try.”

	“Okay.”

	There was a pause. Then her mother said, “What’s bothering you?”

	Millie almost laughed. That was the dumbest question anyone had ever asked her. Ever. Her mother was not a dumb person, but the question was stupid, and whoever had once said there was no such thing as a dumb question was dumber than dumb.

	Debbie must have realized the idiocy of it. She chuckled. “Silly question, I know. Tell me what’s on your mind.”

	Millie was unsure where to start. She sat up in bed. “Dad.”

	“He’ll be fine, honey. He always is.”

	Hearing her mother say that should have been comforting. It was not.

	“The car didn’t start,” Millie said.

	“What?”

	“The car didn’t start. When you tried earlier, it didn’t start.”

	Debbie leaned up on her elbow and faced Millie. With her other hand, she reached out and put a hand on Millie’s knee. “I told you not to worry about it. We’ll be okay. We can stay here in our house. It’s the safest place to be. We have no reason to go anywhere.”

	Millie shook her head. “I know we’re safe, Mom. It’s not that. I mean, if our car’s not working, then no cars are working, right? That means if Dad is okay and he gets back to shore, he won’t be able to get to us.”

	“You don’t know that.”

	“He’s not walking,” Millie said. “He doesn’t like to walk from the far end of a parking lot. Sometimes he’ll park in the pregnant-lady spot in front of the store to avoid walking too far.”

	Debbie laughed incredulously. “Are you serious? I mean, who does that? Who parks in a spot to help pregnant women so he doesn’t have to walk too far?”

	“He says pregnant women shouldn’t be out shopping.”

	“That’s sexist. It sounds like your dad.”

	“No, he says they shouldn’t be out shopping because their husbands should be doing it for them. If they’re so pregnant they can’t walk across a parking lot, they shouldn’t be traipsing across a grocery store, carrying heavy stuff. Their men should do it. I think that’s the opposite of sexist.”

	Debbie rolled onto her back and sat up. “Maybe. He was a pretty good partner when we were pregnant with you.”

	“Wow,” Millie said.

	“What’s wow?”

	“It takes the end of the world for you to say something nice about Dad.”

	“This isn’t the end of the world,” Debbie said. “It’s a hiccup. We’ll be fine, and the power will be back before you know it. We’re the greatest country in the world.”

	“You promise we’ll be okay?”

	“I promise.”

	“How can you promise?”

	Debbie sighed. She leaned over and kissed Millie on the forehead. “I’m going to make us some breakfast. We need to drink the milk and eat the eggs. I’ll make scrambled with cheese.”

	“How are you going to cook? The microwave’s out.”

	“Funny, kiddo. I’m not using the microwave. The gas cooktop is just fine. I’ll light a match, and we’re good to go.”

	Debbie rolled away and pulled a flashlight from her bedside table. It did not work. She cursed under her breath and navigated her way to the door.

	“Hey, Mom?”

	“What?”

	“How can you promise?”

	“Promise what?”

	“You promised we would be okay.”

	“That’s right. I did.”

	Millie pulled a sheet up to her chin. “But how? How can you make that promise?”

	“I just can, because I know for a fact it will be. God’s honest truth,” Debbie said before she disappeared into the hallway that led to the kitchen. “Cross my heart and hope to die.”

	




Chapter 4

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 3 DAYS

	LOUISVILLE, KENTUCKY

	 

	Millie Beck, the woman known to her followers as the Sheriff, stood in front of a large map on a wide table. She leaned on the table with her knuckles. Her Stetson cut a shadow across her eyes, but Beck knew his daughter was staring at him. Her lips pursed, and her jaws flexed with the movement of someone about to lose her cool.

	“Tell me one more time,” Beck said. “Clarify it for a stupid old man like me. Why do we have to go? What’s wrong with staying here in Louisville, fortifying our positions, and making a go of it where we stand?”

	He stood across the table. His arms were folded across his chest, his legs crossed at his ankles.

	They were the only two people in the room. The rest of her team was prepping the refugees for their trip north. Fifty people sought refuge in Canada, and Millie, known as the Sheriff, was their guide.

	“Dad,” she said, “I’ve explained this a thousand times.”

	“Then explain it a thousand and one.”

	Millie sighed and pushed her fists onto the table. She dipped her chin and shook her head. “If you don’t want to go, you can stay here. I’ve told you that.”

	Beck waited until she lifted her head and looked at him. It took a minute. When she did, he spoke.

	“I’ve told you a thousand times, I’m going wherever you are. I don’t want to be separated again, okay? So the only way I stay here is if you do.”

	“That’s not happening, Dad. It can’t. I’ve explained this. It’s getting more dangerous here by the day.”

	“We got rid of the militia.”

	“Yeah,” she said. “Okay. But you know better than anyone the militia wasn’t the only bad element out there. There are a hundred other groups just like them in towns all over the place. There are maybe fifteen of them in Kentucky alone. And don’t forget the psychos out there.”

	“I thought the militia were the psychos.”

	“You know they’re not, Dad. You ran into the cannibals south of here. They’re not the only ones of those either. I can’t tell you the stories I’ve heard. It’s getting worse, harder to protect people. The time to go is now. Actually, it was two weeks ago, but we had other things to do, didn’t we?”

	“C’mon, Millie,” Beck said. “That’s not fair. I had to rescue my friends.”

	“You had to rescue Regina,” she said. “Dad, I’m not stupid.”

	Beck uncrossed his ankles and raised his hands, palms out. “Okay, you got me. But it wasn’t just about Regina. I couldn’t let Rebecca suffer. Or even Lucy.”

	“Lucy doesn’t like you.”

	“That doesn’t make her special,” Beck said. “A lot of people don’t like me.”

	“We’re getting off track, Dad. We have to go. I’ve told you this. It won’t be long before what little civilization remains will go up in flames.”

	“That’s melodramatic.”

	Millie glared at him. Even with the Stetson, he felt the heat of her gaze.

	“Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

	“You’re either with me, or you’re not. I thought we were past this. But if you’re staying, fine. I won’t waste my breath giving you a final briefing.”

	Beck sighed. “I’m with you, Millie. And I trust you. If you think this is best, then I’m all in.”

	Millie stood up straight and pulled back her shoulders. “Good. Then let me show you what’s in front of us.”

	Beck checked over his shoulder. “Should the others be here? At least Chris? Some of your other deputies?”

	“They’ve made this trip a half dozen times. They don’t need the general briefing. We sent a scout team ahead. If anything has changed since the last migration, they’ll let us know, and we can reconfigure our plans. Chris knows what to expect. This is for you, Dad. Okay?”

	“Okay. For me.”

	“Come around to my side. It’s easier for me to show you the trip.”

	Beck dragged his fingers across the smooth surface of the table as he rounded the corners and stopped next to his daughter. He took his first close look at the map. It was hand drawn and likely not to scale, but it told Beck exactly the trek and the challenges that lay before them. He had seen easier paths, and he had suffered worse.

	He exhaled with an audible sigh. “What am I looking at?”

	Millie stabbed a finger to the lower center of the map. “We are here. This is Churchill Downs. We are going here.”

	She traced her finger up the piece of paper and then dragged it left. Even without scale, Beck could guess the distance.

	“Looks about a thousand miles,” Beck said.

	“A little more than that. If we walk ten hours a day, it takes five weeks. Give or take a couple of days because of weather. If all is good and we don’t run into any problems, it’s thirty-two days and we’re there. At least, that’s the fastest we’ve managed to do it.”

	“Where exactly is there?”

	“It’s called the Shore Ridges Conservation Area,” Millie said. “At least, it was. Now it’s the commune where we set up shop. About three hundred people live there now. A couple of my friends from right after D-Day are running it for me while I’m gone. They were on the first trip there and stayed. They’ll make sure everything works out when we get there.”

	“A commune, huh?”

	Millie shrugged. “I guess. A commune. A collective. A utopia. Whatever it is, it’s a place we can thrive for the next however many years.”

	Beck was dubious. He had not experienced a single place that allowed for that sort of commitment. Everywhere and everyone was damaged. Sure, he had heard that north of the border, the Canadians had a mostly civil society. But the United States’ fall had deeply hurt Canada. Its economy collapsed, and its government barely survived. At least, those were the rumors.

	Millie frowned. “What?”

	Beck shook his head. “What?”

	“You,” she said. “I see it in your face. You have concerns about this.”

	“Of course I do. It’s a thousand miles.”

	He put a finger on the map and ran it between two of the Great Lakes. “And you’ve got us heading across a narrow land bridge here that I’m sure is heavily guarded.”

	Millie smirked. She glanced at the map and back at her father. “Wow. After all this time, you still don’t believe in me.”

	“No,” Beck said, “that’s not it.”

	That was it. It was difficult viewing Millie as anything other than the adolescent he’d lost on D-Day. Close to five years after the event that changed everything, and he could not bring himself to recognize her as a woman, as a warrior, as a leader who had rescued hundreds of people from horrible fates.

	Normally, a father eased into parenting an adult. The apocalypse had robbed him of that opportunity. This was new to him, and he was not good at it. Though one thing at which he had become very good was apologizing.

	“I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s hard for me, okay? I’ll shut up and listen.”

	Tears welled in her eyes, but Millie kept them at bay. “Someday, I’m going to tell you what I went through, Dad. I’m going to share with you why I’m as strong as I am. You’ll understand why people follow me and why I understand as much or more about the human condition as you ever have. Someday, you will trust me. More than that, maybe you’ll respect me.”

	The words stung. Beck felt small. As his ex-wife, Debbie, would have said, “Like a penny waiting for change.”

	Her words stung because they were true. Their reunion was not the perfect fairy tale he had long promised himself it would be. It was rocky, and most of the uneven terrain was his fault. Though some of it fell on Millie.

	When he’d asked about the more than four years they’d spent apart after her kidnapping, she would only offer bits and pieces. Nothing substantive. Nothing that gave him a true understanding of what it had taken for her to survive. Part of him did not want to know, yet he understood that when she was ready to share, he had to be willing to listen.

	Now was not that time. Right now, he needed the briefing so he could understand the obstacles in their way.

	“I said I’m sorry,” Beck said. “I meant it. Okay? You’re right about my lack of faith. I could make excuses, but I don’t have any. Okay?”

	She held his gaze for a moment and studied him. Beck tried to smile. It was the awkward, unpracticed smile of a man who had little humor. The attempt was not lost on Millie.

	A broad grin stretched across her features, and she chuckled. “You never could smile. Mom used to joke about that.”

	“My awful smile?”

	“I wouldn’t call it a smile. It’s more like a constipated old man trying to drop a deuce without any luck.”

	“Did you say ‘drop a deuce’?”

	“I did.”

	“Where’d you learn that?”

	Millie shrugged. “No telling. I can’t remember how I learned half the stuff I know.”

	They stared at each other for a long moment. No animus, resentment, or judgment passed between them. In that instant, they were family. Beck wondered if he needed to laugh more, if that would help their relationship.

	Instead of another smile, he tried honesty. “I didn’t expect it to be this hard, you know?”

	“What?”

	He pointed at Millie, then himself. “You and me. I didn’t expect…I don’t know. It’s just different than I thought it would be.”

	“Can I give you some advice you gave me when I was little, when you and mom were getting divorced?”

	Beck tensed. “Okay.”

	His mind raced. He had offered a lot of advice to his daughter when she was young. A lot of it, he was certain, was bad advice. But she’d listened to him back then. As far as he could tell, she was the only one who had. Millie, as a young girl, had put him on a pedestal.

	“I was in that phase where I wanted to wear princess dresses all the time. Mom found some at a secondhand shop and got them for me. I had a pink one, a blue one, a yellow one. You didn’t like me wearing them.”

	Beck did not remember this. He searched his memory for flashes of Millie playing dress-up. They weren’t there.

	Millie tipped back her Stetson. “You told me that fairy tales were a bad idea. They gave the impression that all endings were good and that Prince Charming would come to my rescue. You didn’t want me believing that.”

	“I said that?”

	She nodded. “More than once. You said I should be self-reliant. Prepare for the worst and hope for a little better than bad. That’s what you said.”

	“I was negative, huh?”

	She laughed out loud. “You were a realist, Dad. You taught me to have realistic expectations.”

	Beck looked away from her. He studied the map in front of them but did not process the markings. “I’m sorry,” he said.

	She reached out and, in the first genuine affection she had offered him in days, put her hand on his. Tears glistened in her eyes. “No, Dad. Don’t apologize. It was great advice. It kept me alive after D-Day. That’s why I’m offering it to you now. Whatever your expectations were regarding you and me, you need to forget them. Be happy that we’re together. I am. I know we’ll work it out. You’re my dad. I’m your girl. We have bigger fish to fry than our family issues, okay? Stop beating yourself up.”

	Beck swallowed against the thick knot in his throat. “I will if you will.”

	Millie used a finger to wipe a tear from her eye. “I’m not beating myself up, Dad.”

	“No,” Beck said. “I’ll stop beating myself up if you stop beating me up.”

	Again, they shared a laugh. She pulled him into an embrace, and they held each other for a long minute. Then she patted him on the back and pulled away.

	“We really need to finish this briefing, okay? No more distractions.”

	“No more distractions,” Beck repeated.

	She cleared her throat and focused her attention on the map. She pointed to a spot with a red X. There were several red Xs along their route.

	“This is Cincinnati. It’s our first trouble spot.”

	“Why?”

	“The zoo.”

	“The zoo?”

	“Wild animals roam the city. They’ve almost taken it over. I don’t know how exactly it happened, but it did.”

	“What about hunting? I mean, it’s like everybody has a gun. How have they not killed off and eaten all the animals?”

	“Good question. All I know is there are packs of wild animals that roam the remains of the city. We lose one or two of our people every time we trek north. Before you ask, we can’t go around it. We’ve tried. The Ohio River forms this barrier south of the city, and all the bridges east and west are gone or too heavily fortified.”

	Beck raised an eyebrow. “More militias?”

	“More or less.”

	“So we get funneled into the belly of the beast.”

	“Literally.”

	Beck traced his finger along the path that led to Toledo and another red X. He tapped the mark with his index finger. “No issues between the zoo and here?”

	“Not significant. Hot spots maybe, but nothing consistent. Between Cincy and Toledo, there are a dozen different routes we can take. We can avoid trouble as long as we know it’s coming.”

	“How do we know it’s coming?”

	“Scouts. We send the truck ahead for reconnaissance.”

	“The solar truck we didn’t take with us when we went to save my friends?”

	Millie nodded. “They can move fast enough to give us good advice on where to go and where to avoid. That team has saved us more times than I can count.”

	“What happens in Toledo? And why can’t we go this way?”

	He ran his finger due north and to the west of the path Millie had drawn on the map. It would take them a shorter, straighter route into Canada, splitting the difference between Lake Michigan and Lake Huron.

	“The Mackinac Bridge is out. Blown up. You can’t cross there unless you have a boat. We don’t have a boat. At least, not yet. Plus, heading straight through Michigan is a death sentence. The militias there are well organized. They make the one we fought in Hopkinsville look like a bunch of children. They’re more violent than the cannibals you came across, too.”

	“How could they be more violent than people eaters?”

	“I’m telling you, Dad,” Millie said, “a straight shot to Michigan is a bad idea. Best to cling to the western shore of Lake Eerie and Lake Huron.”

	“Okay. So what’s in Toledo?”

	“People.”

	Beck looked at the map. He lifted his brows, waiting for his daughter to elaborate.

	“I’ve heard this secondhand. Maybe third or fourth. Like I said before, I don’t remember how I learned half the stuff I know, but supposedly Toledo had a horrible crime rate before D-Day. I guess the county jail got emptied right afterward, and those inmates set up shop. Now Toledo is a mess.”

	“We can’t skirt it?”

	“We can. There’s a path to the west of the city. Sometimes it’s not accessible. We’ll either get lucky and go around Toledo or we won’t.”

	“Detroit is next?”

	“That’s the next trouble spot. We have two choices there. We could squeeze between the city and the lake, or we could go north of the city. Again, we’re dealing with a nasty element. One of those militias I mentioned before has control of that region.”

	“And we get through it, how?”

	“We have friends on the inside there. People who are part of the militia, but who sympathize with us for the right amount of consideration. We have backup options too, and some people who work for Canadian Border Services.”

	“You pay them?”

	“Essentially. Or we help get their loved ones out. Take them with us.”

	“Militia members?”

	“Not everybody is in a militia because they want to be. For some, it’s a matter of survival. We help them; they help us.”

	“How?”

	“It varies. They get us through the rough parts.”

	“No problems north of the border?”

	“Fewer and farther between. Random resistance. Like I said, we have help. Once we cross the border, we’re nearly home free. It’s less about people at that point and more about the environment.”

	“Why do you do this?”

	“Do what? Help people?”

	Beck nodded. He scanned the map again, pausing at each of the Xs. He understood there was plenty his daughter was not sharing with him. Information overload was a bad thing at this point. Better to keep the mission simple and the obstacles less daunting. Still, he could not wrap his head around the arduous journey and how much she risked by making the trek over and again.

	“Yes,” he said. “Why take these chances? You could have been killed every time you crossed back and forth. I don’t get it.”

	“Of course you do,” she said. “You’ve been doing the same thing. Crossing the country, helping the helpless. Making sure good people win over the bad. You just kill a lot more people along the way.”

	Again, Millie was right. He did risk his own safety for that of others. Even if his motivations weren’t always benevolent, the ends justified the means. This was different, though. He could see the threats on paper. Large red Xs marked the conflicts to come. Like a view into the future, he saw bloodshed and pain over the edge of the horizon. The thought of violence had never stopped him before. It would not this time.

	Millie slid the map from the table and began rolling it up. She held the roll together with a piece of twine and held it at her side. “Are you in or out, Dad? I sense real hesitation. If you’re not one hundred percent on board, we’re all safer if you let us go without you.”

	If he’d thought about it for more than a split second, her words would have hurt him. Beck did not pause. He would go where Millie led. It was as simple as that.

	“I’m in one hundred percent. So is Regina.”

	“What about Rebecca and Lucy?”

	Beck shook his head. “They’re not coming.”

	“Why not?”

	“They have other plans.”

	




Chapter 5

	D-DAY +1

	TUSCALOOSA, ALABAMA

	 

	Millie sat at the kitchen table and picked at the remnants of her cheddar cheese eggs with her fork. She was not hungry, but her mother made breakfast and told her to eat. Millie did not always do what her mother ordered, but she was learning to pick her battles. It was something her father had counseled her to do. She was trying.

	“Don’t fight every little thing, Millie,” he had said the last time he’d visited. “I know you’re like me. Stubborn. Persistent. Prone to wanting the last word. I get it.”

	“I don’t always have to have the last word,” she had said, proving his point.

	They had been at Rita’s getting ice cream. It was her favorite, and Beck took her there every time he came into town. The place was close to campus, and Millie liked to people watch.

	She invariably ordered a snickerdoodle concrete. Beck always chose the Brookie Dough ice cream. It tasted like a brownie and a chocolate chip cookie mixed together.

	“Just listen,” Beck said to her, “and eat your ice cream. If anyone knows how to have the best relationship with Debbie Beck based on having the worst relationship with Debbie Beck, it would be me.”

	With a spoon hanging from her puckered lips, she mocked him with her eyes.

	Beck used his spoon to point at her. “Your momma is a smart cookie. She’s always five steps ahead. Even when you think you’ve got one up on her, she knows better than you.”

	Millie smirked through her concrete mustache and licked her lips. “She knows better than you for sure. If you’re so smart about Mom, how come you always mess up? I mean, why were you in that bar with that hoochie?”

	Beck almost spit out his mouthful of brookie. He coughed and plucked a fistful of napkins from the dispenser to wipe his face. Millie relished this and slowly took another spoonful of her dessert.

	“Where did you learn that word?” Beck asked.

	“Which one?”

	“You know which one.”

	Millie shrugged and stuffed another spoonful into her mouth. She did not have to answer. Beck did not have to ask. They both knew.

	“That’s a word straight out of your momma’s mouth.” Beck sighed. “She’s not wrong. That woman was bad news, and I was in a bad place. No excuses. I shouldn’t have been there that night.”

	“Why were you?”

	Beck stiffened and got that look in his eye when he did not like a subject. She had seen this countless times when her mother had challenged him. There was little trust in her parents’ relationship, which was why, despite how much they assured her they loved each other, the marriage and their family had failed.

	“This is going to sound like an excuse,” said Beck, “but I’m promising you it’s not an excuse. Okay? I’ve got demons.”

	Immediately, images of fiery, horned, fork-tailed monsters appeared in her mind. She had heard about demonic possession. A girlfriend had told her about a horror movie in which the devil possessed a young girl. It made her puke everywhere and turned her head in a full circle.

	Her dad must have seen the dread on her face, and he tried to backpedal as she pushed her leftover concrete toward the center of the table.

	“Not literally, Millie. I don’t have actual demons inside me.”

	She exhaled. That made her only moderately less uncomfortable.

	“I call them demons. They’re like voices in my head telling me about all the things I do wrong in my life.”

	That did not help. “Voices?” she asked. Was he crazy? He didn’t look crazy.

	Beck pursed his lips and leaned forward on his elbows. He tried using his hands to make the words come out in a way that did not frighten the daylights out of his daughter. “Okay, I’m bad at this. I’ll work on my vocabulary. Someday, I’ll be able to find the words. Just stay with me while I explain.”

	Millie nodded. “Okay.”

	Beck ran his fingers through his hair. He shifted in his seat. “I’ve not always had the easiest life or taken the best path to things. I’ve made mistakes. And I don’t mean mistakes like going to the bar that night. That was a mistake, okay? I’m not saying it wasn’t, I’m telling you it was. I just mean that not every mistake is so obvious like that.”

	Millie had never heard her father unable to articulate what he meant. He had always been a straight shooter. No equivocating, no beating around the bush.

	“It’s the little things you do or don’t do over the course of your life,” he said. “They add up. It’s like…it’s like a snowball.”

	His eyes popped wide. An epiphany.

	Millie had never seen snow. Not in person. “A snowball?”

	“Yeah,” he said. “It starts small. Almost too tiny to even notice. But as you roll it through the snow, it gets bigger and bigger. Then it’s so large you have trouble moving it or controlling it. That’s what these demons are. They’re the little things in my life I regret for one reason or another. They remind me how they’ve all added up to be big things that put me where I am now.”

	Millie was smart, but she was young. Where was her dad going with this? The conversation was like a snowball. Her little question had produced an answer too big to handle.

	“I love you. I love your mom. I have a good job. Not a great job, but a good one. I could be doing more. Making more money, you know? I don’t want you think I’m unhappy. That’s not what I mean.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“No matter how much I love you and your mom, I blew it. No matter how much my job is a blessing, I could do better if I had applied myself more. If I hadn’t let the demons tell me I wasn’t good enough for this or that.”

	Millie pulled her cup of ice cream to her, and they sat in silence while they finished their desserts. She was unsure how to respond. Her father’s confession was too much.

	“I’m sorry,” he said when they stood up to leave. “I shouldn’t have shared that with you.”

	He held her chair while she stepped away from the table, and smiled at her. It was a pathetic excuse for a smile that made him appear like he was trying to squeeze ten pounds of beans into a five-pound bag.

	Millie shook her head. “Don’t do that,” she said.

	He took their trash to the nearest receptacle. She walked with him.

	“Do what?” Beck asked. “Apologize? Share too much?”

	“Smile,” Millie said. “You look weird when you smile.”

	He pushed open the door, and they walked out into the suffocatingly humid Tuscaloosa heat. She pressed the button on the light pole to cross the street.

	“Okay,” he said. “I won’t.”

	She looked over at him. “Do what? Apologize? Share too much? Smile?”

	He put his arm around her and kissed the top of her head. “All of it. I’ll stop doing all of it.”

	The light turned, and the crosswalk signal flipped. They crossed the street amidst the regular bustle that congested this retail area on the strip near campus. When they climbed into his vehicle, Millie buckled her seatbelt and thanked him for the ice cream.

	“Thanks for the talk too, Dad. I’m a little freaked out by what you said, but it makes sense.”

	He cranked the ignition and shot her a quizzical glance. “What makes sense?”

	“What you said. I can see it on your face all the time. You beat yourself up. You can’t be happy with the good things you do because you’re too worried about the bad things. Though I guess it’s not really you doing the punching, it’s the demons.”

	Her father’s response shocked her. It was a moment inked indelibly into her memory. Before he spoke, John Beck faced his daughter with tears in his eyes. They pooled first before they rolled down his cheeks. He fought the quiver in his chin and nodded. With a voice weakened by a sudden burst of emotion, he said, “I’m trying, Millie. I want to be better. I really do. One of these days, I’m going to prove it to you and your momma.”

	Debbie shook her from the reverie. “Hey, Millie. You going to finish your eggs? I don’t want anything going to waste. Who knows when we can get back to the market.”

	Before she could answer, a knock at their front door drew their attention. Their doorbell did not work, and Beck had not followed through with a promise for one of the fancy video doorbells that connected to the internet. Not that it would be any help now.

	Millie leaned back in her chair and eyed the entry. Through the sidelight, she saw the slim figure of the blonde sorority girl next door. Millie cracked open the door and stepped onto the stoop. As she followed the girl to the driveway, the sorority girl sighed and glanced over at Millie.

	“We’re leaving,” she said.

	The other three sorority sisters stood together on Millie’s driveway. They carried backpacks, which surprised Millie. She was under the distinct impression the coeds never studied. All four of the young women wore their matching hairstyles in messy buns, and despite the circumstances, each appeared Instagram-ready. That had always bothered Millie. The older girls always looked good, which she had to work at. Adults told her to smile more, that it would make her prettier. That annoyed her even more than the influencer sorority sisters and their perfect social lives.

	Millie wanted to be them, and she wanted to be nothing like them. Such was the dichotomy of adolescence. As she stood on the driveway facing the girls, however, her jealousy washed away. She realized in that moment that Instagram was gone. So was Twitter, TikTok, Snapchat, and everything else on the web. It was all gone. Inaccessible without power or a network on which to carry the signal.

	The thought of it almost made her smile, but she suppressed it so the sorority sisters would not think she was glad they were leaving. For all of their issues, Millie had to admit she liked having them next door. She’d learned a lot from them by watching the way they behaved, interacted, and lived their lives.

	Debbie frequently told her to “take note” whenever one of the girls did something unenviable, like drink too much and puke in the hedges between their houses or stumble back to the house after sunrise with her heels in hand and the previous night’s dress askew.

	They were stereotypical in all the wrong ways, but Millie did know them to have kind hearts. All four of them were always kind to her. They offered to do her makeup on occasion or commented when she wore something cute to school. She regretted not remembering their names as they stood in front of her, declaring their decision to leave the relative safety of their neighborhood. Also, she failed to understand their choice.

	“Why?” she asked. “Isn’t it dangerous out there? My mom thinks it might be dangerous out there.”

	Millie checked over her shoulder at the front door, wondering if her mother could hear her. Debbie had been in the kitchen when Millie slipped outside with her pink knife in hand. She twirled it between her fingers, a habit she had developed from practice. Her father had told her if she was going to own a knife, she had to know how to use it.

	“We can’t stay here indefinitely,” one of them said, eyeing the knife. “I mean, we have to try to get home. Bethany and I haven’t talked to our parents in three days.”

	Bethany was the blonde one. They were all blonde, but Bethany was actually blonde. The others bought their color in a bottle.

	Millie recognized their fear. She felt it in her chest. Staying in the house was frightening enough. Leaving it was an even scarier proposition.

	“Did you hear the gunshots last night?” Bethany asked. “Seriously, I literally thought I was in a war zone. It’s only going to get worse.”

	The first girl shrugged the pack on her back and adjusted its heft on her shoulders. She shook her head. “It’s only been two days, Millie. What’s going to happen in a week or a month?”

	Millie used her knife to point toward the road at the entrance to their cul-de-sac street. “It’s not going to be any safer out there. What makes you think you’re better leaving than staying?”

	They had no answer for that question.

	Millie pressed. “If you’re out there, you could be going toward the gunfire without even knowing it. You could walk right into a really bad situation. If you stay here, you’ll know what’s coming.”

	Bethany appeared to consider this, but shook her head. “We need to get home. Our parents have to be worried about us. Veronica’s mother has cancer and needs her. We have to go.”

	“How do you know your parents aren’t coming here for you? What if they get here and you’re gone?”

	The girls looked at one another. Veronica spoke for the others.

	“My mom’s not coming to get me,” she said. “She can barely walk from the couch to the fridge, so there’s no way she’s somehow getting here from Birmingham. You’re right though, Millie. We should leave notes just in case. I could totally see Bethany’s dad coming here with her brothers to get her.”

	“We’re going to miss you, girl,” Bethany said. “You’re always so sweet.”

	While Millie could think of a thousand words to describe herself, sweet was not among them. In fact, she could not recall anyone in all of her years on Earth ever calling her sweet, but she took the compliment.

	“Thank you,” she said. “I’ll miss you, too. I learned a lot having y’all next door.”

	Veronica blushed. She was the one who had puked in the bushes. The girls came up to her one by one and hugged her.

	Bethany was last. “Could you watch our bags for a sec? They’re heavy. We need to go write those notes.”

	Millie stood watch over the four backpacks as she twirled the knife. The sky was hazy, and it made the sun look like a smudge of light. She wondered if her father was looking up at that same smudge. What was he doing in that moment? It had been two days since she’d spoken to him, and with every passing second, Millie’s worry grew that she might never see him again. That was why she held the knife. It made her feel close to her dad somehow.

	A voice drew her from her reverie. “Hey, Millie.”

	She spun toward the voice, knife in hand, but immediately relaxed when she saw it was Yìchén. He stood at the edge of the driveway with his hands in his pockets. His hair was neatly parted down the middle as it always was, and his clothes appeared pressed, but there was something in the way he stood that told Millie he was anything but put together.

	She twirled the knife, folded it, and stuck it into her pocket. “Hey, Yìchén, how’s it going?”

	He hesitated, looked down the street toward his house. “Our neighbor is worrying me, and I am not sure what to do about it.”

	Millie chuckled. “And you think I do?”

	Yìchén smiled weakly. “No, I thought your mom might have some ideas. She handled the situation yesterday, so I wondered…” He shrugged, hands still in his pockets.

	“Sure,” said Millie. “Go ahead and ask her. She’s in the kitchen. We were finishing up breakfast.”

	Yìchén nodded politely and walked past her. He stopped at the door and glanced over at Millie for permission. She waved him inside.

	“Just tell her I said it was okay,” Millie said.

	He smiled and stepped into the house. Millie noticed the haze lifting, but storm clouds appeared on the horizon. They lifted up in columns as they moved. She stared at the forming clouds and tried to gauge their direction. They were coming toward her. It was slow, but they were definitely headed in her direction. In addition to everything else, they would soon have to deal with a rainstorm. A screen door clapped shut behind her, and the quartet of sorority girls emptied from their house and walked toward her.

	“That was fast,” Millie said.

	Bethany nodded. “We didn’t have much to write. Pretty much told them we were coming home. That was it.”

	One of the girls, whose name still escaped Millie, was teary-eyed. She puffed her cheeks and exhaled as if exorcising a demon. What was her name? Did it even matter now? She and the other nameless coed would be gone in minutes. They approached her to grab their packs from the ground.

	Veronica reached Millie first. “Thanks for watching the bags and for being a sweet neighbor,” she said. “Like we said, we’ll miss you.”

	“There’s a storm coming. Are you sure you don’t want to wait?”

	Bethany held her pack with one hand and used the other to shield her eyes. She gazed at the thunderclouds as they morphed and stretched skyward, gathering strength. “I don’t know. There will always be a reason not to go. If we get wet, we get wet. It is what it is.”

	“Where exactly are you headed?” Millie asked.

	“Birmingham,” Bethany replied. “We’re all from there.”

	“We went to the same high school,” Veronica said, “and we’ve been friends a long time. We’re like sisters. Where one of us goes, all of us go.”

	Millie wondered if the coed with the tears glistening in her eyes really wanted to leave. Or was it that the other three pressured her into making the dangerous journey against her better judgment?

	Millie stopped trying to reason with them, as they were determined to be stupid. She was a lot younger than them but sensed she had a better understanding of the severity of their situation. Perhaps her father’s insistence on maintaining low expectations in life had her better prepared to tackle what might lay ahead, or was it the things she had already experienced in her young life that made her wary of change? Staying put was the best choice.

	Then again, Millie had seen these young women make one bad choice after another since they had moved in next door. The problem was not their bad choices, but it was their insistence on making the same bad choices over and again. Her dad had taught her that, too.

	“It’s okay to make bad decisions,” he’d told her more than once. “You’re supposed to make bad decisions because that’s how you learn and grow up. It’s when you make the same bad decisions more than once that it becomes a problem.”

	The quartet shouldered the packs and started down the driveway. Bethany waved goodbye with a final glance over her shoulder. Millie waved back. She pitied them and carried a deep sense in her gut they would never make it to their destination, and if somehow, against the odds, they did, they would not be the same fresh young coeds they were in that moment. The road would change them inalterably.

	Millie watched them until they reached the end of the street and turned left. Birmingham was about sixty miles from Tuscaloosa. She knew this because it took about an hour to get there by car, and she guessed it would take the sorority sisters three days to get there on foot, and that was if they were lucky and unaffected by weather, fatigue, or something more sinister.

	When they were out of sight, Millie walked back to the house. Yìchén’s back was to her as she entered the kitchen. He nursed a cup of hot tea, bobbing the bag up and down in the steaming mug, and was mid conversation with Debbie. Soapy water filled the sink. Their dishes and utensils from breakfast were drying in a rack on the counter. Their electric dishwasher was useless. A lot of things were useless. At least, they would be as long as the power stayed off. And if her math tutor was right about the EMP, as she thought he probably was, the power would be off for a really long time. Debbie and Yìchén spoke in hushed tones, and their discussion stopped when she sidled up to the counter next to Yìchén. Her mother offered her a cup of tea.

	“Thank goodness the gas still works,” Debbie said. “I can heat up water lickety-split. We’ll be good to go as long as the gas works.”

	Millie patted her stomach. Her unfinished breakfast sat heavy in her gut. “I’m good, thanks, Mom. Sorry if I interrupted.”

	Yìchén took a sip from the mug and licked his lips. “No intrusion, Millie. I was telling your mom about our neighbor. I have concerns.”

	Debbie pressed her lips flat into a smirk before she picked up the kettle from the stove top and poured herself a mug of hot water. She dipped a bag of Lipton into the mug and squeezed a healthy amount of honey into the drink.

	“If I’m not interrupting,” Millie said, “then either of you want to clue me in to what’s going on here? What’s got you spooked? By the way, the college girls are leaving town.”

	“Leaving town?” Debbie asked and gestured in the general direction of the house next door. “Them?”

	Millie eyed the steam from her mother’s mug. “Yep. They left two minutes ago. Packed up their stuff and started walking to Birmingham.”

	“Why Birmingham?” Yìchén asked.

	“That’s where they’re from. They wanted to go home and be with their families.”

	“Can’t blame them,” Debbie said. “I’d be freaked if you were miles away from me and the world went to hell like this. I imagine their parents are beside themselves with worry.”

	“Like Dad?”

	Debbie’s expression flattened. She looked away from Millie and into her mug. She plucked at the bag before she nodded. “Yeah,” she said, “like your dad.”

	“Well,” Millie said, letting her mom off the hook, “I don’t think it’s a good idea for them to leave. They would be safer staying here.”

	“Perhaps,” Yìchén said, “but there is a good chance that we will only be safe here for so long. Then the probability of security here will diminish. At a certain point it may be safer to leave, statistically speaking.”

	“I’m not going anywhere, and neither is Millie,” Debbie stated. “We’re staying put. Nothing good can come of leaving, and besides, we have nowhere to go.”

	“That’s not what y’all were talking about, though, when I came back inside,” Millie said. “What were y’all saying?”

	Debbie and Yìchén exchanged glances. Neither spoke at first, but Millie urged a response with a dramatic expression of exasperation.

	“I am worried about Mr. Baldwin,” said Yìchén.

	“Who’s Mr. Baldwin?” Millie asked.

	“He’s the man who was bothering Yìchén yesterday,” Debbie said. “The one who blamed him for being responsible for the attack.”

	Millie faced Yìchén. “Why are you worried about him? Did he do something else?”

	“Not specifically. At least, not yet. I am worried though that under the right circumstances, he could hurt people.”

	“By people, you mean you?” Millie asked.

	“Not just me. There are a lot of people…like me…who live here and go to school here. I remember what happened during the pandemic. You know, Covid-19?”

	Millie rolled her eyes. “I’m not stupid. I know about the pandemic. It wasn’t that long ago.”

	Yìchén tucked his chin. “Sorry, I did not mean to offend or imply anything. I wanted to be clear.”

	“Don’t be rude, Millie,” Debbie said. “You asked the question.”

	“Sorry,” Millie said.

	“It is okay,” Yìchén said, “no worry. It is that I remember how some people treated Asians when the pandemic happened. They called it the China virus and—”

	“It came from China,” Millie said. “Just like the Spanish flu came from Spain.”

	Yìchén raised a finger. “Except it did not. The Spanish flu started in the United States.”

	“Okay,” Millie said, “I didn’t know that. But Covid-19 did start in China.”

	Debbie nodded. “It did come from China, right? There was a lot of talk back then about how their government knew about it and kept it hidden from the rest of the world as long as they could. If they hadn’t done that, a lot of people never would’ve gotten sick and died.”

	“That does not make it the people’s fault. Not my fault, or the fault of anyone who looks like me. That would be like me blaming you for all of those silly TikTok dances I cannot get out of my head.”

	“I’m not on TikTok,” Millie. “I never did any of those dances.”

	Debbie chuckled. “I saw you on TikTok. Don’t lie about it. I’ve seen you swiping through all of those videos.”

	She mimicked Millie running her finger across the screen of a device.

	Yìchén smiled. “My point exactly. A broad generalization never does anybody any good, but when people are frightened and desperate, they look for somebody or some group to blame. That has happened throughout history and—”

	“I thought you were an engineering student,” said Debbie.

	“I am, but I have taken history classes too, and I like to read. We cannot know our future if we don’t understand our past.”

	“Didn’t some famous person say that?” Millie asked.

	Yìchén took a sip of tea from his mug and shrugged. “Perhaps they did. I am not sure, but what I am certain of is that the longer this continues, the more desperate people will become and the angrier they will be. I think we should be worried about it.”

	Debbie dipped her hand into the sink and pulled the stopper. The water bubbled and drained from the stainless tub.

	“Mom, is Yìchén right?” Millie asked. “Should we be worried about desperate people? I think we should. Dad says—”

	“Right now I don’t care what your dad says,” Debbie interrupted. “He’s got a lot of opinions and sayings and all, but it doesn’t make him right.” She wiped her hands dry on a towel and tossed it over her shoulder. “And Yìchén, as much as I appreciate you, I don’t want to talk politics.”

	“I am not talking about politics,” Yìchén said. “I am—”

	“You are talking politics, and I don’t like people to come into my kitchen wanting to discuss religion or politics. Both of those things are bad for relationships, okay? I don’t like to talk about either in my movies, I certainly don’t want it in my books, and I definitely refuse to let it into my kitchen. Those three things are sanctuaries for me, and you can’t ruin any of them with that stuff.”

	“I did not mean—”

	Debbie rolled over him. She did this when she was onto a topic about which she was passionate. “I mean, the last thing I want a movie star to do is start getting political or preachy to me. And damned to hell if an author of a book wants to tell me their take on things. That takes me right out of the story and ruins it for me. I read this book once, can’t remember the name, and I was loving it. But then the author had this character tell me about their political view, and that all but ruined it for me.”

	“The character isn’t always the author, Mom,” Millie said. “Sometimes the author is trying to make a point with a character, but it isn’t the author’s opinion. It’s the character in the book. Like George Orwell. He had major characters who had political beliefs that were opposed to his own. It was just—”

	Debbie rolled her eyes. “Who taught you that? Is that your English teacher, Ms. Whateverhernameis, trying to spin the truth? I mean, why are you even reading political books in school? You’re not even in high school.”

	Millie was unsure of how to respond. While her father had always insisted she get an education, her mother was more of a pragmatist. Debbie was opposed to her daughter racking up mounds of debt for a degree she might never use. She wanted Millie to get a good-paying job right out of high school. There were countless opportunities for a smart kid like her that might only require certificates or training courses. Millie agreed with her mom. There was no point in getting loans she could never pay back when she could start making good money before she ever hit twenty years old. But Millie did like her English teacher.

	“It doesn’t matter now,” she snapped at Debbie. “I probably won’t ever go back to school. I’ll never see high school if the power stays out.”

	Yìchén stood up straight and raised his hand as if he were a student asking permission to speak in class. “Maybe I should go? I was looking for advice, but I think I should not have come over. I am sorry I—”

	Debbie’s pinched brow relaxed, and her voice softened. “No, Yìchén, you don’t have to go. We got off track there. It’s my fault. I still don’t want to talk politics, okay? But if you are worried about somebody on our street, I should be worried about somebody on our street.”

	Yìchén exhaled and picked up his mug. “Okay. Last point here, and please hear me out. I am not saying Mr. Baldwin is dangerous because of his beliefs, okay? What I am saying is that because he is already angry and frightened, whatever the reason, he is more likely to feel desperate sooner than others. We should be on the lookout and have a plan. Do you know any of the other neighbors here on the street?”

	Debbie and Millie looked at each other, and Debbie shook her head. “We’re too new here. We knew the girls next door and that was about it, other than you. I guess we’re familiar with the widow who lives on the other side of us.”

	“Mrs. Williams,” Millie said. “We know her.”

	“We never see her, though,” Debbie said. “She’s always in her house because she’s on oxygen and can’t—”

	All three of them realized the frightening reality at the same time. Debbie hurried from behind the counter toward the front door. Millie and Yìchén gave chase, following her in quick steps as they bounded from the house to the front yard and then to the single-story ranch next door. Debbie knocked on the front door.

	“Mrs. Williams? It’s Debbie from next door. Are you home? Mrs. Williams?”

	She pressed her ear to the solid oak door. The door was blue, but missing chips of paint revealed the aged light wood underneath. Debbie waited a beat and knocked again, harder this time and with the heel of her fist.

	“Mrs. Williams?”

	“Try the handle,” Yìchén suggested. “See if it is locked.”

	Debbie turned the handle, the lock clicked, and she pushed the door open. It creaked on neglected hinges, and the strong odor of ammonia hit them like a wall. Yìchén gagged and pulled his shirt above his nose. Debbie put the back of her hand to her face, covering her nose and mouth, and stepped inside. Millie coughed and copied Yìchén, using her shirt to provide some barrier between her nose and the pungent, stinging odor that filled the space.

	“Mrs. Williams?” Debbie called. “It’s Debbie from next door. Are you okay?”

	Millie stepped inside the dark space. Dim light filtered in through the pale blue sheers covering the windows. Long shadows cast across the narrow plank pine floors, which appeared to stretch from the entry to the kitchen, which, like in Millie’s house, was at the rear of the structure.

	A pair of cats appeared at the end of the hall. They rubbed against the doorframe that led into the kitchen. One meowed and arched its back. The other slinked toward them, staying close to the wall. Then a third cat emerged from the formal living area to the left. Dusty dark mahogany and cherry tables and credenzas stood beside sagging armchairs and a drooping velour couch adorned with a crocheted blanket. Stacks of magazines and mail rose from one of the tables and threatened to tip over. Trinkets and tchotchkes, many of them feline iterations in china, plastic, or ivory, crowded two of the credenzas and the low glass and wood coffee table.

	On the wall above the velour couch hung a mechanical clock in the shape of a cat. Its eyes shifted from side to side as its tail, the pendulum, swung back and forth, still working despite the loss of power. Its ticking was the only sound aside from the meowing cat. A chill ran along Millie’s spine. This house was next door to her home, but felt as if it might as well be on another planet. It was the sort of place that inspired horror novels, she was certain.

	The third cat rubbed up against Millie’s leg as she tried to keep pace with her mother and navigate the dim space to the kitchen. Debbie kept calling out for the owner but got no response.

	Millie’s heart rate accelerated. Every passing moment without seeing the elderly woman alive and well was another that told her they would find a dead person here. Her throat was dry when she tried to swallow. Beads of cold sweat formed on her forehead and above her lip.

	In the kitchen, a large bottle of vinegar sat next to a plastic container near the sink. Its cap was off, and next to the bottle was a terrycloth towel folded neatly on the counter. A length of plastic tubing curled around itself. The countertops, square tiles with dingy grout, were hidden underneath a menagerie of appliances, dishware, Tupperware containers in various shapes and sizes, and newspapers. The faucet dripped into the sink and offered a rhythmic, haunting plink as each water droplet hit the stainless-steel basin. Debbie turned it off.

	“Should we check the bedroom?” Yìchén asked.

	Debbie’s expression tightened. She looked down at her feet, then scanned the kitchen again, as if somehow Mrs. Williams might appear. On the floor, the contents from a pair of litter boxes spilled onto the linoleum. It was obvious nobody had changed the boxes in days.

	“Okay,” she said. “Let’s check.”

	Debbie led them from the kitchen and into the hallway that led to a small laundry room. It was a dead end. They turned around and wound their way through the dining room and back to a hallway, which led to a series of rooms. Millie’s eyes watered, and her throat burned from the ammonia. It was dark in the windowless corridor. Yìchén pulled a flashlight from his pocket and shone a wide beam that lit their path. He stepped in front of Millie and Debbie.

	“You have a working flashlight?” Millie asked.

	“I do,” he said through his thin shirt fabric. “It did not have any batteries in it, and I kept it in a metal drawer in the garage. I guess it did not get fried in the EMP wave.”

	The beam revealed a long, ornate rug running the length of the hallway. It was hard to tell its color from the stains that blotched much of its worn surface. Its threads crunched under the weight of Millie’s shoes as she walked beside her mother and behind Yìchén.

	They reached a door on the right. Yìchén reached for the knob with his free hand. He turned it and pushed the door inward. A shaft of daylight spilled into the hallway, and Yìchén lowered the flashlight.

	“Nothing in here,” he said to Millie and Debbie, standing in the hallway. “Just a lot of clutter.”

	He left the door open, and they moved across the hall to a door on the left. Millie peeked into the open doorway to her right. The six-panel windows were nearly opaque with dust and grime. Wispy curtains hung on a wooden rod, which pulled away from the wall above the windows. The floor was virtually invisible underneath the bed, chairs, and cardboard moving boxes stacked two and three high. Black magic marker denoted the boxes’ contents. Some were open, others taped shut with heavy amounts of movers’ tape. Millie adjusted her shirt over her nose and faced the next doorway.

	Again, Yìchén took the lead. He hesitated, silently gaining Debbie’s permission before he turned the knob and opened the door. Yìchén immediately stepped back. He bent over at his waist and dropped the flashlight on the floor.

	Debbie moved to his side. “What? Are you okay?”

	Millie stepped into the doorway, past her mother and Yìchén. Her stomach clenched, and a tingling sensation rushed along her extremities. She leaned against the doorframe to catch her balance.

	When she spoke, her voice was so weak it did not sound like her own, but Millie could not peel her eyes away from what she saw in the bathroom. It was an image she knew in that moment she would always remember.

	“Mom?” she said. “It’s Mrs. Williams. I think.”

	Millie was certain it was the woman who lived in the home. It had to be her. Who else could it be? Yet the body that lay at an awkward, unnatural angle in the bathtub, the shower curtain wrapped around her like an ill-fitting costume, did not look like Mrs. Williams at all.

	She stared, unblinking, at the dead woman until her mother covered her eyes and pulled her back from the doorway. Millie stepped back, but could not move beyond the hallway. She pressed her back against the wall opposite the bathroom and sank to the floor. Her body trembled, and though she sat in relative darkness, the beam of the flashlight aimed away from her on the carpet, Millie could not unsee Mrs. Williams.

	Debbie disappeared into the bathroom. She cried out to the woman and made noises that told Millie her mother was trying to move the body from the tub.

	“Yìchén,” her mother called, “help me. Help me with her.”

	The tutor stood up and braced himself against the wall. He too stepped into the bathroom and out of Millie’s sight. Millie’s chin quivered. Her body trembled, and tears rolled down her cheeks. As she cried and tried to drown out the sounds of Yìchén and her mother trying to rescue a dead woman, Millie wondered why she was so overcome with emotion.

	She did not really know Mrs. Williams and could think of only two times she had ever spoken with the widow. The first was the day after she and her mother moved in to the rental house. Debbie had sent her to knock on the doors of both next-door neighbors and deliver plates of homemade sugar cookies. That was when she first met the coeds, and it was when she first saw someone who relied on supplemental oxygen to survive. As soon as Mrs. Williams had thanked her for the kind offering and welcomed her to the neighborhood, Millie raced home and got onto her computer to watch YouTube videos about concentrated oxygen and why someone might need it.

	The second time she spoke with Mrs. Williams was weeks later, when one of the woman’s cats had wandered into their house. Millie found it in the kitchen, rubbing itself on their kitchen table legs. When she returned the cat to Mrs. Williams, the woman had thanked her and asked her to wait at the door.

	“I have something for you as a little thank you,” she’d said to Millie.

	The woman left the door open but retreated into the house. Millie caught a whiff of ammonia and saw two other cats wandering the hallway that led to the kitchen at the back of the house. Off to the right of the hallway was a blue molded plastic box. It sat on wheels, had dials and lights on it, and it was connected to a long, thin, clear plastic tube. The tube, which had to run fifty feet, trailed behind Mrs. Williams. The other end of the tube wrapped around her ears and was stuck into her nose.

	Millie waited until Mrs. Williams returned with a plate of sugar cookies. It was the same plate and the same cookies Millie had delivered to her upon their arrival in the neighborhood. Before she could say anything, Mrs. Williams gestured toward her with the plate.

	“Go ahead,” she said. “One of my new neighbors brought these to me as a gift. They look delicious.”

	Millie stared at Mrs. Williams for a long moment, unsure of what to make of the exchange. The woman mistook her hesitancy and touched the nasal cannula that delivered the concentrated oxygen into her nose. She smiled.

	“Don’t worry about me,” she said. “I know I look funny, but this is just my breathing air. I need it to cope with the COPD. That’s chronic obstructive pulmonary…pulmonary…oh, darn it, I can’t remember what the D stands for, but it means I have trouble getting air into my lungs. I use this to keep my oxygen level up. If it gets too low, I can get real sick.”

	She smiled again, as if this explanation had answered Millie’s questions. Then she clasped her hands together.

	“Enjoy the cookies, dear,” she said. “And thanks again for bringing Homer back to me. Like his namesake, he loves adventures.”

	Millie also used a search engine to find out who Homer was and why he was a fan of adventures. Both The Iliad and The Odyssey were too heavy for her tastes, but she appreciated the woman next door was an educated reader.

	It made her death all the more bothersome to Millie. It was not so much that Mrs. Williams was gone, but that Millie was convinced this was the beginning of the end. The woman in the tub would be the first of many to die in the coming days and weeks.

	Her mother appeared in the bathroom doorway, and Millie wiped the tears from her cheeks. She sat up straight and tried to hide her sadness, her fear. Debbie looked older to her somehow. It was a sudden change in her mother’s appearance, as if the bathroom in Mrs. Williams house held some haunted ability to rapidly age people.

	Debbie stepped into the hall and leaned against the wall opposite Millie. She sank to the floor, the toes of her shoes touching her daughter’s.

	“What do you think happened?” Millie asked.

	“It looks like she fell and broke her neck. That’s the best I can tell. She still had the oxygen tube in her nose, but the tube’s not connected to the machine.”

	Yìchén stood in the doorway. “I am guessing her blood oxygen got too low. She probably was not entirely coherent.”

	“So she’s dead,” Millie said. “Really dead.”

	Debbie looked at her daughter with swollen, red-rimmed eyes. “She’s dead.”

	One of the cats, the one that looked like Homer, wandered into the hallway and eased close to Millie. He purred as he rubbed his side against her leg.

	Millie looked at the cat and then her mother. Debbie shook her head.

	“We’re not taking the cats.”

	“But Mom—”

	Debbie raised a hand. “We’re not taking them. We have to worry about feeding ourselves. In two weeks, I don’t know what we’ll do for food. It’s not like we have a stockpile. We cannot add more mouths to feed. Period. End of story.”

	Millie petted the cat, and it arched its back. It dipped its head and purred.

	“You want them, Yìchén?” Millie asked. “You live alone. They could keep you company.”

	Yìchén smiled weakly and shook his head. “I cannot take them. I do not know the first thing about keeping pets. My last two goldfish died within a week. I had a hamster that disappeared from its habitat.”

	“Where did it go?” Millie asked.

	“I do not know.”

	He laughed. It was a sad laugh, but it was contagious. The three of them laughed together before they cried again. They stayed in the hallway, mourning their own future as much as Mrs. William’s death for several more minutes, oblivious to the ammonia. When they decided to leave and plan how to best deal with Mrs. Williams’ remains, they walked together toward the front of the house, and Yìchén pointed to the kitchen.

	“We should do two things before we go,” he said.

	Debbie wiped her sweat-matted hair from her forehead and exhaled. “What?”

	“We should fill bowls with water. As many as we can. And we should do the same with whatever cat food she has. That will help the cats and keep them here, so they are not wandering from the house too much.”

	“Good idea,” Debbie said. “What’s the second thing?”

	“We should take all of her remaining food. Anything that is nonperishable. I can take one-third, and you can take two-thirds. We share it. Mrs. Williams will not need it.”

	Millie chuckled at this. It was a nervous chuckle, and she thought her mother might scold her for it, but Debbie didn’t. They spent the next hour taking care of the cats and themselves. By nightfall they had managed, with much struggle, to bury Mrs. Williams in a shallow grave in her backyard. They said kind words about a woman they hardly knew, and when it was over, Debbie invited Yìchén for dinner.

	“Of course you’ll have to eat your own food,” she said half-jokingly, “but I’ll be happy to cook it.”

	At dinner that night, they ate in the warm glow of candlelight. They had eggs again but added boiled hotdogs and a shared helping of ramen noodles. Debbie said they could share one package among the three of them.

	They avoided politics and religion at the dinner table, and not once did anyone discuss the arduous road ahead in this new, powerless world. Yìchén helped clear the dishes before he went home for the night, carrying his portion of Mrs. Williams’s rations.

	They both took cold showers and lay atop the covers in Debbie’s room as the moon shone in through the window. Millie fell asleep thinking about the dark clouds she had seen earlier in the day and how they had never materialized into a storm. When she dreamed though, it was full of thunder and lightning and water rising all around her. She woke up bathed in sweat, panting, choking on her breath.

	Her mother was asleep and snoring beside her. Millie recognized her surroundings and was thankful the storm had been a dream. Then she thought about Mrs. Williams, the orphaned cats, the sorority girls on the road to Birmingham, Mr. Baldwin’s desperation, and Millie realized the dream was no worse than the nightmare she was already living.

	




Chapter 6

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 3 DAYS

	LOUISVILLE, KENTUCKY

	 

	The sun was high overhead. It was a bright, diffused smudge of light in a pale blue sky dotted with thin cloud drifts. Beck stood at the gate to the complex and looked back toward the tall grandstands that once hosted men in seersucker and women in wide-brimmed hats. He could almost taste the mint juleps. Almost. Like his memory of most things pre-D-Day, Beck’s interpretation was warped by time and distance.

	Churchill Downs was the pinnacle of Southern high society, a place where the wealthy and well-connected gathered to mingle, network, and gamble fortunes on the first Saturday of every May.

	Now every single day was a gamble.

	Entertainment in the pre-apocalyptic world seemed like folly now. Like ancient history, and Beck imagined it would not be long before much of history was lost. Who was there to catalog it and pass it down to future generations?

	If the crudely drawn comic books detailing his own alleged exploits were any indication, the truth was doomed. It would die a slow death, buried under layers of fiction and fantasy.

	More than the pack on his shoulders weighed on Beck’s mind, but he had never given much thought to how people would remember him. Not before D-Day and certainly not afterward. But reconnecting with Millie sparked the idea of legacy. What had he done to pass along to her and to other young people? Who would he become after he was gone?

	Some people were beatified after death. All of their shortcomings gave way to their good deeds, and they became larger than life. Others morphed into villains. There were no shades of gray post-mortem.

	A hand on his back shook him from his thoughts, and he pivoted to see Regina. She stood behind him in the wide parking lot that stretched west of the oval track, between the green-roofed stables to the south and the grandstands to the north.

	With a hand shielding her eyes from the sun, she squinted and smiled at him. Her bright eyes pulled him free from the demons that threatened to sour his already teetering mood.

	“I tried, but they’re insistent,” she said. “There’s no talking them out of it.”

	Beck rubbed a hand along his jaw. His thick stubble was rough on his palms. “Rebecca might as well be my daughter. She’s just as stubborn.”

	“That’s true,” Regina said, “and maybe that’s why you get along so well. She and Millie are women versions of you.”

	“True.”

	Beck tucked his hands into his pockets and kicked a piece of loose asphalt. In his peripheral vision, a group approached on foot.

	Rebecca, Lucy, Millie, Millie’s right hand Chris, and two others moved from the gate at a slow pace. Rebecca and Lucy wore heavy packs on their backs and wheeled bicycles at their sides. When they were close enough, Beck greeted them with the only thing he could think to say.

	“Are you sure you want to do this?”

	Regina edged next to him and wrapped an arm inside his. Beck appreciated the small gesture, but it did not make this any easier.

	Rebecca nodded. “I miss my home. I want to go back.”

	“And I want to go with her,” Lucy said. “I like warm climates more than cold.”

	“It’s not always warm,” Beck said. “The high desert in New Mexico can get snow.”

	Lucy exchanged a look with Rebecca. “Still, I think I’d rather head west than north.”

	He did not like the idea of the women heading off on their own. As they had seen firsthand time and again, the world was a dangerous place. Rebecca must have seen his concern.

	“We’ll be fine,” she said. “We can take care of ourselves. I’m healed up from my injuries. And Lucy is a badass.”

	“You can handle yourselves. No doubt. I’m not trying to be sexist or nothing like that, but I’m going to worry about you,” Beck said. “I mean, just the two of you, it’s—”

	“It’s not just the two of them,” Chris said. “I’m going too.”

	Beck shot a look at Millie, then eyed Chris. “Why?”

	“I’m ready for a new adventure,” Chris said. “I’ve never been to New Mexico.”

	“But you’ve been to Canada.”

	“Too many times to count.”

	Beck glanced back at Millie. “You okay with this?”

	“Chris is his own man. He made the decision, and I support him.”

	Beck shrugged his pack from his shoulders and lowered it to the ground. “I’m sure you do. We’ll miss you, Chris. You’re a good man, and I’m thankful for what you’ve done to help Millie all these years.”

	Chris smiled and tried to hide his emotion. “Thank you, Mr. Beck. That means a lot coming from a legend like you.”

	He extended his hand to Beck, but when Beck took it, he pulled Chris close and embraced him, patting him on the back. Chris tensed at first, then relaxed and reciprocated the masculine hug.

	“Call me John,” Beck said. “You’ve earned it.”

	Rebecca laughed. “Do I get a hug, John?”

	Beck pulled away from Chris and patted him on the arm. He pointed a finger at Rebecca. “You can call me Mr. Beck.”

	Rebecca blinked back tears and moved closer with her arms open. This embrace tightened Beck’s chest. In a very short time, he and Rebecca had become close. Violent adversity could do that to a relationship. It was something Beck noticed in every one of his connections post D-Day. They were more intense and deeper than any he had experienced before the world changed, save the one he had with Millie.

	Beck closed his eyes, and a thousand possibilities raced through his mind about what he should say and how he should let go. He did not want Rebecca to leave on her own, or with Lucy, or with Lucy and Chris, but he understood her pull west.

	“Be good, do good,” he whispered. “If you’re not doing what you’re not supposed to be doing, things that shouldn’t happen won’t happen.”

	Rebecca stepped back. She smirked. “That sounds like some dime-store shrink nonsense if I ever heard it.”

	Beck returned the smirk. “What do you know about dime stores? You’re too young for that.”

	“And you’re too damaged to be doling out advice.”

	The group broke out into laughter.

	Millie wagged her finger at Rebecca. “You’re right, Dad. She is like me. Too smart for her own good, beautiful, and hilarious. She’s like the trifecta of all things awesome.”

	“Where did you learn the word trifecta?” Beck asked.

	“We are at Churchill Downs, Dad.”

	They laughed again. It was a good moment before what would be difficult days ahead for all of them. Once the levity faded, it was time to say goodbye to Lucy. She was the newest of Beck’s tribe, an unwilling attachment who had proven her worth as a fighter and, ultimately, a trustworthy friend.

	“You take care of each other,” Beck said. “I’m counting on seeing all of you again. Understood?”

	“Chris knows the way north if you ever need us,” Millie interjected. “He can draw you a map so you’ll have it. We’ll be there.”

	Beck held up a finger. “One last thing, okay? Gimme a second.”

	He crouched and unzipped his pack. He pulled from it a book. It was his dictionary, the one he’d used every day to learn a new word. Four months earlier, Gabe had bequeathed the book to Beck as a parting gift. It had also been a challenge to his longtime friend.

	While Gabe was a man of relative culture, a lover of art, books, film, and television, Beck had long eschewed cultural phenomena save the occasional action flicks and rom-coms he’d attended with his daughter pre-D-Day. If he’d thought about it for any length of time, Beck would have been unable to recall anything about what he saw on the screen. The escape was about time with his daughter and deliciously fattening butter-flavored popcorn.

	He wiped off the dictionary’s cover, though it was hardly dusty, and lifted it toward Rebecca. She took the book with a confused expression.

	“Do me a favor and give this back to Gabe for me. Tell him I’m grateful, but that I am sure his vocabulary has diminished, and he needs it more than I do.”

	Rebecca smiled. She understood and took the book to shove it into her own pack. She nodded and pressed her lips together.

	“I know a book takes up a lot of space, and it weighs you down,” Beck said, “but I promise, if you read it in the morning as the sun is coming up, and you spend your day with a new word, it’s a feeling lighter than air.”

	He tried smiling at her, and Rebecca waved him off. “Don’t try that. It comes off as creepy, and I don’t want to remember you as creepy. You’re a much better man when you frown.”

	Beck chuckled, but did everything he could to suppress a smile. Creepy was not his vibe. No need to reinforce it.

	Rebecca, Lucy, and Chris shouldered their gear and began their march away from Churchill Downs. Beck stood from his crouch and draped one arm around Regina and the other over Millie’s shoulders.

	“Think they’ll make it?” Regina asked.

	“They’ll make it,” Beck said.

	Millie jutted her chin toward the trio. “How can you be sure?”

	“I have faith. In this world, that’s the best weapon we’ve got.”

	




Chapter 7

	D-DAY +3

	TUSCALOOSA, ALABAMA

	 

	John Beck was still missing. Millie replayed their final conversation over and again in her head and played through the moments since. She kept expecting to see him walk up the street or knock on the door. With every passing moment, and surely with every additional day, Millie was more concerned about her dad. Sure, it was impossible for him to call her or send an email to let her know he was okay. Though she believed her father was a superhero, if she was honest with herself, she would admit the odds were against him.

	Beck was in the middle of the Gulf with virtually no way to get home. If he had lost power too, it would only be a matter of time before the people on the deep-water platform ran out of supplies. Sure, they had lifeboats. Beck had assured her of that when she had asked him a thousand questions about his job offshore. Would they work with no power? Could they launch them and pilot them back to shore? Once he got to shore, how would he get to Tuscaloosa?

	Beck was never far from her mind. Flawed as he was, John Beck was the sun, the moon, and the stars. Millie wondered if her dad knew she felt that way about him. Had she told him how much she admired him for overcoming his challenges?

	Every superhero had demons. All of them. That was what made them so fascinating and all the more heroic. Someone with no past was uninteresting.

	Millie wished her mother felt the way about Beck that she did. She prayed at night that somehow, someway, Debbie would come around and give Beck credit for the progress he’d made and how hard he fought against the ever-present demons that plagued his psyche.

	Now it appeared that would never happen. They might not ever see him again. It was Millie and her mom. That was the truth of it. She had to accept it. As long as the power was out, and who knew how long that could be, this was her life. It was a heavy burden for a middle schooler, and in bed at night, she nearly crumbled under the weight of it.

	Millie stood on the front stoop of the two-thousand-square-foot bungalow. She leaned against the façade and inhaled the damp air to whisper a prayer, or more than that, some sort of telekinetic message she hoped her father might somehow hear.

	“Please come home. I believe in you. Mom believes in you. We love you and need you more than ever, Dad. Find your way back to us. Whatever it takes. I know you can do it.”

	She closed her eyes when she whispered the missive, and she willed it into the ether, visualizing it traveling on the jet stream toward her dad, wherever he might be. Millie watched it arrive on board the Charybdis and find its way to Beck. Once she was sure he had received the message, she opened her eyes.

	Debbie was in the driveway, hands on hips, surveying their neighborhood. They were on the end of Seventh Street closest to the Tuskaloosa Racquet Club and Thirty-Sixth Avenue. The other end of the street, as it got closer to MLK Boulevard, was more commercial. The old homes there were now businesses.

	The skies were clear again after the rains, which had finally come and kept them inside for more than twenty-four hours. Millie’s dream about storms and flooding had come partially true. The torrential rains that pounded the college town had turned their street into a river for a short time. The air was cooler with the storm having passed. It felt good to be outside.

	“What are you thinking?” she called to her mother. “You serious about exploring?”

	Debbie walked up the short driveway to the stoop. She was deep in thought, looking at Millie as she approached but not seeing her. Millie was familiar with her mother’s penchant for drifting into thought.

	“Mom,” she said, “what’re you thinking?”

	Debbie blinked. “I think we should check things out and see what’s what. I didn’t even think about it until just now, but two blocks from here is the Phoenix House Food Distribution Warehouse. We might be able to get some rations there and stock up on supplies.”

	“The drug rehab place? You think that’s a good idea?”

	“It’s worth a look,” Debbie said. “Then we can stop by the Baptist church next door. They might have some supplies. You never know. Then we head over to the law office. There’s a kitchen there and vending machines.”

	“I don’t know, Mom. I think we’re better staying at the house.”

	Debbie stepped on the stoop and put her hands on Millie’s shoulders. “We’ll be okay. Better to take a look now than later. It’s early in the morning. I bet most people are asleep anyhow. Let’s knock on Yìchén’s door. He can go with us. It’ll be good for him to get out too, and we haven’t seen him since dinner two nights ago.”

	“Okay,” Millie said, “if you think it’s safe, I’ll go.”

	Debbie laughed. “I didn’t say it was safe. To be honest, I’m not sure what’s safe and what’s not. I probably shouldn’t say that. I should be strong and reassure you everything is going to be fine. But I can’t lie to you, Millie. That’s one thing I can’t do.”

	Millie searched her mother’s features. The lines around Debbie’s eyes were deeper. The creases looked permanent somehow. Her hair was grayer than Millie remembered it, and the newer hair was wiry, giving her mother a bleary but crazed appearance.

	“I’m not asking you to lie, Mom. I want you to tell the truth. Don’t sugarcoat it. That won’t do any of us any good as long as the power is out.”

	Debbie tried a smile, but it came across as sad. She reached out and ran the back of her hand along the side of Millie’s cheek.

	“You’re wise beyond your years. I’ve always said that.”

	“Yeah, Dad always said that I sucked all the smart out of you when I was born. That’s why I’m like an old soul.”

	Debbie feigned a frown. The wrinkles darkened across her brow and around her mouth. “Your father would say that. I’d be angry about it, but John Beck never had any smarts to steal.”

	They both laughed. It was a real laugh, and it felt good for that brief moment. Millie hugged her mother.

	“You go get Yìchén, and I’ll load up a pack.”

	Millie did as she was told, and when she returned with Yìchén, her mother already had a pack on her back. She handed Yìchén an empty bag and did the same for Millie.

	“What are these for?” Yìchén asked.

	“Whatever we find,” said Debbie. “We’ll need some way to carry whatever we come across.”

	“Are we stealing?” Yìchén asked.

	“I wouldn’t call it that,” Debbie said. “C’mon, let’s see what’s out there.”

	Debbie carried a kitchen knife with her. She held it with a tight grip in her right hand. It was as much a deterrent as it was weapon. Millie did the same with her pink-handled Buck knife. Yìchén carried his flashlight on a lanyard around his neck.

	Intermittent pops of gunfire echoed in the distance. A few blocks east, at the intersection with MLK, people walked in groups along the main thoroughfare. They wove between and around abandoned cars.

	The group walked a block toward MLK and turned south, cutting through side yards until they reached the food distribution warehouse. It was a two-story, flat-roofed metal building. Its rear parking lot was on Thirty-Fifth Avenue across from a brick apartment building. Two young men leaned on the apartment’s second-floor balcony railing, smoking cigarettes. They wore T-shirts, shorts, and slides, and took long drags before exhaling thick puffs of smoke.

	“We should go around,” Yìchén said. “I do not like that they are watching us.”

	Debbie agreed, and they hurried past the two men without acknowledging them. The men watched them pass with obvious curiosity. Millie sensed their interest in her peripheral vision.

	“Keep going,” Debbie said as they hopped the curb and squeezed between the warehouse and the church.

	Several cars and a pair of church vans dotted the parking lot. The lot in front of the food warehouse was empty except for a trailer the nonprofit used for deliveries. It was chained to a post. Debbie led them to the front entrance and tried the door. It was locked.

	“What about the other side?” Yìchén asked. “I think we passed a door on Eighth Street that might work.”

	“Might as well check,” Debbie said.

	They moved around the side of the building and found a fenced yard that separated the warehouse from a one-story house next door. The fence was damaged and easy to cross, which they did as they made their way back toward the street.

	Sure enough, there was a single door at the corner of the building facing Eighth. An old leather recliner blocked the entrance. Yìchén picked up the chair and heaved it away from the door with a grunt. Debbie tried the knob. It turned. The door, however, would not open.

	Yìchén edged next to Debbie while Millie hung back, checking their surroundings. He bent over and ran a hand along the space between the door’s edge and the jamb.

	“I think it is just stuck,” he said. “Try again. There is no dead bolt or anything obvious that would keep it shut.”

	Debbie tried the knob and pulled with her free hand. Then she handed her knife to Millie and tugged with both hands. The door budged, creaking against the frame. Debbie pulled again but let go and rubbed her hands on her pants. She exhaled.

	“I feel like we’re burglars,” Millie said. “Should we be doing this?”

	“We’re not burglars,” Debbie said. “We’re trying to survive like everyone else.”

	“Mom,” Millie said, “seriously? It’s been two days since the power went out. We’re hardly trying to survive.”

	“It has been three days,” said Yìchén, “and your mom is right to do this. Soon enough everyone is going to start looking for supplies. What is the saying about the early bird?”

	Debbie smirked. “Thanks, Yìchén. Millie, I don’t need you being my conscience, okay?”

	“Sorry, Mom,” Millie said.

	It did not sit right with her. No matter how much she was frightened of the days and weeks to come, and no matter how convinced she was that the power might never come back, stealing food from a warehouse was not her idea of good karma. In her gut, Millie worried they would pay for this.

	Debbie braced herself and tried again. This time, the door gave and swung open. Debbie nearly lost her footing, but Yìchén caught her and helped her maintain her balance.

	“All right, let’s go,” said Debbie. “Yìchén, you first. You have the light.”

	Yìchén stepped into the dark cave of the warehouse and unlooped the lanyard from around his neck. He turned on the flashlight, and a wide spray of light illuminated the space. Millie went next. Debbie was last, and she closed the door behind them, but kept it cracked so they would not get trapped inside.

	The space seemed endless in the dark. Yìchén swept the beam across it and stepped forward tentatively, leading them deeper into the warehouse.

	“I think this is where they store the food,” he said.

	The beam settled on a large rack that stretched from the floor to the ceiling. The rack housed a half dozen shelves, which in turn supported large cans or bags that looked more like sacks.

	“Is that all food?” Debbie asked, excitement pricking her voice.

	Yìchén moved toward the shelves. The cans contained beans or peas; the sacks were rice. They appeared heavy and too large to move.

	“I do not think we can carry this stuff,” Yìchén said. “None of it is going to fit in these bags you gave us. What should we do?”

	“Take what we can,” Debbie said. “I mean, we hit the jackpot on the first spin. This is nuts. I can’t believe nobody has thought to come here already.”

	“This food is meant for people who need it, Mom,” Millie said. “I don’t think—”

	“Millie,” Debbie said, her tone sharp, “you need to understand something. What’s right and wrong is changing. What matters now is survival, and I’m telling you, because I will not lie to you, we have to do whatever we can to survive. You read about Darwin in school, right? You’re always telling me about what you’re learning. You learned about Darwin?”

	“Of course. In biology class.”

	“And what did he say about evolution?”

	“Evolution?”

	“Evolution. I don’t know much about Darwin or biology or whatever, but everybody knows what he said about evolution.”

	“Survival of the fittest?”

	“Exactly. Only the strongest creatures will evolve so they’ll survive. They adapt to their conditions, or they die. I am telling you right now, we have to adapt. The rules are changing by the minute.”

	It was all too fast. How could a three-day power outage cause the world to turn on its side? Millie looked toward the flashlight and Yìchén, hoping he might have a different opinion.

	“She is right,” Yìchén said. “In one of my history classes, we learned about a man named Alfred Henry Lewis. He was a nineteenth-century journalist who wrote there are only nine meals between mankind and anarchy. Nine meals is three days, Millie.”

	Debbie stepped next to Yìchén. “I appreciate the backup, but what are you doing studying anarchy? What kind of crap are they teaching at Bama?”

	“It was a history class that dealt with the fall of society. We talked about different dynasties, empires, royalty. Really fascinating class. The idea was that it does not take much for civilization to crumble. It can be a little thing that sets off a chain of events, or it can be one big thing. Either way, civilization is so much more fragile than we think it is.”

	“Nine meals?” Millie’s head spun. If the theory was true, then they were already in the middle of a catastrophe, and there was no turning back. Even as she’d had trouble sleeping and resigned herself to a future different from what she’d planned, a spark of hope had remained. It was distant and barely visible in her mind’s eye, but it was there. Now, in the darkness of a food distribution warehouse, her mother and her tutor had extinguished that spark. Perhaps it would be better if her mother did lie to her. The truth was too much to fully comprehend.

	“Nine meals,” Yìchén said. “It sounds crazy, I know, but it makes sense.”

	“Does it?” Millie asked. “I remember when I was little and Hurricane Zeta hit the state. We lost power, and nobody went crazy.”

	“There is a big difference between a hurricane and what is happening now,” Yìchén said. “With a hurricane, there is predictability. You see it coming, you know it is going to do damage, it blows through, and then we clean up. Even if we lose power and water, we know it is only a matter of time before both are restored. It could be days or weeks, but we know things will return to normal.”

	“That’s not all,” Debbie said. “If we lose power, we still have a working car, and we can drive somewhere that has electricity and water.”

	Yìchén nodded. “Right. That is true. But in this case, we had no idea it was coming, and we could not plan for it. We still do not really know what exactly happened and have no idea how long it will be until things return to normal, if they ever do. That uncertainty plays havoc on people’s psyches. It causes that desperation I mentioned two days ago, and desperate people do desperate things.”

	“So we’re desperate?” Millie asked.

	“If it’ll get you off your high horse, then yes,” said Debbie. “Yes, we are desperate to make sure we don’t get even more desperate. The longer we stand here talking about it, the closer we are to anarchy. Right, Yìchén?”

	“I do not like the idea of taking things that do not belong to us, but I would rationalize it this way; this is food for people in need. We are people in need. We are not looting a store, we are taking from a place whose purpose is to help others.”

	“Okay,” Millie said. “I’ll shut up then. How are we going to carry this food, though?”

	Debbie stepped to the rack closest to them and held out her knife. It glinted in Yìchén’s flashlight beam. “Millie, hold your bag over here.”

	Millie did as her mother told her and positioned her bag next to a shelf that held the sacks of rice. She opened it and held it tight by the handles as Debbie sliced a gash in the bag. Rice poured from the sack and into Millie’s bag. When it was halfway full and bordering on too heavy, Millie pulled it away. Rice poured onto the floor until Yìchén stepped in with his bag. He too filled his bag until the flow of rice trickled and stopped.

	“I can put a couple of these big cans in my backpack,” Debbie said. “Think either of you could add a can to your rice bags?”

	“It’s already too heavy,” Millie said. “I don’t think so.”

	“Well, I don’t want to leave all of this here. Truth be told, I didn’t expect to hit the jackpot like this.”

	Yìchén looped his bag’s fabric handles over his shoulder like a large purse. “I have an idea. I have a collapsible cart we could use. I connect it to my bike and pull it when I go grocery shopping. We could go get that, and then we could load it up.”

	“Great idea,” Debbie said. “Let’s do that. Millie and I have bikes, too. It would be easier for all of us, right?”

	They agreed and started the short trek back to their house. When they passed the apartment building, the balcony was empty, the two smokers having retreated elsewhere. Millie struggled with the heavy bag and kept stopping to change shoulders. Debbie offered to trade her pack and the cans for the rice bag. Millie declined, and they eventually made it back to their house, where they left the two rice bags and cans of beans.

	“I will get my bike and be right back,” Yìchén said.

	He let himself out, and Debbie opened the refrigerator. She pulled out two bottles of water and handed one to Millie.

	“Drink,” she said. “Half now. Half later. You have to stay hydrated.”

	Millie uncapped the bottle. “What do we do when we run out of water?”

	“Good question. I don’t really know. Should we fill up the bathtubs like we do for hurricanes?”

	“I can do that,” Millie said. She took a swig from the bottle and set it on the counter. When she started to walk toward the hall, her mother called after her. Millie stopped and faced Debbie. They stood on opposite sides of the counter.

	“I want you to know I love you,” Debbie said.

	“I know that.”

	“I love your father, too.”

	Millie’s heart skipped, and she leaned on the counter. “You do?”

	“Of course I do. I’ll always love him. That doesn’t mean I can be married to him, but I wanted to apologize for acting like I don’t care what happens to him.”

	“Why are you telling me this?”

	“I was thinking about the water and survival, and that made me think about your dad out there in the Gulf. I’m worried about him like you are, but I can’t spend my time thinking about him and where he might be. I need to think about us. You and me.”

	“But what if he’s not okay? What if—”

	“We can’t think like that. I’m sure he’s okay. Your dad always finds a way to make the best of things.”

	Millie studied her mother. “I thought you would always tell me the truth.”

	“I am telling you the truth. He does always find a way. He’s John Beck.” Debbie waved her hands and wiggled her fingers for effect.

	“You said you’re sure he’s okay, but you can’t be sure, Mom. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have popped into your head when you thought about water and survival. Be honest with me. You’re worried about him?”

	Debbie curled her lips between her teeth. She looked away from Millie, and her eyes fluttered. When she looked back at her daughter, her eyes glossed with tears.

	“Mom?”

	Debbie brought her hands to her face. Her shoulders shuddered, and she turned away. Millie moved around the counter and pulled her mother’s hands away from her face. She wrapped her arms around Debbie’s waist and buried her face in her chest.

	They cried together. Millie held tight to Debbie until the moment passed and her mother pulled away. She wiped her eyes and her nose, then pulled a paper towel from the holder, tore it down the middle, and put half of it on the counter.

	“We need to conserve.”

	They laughed. Millie took the other half and wiped away her tears.

	“You miss him, don’t you, Mom?”

	Debbie nodded. “Of course I do. He’s your father.”

	“Mom, that’s not what I meant.”

	“I know what you meant.”

	“Then be honest.”

	“It’s complicated, Millie. There’s too much history between us for it to be simple. I’ve told you a thousand times, I will always love your father, and I know he will always love me. We have that connection. But when we got a divorce, I told him it was over for good.”

	“But you just said he’s trying to be better.”

	Debbie shook her head. Her face flushed. She gesticulated wildly as if trying to make sense of the chaos descending around them. “It’s just so much. All of this. I can’t cope with all of it. The power, the unknown, the fact that we’re already minutes away from anarchy. Nothing is what I thought it was going to be, and I can’t even begin to think about my feelings for your father right now. I—”

	“Your feelings for Dad? You have feelings for Dad?”

	Debbie rolled her eyes. “Of course I do. I just told you I did. I’ll never stop caring for him, but when I think about him out there and wondering where he is and how he’s doing, it makes all of this too real.”

	“So what then?” Millie asked. “What if he does come back? What happens if he knocks on the front door?”

	“You know your father. He won’t knock. He’ll just stroll right in here.”

	“Mom.”

	“I don’t know. It’s so complicated, and we have such a past. Like I said, I still love him, but he can be such an ass, and he has…”

	“Demons?”

	Before Debbie could respond, the front door burst open, and Yìchén bounded into the house. He was out of breath when he reached the kitchen. The expression on his face was taut with worry.

	“What is it?” Debbie asked. “What’s wrong?”

	“Have you not heard what is going on outside?” he asked. “I cannot believe you have not heard it.”

	“Heard what?”

	“The anarchy. It has begun.”

	




Chapter 8

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 4 DAYS

	LOUISVILLE, KENTUCKY

	 

	Beck scanned his surroundings in the predawn light. The horizon was a beautiful ombre of purples and blues. The chill at this coldest part of a new day made Beck feel surprisingly energized. Given his perpetual lack of sleep, Beck was one who found himself having to wind up during the course of a day. This morning was different. He was ready to go.

	It might have been the life-affirming chill, or it might have been the excitement and anticipation of the journey ahead. Today was the day they left for northern climes.

	Beck was unsure he wanted to leave his homeland. Despite its inability to rebound from the EMP attack four years earlier, he still held out hope for the former United States. Yet the environment was increasingly unstable. Gangsters and thugs were becoming despots and tyrants. The expansion of totalitarianism was filling the anarchical vacuum, and Millie was likely right to suggest they were safer and poised for a far better future in Canada.

	He trusted his daughter. She was just like him, after all, in all the best ways. Somehow, she had avoided his shortcomings, his penchant for negative introspection and borderline depression. She was a leader in ways he could never be. He inspired others with his violence. Millie was an inspiration with her generosity of spirit and boundless optimism.

	What surrounded him now was testament to Millie’s power. Dozens stood in apprehensive clusters, like middle schoolers at their first dance, awaiting her orders. They had entrusted their futures to her. It was impressive, and Beck was willing to do the same, hitch his wagon inextricably to his daughter’s. As he surveyed the followers, he found their leader. Millie was at the solar truck, discussing last minute details with the engineer and driver who had conceived of the solar-powered vehicle. Her name was Edith Clarke, and she had been an engineering student before D-Day. Beck had only met her twice. She was as whip smart as Millie had described.

	“You ready for this, sir?”

	Beck looked next to him at a young man named Justin. Beck did not know Justin’s last name, but he was one of the first four people Beck met when he had arrived at Churchill Downs. One was Chris, a day into his journey west toward New Mexico. The other two people to whom Millie had introduced him were dead now.

	Her boyfriend, Keith, had been a turncoat spy who had manipulated Beck’s daughter, and Beck imagined him standing on his head in a room full of manure while the devil torched the bottoms of his bare feet. That was the hell he wished upon Keith.

	Tony had died from an arrow in his back when he’d joined Beck, Millie, and Chris in their effort to free Beck’s friends from bondage and certain death at the hands of a craven despot named Leo.

	“Don’t call me sir,” Beck said to Justin. “Beck is fine.”

	“Okay, no problem. Are you ready for this, Beck?”

	Beck scanned the hesitant gathering of refugees. “Are any of us ready? I mean, none of them look ready. They looked scared to death.”

	“I’m not going to lie, sir…I mean, Mr. Beck…it’s not easy. We’ve got some big obstacles to overcome on our way north, but I promise you once we get there, you will see why it’s worth it.”

	“Dump the mister.”

	Justin looked at him with a cocked head, puzzled. “Excuse me?”

	“You called me Mr. Beck. Like I said, Beck is good. I haven’t done anything to earn a title of any kind.”

	Justin blushed. “That’s not what I’ve heard, and I’ve read the books. Edith, the one driving the truck, she first found out about them and started collecting them like old-time comic books. Then she passed them around to her recon team and then everybody else. I mean, to say you haven’t done anything is way too modest. You’re a legend.”

	“I hardly feel like a legend, kid. I’m like everybody else, trying to survive. Could be I’m just a little quicker to violence than others. That’s always been my problem.”

	Beck surprised himself at his own candor. He hardly knew Justin, and here he was laying out his case for self-deprecator of the year. Truth was, Beck understood his place in the annals of recent history, and he had done more good than bad. At least, that was his take on his good days. On the bad days, he allowed his self-doubt and his failings to dominate his psyche. Beck decided it was best to alter the course of the conversation.

	“How many times have you made the trip?”

	“To Canada?”

	“Yeah. Millie told me a bunch of you have been at least three times in the last however long. You were part of that, right?”

	“I’ve made every trip. I guess it’s been three. This would make it four, but can I be honest with you, sir?”

	Beck lifted an eyebrow.

	“Sorry, Beck, can I be honest with you?”

	“Sure. I’ll always take honesty over the alternative.”

	“That’s funny,” Justin said, “you just reminded me of something one of my foster-fathers used to say to me before the world blew up.”

	“What’s that?”

	“Whenever somebody would complain about getting old, you know, with the aches and pains or whatever, he would always tell them getting old was better than the alternative.”

	“The alternative being death?”

	“Exactly.”

	Beck smirked. “That’s funny. Your foster dad is funny.”

	“He wasn’t that funny,” Justin said. Then his eyes widened with regret for what he’d said. “I didn’t mean it like that. It sounded harsh. I mean, he had other issues.”

	“No apology needed. What happened to him? You keep up with him after D-Day?”

	Justin’s brow furrowed. “D-Day?”

	“That’s what I call the day the power went out. It’s short for Detonation Day.”

	“That makes sense. I have no idea what happened to him or anyone else who pretended to raise me.”

	Beck shifted the conversation. He was otherwise unsure how to respond. “You asked me if you could be honest with me about something. What did you want to say?”

	Justin nodded. “I was going to say that I don’t really think about how many trips north I’ve made, you know? Until you asked me just now and put a number on it, I hadn’t thought about it in a long time. It’s the right thing to do, help people get safe, and as things get worse and worse here, the more we can help, the better.”

	Beck watched his daughter point to a map in her hand, tracing a path with her finger as she spoke with Edith in the truck. He squinted into the sun and searched the horizon. The refugees clustered around him appeared anxious but ready to go. He could sense it as they checked and rechecked their packs, adjusted their clothes, took repeated sips of water.

	“How did you meet my daughter?” Beck asked.

	Justin blushed again. He shrugged. “Long story, I guess. But it was only a handful of days after D-Day. I was with a couple of other women, and we were trekking south. We were in Memphis. That’s where we met Millie. She was by herself. Even though she was younger than the rest of us, we could see this badass spark in her eyes, you know?”

	“I know.”

	“You have that same spark. It’s like you know something about the world that nobody else knows.”

	Beck wasn’t sure how to take that. Justin continued with his story.

	“Back then, in the early days, we didn’t know who you were, but we were fine with it. She joined up with us, and we stuck together.”

	Beck recalled the three letters Millie had left him at her mother’s home in Tuscaloosa. He had read them so many times, he could recite them word for word. The second letter mentioned three friends she had met on the road.

	I went to your place. It took a long time. But I found some friends along the way. A couple of older girls and a guy who were headed in the same direction. They’re super nice, and we made a pact to help each other. They’re college students at UA. At least they were. All of them are from Mobile. So when we came across each other on the highway, it made sense to stick together.

	He nodded and started to ask him more about his time with Millie when Millie approached them and motioned toward the truck.

	“Edith is ready. I’m ready. I think we’re good to go. You two been having a serious conversation? You look like you’ve been having a serious conversation.”

	“A good conversation,” Beck said. “I think Justin might just be of use to you yet.”

	Justin laughed.

	Millie rolled her eyes and clapped her hands together. “Okay. It’s time to address the troops, and then we hit the road.”

	The truck pulled from its parking space along a curb at the edge of the lot and began driving toward the complex’s exit. It hummed quietly as it motored away from them.

	“Edith’s already leaving?” Beck asked.

	“Yes,” Millie said. “Remember, she’s reconnaissance, so she’s always ahead of us. She’s got her team with her. They’re good to go. If there are problems up ahead, she circles back and lets us know.”

	“What if there aren’t problems?”

	“There are always problems.”

	Millie winked and walked away. She motioned for the disparate groups to gather together and move closer to her so they could hear what she had to say. Fifty people hanging on his daughter’s every word. He was as proud as he was dumfounded. To Beck, Millie was still a kid and not an eighteen-year-old woman wise beyond her years.

	It was unbelievable to him that Millie was a leader as such a young woman. Regina had reminded him that Joan of Arc was only seventeen when she led French troops in the Hundred Years’ War. Malala Yousafzai was sixteen when she spoke before the United Nations, and seventeen when she won a Nobel Peace Prize. Mary, she’d told him, was even younger than that when she gave birth to Jesus.

	“None of those examples give me any comfort,” he’d told Regina, who had rolled her eyes at him. She had given him food for thought, though. It wasn’t as if teenage girls, or young women as they were, had never been revolutionaries.

	Regina stood next to him now. She looped her arm around his and pulled him close as Millie counted heads and made sure everyone paid her attention. When Millie was sure she had a rapt audience, she cleared her throat and began her speech. Beck wondered how many times she had delivered the same words ahead of the arduous journey north.

	“I am Millie. Some of you may know me as the Sheriff. I know you as good people wanting a better future for your families. My team and I will do everything we can to make that happen.”

	A trio of blackbirds launched from the roof of the grandstands and flapped their wings as they arced skyward. They glided as they caught a current and swooped in a wide circle around the group.

	“This will be difficult,” Millie said, “and I cannot promise you that all of us will make it the full distance, but if you do as we ask along the way, it will greatly increase the odds every single one of us reaches our destination. That is my goal. It’s why I have made this journey so many times. I want to help others flourish in a safe, welcoming place where there’s an abundance of food, water, and shelter.

	“It may sound like a utopia. That’s a word I learned that means a perfect place. No place like that exists, at least none that I know about, but where we are headed comes pretty close.”

	“Where exactly are we going?” a man asked. He had a young boy perched on his shoulders. The child’s hair whipped in a cool breeze that swirled around them.

	“I can’t tell you that,” Millie said. “It’s for safety reasons.”

	“Safety reasons?” another man asked. He was older, more frail. “What does that mean?”

	“It means we only want people at our destination to know what the destination is; otherwise, it becomes a target. So if we don’t tell you where we’re headed exactly, then someone can’t force you to tell them where our destination is.”

	That appeared to satisfy the group. Nobody followed with a question or a concern.

	“I can tell you that we’ll face some obstacles along the way. As we get close to those obstacles, I’ll let everyone know what to expect. We have done this before, and we can anticipate problems before they happen. That doesn’t mean we won’t have surprises. I’m just saying that we’re prepared for most anything.”

	“Most anything?” said the man with the kid on his shoulders.

	Millie smiled. She had her mother’s smile. “Tell me one person who says they know everything in this world, and I’ll show you a liar.”

	Beck chuckled to himself. Regina squeezed his arm to keep him quiet.

	“The journey is more than one thousand miles,” Millie went on. “At a good pace, we can make it in a little more than a month. Some of it is uphill. This is not easy. If any of you think it’s too much and you cannot make the trip with us, I understand. We’ll give you a month’s worth of rations and leave you here, no hard feelings. Does anybody want to back out now? Once we’re on the road, it’s not a good idea to give up. We will leave you behind.”

	Those among the fifty in the uneven circle around Millie looked at each other. Some mumbled to their loved ones. Others shook their heads in silence. Millie gave them nearly a minute, which felt much longer than that, before she clapped her hands again.

	“Okay then, given that everybody’s on board, I will tell you our first obstacle is in Cincinnati. As we get close, we’ll detail the problems there and how we avoid them as much as possible. Any other questions?”

	Beck eyed the man with the kid on his shoulders. He was sure the guy would ask something, but he did not. Nobody did. Beck sensed a restlessness among the assembled. People were ready to go. Millie must have sensed it, too.

	“Good,” she said. “Let’s go.”

	




Chapter 9

	D-DAY +3

	TUSCALOOSA, ALABAMA

	 

	Smoke filled the sky. It was hazy on Millie and Debbie’s street, but blocks away, thick black columns plumed skyward. Millie tasted it in the air the moment she stepped outside.

	“What is that?” she asked.

	Yìchén shook his head. “I do not know, but it is bad. Closer to MLK you can see the flames. I heard people screaming.”

	“Let’s go look,” said Debbie.

	“Mom,” Millie said, “is that a good idea?”

	“We need to know what we’re dealing with. If things are getting bad, it’s good to know just how bad they’re getting, right? You can stay with Yìchén.”

	“I’m not staying here if you’re going,” Millie said.

	Debbie started for the street. “Then follow me and stay close. Ride next to me.”

	Millie sometimes wondered about Debbie’s maternal instincts. She was protective of Millie, but under the guise of letting Millie make her own mistakes, she sometimes treated her more like an adult than a child. It was something Millie never saw in other mothers, and when she’d questioned Debbie about it, she’d called them “helicopter moms” who couldn’t let their children be their own person.

	Millie’s gut told them they should stay inside their home. They had already taken a risk by going to the food warehouse once. Now they were going toward smoke and flames?

	The three of them hopped on their bikes and pedaled east. The closer they got to MLK, the more the smoke choked out the sky. Millie coughed, and the trio used their shirts to shield their faces. Millie’s eyes burned as they made their way toward the intersection. Waves of smoke drifted on an intermittent breeze.

	At the intersection with Thirty-Third Avenue, a block before MLK, crowds gathered and pointed north toward the plumes of smoke pouring into the sky. Millie craned her neck and saw the licks of flames Yìchén mentioned he had seen.

	Debbie approached two young men in crimson hoodies. “What’s burning over there?”

	“It’s the Quick Stop. Somebody was trying to steal gas, and the pump caught fire.”

	“Steal gas?” Debbie asked. “For what?”

	“Who knows?” the taller one said. “Everything’s crazy. Started closer to campus, and it’s moving this way. Over on University, a bunch of hotels got looted. Same with Taco Mama. People broke into the kitchen.”

	“Taco Mama?” Debbie looked incredulous. “Who breaks into Taco Mama?”

	“Rumors are the power’s never coming back,” said the shorter one. “People are saying it’s out everywhere. Like New York, LA, Boston. Nobody’s got electricity anywhere. Whoever did this shut us down.”

	“For real,” said the taller one. “Like, we heard the president is in a bunker, and tech billionaires are in hiding. It’s crazy.”

	“Stay safe.” Debbie backed away from the young men and gestured for Millie and Yìchén to follow her back toward their houses. “Let’s go back.”

	“What was that?” Millie asked. “The president is in a bunker? Underground somewhere?”

	Yìchén tried to ease her concerns. “There is no way those two guys have any information about what is going on outside Tuscaloosa. Unless they have shortwave radios that somehow survived the EMP in a Faraday cage, or an old tube radio they got from their Grandpa, they are only repeating wild rumors. Do not worry, Millie.”

	Millie laughed and coughed before she covered her face again. “That doesn’t make any sense, Yìchén. You told us we could be out of power for a really long time. Those two guys said the same thing, but you’re telling us not to worry.”

	“I did not say not to worry about the power being out a long time,” Yìchén said in a defensive tone Millie had never heard before. “I am telling you not to worry about the government collapsing or every big city being in the dark.”

	“He’s right,” Debbie said. “We can’t worry about anything but what’s happening right here, right now.”

	“But it does matter,” Millie insisted. “If people right here think the world is ending right now, whether it’s true or not, aren’t things going to get worse?”

	Debbie did not have an answer for that and neither did Yìchén. Sometimes, Millie surprised herself with her incisive observations. Regardless, Debbie would not give in to Millie’s concerns.

	“We need to get back to the warehouse and grab what we can,” said Debbie, “and we should do it as fast as possible. Let’s get going.”

	Millie decided it was useless trying to argue her point. The moment had passed, and the worse things got, the more her mother would see things her way. If they somehow, against even Yìchén’s prediction, improved, the argument was moot.

	Yìchén led them west on Eighth. When they reached the warehouse on the far side, where they had entered it before, they found the door cracked open.

	Millie hopped from her bike and straddled it, balancing it as she studied the open entrance. Debbie and Yìchén did the same. All three of them stood in silence for a moment, internally debating the significance of what they’d found.

	Debbie whispered, “Did you leave the door open?”

	Yìchén shook his head. “I did not.”

	“Me neither,” Millie said. “I think we closed it.”

	“What do we do?” Yìchén asked.

	Debbie popped the kickstand on her bike. “I’ll check it out.”

	“Mom,” Millie said, “I—”

	Debbie shot her a glare, and Millie shut her mouth. Yìchén offered to go with her.

	“No,” Debbie said. “Stay with Millie. I don’t want her alone out here.”

	Debbie draped her pack over the seat but removed her kitchen knife. She stalked to the open door and stopped to look back at Yìchén and Millie.

	Millie shook her head. She mouthed the words, “Don’t do it, Mom.”

	Debbie ignored her. She slid through the opening and into the dark. Immediately, voices shouted from inside the building.

	“We have to go in,” Millie said. “If something happens to her…”

	She let the thought hang in the air between them. Yìchén eyed the opening and frowned. He gestured toward the building and then their bikes. “But your mom—”

	“I’m going, Yìchén. Come with me or don’t.”

	Millie hopped from her bike. It did not have a kickstand, and it clattered to the asphalt. She plucked out her pink knife and held it tight in her hand, hoping she wasn’t bringing a knife to a gunfight.

	Yìchén was unarmed but went with her nonetheless, carrying his flashlight. They hurried to the opening. Millie peeked through first, but she saw nothing in the dark. Her eyes took a moment to adjust.

	“Mom?” Her voice echoed in the dark and bounced off the uninsulated metal walls.

	“Millie? Get out!”

	Debbie’s voice was muffled as if a hand covered it. A scream followed her mother’s call. It was a guttural, feral cry that sounded inhuman. A man cursed. Her mother grunted and cried out in pain. Another scream and more grunts. The sounds of a struggle.

	Millie rushed toward the noises, unsure exactly where her mother was in the dark space until Yìchén clicked on his flashlight and swept the beam across the darkness. The spray of light found Debbie. She was on the floor on her back, pinned underneath a larger figure. A second person, a man, was on the floor next to her. He was on his side and clutched his neck.

	Debbie struggled underneath the man on top of her. She cursed, and in between muffled gasps she cried out, telling Millie to go, ordering Yìchén to take her.

	Yìchén gasped. Millie froze in place for a split second before she charged at the man on top of her mother. She raised the knife over her head as she ran; then she dove at the man, driving the blade into his back. The man was unfazed by the stab wound. In fact, Millie realized he did not move at all.

	Then Millie realized Debbie was not telling Millie and Yìchén to leave. She was asking for their help.

	“Get him off,” Debbie said. “Get him off.”

	Yìchén helped Millie slide the man’s heft from atop Debbie, and Debbie rolled away. She gasped for air, wheezing as she tried to catch her breath.

	The flashlight found the man’s face. His eyes were fixed open, his mouth agape. Blood leaked from a disfigured nose. Debbie’s kitchen knife was buried in his chest.

	The other man, on his side, lay in a pool of blood. His gray complexion and wild gaze told Millie he was dying. She had never seen a dying person before, but in seconds she would count three as the number of dead people she’d encountered in the last two days. As she considered this, the man took his last, rattling breath, spasmed, and went still.

	“Mom?” she asked in a weak voice. “Are you okay?”

	Debbie huffed in heavy breaths. “I’m fine. You?”

	Millie was on her knees, clutching her stomach. A wave of nausea swept through her body, and she trembled. Her mouth went dry, and she gagged. Her vision blurred.

	Yìchén crouched beside her and put a hand on her back. “You are okay. You will be fine. It is going to be okay.”

	Nothing about this was fine or okay. Not for an adult and certainly not for a middle schooler in her early days of being a teenager. Her mind swam with confusion and fear. Her chest tightened, and Millie wanted to cry, but she held herself together and took deep breaths to calm her accelerated pulse and manage the drain of adrenaline as it left her.

	With Yìchén’s help, she got to her feet. Her mother was already standing, hovering over the body of the man who’d died on top of her.

	“What happened?” Millie asked. “Who are they?”

	Yìchén shone the light on the dead men’s faces, sweeping it back and forth. “They are from the apartment complex, the ones smoking the cigarettes on the balcony.

	“They must’ve watched us,” Debbie said. “When we left, they came in here. They already took some of the food. There’s less here than when we came before. I guess I surprised them.”

	“They attacked you?” Millie asked.

	“As soon as I got through the door, one of them rushed me. I managed to knife him and hold on to it. Then the other one grabbed me. He was a lot stronger, and he got me in a bear hug. I jerked back and rammed my head into his face. I heard something crack, and he let go. But he grabbed me again and knocked me to the ground. I tripped him, and he fell onto me. I had the knife, and it stuck him.”

	Yìchén aimed the light toward Debbie, and she shielded her eyes. Then she wiped sweat from her face with the back of her sleeve.

	“He groaned, and all of his weight pressed down on me. I thought I was going to suffocate and get crushed. It all happened so fast. One second I was sliding through the door, and the next, the guy was dead on top of me.”

	Millie wanted to hug her mother, but something held her back. It was as though an invisible forcefield kept her away from Debbie, put distance between them. She walked over to the body of the man who’d nearly crushed her mother and withdrew her blade from his back. She wiped it on his shirt and folded the blade into the hilt. Then she braced one hand against the man’s shoulder and yanked the kitchen knife free from his chest. She felt it grind against bone as she pulled. She cleaned that blade too and handed it to her mother.

	Debbie must have sensed the same magnetic barrier because she took the knife but made no effort to embrace her daughter. Something was different between them. Millie understood they both sensed it.

	“I am glad you are okay,” Yìchén said, breaking the tension. “I am glad we are all okay.”

	“Yìchén,” said Debbie, “can you roll the cart in here so we can load it up?”

	“We’re taking the food?” Millie asked. “After all that?”

	“After all that is exactly why we’re taking the food,” Debbie said with an edge in her voice. “Those men would have killed us for it. We’re alive, and we’re going to need every bit of food we can take.”

	Debbie was right. The encounter with death, and the nasty fact they had killed two men in close combat, was no reason to leave the supplies for some other scavengers to find.

	Yìchén exited the warehouse and left Millie and Debbie standing together in the dark with the dead bodies at their feet. Neither of them spoke until Yìchén returned with the cart. He struggled to wheel it through the door but managed without their help.

	“Load up as much as you can,” Debbie said. “This may be the last time we leave our homes for a while.”

	Yìchén did most of the heavy lifting as the three of them traded off holding the flashlight. They emptied the shelves of three large bags of rice and a dozen large cans of beans. They also found four cases of bottled water they were able to squeeze into the cart.

	“Will you be able to pull this on your bike?” Debbie asked. “It’s a lot.”

	“I can do it.”

	Debbie went to the door and held it open for Yìchén as he walked his bike back to the parking lot. Millie’s and Debbie’s bicycles were still there, and the three of them rode together away from the warehouse.

	As they pedaled, Millie glanced over her shoulder at the warehouse door. They’d closed it when they left, making it a tomb for the two dead men inside. Two men dead at her mother’s hands. When she turned, the handlebars jerked, the front wheel wobbled, and she lost her balance. The bike tipped to one side, and Millie spilled onto the asphalt. She caught herself with her palms and skidded to a stop.

	Debbie hit her brakes and circled back. She let her bike fall as she quickly moved to Millie’s side. It was a reaction in stark contrast to what had happened in the dark warehouse.

	“Are you okay?”

	Millie rolled over and checked her palms. Road rash streaked the soft skin, and threads of blood appeared across her hands. She wiped them on her pants and nodded. “I’m fine. Thanks.”

	Debbie reached down to help her up. Millie waved her off and got to her feet. It was then she noticed her mother’s T-shirt was soaked in blood. A large, irregular stain darkened the blue shirt with a macabre reminder of what had happened minutes earlier. She was about to tell Debbie about the stain when Yìchén circled back and stood on one foot, balancing his bike.

	“Looks like you hit a rock,” he said.

	“I wasn’t watching where I was going,” Millie said. “It was stupid.”

	She exchanged another look with her mother, who flashed a sad smile. Debbie helped her pick up her bike, and they were on their way again, all three pedaling at a cautious pace and hyperaware of their surroundings.

	They turned onto Seventh Street, smoke drifting in waves above their neighborhood. The black plumes were more of a grayish brown, which signaled the fire might be dying. The strong odor of gasoline pricked the air.

	Millie noticed other columns of smoke dotting the landscape, some closer than others. She counted a half dozen fires and wondered how the world had descended into chaos so quickly. A slow-burning fuse had reached its fuel and ignited Tuscaloosa like dynamite.

	Millie was still trying to count the fingers of smoke when a voice caught her attention. She snapped her eyes forward and saw a man standing in the middle of the street in front of her driveway. He held a shotgun across his body, its barrel aimed at the sky. It was Mr. Baldwin.

	Nobody had answered his question, so he repeated it.

	“I asked, where did y’all go?”

	Debbie pedaled in front of Millie and Yìchén to put herself between them and the armed neighbor. She stopped her bike and straddled it, her shoes planted on the street.

	“That falls under the heading of none of your business,” Debbie said.

	Baldwin gestured with the shotgun toward Yìchén’s cart. “Whatchu got there? Is that food?”

	“I’ll refer you to my last statement,” Debbie said. “Now excuse us.”

	Baldwin stepped forward, not giving ground. He tightened his grip on the shotgun and kept his gaze squarely on Debbie. “If you got extra food there, you gotta do one of two things. Your choice which one it is.”

	Debbie ignored the command and put a foot on one of the pedals.

	Baldwin took another step closer and shook his head. “That isn’t real neighborly, now is it? Wouldn’t it be better for all of us to get along? I mean, I would hate for something to happen on this street when we can’t have each other’s backs. You know?”

	“Are you threatening me?” Debbie snarled. “Are you threatening my child?”

	Baldwin stole a glance at Millie. He winked at her. It was unnerving.

	Debbie snapped. She jabbed a finger at the space between them. “You don’t look at her. You don’t talk to her. You talk to me. You look at me.”

	Baldwin’s brow furrowed, and his expression changed. “Is that blood on your shirt? I think you’ve got blood on your shirt.”

	Debbie looked down. Millie could not see her face, but she heard another shift in Debbie’s tone. Her mother was less aggressive now.

	“What is it you want? This choice you’re giving us?”

	Baldwin’s eyes flitted between Debbie’s and her shirt. He pulled back his shoulders and widened his stance. A power move? “You either share what you got, or you take me to where you got it.”

	Debbie laughed. “I’m not taking you anywhere. We might be neighbors, but we aren’t friends. Got it?”

	Baldwin smiled broadly. It was an evil grin. “I don’t think you’re hearing me. You’re either giving me some of that food, or you’re taking me to where you got it. Pretty simple.”

	Something was not right with the man. Beck had told Millie she could always learn a lot about someone in the first few seconds of an interaction with them. Those impressions were lasting ones, and her first impression of Baldwin was that he was trouble. Even if she discounted his interaction with Yìchén the day the power went out, this standoff with her mother was more than enough to have a handle on who and what Baldwin was.

	Debbie was hardheaded, though. Just like Millie and just like her father, Debbie was not one who liked being told what to do. That was probably part of the reason her parents could not work as a couple. They were too much alike.

	There was no way Debbie wanted to give this bully what he wanted. That was obvious. She could not, however, lead Baldwin to the warehouse that held two dead bodies. It would not end well for anybody. Debbie did not have a choice here. Not really.

	Yìchén sensed the obvious too. “Just give him some food. He can have some of my share.”

	“I never thought I’d say this,” Baldwin said, “but I agree with that one. He’s smarter than he looks.”

	Debbie kept her gaze locked on Baldwin but spoke to her daughter. “Millie, pull a bag and three cans from Yìchén’s cart. Give him five bottles of water.”

	“Five cans and ten bottles,” Baldwin said.

	“Three cans and five bottles of water,” Debbie repeated. “Leave it on the street and let the man carry it back to his house.”

	“Let me help,” Yìchén said.

	Debbie shook her head. “Let Millie do it. We need to keep an eye on our neighbor here.”

	Millie did as she was told. She struggled with the heavy rice bag but managed to drag it from the cart to the street and tore open the heavy plastic that wrapped a case of water.

	Baldwin told her to hurry up, but Millie ignored him as she withdrew five bottles and set next to them three large bean cans.

	“That’s all you’re getting,” Debbie said.

	Baldwin chuckled. “That’s what you think. Next time, you’re going to take me to where you found it.”

	The three of them wheeled their bikes up the driveway. They stood and waited for Baldwin to make three trips to and from his house. Gunfire cracked in the distance. Fingers of smoke multiplied and drifted together to form a dense, dark gray haze over their part of Tuscaloosa.

	After Baldwin made his last trip and offered them a mock salute, Debbie instructed Yìchén and Millie to help her with the remainder of the haul. Then they pulled the bikes inside the house.

	Debbie kicked the stand and set the bike upright. “No need to make them an easy target for a thief.”

	Millie leaned hers against the wall. “Like Mr. Baldwin?”

	“Like Mr. Baldwin.”

	They carried their remaining haul into the kitchen. Once they’d taken stock and stored the cans, Yìchén leaned on the counter. Worry creased his face.

	“Mrs. Beck,” he said.

	“Please, Yìchén, call me Debbie.”

	“Debbie,” he said, “I do not think giving him the food was a good idea.”

	Debbie wiped her hands on her shirt. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

	“I know I said we should give him the food,” Yìchén said. “Mainly because I know we did not want to take him back to the warehouse, right? The more I think about it though, I am sure that by giving him the food, he will come back for more. He is like a wild animal at the park. You know how they tell you not to feed the squirrels or the birds? It is like that. Instead of finding food on his own, he will come here first. He will demand we share with him.”

	“So what should we have done?” Debbie asked.

	“Told him no.”

	“He could have shot us in the street,” Debbie said. “Then what?”

	“He can still shoot us, and now he has some of our food. It is a no-win situation.”

	“We’ll be ready for him,” Debbie said. “We have a few days until he needs anything from us. That gives us time. That’s the one thing we have, Yìchén. We have endless amounts of time.”

	Millie agreed with both of them. It was right to give Baldwin the food, and it was also wrong. He was a threat in the street, and he would be a threat going forward. They could be ready for him and prevent him from taking any more from them. However, there was one thing with which she disagreed. Her mother said there was plenty of time. Millie did not believe that, and while she could not put a finger on why she felt that way, she was certain the one thing they did not have was much time. In her mind’s eye, she saw a clock ticking, and it was nearing midnight.

	




Chapter 10

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 7 DAYS

	FLORENCE, KENTUCKY

	 

	Cars littered Highway 25, a four-lane road that ran through the heart of Florence, Kentucky. Beck was at the rear of the caravan, walking with his rifle in both hands. His neck ached from the base of his skull to his shoulders, and the healed wound at his side was sore, the muscles strained from three days of long hikes.

	They still had all fifty of their charges with them. Parents drove their children on bicycles or carried them on their shoulders or backs. They were nearing the end of their day’s travel. The sun was dropping fast, and the sky was jeweled in purples and pinks.

	Justin was at the front of the caravan with Millie. Regina was in the back with Beck.

	The journey so far was uneventful. Millie had warned Beck the first few days would be easy by comparison to the rest of the trip. Fatigue was already a factor, and they had not traveled as far this day as they had the previous two. Beck pulled a canteen from his side and offered it to Regina as they maneuvered around a pair of abandoned, rusted pickup trucks stripped of anything that might be of value on the open market.

	Regina waved him off. “I’m good, but you look like you could use it. You’re a little pale.”

	“Just old and tired,” Beck said. “Fat, old, and tired.”

	“You’re not fat or tired,” said Regina.

	Beck laughed and uncapped the canteen. He took a sip. It was warm, but helped satiate his thirst. His four-way sillcock key had come in handy several times. Four years after D-Day, there was still water available if you knew where to look. A lot of little towns still had water pressurized in their systems. The water might taste foul, and it might induce stomach upset, but it was better than dying from thirst.

	To their left was a white strip center with a faded red awning. It housed the shells of four businesses, the first of which was called La Torta Loca. Bird nests spilled from the Os. Beck motioned to the sign with his canteen.

	“Torta Loca. I guess that means Crazy Torta.”

	“Almost,” Regina said. “Torta is Spanish for cake.”

	“So it’s Crazy Cake. I didn’t know you speak Spanish.”

	“Un poquito.”

	“What’s that mean?”

	“A little. Not much. I can understand it better than I can speak it.”

	“What about the one next to Crazy Cake? What’s that say? I won’t even try to pronounce it.”

	“I thought Gabe spoke Spanish?”

	“He does, but not to me. I never understood a lick of it except for maybe hola and adios.”

	“You understood the word crazy,” Regina said.

	“You know me,” Beck said. “Doesn’t it make sense that would be the word I understand?”

	“It does.”

	“So what’s the one next to Crazy Cake?”

	“Mi Michoacana Heladeria Fruteria,” Regina said. “That means my Michoacana ice cream and juice bar.”

	“What is Michoacana?”

	“Michoacan is a state in Mexico. So whoever owned that place might have had a connection there.”

	“And the third one,” Beck said. “What’s that?”

	“Panaderia y Pasteleria means bread and pastry shop.”

	“A bakery.”

	“Exactly. You’ll be fluent in no time.”

	“You’re funny.”

	“I know.”

	The air was cooler the farther north they walked. It was not cold, but once the sun dropped below the horizon, they’d need blankets to stay warm. That and body heat. Already, Beck looked forward to nights with Regina. They gave him something to look forward to at the end of the long trek. They moved around a Volkswagen Beetle with flat tires and no windows. He was preoccupied with the missing steering wheel when Regina touched his arm.

	“Millie’s coming back here. I think something’s wrong.”

	Beck searched ahead and found his daughter weaving her way toward him. She smiled at the refugees as she passed them and tried to appear calm. There was, however, in urgency in the way she moved, a tension in her shoulders and limbs. Regina was right. Something was wrong.

	“What is it?” Beck asked when she reached them. “Something’s up?”

	Millie nodded and spun around to walk between Beck and Regina. She slowed her pace so Beck and Regina would put some distance between themselves and the refugees just ahead of them.

	Millie lowered her voice. “Slight issue. Nothing big, but I wanted to keep you updated.”

	Beck let her words hang and hoped the silence would urge her to keep talking. It did.

	“We’re getting close to Cincinnati. I told you about the zoo and the animals.”

	“You did.”

	“What animals?” Regina asked.

	“You haven’t told her?” Millie asked.

	“You told me not to say anything.”

	Regina stared at him. “You’re keeping secrets?”

	“I’ll explain in a minute,” Beck said.

	“I’ll tell her,” Millie said. “I’m about to tell the others anyhow.”

	“Okay,” Beck said.

	“Cincinnati and the area around it is overrun with wild animals from the zoo. They got let out, and they sorta took over the city. They’ve grown in numbers. The city, or what used to be the city, is dangerous. It’s like being on a safari. I think. I’ve never been on a safari.”

	“Why not avoid it? Why do we have to go through Cincinnati?”

	“Because the Ohio River forms a barrier south of the city, and all the bridges east and west are gone or too heavily fortified. Militias control them. This really is our only way north. It’s usually not too big an issue.”

	“It sounds like an issue,” said Regina.

	Millie lowered her voice again. “We sometimes lose people. One or two. Nothing catastrophic.”

	“Except for those one or two people.”

	Millie’s tone sharpened. “Do you want to lead us?”

	“No, I’m only questioning the logic of—”

	“Now you’re questioning my logic?”

	“Girls,” Beck said, “now calm down—”

	“Don’t call us girls,” Regina snapped. “We’re women, and if we want to have a spirited debate, we can have one. We don’t need you manhandling us.”

	This was the sort of fire that typically attracted Beck to Regina. He had seen it in the first moments they’d met, when he was concerned she might kill him for sneaking up on her wooded encampment. In this moment, however, Beck did not enjoy it.

	“I’m not manhandling you. You women can handle yourselves, okay? I was only—”

	“If you think I can handle myself, why didn’t you tell me we were about to walk into the lion’s den?” said Regina. “What other surprises do we have in store? Are there lava pits and quicksand? Do we have to face a dragon or kill the Night King?”

	“I don’t know what the Night King is, but—”

	“Game of Thrones, Beck. It was the biggest thing on television years before D-Day. It’s taken from a series of books by George R. R. Martin. Night King is a Game of Thrones reference.”

	“I didn’t mean to start something between the two of you,” Millie said. “That’s not why I came back here. You two can sort out whatever this is later, okay?”

	“Fine with me,” Beck said.

	Regina nodded curtly. “Fine with me, too. Just tell us what the problem is.”

	“The scout car came back with some information that has us worried about the trip. It puts a real kink in things.”

	“And?” Beck pressed.

	“We always encounter remains,” said Millie.

	“Remains of what?” Regina asked.

	Millie paused. “People. An arm or a leg. Sometimes a head. Rarely do we find intact remains. You know, a whole body? It’s like the animals gnaw on what they want. They have their treats, eat their fill, and move on.”

	“Like a Torta Loca,” Beck quipped.

	Millie wrinkled her nose. “A what?”

	“A crazy cake. They eat their little—”

	“It’s not funny,” Regina said. “I know what you’re trying to do, and it’s not funny.”

	Millie shook her head. “Regina’s right. You’re not funny.”

	Beck shrugged. “Fine. I’m not funny. I was trying to ease the tension.”

	“Well, don’t,” Regina said. “We’ve been talking for a quarter of a mile, and we still don’t know why Millie is worried.”

	“I’m worried because we’ve never run into remains this far out of the city. And there were a lot. Like a group of people. We think. It’s hard to tell when you’re dealing with parts of people.”

	“I get it,” Regina said, “but what’s the concern? So the animals are moving farther out of the city to find food? That makes sense. If they’ve eaten everything they can find in a given area, they’re going to spread out.”

	“It means we have a wider area to cross with the animals being a threat. And it means we probably need to stop for the night sooner than we normally would.”

	“Okay, so we stop,” said Regina. “Big deal. We can be on the watch for animals longer than we might be, but we’re still dealing with the same challenge.”

	“It’s not as simple as that,” Millie said. “We camp in the same places every trip. We have things measured out. If we stop early tonight, and we have to deal with the animal threat for longer than normal, it slows us down even more. That means our usual camping spots, the ones we know are as safe as possible, are a no-go without much longer days. It’s like a domino. One falls and then all of them fall.”

	“You’ve had problems before, right?” Beck asked. “You’ve done this a bunch, and my guess is you’ve had to improvise. This can’t be the first time.”

	“No, it’s not the first time we’ve had to improvise,” Millie said, “but we’ve never taken fifty people at once. We’re usually taking groups of fifteen or twenty. Having a group this large complicates everything. It makes us more vulnerable along the way.”

	“You’ve never taken a group this big?” Regina asked.

	“No.”

	“And you lost one or two people out of fifteen to twenty when you went through Cincinnati?”

	“Yes.”

	“What about the others?”

	Millie shook her head. “What others?”

	“Of the others who survived the animals,” Regina asked, “how many of them made it all the way.”

	Millie hesitated. She sucked in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Half.”

	“Half of what?” Beck asked.

	“Half of the people?” Regina asked.

	Millie swallowed. “We save a lot of people, but like I told my dad when I showed him the map, this is dangerous. Every change in the plan makes it more dangerous.”

	“Especially because you’ve never taken so big a group before,” Regina said.

	“Right.”

	“Okay,” Regina said. “We deal with it. We stop early tonight and rest up. We tell the others tonight about the animals, and we do what we can do to get through it. Okay? We don’t have any other choice, do we?”

	“No, we don’t,” Beck said.

	“All right,” said Millie, “I’ll go back to the front, and we’ll find a place to stop.”

	“Sounds like a plan,” Beck said and put his hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “And we’ll be fine, Millie. You’re the Sheriff. These people trust you. You’ve got this.”

	“Thanks, Dad,” Millie said. “And thanks, Regina. I appreciate it.”

	Millie left them, sped up her pace, and wound her way toward the front of the caravan. She made sure to smile at the others as she passed.

	“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about the zoo,” Regina said. “You should have told me.”

	“You’re right,” Beck said. “I should have told you. Tonight, I’ll fill you in on the rest of it. I’m sorry I didn’t say anything before. I was trying to honor my pledge to my daughter.”

	“I’m not happy about it, but I understand. She trusts you, and she doesn’t know me well enough to trust me yet.”

	“Does she trust me, though?” Beck asked. “I’m not so sure.”

	“Why do you say that?”

	“Because if she trusted me,” Beck said, “she would have told me half of us are going to die before we ever reach the promised land.”

	




Chapter 11

	D-DAY +4

	TUSCALOOSA, ALABAMA

	 

	Millie stood on the front stoop. Rain dripped from the overhang and clanged through the aging gutter downspouts. Water splashed from the downspouts and puddled onto the ground. A stream of water rushed down the cracks in the driveway toward the street, where it made a hard right toward the sewer. The clouds blanketed an otherwise gray sky, but hints of sun sparkled in the distance close to the eastern horizon. The heavy rain that had soaked Tuscaloosa much of the night was little more than a drizzle now.

	It was warm again. The darned Alabama weather could not make up its mind, and without the television or internet to offer a ten-day forecast, she had no clue from one minute to the next about the weather.

	When the rain started pounding in the middle of the night, Debbie had awoken Millie, and the two of them took two large pots and four large, empty paint buckets and set them in the backyard to collect rainwater. Debbie thought they’d be good to have so they could save the bottled water for as long as possible.

	Millie figured they were all overflowing now, but she was not interested in leaving her spot on the stoop to check. It was early in the day, not long after dawn. This was the time of day when the world felt its most normal. There was promise in a new day, and the quiet was not out of place as it was once people got moving. She also did not want to move the buckets or pots for fear of spilling them, losing some of the precious water, and making a mess in the kitchen.

	She folded her arms across her chest and leaned on the post, staring blankly at the drizzle, and wondered what this new day might hold. For the fourth night in a row, she had barely slept, though her father was not the focus of her worry as she lay restless in the dark next to her mother. She could not take her mind off their neighbor Mr. Baldwin.

	He would come back. Sooner or later, they would have to do something about him. Would it involve violence? This world was turning more violent by the moment. Her mother was a killer now. Four days without power and they had stolen food and water and killed two people.

	There were any number of ways to justify what they had done, but none of it changed the truth. Her mother, Yìchén, and she had already become the very people they feared. Thieving and violent. What would her father say?

	“It really stormed last night,” Debbie said.

	Startled, Millie jumped. Her pulse accelerated into a quick sprint. “Sheesh, Mom. You scared the living daylights out of me.”

	Debbie giggled. “Sorry, but you should have seen yourself. You jumped out of your skin.”

	Millie put her hand to her chest. “My heart is pounding.”

	“I am sorry, but it was funny. We haven’t laughed much these past few days.”

	“I’m not laughing.”

	“Oh c’mon, Millie,” Debbie said. “I said I was sorry.”

	Millie rolled her eyes and raked her fingers through her hair. It was greasy. She needed a shower, but their water heater was electric. So unless she wanted to boil water and bathe in it, which she did not want to do, cold showers with low pressure was the only option.

	“I feel gross,” Millie said. “Especially after yesterday.”

	Debbie’s expression darkened. The humor evaporated. “Is that judgment? It sounds like judgment.”

	“It’s not judgment, Mom. I’m just telling you how I feel. I want to shower, you know? A nice hot shower and a good shampoo. I stink. My hair’s nasty. Everything is gross.”

	“I get it. We should do that. Not hot showers, but we could both take short cold showers and wash up. I could change the bedsheets, too. I think they’re as funky as we are.”

	“You check the water out back yet?”

	Debbie glanced over her shoulder and into the house. “Not yet. I came looking for you first, found you out here, and scared the daylights out of you.”

	“Is Yìchén awake?”

	“I don’t think so. His door is closed. Should we wake him?”

	“Probably,” Millie said. “We should bring the water inside and boil it. Then we can take our showers and get cleaned up. Maybe you could make some coffee and breakfast? Any eggs left?”

	“You don’t drink coffee.”

	“I think I’ll start.”

	Debbie smiled. She ran her hand through Millie’s hair and wrinkled her nose as if she had smelled something horrid. Then she pulled her hand from Millie’s head and wiggled her fingers.

	“What?” Millie said.

	“You’re right. Your hair is gross, and you do need a shower.”

	Millie smirked. “Is that judgment? It sounds like judgment.”

	“Touché,” Debbie said. “Touché.”

	She put her hand on Millie’s shoulder and guided her inside. Millie locked the front door, and they walked to the kitchen. Yìchén was already there, sitting at the table. He had his hands folded in prayer, and his eyes were closed. He stopped abruptly when they entered the room.

	“We didn’t know you were up yet, Yìchén,” said Debbie. “Are we bothering you?”

	Yìchén shook his head. “It is okay, Debbie. I was praying. I got up a few minutes ago and saw the two of you on the stoop. I did not want to interrupt.”

	“Praying?” Millie asked. “What about?”

	“Millie,” Debbie said, “that’s his business. Don’t be rude.”

	“Sorry.”

	Yìchén smiled. “It is okay. I was praying for you.”

	Millie pointed at herself. “Me?”

	“Both of you. You have been so kind to me, I wanted to pray for you.”

	“That’s mighty sweet of you, Yìchén. We’re blessed to have you here with us.”

	“Thank you.” Yìchén gestured to the kitchen door, which led to the backyard. “I noticed you put some buckets out there. They are full. You want some help bringing them into the house?”

	Debbie wagged a finger at him. “You took the next question right out of my head. We’d love the help. Then we’re going to get cleaned up, try to wash off some of the slime from the past couple of days. You’re welcome to clean up too if you like.”

	“I think I will do that at my place if that is okay.”

	“Perfectly fine,” Debbie said. “Now let’s lug those buckets inside.”

	It took them some time to bring in the water without spilling too much of it. Debbie put one of the pots on the stove, with Yìchén’s help, and turned on the gas to boil it. When they were finished, Yìchén promised to be back for breakfast after taking a shower.

	Millie locked the door behind him and followed her mother into the bedroom. Together they stripped the bed and bundled the sheets and pillowcases into a hamper they kept in the laundry room next to the kitchen.

	“We’ll put on the new sheets once we get cleaned,” Debbie said. “No need to get them dirty with our own stink. Especially you. You’re particularly ripe.”

	“Thanks,” Millie said. “But you smell like a wet fart after eating greens and fried okra.”

	Debbie feigned outrage and suppressed a chuckle. “Millie Beck, you get into the shower and wash your mouth out with soap before I do it.”

	Millie laughed at her mother and left her mother’s bedroom for her own. Yìchén had slept in her room, and though he was polite enough, he had not made her bed when he had woken up. The sheets were a tangle of cotton fabric, and the blanket was draped onto the floor. The pillows were piled atop one another.

	She did not love the idea of anyone else sleeping in her bed, but it was good to have an extra person in the house. She would not be sleeping alone anytime soon anyhow. Her mother would make sure of it, as much for Millie’s protection as it was for Debbie’s own peace of mind.

	Millie pulled open the accordion closet doors and surveyed her clothing as if preparing for a day at school. She ran her fingers across the muted dresses and shirts that hung on pink hangers. The dresses were impractical, so she plucked a shirt from a hanger and a pair of jeans and underwear from the dresser on the adjacent wall. Her boots and shoes lined the floor of the closet, and she considered picking out a pair, but decided to go barefoot for the time being. She closed the closet and carried the clean clothes to the bathroom, where she set them on the edge of the sink.

	She closed the door behind her and pulled her towel from the hook on the back of the door. Then she flung it over the tension rod that held the shower curtain and turned on the water.

	Normally she would have to wait a few minutes for the water to warm up. The water heater for the house was old and small and did not store much. It was irrelevant now that the power didn’t work. No hot water, period. So she stepped right into the shower and crowded her body at the far corner of the tub, staying as dry as she could from the spray until she mustered the courage to dip into the shower.

	When she did, it sucked the breath from her, and her pulse immediately kick-started into a higher gear. It was ten times the shock she’d felt on the stoop when her mother surprised her.

	She gasped, spun around in the water, and stepped away, shivering at one end of the tub. She squirted shampoo into her palm and lathered her hair. The floral scent was refreshing. She popped the cap to the bottle and squeezed it underneath her nose to inhale the fragrance. She smiled to herself and then laughed thinking about what a fool she had been.

	Millie was consistently obstinate about two things as a young child, naps and showers. She never wanted to take naps, fought “like the dickens” as her mother put it about getting her beauty rest. Millie said she didn’t want beauty, she wanted to play. She also did not want to bathe. It was a nightly struggle with her mother and only sometimes would bribery work.

	Now, in the early days of this new existence, she could neither sleep well nor take a hot shower. Debbie, a fan of colorful turns of phrase, had often told her to be careful what she wished for because she might just get it.

	Here she was, exhausted, in need of coffee, shivering in the corner of a freezing cold shower, wishing she could luxuriate in hot water. Life had a way of proving those idioms right.

	When she finished bathing, stepping in and out of the water to cleanse the soap from her hair and body, she turned off the water and wrapped herself in the large bath sheet.

	Debbie knocked on the door. “You done in there? I’d like to clean up. Get this wet fart smell off my person.”

	“I’m drying off. Hold your horses.”

	Debbie opened the door. Her eyes widened at the sight of Millie.

	“You’re blue.”

	“What?”

	“Look in the mirror. You’re blue. Your teeth are chattering.”

	Millie eyed the mirror. Her mother was right. Her color was almost purple. Her skin was dimpled with goosebumps.

	“It’s cold,” Millie said. “You’re not going to love it.”

	Debbie pulled off her top and tossed it to the floor on top of Millie’s clothes. “It is what it is.”

	Millie stepped from the tub. “Hey, Mom?”

	“Hey what?”

	“You used to say I fought you like the dickens when you wanted me to take a nap,” Millie said.

	“I remember.”

	“What’s that mean?”

	“It means you fought hard.”

	Millie wrapped the towel around her head and donned her undergarments. “No, what does ‘like the dickens’ mean? It’s not Charles Dickens, is it?”

	“Charles Dickens? The guy who wrote Scrooge? No.”

	“What’s it mean, then?”

	“I think it means devil or demon or something like that. You fight like the devil.”

	Millie heard the word demon and fixated on it. She fought her mother like a demon.

	“Why?” Debbie stepped into the tub and pulled the curtain closed.

	“Just wondering,” said Millie. “I was thinking about naps and showers and how I used to hate them. Wished I didn’t have to do either.”

	“I always said be careful what you wish for,” Debbie said before she cried out. “Holy mother of Milky Way! That water is ice cold.”

	“Have fun.” Millie left the bathroom as her mother engaged in a chorus of curse words so colorful it was hard not to laugh. If her phone worked, she would have recorded it and uploaded it to TikTok. Her mother would have been a viral sensation.

	Millie floated into her mother’s bedroom, feeling fresh, if not chilled from her shower, and found fresh sheets folded on the bed. One by one she slipped the pillows into their clean cases. Then she whipped the fitted sheet onto the mattress and tucked the corners. She had not yet gotten to the top sheet when Debbie appeared in the doorway. She was wearing her favorite blue cotton nightshirt.

	“What are you doing?”

	Millie gestured to the bed. “Making the bed. I figured I could make myself useful.”

	“That’s very sweet. C’mon, let’s go make something to eat. Get some coffee to warm up.”

	“I’m not finished with the bed,” Millie said. “It’ll take me just a minute.”

	“You’re still blue,” Debbie said. “The bed can wait. Let’s have coffee.”

	Millie followed her mother into the kitchen. A pot boiled, the water roiling as bubbles formed and popped. Debbie turned down the heat and slid her coffee press closer to the sink.

	She’d bought the press years earlier, when it was a fad at restaurants. She’d bought it from a popup ad on Facebook and had proclaimed it to be the next best thing since sliced bread. Millie and Beck had made fun of her, telling her that a coffee press was like a treadmill or an exercise bike. It would be fun for the first month and never get used again. They were right.

	Then four days ago, when the power went out and the electric coffee maker wouldn’t work, Debbie pulled the press from its storage in the back of a cabinet above the refrigerator and proclaimed herself a genius. The first pot was ready when there was a knock at the front door.

	“I’ll get it,” Millie said. “Please put lots of sugar in my cup.”

	She bounded down the hallway, fresh with energy from her shower, and called through the door, “Who is it?”

	“It is Yìchén. I am back.”

	Millie unlocked the door and let him in. “Mom’s making coffee. You want some?”

	“Yes, please. I am freezing from my shower.”

	Three mugs were on the counter when they entered the kitchen. Debbie had butter melting in a frying pan. A faint odor of natural gas greeted Millie as she reached across the counter for her cup.

	“Food too?” Yìchén asked as he picked up his cup and blew the steam from it. “Thank you so much.”

	“We have got to get rid of these eggs. This might be the last day we can eat them. No milk though. It’s got to be bad by now.”

	Millie blew on her coffee and took a sip. It burned her tongue, and she winced.

	“Don’t like it?” Debbie asked.

	“Too hot,” Millie said. “I’m sure I’ll like it.”

	Debbie cracked an egg with one hand and let it sizzle in the pan. She cracked another and a third. The scent of butter and eggs in a hot skillet was the smell of home. All that was missing was home fries or cheese grits.

	Millie took another tentative sip of the bitter coffee. She suppressed a wince and took another sip. The hot drink was good.

	“I could make some bouillon to go with the eggs,” Debbie said. “I’ve got some cubes in the pantry. That way we get the chicken and the egg.”

	The three laughed as Debbie cooked breakfast. For a moment, Millie felt good. From the early morning quiet on the front stoop, the shower, the clean sheets, and the breakfast made this feel like an almost normal day. Almost. If this was how the apocalypse would be forever, she could live like this.

	Yìchén sipped his coffee and hummed a tune Millie did not recognize.

	“What song is that?” she asked.

	Yìchén set his cup on the counter. “What?”

	“You were humming a song. What’s the song?”

	Yìchén blushed. He smiled sheepishly and put both hands around the cup.

	“Did I say something wrong?” Millie asked.

	“No,” Yìchén said. “I just did not realize I was humming it.”

	Debbie flipped one egg and then the other, careful not to break the yolks. She used the spatula to keep the eggs separate and added a third. It sizzled, and steam rose from the pan.

	“It was pretty, whatever it was,” Debbie said.

	“It is a Chinese lullaby. My mother used to sing it to me when I was a child every night before I would go to bed. I would climb into her lap, and she would rock back and forth. My father wanted her to play classical music. He said that would make me smart. Mother said she could make me smarter.”

	Yìchén smiled again. He looked at Millie, but she could tell he did not see her. He was looking into his past, picturing his parents. His eyes glistened, and he blinked, then took another sip from the cup. He gestured with it toward Debbie. “You cooking for us here made me think of my mother. I guess the lullaby just came along with the memory.”

	Debbie’s jaw flexed, and she pursed her lips. She too was holding back tears, and she put a hand to her chest. She rubbed her thumb on the soft blue cotton of her nightshirt.

	“That might be the sweetest thing anyone ever said to me, Yìchén. Thank you so much.”

	“I’m chopped liver over here,” Millie said.

	Debbie pointed at Millie with the spatula. “Now, you hush. Yìchén, what was the lullaby?”

	“It is a very famous one. The translation is something like, ‘the moon is bright, the wind is quiet. The leaves hang over the window. My baby, fall asleep quickly. Sleep and dream sweet dreams.’”

	Debbie scooped two eggs onto a plate and handed it to Yìchén. “That’s beautiful. Is that all there is to it?”

	Yìchén took the plate and a fork. “There is another verse. It says, ‘the moon is bright, the wind is calm. Gently swinging cradle, mother’s baby close your eyes. Sleep, sleep, dreaming sweet dreams.’”

	Debbie flipped the remaining egg, knifed more butter into the pan. It popped and sizzled, and she cracked another pair of eggs into the skillet.

	“You used to sing to me, too,” Millie said, “but I can’t remember what it was. I think there were songs about sailing and boats. And maybe a pony?”

	Debbie laughed. “It was ‘Islands in the Stream’ by Dolly Parton and Kenny Rogers. Either that or ‘If I Had a Boat’ by Lyle Lovett. Those were my go-to songs and the only ones I could remember all the words by heart. Don’t ask me why. Though Johnny did love those songs.”

	“Johnny?” Yìchén asked.

	“Millie’s dad. John Beck. I called him Johnny.”

	“She’s the only one allowed to call him that,” Millie said.

	Debbie smirked. “And that’s only when he lets me.”

	She flipped the spatula in her hand and moved two of the eggs to another plate. Millie took the plate and slid it in front of her alongside a fork and her half-cup of remaining coffee.

	Debbie knifed another pat of butter into the pan and cracked two more eggs. “That’s the last of them. It’s good protein and fat and should be enough for the rest of the day.”

	Millie lifted an eyebrow. “Rest of the day?”

	“At least until a late dinner. Better to eat early and let the calories carry you through. Eating your big meal at night is a waste of food.”

	Yìchén used his fork to cut the fried egg into smaller pieces. “You like country music?”

	Debbie nodded. “It’s the best kind of music. Tells the American story, you know. The real story of struggle and redemption. It speaks to love and heartache and flaws. The songs tell tales. No glitz and glamor.” She snapped her fingers. “You know I think I’ve got a little of the precooked bacon left. We should finish it before it goes bad. I’ll cook it up on the skillet after I finish frying my eggs.”

	The conversation was as delicious as the breakfast. For the next hour, they talked and ate and drank more coffee. Millie even had a third cup. The taste was growing on her. It was actually better straight than it was with sugar. This was turning into a good day, and maybe, if she stayed away from any more coffee, Millie might be able to sleep that night. The only thing missing was her father.

	When they were finished, Millie and Yìchén offered to help Debbie clean up. Debbie declined and asked that they keep her company while she handwashed the plates, cups, skillet, and utensils. She promised a breakfast of rice and beans in the morning, or maybe she would make pasta with tuna fish. They could decide in the morning, she told them.

	She was cleaning her knives when someone knocked at the door. The trio exchanged glances.

	“Who could that be?” Debbie asked.

	“Baldwin?” Yìchén suggested.

	Debbie jutted her chin toward the hallway. “Millie, see who it is. Don’t open it. Just ask.”

	Millie went to the door and saw a man standing in the sidelight. She did not recognize him. “Who is it?”

	“This John Beck’s house?”

	Millie’s heart caught in her throat. She was unsure what to say and looked back at her mother. Debbie must have sensed the concern. She put down the knife and came toward the foyer.

	“Who is it?” Millie repeated.

	“We’re friends of John Beck. We heard this was his house and—”

	“John Beck doesn’t live here,” Debbie said. “Who’s asking?”

	“We work with John offshore, and we thought—”

	“Who are you?” Debbie pressed.

	“I’m Goose,” said the visitor. “I’m here with our coworkers Shipley and Martin. The three of us came a long way to have a talk with you about Beck.”

	Millie and Debbie exchanged glances. Only people who knew John Beck well would call him by his last name. Millie didn’t remember her dad mentioning anybody by the names Goose, Shipley, or Martin. She did know of Gabe Vazquez.

	“You know Gabe, too?” Millie asked.

	“Vazquez?” the man named Goose said. “Of course. Good man. But really, we’re here to talk about Beck. We could do this through the door, but it might be better if we could sit you down and talk face-to-face.”

	A knot swelled in Millie’s throat, and she saw the same dread wash across Debbie’s face. Her mother reached across her and unlocked the door. She pulled it open, and three men, worse for wear, stood on the stoop. The one in the middle had a long, thin neck. Millie guessed he was the one who called himself Goose.

	“I’m sorry to come calling like this,” he said. “May we come inside?”

	Debbie paused but nodded and swung the door wide. She stepped aside and motioned the men toward the kitchen.

	“Follow me,” she said, her voice tremulous. “Millie, get the door.”

	Her mother led the men to the kitchen. Their boots were muddy, and they tracked the slop across the floor. They’d dirtied the stoop too; their boot prints marked the brick pavers. She leaned out and saw the men had a vehicle parked behind her mother’s dead Nissan Rogue. They had driven here. How had they driven here?

	Millie closed the door and locked it. She spun on her heels and hurried toward the kitchen. Whatever news they had about her father, she wanted to learn where he was and what had happened. One of the men stood in the doorway, his back to the kitchen as if he was standing guard. A weird grin snaked its way across his face.

	Millie heard Yìchén shout, “Debbie! Watch out!”

	She stopped cold when her mother yelled, “Millie! Get out of here! Run!”

	The primal scream sent a shudder through Millie’s body. She felt it in her bones and nearly collapsed from the fright of the unexpected call. Then her mother cried out again.

	“Millie! Run!”

	The back door snapped open and shut as Millie turned and sped toward the hallway.

	In her bare feet, she slipped on the solid floor as she turned the corner into the hall and banged into the wall. She kept her balance and raced for her room. Boots pounded after her. When she reached her room and slammed the door, she caught a glimpse of her pursuer as he slipped and tumbled forward, hitting the floor.

	From the kitchen, her mother screamed again. Millie’s heart raced, and she pulled her chair from her desk and used it to barricade the door. Then she searched for a weapon, any kind of weapon she could use.

	All she had was her pink knife.

	Tears streaked down her cheeks as she backed into the corner of her room, trying to process what was happening. One of the men banged on her door.

	Another scream from the kitchen. More shouting. Millie’s entire body trembled with fear. She wanted to help her mother. And Yìchén. What might have happened to Yìchén?

	The man at her door rattled the knob and banged. The door bowed as if it might explode from its frame. He cursed at her.

	“Open the door. Open it now, or it’s going to get very bad for you.”

	Millie was trapped, confused, and angry. How could they have let these men into their house? Who were they? How did they know of her father?

	The man stopped banging at the door. It was quiet for a moment. Then another man’s voice was at the door.

	“Millie,” he said, drawing out the pronunciation of her name. She hated the sound of her name on his lips. “Millie, Millie, Millie. You really should open the door. Your momma’s life depends on it.”

	Millie froze. Her pulse thumped in her ears. She was on the verge of hyperventilating, but she held still, shrank into the corner of her room, the pink knife in her hand.

	“Millie,” Goose said, “I’m not playing here. You need to open the door. Otherwise, things will go from bad to worse lickety-split.”

	When Millie did not respond or move, the man cursed. “Tell her I’m not joking,” he spat.

	Her mother’s voice didn’t sound like her own. It was a strange, unnerving mixture of a defiant growl and a frightened warble.

	“Millie,” she said, “listen to your momma. Okay? Do not open the door. These men are not your daddy’s friends. They are here to hurt us and—”

	The sound of her mother grunting and coughing stopped her warning. Millie covered her mouth. Her vision blurred from tears.

	“I’ve had enough of this. We don’t need the momma anyhow.”

	“Millie.” Her mother coughed. “I—”

	The deafening crack of a single shot ripped through the house. Her mother cried out in pain, and the echo of her wail almost masked the sound of a body hitting the floor.

	A swell of adrenaline powered Millie to her feet. Knife in hand, she charged the door.

	She pulled away the chair and put her hand on the knob when she heard the sound of glass breaking in the bathroom next door. The men cursed and moved away from her room. She swung open the door and bounded into the hall.

	She slipped in something slick on the floor and lost hold of her knife. It skittered away from her, and she started crawling toward it. The bustle of men wrestling in the bathroom made her think for a moment she might be able to pull her mother to safety. But as she reached her knife and tucked it into her palm, something grabbed her foot and pulled her back.

	Millie struggled and kicked. She rolled over and tried wriggling free of the man holding her, pulling her toward him on the floor. As she got close, she saw the man had a gun aimed at her with his free hand, before he twisted her leg and flipped her back onto her stomach.

	She screamed and cursed and struggled with everything she had, but Goose was too strong. When he pulled her close enough, he dropped down and straddled her. His weight pushed the air from her lungs, and she gasped. Unable to pull in air, her vision darkened at the edges. Her chest burned, and she was sure he might suffocate her like the man in the warehouse might have done to her mother.

	Countless images from her young life flickered in her mind’s eye as she fought to stay conscious. Millie was vaguely aware of Goose yanking her arms behind her, and letting go of her knife.

	Something sharp dug into her wrists, and the weight lifted from her back. She gasped, and air miraculously filled her lungs. She coughed, her vision wonky, and rolled over when Goose tugged on her shoulder.

	He stood over her, legs astride hers. Millie gathered what little strength she had and drove her legs up with everything she had and nailed Goose right in his junk.

	He grunted and grabbed himself but maintained his balance. Face reddened, he sidestepped Millie and leaned against the wall. Millie tried to roll away but had trouble standing with her hands bound behind her back.

	“Stop hiding in the bathroom, Shipley,” Goose snarled through clenched teeth. “Get out here. Get her up and take her out back.”

	“I ain’t hiding,” said another voice. “I got someone here. He tried to climb out through the window. He was the kid who ran from the kitchen.”

	“The Chinese kid? Whatever. Get out here and take care of her. I’ll take care of him.”

	Despite her efforts to squirm away, another man grabbed her and picked her up off the floor. When he spun her, Millie saw Yìchén in the bathroom doorway. He was bloodied and appeared barely conscious. One eye was swollen shut. His cheek was bruised and already a sickly shade of purple.

	Millie cried out, “Mom, are you okay? Yìchén, where is my mom?”

	Yìchén mumbled something unintelligible before Shipley kicked him in the gut. Her tutor and friend doubled over and spat blood into his lap. A string of pink drool hung from his lips.

	When the man carrying her turned from the hallway toward the kitchen, Millie caught a glance of her mother on the floor. She was half under her bed, trying to hide. Debbie was hurt, Millie was sure of it, and she guessed her mother might be mortally wounded. The men in their house were unconcerned about her now, as if she was no longer a threat to them and whatever they had planned.

	She tried to break free from the man carrying her through the kitchen, but his grip tightened, and he warned her to stop before he made her stop. The man stepped past the body of the third intruder. He was dead on the floor behind the island counter. He was facedown in a pool of blood that leached across the linoleum, and one of Debbie’s kitchen knives was jammed to the hilt beneath his neck at his shoulders. Bile rose in Millie’s throat. That was another dead body. Four now. When would she lose count?

	The man pulled open the door and carried her into the backyard. He set her down in the mud and told her to stay put.

	“You get up, I knock you out. You scream, I knock you out. I won’t kill you. Goose wants you alive, but don’t think I won’t hurt you.”

	Millie crossed her legs and tried to loosen the zip ties around her wrists, but she did as the man instructed. She stopped fighting, and she did not scream.

	“Why are you doing this?” she asked. “What do you want from us?”

	The man snorted and spat into the mud. He looked away from her as if trying to concoct an answer; then he looked directly at her with a vacant stare. “This is all Beck’s fault,” he said. “He did this.”

	The tears came again. Millie thought she was fresh out, but they spilled down her cheeks. She tasted the salt on her lips. “What do you mean? Where is he?”

	“Goose can fill you in.”

	The back door slammed open. Goose had Yìchén by his neck and pushed him to the ground next to Millie. Zip ties bound his hands behind his back.

	Goose tucked his weapon into his waistband. “What do we do, Ship?”

	“Hell if I know,” Shipley said. “The plan was to have some fun and take off. But you had to go and shoot the mom. What the hell, Goose?”

	Millie bit back her anger. Yelling at them was likely to get her knocked unconscious or worse.

	“She killed Martin. What was I supposed to do? Let her kill us, too?”

	“Where’s my mom?”

	Goose shrugged. His face bore no expression. “She’s dead, kid. You’re an orphan now.”

	Orphan?

	What did that mean? What was he saying about her father? And her mother was dead? It was so much information in so few words, Millie could not process all of it.

	“I say we take the kid,” Goose said. “Maybe take both of them.”

	“To Memphis?”

	“Yeah, Memphis. You gotta problem with that, Ship?”

	“I don’t know,” Shipley said. “This is heavy, man. I mean, taking out Beck was one thing. That guy had it coming. But I thought we were just going to scare the wife and kid, you know? Steal from them, rough them up. I didn’t sign up for murder and kidnapping.”

	Goose seemed to consider this. He chewed on his lower lip. “All right, I get it. But here’s the thing. What’s done is done. It went bad quick, and we did what we had to do. We can’t leave these two here alone. That ain’t right.”

	Millie heard all of this, but did not really listen. Her mind reeled. Both of her parents were dead. An hour earlier she was at the butcher block island her father had built by hand, eating breakfast with her mother. Now both of them were gone, and she was alone.

	“Help me get them to the truck,” Goose said. “We can talk about it on the road.”

	Millie snapped to attention. “I’m not going anywhere with you. You can kill me, but I’m not leaving.”

	Yìchén tried to stand. “Me neither, and I am not leaving Millie.”

	Goose stared at both of them. He stepped back and folded his arms across his chest, scratching his elbow. His taut expression relaxed into a smirk and then a grin. He laughed and mocked Yìchén. “Me neither. I am not leaving Millie.”

	Then the smile evaporated. Goose growled and drew his pistol from his waistband. He waved it aimlessly, gesticulating as he spoke. “You’ll do whatever I tell you to do. Come on, Ship, help me get them to the truck.”

	Shipley shook his head. “I can’t do that. I’ve had enough.”

	Without warning, Goose slammed the pistol’s butt alongside Shipley’s head. The man’s eyes fluttered, and he dropped like a sack to the ground. Mud splashed and splattered on Millie’s face.

	“I’ll do it myself,” Goose said. “I’ve gotta do everything myself.”

	He stepped over to Yìchén and pressed the gun to him, helping him to his feet. He backed away, keeping his aim at Yìchén. “Help her get up. You try anything, I kill you here and now.”

	Yìchén helped Millie up. Millie tried to run through scenarios in which they could overpower Goose or get away from him. Every iteration she quickly played through in her young mind ended with one or both of them dead. They had him outnumbered, and he clearly wasn’t the brightest bulb in the pack, but she and Yìchén were bruised and battered. She was a kid, and he was a skinny engineering student. Neither of them were equipped to deal with an armed man. She knew it, Yìchén knew it, and Goose clearly believed it.

	“Around the house, to the front,” he said. “Slow and easy. No fast moves.”

	Millie and Yìchén walked side by side, Goose behind them. Millie felt the tears coming again. Her throat tightened, and she had trouble breathing as they emerged into the front yard and eased past her mother’s Nissan Rogue.

	“Onto the driveway,” Goose said.

	Both did as he instructed. They stopped at an old truck. Yìchén blinked with his one open eye. “What are you doing?” he asked.

	Goose ignored the question. “Open the back door.”

	“My hands are tied. I can’t.”

	“Spin around, back up to the handle, and open it. It’s unlocked.”

	Yìchén again did as instructed. Millie scanned her street. She saw nobody who might help. The smoke was thicker again in the distance. A thick, black arm of smoke burned closer to the university and its cluster of restaurants and bars. This really was the end of her world.

	“Get in,” Goose said. “Let’s go.”

	Millie remembered her mother telling her about kidnappers when she was a kid. “Never get into a car,” she had said. “If you get into their car, you’re as good as dead.”

	“I’m not going,” Millie said. “You’ll have to kill me.”

	Goose clucked his tongue against the inside of his cheek and shook his head. “Oh, I won’t kill you, little one. I’ll kill him.”

	He raised the pistol, his finger on the trigger, and pressed the weapon to Yìchén’s temple.

	“Do not get in the truck,” Yìchén said, tears streaming down his cheeks. His chin quivered, but there was something defiant in his eyes.

	“I’m not kidding around,” Goose said. “You’ll end up in the truck one way or another.”

	“Do not do it,” Yìchén said.

	Millie did not move to the truck.

	“All right then,” Goose said. “Kiss your friend goodbye.”

	Yìchén squeezed his eyes shut. Bile burned the back of Millie’s throat.

	“Hey!” a voice from the street called. “What’s going on over there?”

	Goose swept his aim toward the street and a man approaching with a shotgun in his hands. It was Baldwin.

	“Keep your distance, friend,” Goose said. “This ain’t got nothing to do with you. It’s between me and them.”

	Baldwin stopped in the street. He held up his hands, lifting the shotgun skyward. Was their nemesis coming to the rescue?

	A spark of hope pinged in Millie’s gut. She wanted to cry out for joy. Of all people, Baldwin was there to help them.

	“Turn around and go home,” Goose said. “Like I said, this don’t involve you.”

	Baldwin took a step forward. “Hey, man. This is my street. I know those people. I don’t know you.”

	Goose sighed and rolled his eyes. He took aim again at Yìchén. “Either of you move and I shoot you. Stay where you are. Got it?”

	Neither Millie or Yìchén responded, but Goose shifted his aim once again and took a step toward Baldwin while keeping his captives in his line of sight. Baldwin was close to the edge of the driveway by now. The man was fearless.

	“I said I don’t know you,” Baldwin repeated. “But I like you.”

	Millie’s heart sank. Hope vanished.

	“How’s that?” Goose asked.

	“I said I know those people. I never said I liked them. Fact is, I don’t.”

	“That so?”

	“Whatever you’re doing, I’d like to help.”

	Goose glanced back at Millie. “You believe this? I don’t believe this.”

	Baldwin crouched slowly into a squat and placed his shotgun on the ground. He stood and raised his hands before taking another step closer. He gestured his head toward the truck.

	“I don’t know what your beef is with the Chinese kid and the girl,” Baldwin said, “but I see you got a truck that works. I want out of here. So whatever I gotta do to hitch a ride in that truck, I’ll do it, even if it means breaking the law.”

	Goose laughed. “The law? There is no law. There hasn’t been law for four days now. Minute those jets flew over and attacked us, the law was whatever we make it.”

	Baldwin smiled. “See? We think alike. I mean, it’s just you and the two of them. You’re outnumbered. How are you going to drive with the two of them in the truck? You need another hand.”

	Goose shifted his aim back to Yìchén. He nodded and clucked his tongue.

	Baldwin slowly lowered one hand and offered it in greeting. “I’m Dick Baldwin.”

	Goose did not shake his hand. “Dick Baldwin, huh?”

	“Yeah.” Baldwin lowered both hands. “I live down the street. Renting. Got no real ties here. Temp job in town before the attack. I—”

	“I’m not interested in your LinkedIn profile, Dick Baldwin. But you raise some interesting ideas. I was just going to shoot the Chinese kid and take the girl.”

	“Fine by me,” Baldwin said. “He’s probably part of the attack. Has inside info. They all do.”

	If Millie had not been stunned into silence by the events unfolding in front of her, she might have clawed out Baldwin’s eyes. She would have risked her life to take out Goose. Her mother lay dead inside, her body half under her bed. It was the lasting image of her mother, one she would never be able to cleanse, and now two evil men talked about her grim future as if she were an inanimate object. She watched, detached, as the man who called himself Goose centered his aim at Yìchén. He eased his finger from the guard to the trigger and pressed the barrel close to Yìchén’s temple. Her friend squeezed shut his eyes and pressed tears down his cheeks. His body trembled, but he said nothing. No pleas. No begging. Yìchén had more dignity than most.

	Millie had an epiphany. “Don’t kill him. He can help you.”

	All eyes fell on Millie. Yìchén’s popped open wide with confusion. Baldwin tilted his head to one side with interest.

	Goose tucked his tongue into his cheek and narrowed his gaze. “How so?”

	“He’s an engineer. Super smart.”

	“We don’t need that sort of smart where we’re going,” Goose said. “We need street smart to survive out there. He don’t look street smart.”

	“But he is,” Millie said. “He can keep that truck running for you. He can maintain your weapons. You need stuff built, he can do it.”

	Goose was incredulous. “I don’t need him. I’m good with my hands and do what I need myself. That truck will get us to where we’re going. I don’t need mechanics. I need soldiers. You know, people who can aim straight. Especially if Baldwin is right and the Chinese are trying to invade. We can take out them commie mother—”

	“I speak Chinese,” Yìchén said. “I can help translate. You need someone who speaks Chinese.”

	Goose considered the new information. He lowered his weapon. “Why would I need that?”

	“If we come across any PLA soldiers, you will want to have someone who can communicate with them. Otherwise, they will execute you on sight.”

	“What’s PLA?” Baldwin asked.

	“People’s Liberation Army,” Yìchén said. “They would be the ones, their ground forces would be the ones we see. They are very disciplined. They are the largest army in the world.”

	Baldwin pointed a finger at Yìchén. “See? I told you. He’s one of them. He’s like them Russian sleeper agents. You see the TV show? The one about the sleeper agents? I knew it. He’s a Chinese sleeper agent.”

	“I am not an agent, but I speak both Cantonese and Mandarin. I am better with Mandarin, but understand both. No matter who we see, I can speak for you.”

	“What if we don’t want to speak?” said Goose.

	Yìchén nodded. “Better if we avoid them, but if you do not, you have a much better chance at surviving if you have someone who can communicate.”

	Goose glanced at Millie and motioned to the truck with the barrel of his handgun. “Get in the truck, both of you. I can always get rid of the Chinaman, but he’s right. For now, we might need him.”

	He faced Baldwin. “Let’s get the lay of the land before we make any choices we regret later. I’ll ride in the back with the girl. You ride shotgun. Sleeper Agent can drive.”

	Yìchén protested. “Me? Drive the truck? Why?”

	“You can drive, right? They teach you how to drive at spy school, don’t they?”

	“Yes. I mean no. I can drive, but I am not a spy. Why though?”

	“Because I said so. That way I can keep my eye on both of you. Get in.”

	Millie moved past Yìchén. When she came close, he whispered to her, “When you get a chance to escape, take it. Don’t wait for me.”

	“No talking,” Goose said and pushed Millie toward the open door.

	She climbed into the back seat and hugged the side of the truck, squeezing herself into the corner between the edge of the seat and the interior side panel so she could be as far away from Goose as possible.

	Yìchén eased behind the wheel. Goose sat behind him and held his gun to the back of Yìchén’s head.

	“You make any funny moves, go faster or slower than I tell you, make a wrong turn, and I put a bullet in you. Got it?”

	Yìchén nodded. He pulled his seatbelt across his chest and latched it, adjusting it on his shoulder, and familiarized himself with the controls.

	“It’s automatic. Put it in reverse. Head out to the interstate and head north. Got it?”

	“Where are we going?” Millie asked.

	“That’s on a need-to-know basis,” Goose said. “Right now, I’m the only one who needs to know.”

	Millie was sure he had heard someone utter that line on television or in a movie. She guessed Goose did not know where he was headed. As evidenced by his acquisition of two unintended traveling partners in Yìchén and Baldwin, two men he did not know and could not trust, Goose was winging it. He was not smart. Otherwise, Millie surmised, he would never have knocked his partner unconscious or killed her mother. He was as disorganized as he was dangerous.

	Yìchén pulled away from the house, into the street, and shifted into drive. Millie buried any hints of self-pity. She was John Beck’s daughter, and that meant something. If her father was dead, and she did not fully believe that was the case, he had a legacy she had to carry.

	He never gave up. John Beck never gave up. He was relentless in his pursuit of freedom while he awaited trail for a crime he did not commit, was relentless in his pursuit of her mother as he worked to reunify their broken family, and he was relentless in his efforts as a father.

	The low rumble of the truck’s engine rattled as Yìchén turned onto MLK and accelerated. Millie watched the crumble through her window. Ash drifted in the air, fires burned, people walked aimlessly or with violent purpose.

	Millie resolved she would return. One way or another she would escape her kidnapper, and she and Yìchén would come back to Tuscaloosa. She would give her mother a proper burial and leave a way for her father to find her. Goose had made a huge mistake when he’d knocked on their door. The man had signed his death warrant. He just didn’t know it yet.

	




Chapter 12

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 7 DAYS

	FLORENCE, KENTUCKY

	 

	Beck stood in the dark at the edge of the highway and watched Millie. She was a leader, no doubt. Strong, but not overbearing. She spoke with a thin man who had a never-ending list of questions. Millie was patient. Beck thought he saw her smile at the inquisitive refugee. Even if the man could not see her geniality in the dim twilight, he was bound to hear it in her voice.

	“Why can’t we have a fire?” he asked. “It’s getting cold.”

	“We don’t want to attract undue attention,” she explained. “There are a couple of places along the journey where we’ll be able to light a fire, have some warm food. This is not it.”

	“Are you saying it’s not safe here?”

	“I’m not saying that,” Millie said, “though it’s probably fair to say it’s not safe anywhere. Safety is relative, right?”

	“It’s safe in Canada, isn’t it?”

	“Relatively. Now please grab your rations and find a seat. I’m going to be speaking to everybody in a few minutes. If you have other questions, feel free to ask me then, okay?”

	The man nodded and walked away. Millie sighed and surveyed their surroundings at the edge of the highway. It was a clearing that offered multiple escape routes should someone or something unwanted approach them during the night.

	She twisted her neck from one side to the other, and it cracked with release. Millie was the type of person who carried stress in her neck and shoulders. She pulled one arm across her chest and used the opposite hand to draw it close, stretching her neck, shoulder, and back.

	Her father mimicked her movements, approaching her in the center of the highway. It was four lanes but narrow. “That feels pretty good,” he said. “Who taught you that?”

	Millie repeated the technique with her other arm and twisted her neck against the leverage. Beck tried this, too.

	“He who shall not be named.”

	“Keith?”

	She dropped her arms at her sides and slumped her shoulders. It was the exasperated movement of a teenaged girl fed up with her ignorant parent. “I said not to use his name.”

	“He’s dead. What does it matter?”

	Keith had stolen her heart and then betrayed it. He was her first and, as far as Beck knew, her only love. Even in the dark, her pain was obvious.

	“Sorry,” he said. “I won’t say his name. My bad.”

	“Your bad.”

	“I overheard you talking to that skinny dude. He was complaining about the fire?”

	“He was.”

	“You handled it well,” Beck said. “I’d have told him to go take a flying nip at a rolling doughnut.”

	She giggled. “Is that your way of saying he could go—”

	“Yes. That’s my way of saying it.”

	She laughed. “Thanks, Dad.”

	“What did I do?”

	“I mean it. I’m not being sarcastic. I appreciate you. You’re worried about me, so you’re keeping an eye on me, but you’re letting me do it my way. I know that’s hard.”

	“Not going to lie. It’s not easy. I think I’d rather go take a flying nip at a rolling doughnut.”

	“I’m glad it’s dark,” Millie said.

	“Why?”

	“So I don’t have to really see your smile. It’s weird.”

	“I’ve been told.”

	“By me.”

	“And others.”

	“It’s good to laugh, Dad. Just for a second.”

	Millie looked past him up the highway and pivoted to check over both shoulders. Her expression twisted into a serious mask that aged her.

	“You’re worried about the animals,” Beck said. “I get it. You were smart to stop us here for the night, even if it messes up the plan. We’ll catch up once we get through Cincinnati.”

	“It’s not just the animals. I have a sense about things, and this trip feels off in every way. Nothing I can put my finger on, but I am worried. I’ll feel a lot better once we cross the border into Canada.”

	“You’ve beaten the odds every day since D-Day, Millie. The days ahead are no different. I’m proud of you, and I love you.”

	She nodded. “I love you too. Thanks for the pep talk. Now I need to let everyone know what’s what. This is always fun, and by always fun, I mean never fun. You going to stand up there with me?”

	Beck lifted an eyebrow. “Me? No.”

	“You sound surprised.”

	“I am. I mean, I’m honored you would ask, but surprised. You’ve been rightfully territorial over your leadership.”

	“You seem to have a better understanding of your position in the organization,” she said with a chuckle. “I don’t mind it.”

	He shook his head. “No. Plus, I can get a better gauge of how the crowd is reacting if I’m standing over there with them. Then I’ll report back to you what I think…from my position in the organization.”

	“Deal.” Millie twisted her neck from side to side, and it cracked again.

	She walked over to the encampment at the edge of the highway. Beck followed her and then drifted into the crowd. Justin emerged from the edge of the woods and crossed the clearing to stand on the edge of the road next to Millie. Beck figured he had been watching their discussion from afar and timed his approach.

	“Hey, everyone,” Millie said. “Go ahead and finish eating. I know I say this every night, but please make sure you drink all the water in your rations. You need to hydrate, and water is at a premium. The farther we get into the journey, the harder it becomes to find until we cross the border.”

	The low hum of the handful of conversations among the refugees went silent, and Millie took her cue. She spoke with her hands.

	“Thanks for listening,” she said, “and thank you for a good day. We still have a long way ahead of us, but we’re doing well. No major injuries or obstacles so far, but that is about to change.”

	Beck noticed husbands looking at their wives, mothers tightening their hold on their children. They sensed bad news was forthcoming, and it was as if the entire camp held its collective breath in nervous anticipation of what Millie would say next.

	“Before we ever left, I warned you of the dangers of this journey. I told you that not everybody would make it. Some of us will…”

	Millie hesitated. Her eyes drifted across the parents with children on their laps or in their arms.

	Beck wanted to step in and help his daughter, deflect some of the unavoidable backlash from the forthcoming frank and hard discussion. He kept his mouth shut and tried to telepathically send her as much moral support and good mojo as he could conjure.

	“Some of us…won’t finish the journey for one reason or another. That’s how it is, and that’s what I said before we ever left Churchill Downs, and each night here on the road, I give you status updates, right? What to expect the next day, what we might encounter, and how to handle it. So far, it’s been mundane, run-of-the-mill stuff, but tonight, I really need you to pay attention.”

	“Just spit it out,” someone in the crowd said. “Tell us what’s going on.”

	A murmur of agreement rolled across the assembly. They wanted it straight. Millie obliged.

	“For lack of a better way to put it, we are in the middle of a jungle.”

	A woman raised her hand and asked, “What does that mean?”

	“There are wild animals, dangerous animals, hungry animals, roaming wild in and around Cincinnati.”

	“Like Bengals?” one man joked. Nobody laughed.

	“There’s a tiger,” Millie said, “possibly two. There are also lions, leopards, cheetahs, cougars, gorillas.”

	“Are you serious?” one of the refugees asked. “You’re taking us on a safari? How did the animals even get here?”

	“It can’t be helped,” Millie said. “It is the safest route. Believe me. The problem we have is that the animals are getting farther and farther away from the zoo and—”

	“Zoo?” a man questioned through a brittle laugh.

	Millie balled her fists at her sides but otherwise kept her cool. She carried the same tone of voice as she had with the inquisitive man in the middle of the highway minutes earlier, even but firm.

	“Someone let the animals free from the zoo sometime shortly after the power went out. Either that, or some of the electronic locking mechanisms and electric fences failed. It could have been a combination of both. Nobody I’ve ever talked with knows exactly what happened. The point is, we have to stick together. We need to keep our heads on swivels. Also, I am asking that anyone who is confident with a firearm, carry one. Just in case.”

	“Just in case?”

	“Just in case we run into trouble, and chances are we will run into trouble.”

	“What about other animals?” asked a teenaged boy. “Like elephants or giraffes or reptiles?”

	“There’s one elephant. No giraffes. At least, not anymore.”

	“Reptiles?” the kid repeated.

	“I’ve seen snakes,” Millie said, “and we’ve heard there’s a family of alligators near the Ohio River, but we’ve never seen them.”

	“There’s a shark in the river,” the kid said.

	Millie chuckled. “I’ve never seen a shark.”

	“It’s there,” he said. “I read about it on the internet before the power went out. I remember. It was a bull shark.”

	“Again,” Millie said, “I’ve never seen the shark. We don’t have to worry about it. And the snake danger is no greater than anywhere else really. It’s the big cats that are the major problem. Without real predators, they have multiplied in large numbers, and they are especially dangerous around right now and early in the morning. Dusk and dawn.”

	The inquisitive man raised his hand. He waved his hand, impatient to have his next question answered. Millie pointed at him.

	“Why didn’t you tell us this sooner?”

	Others in the group agreed. They started talking over one another in an indecipherable cacophony that grew in volume until Justin stuck two fingers in his mouth and whistled. It was a loud, sharp interruption that silenced the refugees.

	“We did tell you,” Justin said. “We told you about the danger and the risk to your safety before we left.”

	“No, you didn’t,” said the inquisitive man, his hand still in the air above his head. “You said nothing about animals.”

	Millie stepped forward and pointed at the man. She was on the verge of losing her cool, but she held tight to the threads of it. “You all knew the risks. What does it matter what the risk is? Dead is dead. You weighed the risk and chose this one as having the greater reward at the end of it. You could stay in Kentucky and fall prey to whatever happens to what’s left of civilization.”

	The inquisitive man lowered his hand. He sat back on his heels.

	“Our nation was never as strong as we thought it was. The structure of our civilization was always fragile. I learned that in elementary school. Turns out, all it took was turning off the lights to send us into Hell. We became so dependent on those lights and everything modern that came with them, we lost our heads. You can live in that craziness as things get worse, or you can go somewhere where you don’t wake up each morning wondering if it will be your last.”

	Beck narrowed his gaze, zeroing in on his daughter in the fading light. He had never heard her speak like this. He was both full of pride and horrified. Prideful because of her insight and understanding of the politics of survival. Horrified because the dependence on electricity, the failure to prepare, to live off the land and thrive without the creature comforts of combustible fuel and giga-speed wireless internet had led Americans to become soft and easily conquerable.

	If more people had been prepared, if they had focused on raising their own meat, milling soap, harvesting and canning vegetables and fruits from their own gardens or homestead, none of this would have happened. Those without the skills to survive panicked. The strong preyed on the weak. The bad conquered the good. The government collapsed, and order devolved into chaos. They were no closer to rebuilding today than they were in the seconds after the EMP attacks nearly a half a decade earlier.

	If Beck and his generation had done those things, at least some of them, his daughter and her peers might not be human smugglers and gunfighters. They would be settlers and prospectors living out a peaceful, if not simple, life. Instead, every day was a fight to subsist.

	A wave of guilt washed through Beck. He was as responsible for whatever government had detonated the EMPs. At least, that was what the demons told him as he considered the violence that lay ahead.

	“You have a choice,” Millie said, her eyes sweeping across the refugees in the fading light. “You can trust us and continue on this journey, or you can go back. Who wants to go back?”

	Nobody raised their hand. None of the refugees even appeared to consider it. They sat silently.

	“Okay then,” Millie said. “Understand we will tell you the specifics of the threats as we face them. No need to overwhelm you. Right now, worry about the big cats. We sleep here tonight in shifts. We wait until the sun comes up; then we hit the road. It should be safer once the sun is up. Okay?”

	A collective nod and mumble of agreement met her question.

	Justin took a step forward and raised his hands to direct the refugees’ attention toward him. “All right. Now that the Sheriff has given you the lay of the land, I’m going to divide you into shifts and pick out a few of you to carry guns. If you’d like to volunteer, come see me, and I’ll get you hooked up. Okay? Okay.”

	While Justin worked to separate the refugees into groups, Millie crossed the crowd over to Beck. He stood with his arms folded across his chest, expressionless, not wanting to hint at how well he thought his daughter had handled the refugees or give away his sadness at the truths she spoke. It was probably too dark for her to see his face, but he did not want to take that chance.

	She stepped close to him and kept her voice low. “What did you think?”

	“Of you or them?”

	“Both.”

	“I think they’re scared out of their skin. I’m pretty sure a couple of them pooped their pants.”

	“Pooped? What sort of grown man says the word poop?”

	“The sort that thinks your people are scared out of their skin.”

	“Fair enough. You think they’re on board?”

	“What choice do they have?”

	“I gave them the option to leave.”

	“That’s sort of like giving a condemned man the choice between hanging and firing squad.”

	“You’ve got a lot of metaphors tonight.”

	“I’m in a mood. Sleeping in a zoo will do that to me.”

	“Seriously, Dad, I want your honest opinion. Stop trying to be funny.”

	“Got it. I’m either too much of a killer or too much of a comedian. I’ll try to find the quasi-happy medium.”

	“You’re right, Dad. I’m sorry. I guess I’m in a mood, too.”

	“It’s fine, Millie,” Beck said. “Don’t worry about it. You’re doing a good job, the best any of us could do. Get some sleep. I’ll take one of the first shifts and wake you up when it’s time. You can take my spot.”

	Millie smiled. She thanked him and started toward the spot where she’d left her pack. Halfway there, she pivoted to face him. “You’re not going to wake me up, are you? You’ll be up the whole night.”

	Beck shrugged. “We’ll see. You know me. Not much for sleep.”

	“I’ll wake myself up and relieve you,” she said. “Even legends need sleep.”

	Beck watched her until she evaporated into the dark. Others scurried around him either readying for bed or for their watch. Regina sidled up next to him, rifle in hand. Beck was so focused on the others, he did not see her approach until she was beside him, her arm against his.

	“I saw the two of you talking and wanted to give you space,” she said. “She looks stressed.”

	“Thanks,” Beck said. “That was sweet of you. Yeah, she is stressed, no doubt. I guess all of us are. Getting news that we’re living in the middle of a safari and we’re the prey isn’t the kind of thing that puts people at ease, you know?”

	“True enough,” Regina said, “but I thought Millie did a great job. She’s a real leader, Beck. I wonder where she gets it from.”

	Beck chuckled and put his free arm around Regina’s waist. He rested his hand on her hip and then ran it up and down along the curve. He loved that part of her body. That part and a lot of others.

	“It’s not from me,” Beck said. “I mean, maybe she got her fighting spirit from me, you know, like she inherited that. The rest of it is all her. I still don’t know what she went through during those years on her own, but they clearly hardened her in a way that forged steel.”

	“She hasn’t opened up yet?”

	“A little, but not more than a story here or there. The rest of it, especially the parts before she escaped Goose, she doesn’t want to talk about.”

	Regina put her hand on his where it rested on her hip, and she squeezed. “She’ll tell you when she’s ready. Maybe once we get to where we’re going. The pressure will be off, and she’ll see fit to share everything with you.”

	“Maybe.”

	Beck looked up the road, toward the city, and into the darkness. A breeze brushed across him, and a tingle ran along his spine, though he could not be sure it was the wind that sent the chill through him.

	“That is, if we ever get where we’re going.”

	




Chapter 13

	D-DAY +4

	COLUMBUS, MISSISSIPPI

	 

	Millie watched Goose push the barrel against the back of Yìchén’s head above his right ear. He leaned forward and snarled, “You go any slower and I’m going to make you get out and push. I could crawl faster than this.”

	“I am going as fast as I can. I cannot help that the roads are the way they are.”

	“The hell you can’t. It’s your people who done this.”

	“It’s not his people,” Millie said. “Yìchén is every bit as American as you and me.”

	Goose snorted a laugh. “If that’s true, then I got Gulf-front property in Birmingham to sell you.”

	“Well then, whoever sold it to you pulled one over on you,” she said.

	“That’s the point,” Goose said. “There ain’t no Gulf-front property in Birmingham.”

	“You’re missing the point.”

	“I think you’re missing the point,” said Goose. “Now shut your trap and tell your commie spy friend here to speed it up.”

	Millie wished she could hurry their progress, but there was nothing she, Yìchén, nor anyone else could do about the inevitable delays in a post-apocalyptic world. What should have taken an hour had taken six. Stalled cars served as ridiculous obstacles that prevented Yìchén from driving any faster than five or ten miles per hour. Every time he gained speed, another tangle of debris slowed their progress.

	They had tried the interstate first, but turned around when Goose became too impatient with their sloth-like advance. The weather had not helped their progress either. They had run through two rainstorms, one of them a deluge that left water ponding on the edges of the roadway. Not to mention that the truck’s wipers were terrible and only served to move the water around the windshield, making it even harder to see the road ahead.

	They had never come to a complete stop, and when they had slowed enough that Millie might have considered jumping, Goose had his pistol aimed right at her. He’d shot her looks that told her not to try to escape. Millie was wise beyond her years, with innate street smarts, and a cynical sensibility, but she was still young. She gave up the idea of escaping until they stopped for the night or reached their destination.

	Now the road was wet, but the skies were mostly clear. The sun was getting low in the sky and cast the thin remaining clouds in pink, making them look like cotton candy. Another hour, or two at most, and they’d be driving at night in the dark. The thought sent a shudder along Millie’s spine.

	“You could drive,” Millie said Goose. “It is your truck.”

	As much as she feared the man and what he might do, she was tired of the abuse and could not imagine her world could get much worse than it was by sniping at the man who’d killed her mother and kidnapped her from her home. It took everything in her not to attack the man like a spider monkey and claw his eyes out. Millie guessed she could take him if she got the jump on him. But that would have to wait. He had a gun, and that, more than anything else, gave him the power for now. Unlike Goose, Millie understood implicitly she had to be patient and let the opportunity to escape come to her. It would happen eventually.

	Goose lowered the weapon and waved it at Millie. “Or you could drive. How about that?”

	“I don’t have a license, and I don’t know how to drive, but you might want to stop waving that at me. I’m no good to you dead.”

	“You’re probably no good to me alive, baby doll. Just sit there and shut up. Let us men handle the business of our business. If I had a kitchen, I’d put you in it and tell you to make me a sandwich.”

	“Did you have a mother?” Millie asked.

	He hesitated. “Yeah. Why?”

	“She still alive?”

	“Hell, I don’t know who’s alive and who ain’t right now, but I would guess so. What’s she got to do with anything?”

	“I wish I could meet her.”

	“Why’s that?”

	“I’d love to shake the hand of someone who’s twice the man you are.”

	Baldwin chuckled. Goose’s face reddened. He reared back as if he might pistol-whip Millie. She raised her arms to cover her head and face, but he stopped short.

	“You think you’re funny. You’re not funny.”

	Yìchén cursed. “This truck is killing me.”

	They were stuck behind an eighteen-wheeler trying to navigate a one-lane opening on Highway 82. Millie wondered what the truck might be carrying or how the driver had enough fuel to get wherever he or she was going. They had passed twelve shuttered gas stations so far. She had counted every one of them as well as the number of Sonic Drive-In restaurants. Millie loved their cherry limeade and their tater tots. A large order could be a whole meal. Sonic was another thing she would miss if the world never got back to normal, and from the looks of things, it never would, at least for her. Not with her mother dead and her father missing. She refused to believe John Beck was dead, no matter what Goose led her to believe. He was an untrustworthy source, and she was not even fully convinced her mother had died, though she wondered how she might have survived her gunshot wounds.

	Counting gas stations and drive-thrus was a way to keep her mind off the reality of her predicament. She was a captive of two men who would do bad things to her. Of that much, Millie was certain. These were bad men who had bad intentions.

	Baldwin might not be much more than a selfish, hotheaded bigot, but Goose had already proven himself violent. Millie tried to avoid dwelling on that and preferred to focus her attention on trivial, mind-numbing activities when she wasn’t trying to figure out a way out of the truck.

	Baldwin pointed through the windshield. “You could go around on the left. The shoulder looks pretty solid. It gets us out from behind the big rig.”

	The angry neighbor had been mostly quiet during their drive. Unlike his rants on the street, he seemed the more reasonable of the two captors. That said little for his temperament, but Millie was somewhat comforted that they were not coping with two raving lunatics at once. Perhaps there was hope where Baldwin was concerned. As she counted another Sonic off the freeway, Goose nudged her.

	“Only reason I ain’t hit you yet is ’cause I don’t want to mess up that pretty face. You push me again, though, and I’ll knock your teeth out. Understand me?”

	Millie nodded. No need to press him on every point. She had done enough.

	Goose glared at Millie but snapped at Yìchén. “Do what he says. Go around the truck.”

	Yìchén swung the wheel to the right and accelerated, hugging the shoulder. The semi’s cab almost hit them as he zipped past, but he made it without incident and found open road ahead of them leading northwest toward Memphis.

	Yìchén eased into a comfortable and speedy twenty-five miles per hour. “Tell me again where we are headed?”

	“That falls under the heading of none of your business,” Baldwin said, ruining her thesis about his temperament. “Ain’t that how the saying goes, Millie?”

	He did not look back at her, but Millie could feel the sly grin on his face. He was repeating back to them something her mother had said when Baldwin essentially blackmailed them for the goods they had procured from the warehouse. She thought of a half-dozen different retorts, but none of them would benefit her beyond the instantaneous and momentary satisfaction. The next time she was a smart-alec, Goose might hit her. Then again, this would not be aimed at Goose. She gave into the urge.

	“You know what, Baldwin?”

	“What?”

	“You’d be much more likeable if it wasn’t for that hole in your face that keeps making noise.”

	She held her breath as soon as she’d said it. Her chest tightened in anticipation of the backlash or a backhand.

	Goose burst into laughter. He pointed at her with his empty hand and shook his finger. “That was funny. Isn’t she funny, Baldwin?”

	Baldwin scowled and sank down into his seat. Goose shook his head with a grin and wagged his finger again at Millie, reaffirming his assessment of her humor when it was not directed at him. Millie exhaled, and Yìchén pressed on the accelerator.

	They were traveling thirty miles per hour now, and he weaved among a slalom course of abandoned cars and trucks. They were north of Columbus, and the road sign told them they were one hundred seventy-five miles from Memphis.

	“We’re headed to Memphis, Yìchén,” she said. “Isn’t that what you said, Mr. Goose?”

	“Mr. Goose,” he said. “I like that. Yeah, we’re headed to Memphis, for now.”

	“What’s in Memphis?” Millie asked.

	“We’ll see. I just know it’s not Alabama, and I don’t have the patience to go to Atlanta or Nashville. So Memphis it is.”

	“You think going to an urban area is the best move?” Yìchén asked.

	Goose stretched his neck and scratched the stubble with the rear sight on the top of his pistol. He glanced out the window. “Why do you ask that?”

	Yìchén maneuvered around a Volkswagen Beetle and shrugged. “My opinion is—”

	Goose smacked Yìchén on the side of his head with an open palm. The truck swerved. “I didn’t ask for your opinion. I asked why you asked what you asked.”

	With his focus on Yìchén, Millie studied Goose in his seat. She paid attention to how he held his gun, where he put his feet, his relaxed posture. There would come a moment she could take advantage; it was only a matter of when.

	“I was wondering why you would want to go into a highly populated area, if there could be a bigger chance of running into people who might be dangerous,” said Yìchén. “If we stay out of the cities, then—”

	Goose was incredulous. “Did you say dangerous?”

	Yìchén hesitated. Goose slapped him again on the side of the head. Yìchén accelerated suddenly, the truck jerked forward, and he swerved before regaining control. He touched the side of his head and winced.

	“Hey, man,” Baldwin said, “you might not want to hit the driver, okay? You could get us all killed.”

	Goose flexed his jaw and narrowed his gaze at Baldwin. It was becoming increasingly clear that Goose was on his own, and if somehow maybe she or Yìchén could pit Baldwin against Goose, they might be able to sway the racist, thieving neighbor to their side. She would have to rethink any more jokes at his expense, even if she did enjoy the impact.

	“Tell you what,” Goose said. “You drive.”

	Baldwin shook his head. “I’m not driving.”

	“Then get out. This is my truck, and I can do what I want. Right now, I want you driving the truck so you don’t complain when I smack this sorry piece upside his head.”

	Goose leaned forward and aimed the pistol at Baldwin’s head. Baldwin raised his hands in surrender.

	“Okay, okay,” Baldwin said. “I’ll drive, then.”

	Goose tapped Yìchén on the shoulder. “Pull over.”

	“Where?” asked Yìchén.

	“Anywhere. It ain’t like we’re in rush-hour traffic. Find a spot and pull off the road. I want you to swap.”

	Yìchén slowed the truck and eased onto the shoulder. He started to open the driver’s side door when Goose stopped him.

	“No. Don’t do that. Swap places without getting out. I don’t want you running or nothing.”

	That sparked an idea in Millie’s head. She remembered what Yìchén had whispered before she climbed into the truck.

	When you get a chance to escape, take it. Don’t wait for me.

	Yìchén would be okay. He could take care of himself. She could run and get help for both of them. This was her chance.

	As soon as the men started to switch seats, awkwardly climbing over one another, Millie shouldered open her door and rolled out onto the wet pavement. She hit it hard with her palms and knees.

	Goose shouted at her and unleashed a string of curse words, some of which she had never heard before. She drowned out his commands, scrambled to her feet, and ran. Her heart pounding in her chest, she sped away from the back of the truck, fearful she might stumble or fall.

	She ran, the sting of her palms throbbing when she balled her hands into fists and pumped her arms as hard as she could. A pair of headlights were coming straight at her. Someone was coming. It was the big rig they had passed minutes earlier. Whoever was driving could rescue her and help Yìchén. Soon enough they’d be rid of their captors and free to make their own decisions. She prayed the person in the truck was armed.

	She waved her hands over her head and huffed toward the truck.

	Millie was at full speed, cold air stinging her lungs, when a gunshot cracked behind her. She instinctively ducked but kept running and bounced off a Toyota sedan. Another gunshot and Goose shouted loud enough for her to hear him.

	“I’m going to kill him!”

	Millie kept running, but looked over her shoulder. Baldwin was running after her, shotgun in hand. But it was not his armed pursuit that forced her to stop in her tracks.

	Beside the truck, Goose had a gun pointed at Yìchén. Her friend was on his knees, and Goose stood behind him.

	“Run!” Yìchén yelled. Goose pistol-whipped him, and Yìchén crumpled into a ball on the road.

	Millie could not run. She had to go back. If she kept running and managed to get away, Yìchén would die because of her. That could not happen.

	Behind her, the semi’s horn blared. Millie stood frozen in the middle of the highway. Baldwin slowed to a deliberate march and pumped the shotgun before leveling it at her. He carried it at his waist. Baldwin reached Millie and grabbed her by the arm.

	The semi’s air brakes hissed, and it slowed to a stop. Its engine idled at a low rumble, and a man’s voice called out, “Hey, everything okay? You okay, missy?”

	“She’s fine,” Baldwin said. “Mind your own business.”

	Baldwin yanked on her and pulled her away from the truck, but she spun and looked back at the driver. He was a young man, lean and friendly-faced, with short hair underneath an Auburn ball cap, and he stood behind the open door of his truck, one foot still in the cab.

	“It doesn’t look like she’s fine. Are you okay?”

	Baldwin squeezed her arm and yanked again. Millie stumbled into him and lost her footing. She fell to the highway, hitting her hip hard on the asphalt.

	“Get up,” Baldwin snarled. “Let’s get back to the truck before somebody gets hurt.”

	The trucker hopped down from his cab. He had a rifle in one hand, and he quickly raised it to his shoulder.

	“I think you’d better let go of the girl,” he said. “And you should put down your shotgun. I’ve got the reach on you, brother, so you’d best do what’ll let you see the sunrise.”

	Baldwin yanked Millie to her feet and raised the shotgun, pressing it into the small of her back. The trucker kept his aim leveled, but he did not move any closer.

	“I’m telling you to mind your own business,” Baldwin said. “Get back in that truck. This has nothing to do with you.”

	“I don’t think I can do that,” the trucker said. “You’re going to have to let go of the girl.”

	Baldwin shifted behind Millie. He was sweating despite the chill in the air. She could smell it. He jabbed the barrel into her back. “Start walking backwards, Millie. Stay with me, or I will explode you.”

	The word explode stunned her. It created a disturbing image in her mind in which she saw her guts spill out from her body as she collapsed onto them. Millie obeyed the order and stepped backward, tripping over her heels as he ushered her away from the trucker.

	She wanted the man to help her, but she worried for his safety. He was a Good Samaritan and proof that benevolence had survived the attack four days earlier. She moved backward, locking eyes with him and in her stare tried to persuade him to go, to leave her and Yìchén to their fates. He shook his head almost imperceptibly and stalked forward.

	“You need to let go of her,” the trucker said. “I cannot abide this.”

	Behind her, Goose shouted, “I will put bullets in both of them if you don’t step off and get back in that truck!”

	His voice was close enough, Millie sensed she was almost back to the pickup. The closer she got, the worse chance the trucker would have to escape. They would have him outgunned two to one.

	“Hurry up,” Baldwin said.

	“I can’t go any faster,” she said.

	He poked her again with the barrel. This time, it was hard enough that she lost her cadence and tripped over her feet. She fell back into Baldwin. She heard the crack of a rifle, and a bullet zipped over her head. Baldwin grunted behind her and fired the shotgun.

	The blast was deafening, and Millie grabbed her ears, rolling into a fetal position on the road. Her ears rang, and she squeezed her eyes shut, trying to mitigate the concussive force of the shotgun blast.

	Baldwin’s body leaned against hers, and she felt him paw at her side. Her shirt rode up above her rib cage, and his wet hand dragged across her skin. Millie blinked her eyes open and rolled away from Baldwin. He stared back at her, his gaze unblinking and vacant. His features were twisted into an expression that combined fear and regret.

	Though she heard nothing but the high-pitched tone that rang in her ears, Millie felt the percussion of a gunfight. She smelled the acrid odor of gunfire, the same scent that permeated her house in Tuscaloosa.

	Millie pulled her hands from her ears and lifted her gaze toward the pickup truck. Yìchén lay on the ground, facedown. Blood pooled from his misshapen head, and Millie gasped. She choked back a scream and crawled to her feet.

	Muzzle flashes sparked to her right, but she ignored them and stumbled toward her friend. She dropped to her knees when she reached him and confirmed what she could see from a distance. He was dead. Millie did not need to turn him over and see his face to know the truth.

	His blood leached onto her knees, and she cried out. Her voice was muffled in her own head, barely registering above the tone that muted everything else around her. She fell back onto her bottom, her hand resting on Yìchén’s lifeless shoulder.

	She looked up from his body and caught sight of Goose. He was on the far side of the pickup truck, taking cover from the trucker, who was holed up behind the open passenger’s door of the Toyota sedan she’d banged into running from Baldwin.

	Millie grabbed a fistful of Yìchén’s shirt and screamed for the men to stop. She had lost so much in such a short time, had experienced too much violence, for a child her age. The men shouted at one another, trying to talk the other into giving up. Neither acquiesced to the other’s demands, and the gunfire stopped with a stalemate, and she was unsure if either of them noticed her beside her dead friend.

	“I’m sorry,” she said to Yìchén. “I wish you hadn’t come. I really wish you hadn’t come.”

	She reached out and took his cold hand, and when she opened his balled fist, something dropped to the ground. It was pink.

	“My knife?” she muttered. Tears spilled down her cheeks.

	Millie took the knife, the one her father had gifted her, and flipped open the blade. She held it tight and got to her feet, whispering a thank you to Yìchén.

	Keeping it at her side, she moved toward the pickup truck. “Stop the fighting,” she said. “I’ll go with you, Goose.”

	Goose glanced over at her, his brow knitted with suspicion. She read his lips, which said, “What?”

	She raised her free hand above her head. “I’m coming with you.”

	Goose smirked. He called out to the trucker and shouted something she could not understand. The trucker said something back.

	“Go away,” Millie said to the trucker as she focused her attention on Goose. “You’re a good person, but you shouldn’t be involved. Go on your way.”

	She tightened her grip on the knife and edged around the front of the pickup. She held it on her right side, away from Goose, and was ready to make her move when the trucker shouted something, and she spun in time to see him emerge from behind his cover at the Toyota. His rifle flashed as he hurried toward her. He was coming for her, not okay with leaving her with Goose. No sooner had he fired off his first shot than his body twisted awkwardly, and his face contorted with pain. His rifle flew from his hand and hit the asphalt when another shot hit him, and he fell forward. He tried to brace his fall, but his chin cracked on the roadway. Despite the ringing in her ears, Millie was certain she heard the sickening smack on the hard surface the moment the would-be hero dropped.

	Millie cried out again and started toward him, having abandoned her spoiled plot to kill Goose with her knife, but a strong hand gripped her shoulder and stopped her in her tracks.

	The hand pushed down and shoved her to the ground. Millie dropped the knife, and Goose stepped over her and stood over the trucker. She scraped her knuckles on the road as she grabbed her knife and folded it into her hand, then tried to get back onto her feet. Goose rolled the trucker onto his back, and the man raised his hand, clearly begging for mercy. Goose gave him none and put another bullet in him. Millie cried out again. Her vision blurred and darkened at the edges before the world went black.

	When she awoke, she was staring at a dark sky, the wind whipping around her. The ringing in her ears was there, but she could hear the wind and the hum of tires on the highway.

	It took Millie a moment to gain her wits, but when she did, she realized she was on her back in the truck bed. Her hands were bound behind her, as were her ankles. A dull pain throbbed at the back of her head, her tongue felt thick in her mouth, and her palms and knees stung. She smelled the distinct odor of gasoline from the containers that occupied the truck bed alongside her.

	Millie had no concept of how long she’d been unconscious, but flashes of memory came back to her as the truck sped without obstacle along the Mississippi highway. Yìchén was dead and so were Baldwin and the nameless trucker who had given his life in the futile effort to free her from captivity.

	A knot thickened in her throat as she thought about Yìchén, the sight of his grotesquely damaged head, and the smell of blood everywhere. Then she remembered her knife. He had held it in his hand when he died. He must have picked it up in the hallway of her house after she’d lost it. Now she had lost it again.

	She remembered trying to attack Goose from behind as he killed the trucker but passing out from the shock of seeing another person die. Was that why she had collapsed? Was it shock? Or was it from exhaustion, dehydration, and an untenable combination of emotions as she struggled to cope with an ever-devolving reality?

	She must have hit her head when she passed out. That would explain the splitting headache that throbbed at the back of her crown. Goose had picked her up. She recalled that now, and she remembered his body odor and the thickness of his calloused hands.

	He had tried to put her in the back seat, but she had struggled, so he had tossed her into the bed. And the binds were twine wrapped tight.

	“That’ll hold you,” he had said. “You won’t be causing any trouble now.”

	Stars twinkled in the black sky above her, and she thought about her dad. Was Beck really alive and could he see the same stars? Millie needed something on which to hold, a thread of hope. Otherwise, she might drift into an even darker place from which she might never escape.

	Thinking about Beck and trying to identify the constellations above her, she noticed the truck was slowing down. Millie struggled to sit up, but could not find purchase enough to lift her torso. She held her breath when the truck stopped, the engine shut off, and the driver’s side door opened and closed. The sounds were muffled, as if she were just under the surface of the water, but she could hear well enough to identify the noises.

	Millie closed her eyes. She heard Goose’s boots crunch a path toward her. If she was asleep, he might leave her alone. Wishful thinking.

	“Wake up,” he said.

	She kept her eyes closed and lay as still as possible. A hand jostled her shoulder.

	“I know you’re awake. There’s no way you’re still unconscious unless you’re dead.”

	Her eyes fluttered open. “You killed Yìchén.”

	“Yeah,” he said. “That was unfortunate, but it was your fault.”

	A surprising flood of rage flooded Millie’s chest, and she struggled against her binds. She cursed at him, using some of the words she had heard him use earlier in the day, even though she was unsure of what some of them meant.

	He chuckled. “Not sure I’m any of those things, but okay. Good for you for trying. Here’s the thing, though. I’m stopping for the night, too tired to keep going. If you can calm down, I’ll untie you long enough to eat something and maybe go to the bathroom. If you can’t, I’ll leave you here.”

	Millie realized she did have to go to the bathroom. She could not recall the last time she’d relieved herself. That morning? The night before? And she was hungry. Starving really. As much as she did not want to give in to Goose and do anything he suggested, it was worse to bite off her nose to spite her face.

	That was something her mother always accused her of doing when she was stubborn, and she said her father, Beck, was the master of biting off his nose to spite his face. It was a fatal flaw as far as Debbie was concerned.

	Millie relaxed. She sucked in a deep breath and exhaled. “Okay, I’ll calm down.”

	“Good girl,” Goose said. “I knew you could be reasonable, push came to shove.”

	He walked to the tailgate, lowered it, and climbed into the bed. Crouching beside her, he pulled a knife. It was not hers. “I’m going to take off the ties at your wrists, but I’m keeping them on your legs. I can’t have you running off. Roll over.”

	Millie hesitated. She did not move.

	“Roll over so I can undo the ties.”

	Millie shifted and twisted onto her side. He tugged on her wrists, and it put pressure on her shoulders. She winced but kept herself from letting him know it hurt. He roughly sawed off the twine. The tension disappeared, and she rolled onto her back. The blood rushed into her hands, and she brought them in front of her, rubbing her wrists and palms.

	Goose hopped from the truck and tugged on her ankles, dragging her from the bed and onto her feet. The blood rushed from her head, and she wobbled, but he steadied her.

	“You can shuffle your feet, or you could hop. There’s some woods over there. Do your business. If you’re gone for more than a minute, I’ll come in after you.”

	It surprised her that he would give her any privacy at all. “Why?”

	“Why what?”

	“Why are you letting me go?”

	He stared at her for a long moment before answering. “I don’t want to watch you take a dump or leak or whatever you gotta do. Not my thing. Like I said, you’ve got a minute.”

	Not my thing.

	Millie had no idea what that meant. It sounded weird, but she was not going to argue it. If the sicko killer was going to give her privacy, she would take it. Millie studied her surroundings. Despite the clear sky, it was hard to see anything. They were parked on the shoulder of the highway. Unlike the road closer to Columbus, Mississippi, there were no stalled vehicles. They were alone. Dense clusters of tall trees crowded the highway on both sides.

	She tried a step and kept her balance, so she took another. Although the binds gave her little movement, she could shuffle her feet back and forth. She made her way from the solid roadway onto the soft earth between the road and the woods. She was exhausted by the time she reached the tree line and leaned against a tall pine to catch her breath. Her head pounded with each beat of her heart, and she glanced back at the road.

	“One minute,” Goose said. “Best hurry up.”

	Millie shuffled into the dark woods, and the chirping bugs and creatures silenced themselves. She managed to do her business, counting down from sixty as she did. When she emerged from the woods and again leaned on the same tree, Goose was at the side of the truck, refueling it with one of the gas cans he kept in the truck’s bed.

	Getting back to the truck was more difficult than it had been leaving it. The ground sloped from the road toward the woods, so the return trip was uphill. Millie kept falling forward as she tried to navigate the incline. By the time she reached the highway, Goose was replacing the gas can in the bed. He leaned against the open tailgate and patted the space next to him.

	“C’mon,” he said. “Time to eat.”

	He handed her an energy bar, and she eased against the truck, keeping a space between them. She ripped open the plastic packaging and bit into the bar. It was chewy, and she had to tear at it with her teeth. It tasted like bitter fruit, but it was something. Millie hadn’t realized how hungry she was until she started eating.

	The cicadas and other bugs started chirping again. Their chorus was loud enough that she could barely hear Goose when he spoke.

	“I wasn’t lying when I said your Chinese friend died because of you,” he said. “I mean, if you hadn’t tried to escape, none of that back there would have happened.”

	Goose was not wrong. The cascade of violence outside Columbus was a result of her actions. But Goose either failed to see the bigger picture or refused to admit it to himself.

	Millie squirreled a mushy chunk of the bar in her cheek. “None of this would have happened if it weren’t for you. That’s the truth of it. I’d still be at home, and my mother would still be alive. Yìchén would be alive and so would all the other people you killed. That trucker, the one who tried to help me, got killed for nothing. He was a good person, and you killed him dead. He gave his life for a total stranger, and I’ll never know his name.”

	Goose uncapped a bottled water and took a long swig. He squeezed the bottle as he chugged, and it crackled in his hands.

	“It’s Trevor.”

	She swallowed a piece of the bar. “What’s Trevor?”

	“The trucker. His name was Trevor.”

	“How do you know that?”

	“I took his wallet, searched through his truck. You were out cold. From the looks of things, he had a wife. No kids, I don’t think.”

	“A wife?”

	“He had a picture of him and his wife at their wedding. It was clipped to the visor in his truck. She was pretty in a skinny sorta way. I like a little more meat on the bone, you know?”

	Millie wished she had her knife. She’d have peeled the meat from his bones. The man was disgusting and clearly had no remorse for what he had done. Suddenly her appetite was gone. She folded the wrapper over what was left of the bar and stuffed it into her pocket.

	Then he produced the picture and handed it to her. Trevor was in a shirt and tie. He wore a broad smile that beamed happiness. Millie had not seen anyone in her life smile like that in a long time.

	His hair was longer in the photograph, but it was undeniably the trucker who’d tried to save her. With the longer hair, he looked a little bit like Goose. Millie did not mention the resemblance. His kind eyes were blue, and they matched the ribbon in his wife’s hair.

	She was thin, Goose was right about that, but she was beautiful. Her dirty blonde hair was pulled up into a tight bun, and that blue ribbon wrapped it in a dainty bow. Her white dress was simple, and she held in her hands the type of bouquet her mother Debbie had called a nosegay. The flowers were the same shade of blue. Her smile was as genuine as Millie had ever seen. The two of them looked like they belonged together. Millie studied the picture for a long moment, wondering where Trevor’s wife was now.

	“Where was he from?”

	“His driver’s license said Memphis. Funny, right? Headed the same place we’re going.”

	“You take his wallet too?”

	Goose glanced at the photo in Millie’s hand, looked at her, and nodded. He took another drink that emptied the plastic water bottle. He crumpled it in his hands and then tossed it into the weeds off the highway’s shoulder. He offered her a bottle of water. She declined, but he insisted.

	“Can’t have you dehydrated. You need to drink.”

	The last thing Millie wanted to do was take instruction from Goose. He shook the bottle at her. She was thirsty, and it would be stupid to bite off her nose to spite her face, so she took the water and downed it. Instead of tossing it to the ground, she flipped it into the truck bed behind her.

	“You done eating?”

	“Yeah.”

	“All right then. I’m going to have to tie you back up and put you in the bed so I can get some sleep. You do a good job, and maybe I’ll let you into the cab in the morning.”

	“It’s too cold to sleep out here,” she said. “Plus, I’m not tired.”

	“All the more reason you stay out here.” He twirled a finger in the air. “Turn around and give me your hands.”

	Millie half expected him to say something about doing it the easy way or the hard way. Goose struck her as a trope for the bad guy in a dollar-store novel. When she did not move, he grabbed her arm and jerked her away from the tailgate. He was rough, and she was sure he bruised her arm. He wrapped her wrists in twine, and it hurt, but she would not give him the satisfaction of knowing he’d caused her pain. Not again. Not after she’d cried and passed out after Yìchén’s death. She would have to toughen up if she was going to beat this man.

	Millie decided she would have to think like her father. What would Beck do? How would he survive, escape, and get his revenge? She mulled through the possibilities while Goose finished the bind and lifted her onto the tailgate.

	“Get back,” he said, “or I close it on your legs.”

	She inched back, scooting on her bottom away from the tailgate, and he slammed it shut. She wormed her way toward the cab and felt something with her hand. She picked it up without looking at it and held it in her palm. A smile eased across her face, and she got as comfortable as she could, leaning back against the cab with her legs extended.

	Goose told her to keep quiet, and if she did, he might let her eat something in the morning before they hit the road. He climbed into the back seat, closed the door behind him, and locked it. Within minutes, he was snoring, and Millie rubbed the treasure in her hand.

	She could not see it, but she knew exactly what it was. The knife her father had given her. Somehow it had ended up in the truck bed, and Goose had not found it. Millie did not sleep that night, but she dreamt of a million different things she could do with the small, sharp blade.

	




Chapter 14

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 7 DAYS

	FLORENCE, KENTUCKY

	 

	Beck counted the eyes. Eight of them. No, ten. Ten eyes meant five pairs. Five pairs meant five animals.

	He and Regina were the northernmost watch. They were prone on the shoulder of the highway on the side opposite the camp. They were next to each other, using packs to pad their forearms, keeping a lookout for any coming threats.

	Beck guessed it was close to dawn, which was typically the darkest part of the night. It was also the coldest, and Regina had her body pressed next to his. Neither of them had slept, and though other scout teams had traded out and gone to bed for a few hours of rest, Beck refused. Regina would not leave his side, so she too kept watch all night.

	Beck looked away from his rifle scope, blinked to clear his vision, and looked again through the glass. They were there. All five sets of eyes glowed in the distance. They were on the highway, standing sentry or awaiting the right moment to advance.

	Despite seeing their eyes, Beck was unsure to what they belonged, other than being positive they were not human. These were animals. They were low to the ground, and though he could not be sure, it appeared to him that at least two pairs of eyes stalked back and forth along the highway.

	He whispered to Regina, “You see that?”

	“What?”

	“The eyes.”

	Regina lifted her rifle and looked through the scope. She swept the weapon from left to right, scanning the distance. “I see them.”

	“How many do you count?”

	She mouthed the numbers as she took another pass with the rifle scope. “Five. Five sets. How long do you think they’ve been there?”

	“No telling. I just now saw them, but it’s possible they’ve been there a while. They’re probably one hundred yards out. If it weren’t the pitch black, I don’t think we’d see them at all.”

	“How far? One hundred yards? Really?”

	“Maybe they’re not that far,” Beck said, “and whatever they are, they’re looking at us. You think they’re big cats?”

	“Only if they’re lions.”

	“Why do you say that?”

	“Lions are the only big cats to hunt in packs, or prides. Everything else tends to be solitary predators.”

	“Then dogs?”

	“You mean, like, wolves?”

	“Yes.”

	“It’s possible. I hope not. Wolves are incredibly smart predators.”

	“How do you know this?”

	“I like to read, remember?”

	“How could I forget? You’re always reminding me.”

	Regina nudged him with her shoulder. “Funny, but now probably isn’t the best time for your sarcasm. Chances are they’re not the only ones around. Like I said, they’re apex predators. Typically, we wouldn’t have to worry about them. Normally, they wouldn’t attack humans.”

	“But things are not normal.”

	“Exactly,” Regina said. “I think we should warn the others.”

	“What if I just took a shot and scared them off?”

	“You could do that,” she said, “but that might cause more problems than it solves. They’re probably not the only pack watching us right now, and if they’re hunting humans, they probably wouldn’t be deterred by the sounds of gunshots.”

	“That’s a stretch,” Beck said. “Everything and everyone is deterred by the sounds of gunshots.”

	“Fair enough. I just mean it to say, they may be conditioned. They are very smart.”

	Beck got to his feet and offered a hand to Regina. “I’ll stay here and keep an eye on the eyes. If they get closer, I’ll shoot. You go tell Millie what you—”

	A scream pierced the night air ahead of a shout and more screams. They came from the camp. Beck gripped his rifle with both hands, and he and Regina raced toward the commotion.

	Gunshots cracked and echoed in the still air. Beck saw muzzle flashes from the dark and raced toward them.

	He maneuvered the maze of sleeping and groggy refugees, stepping on hands and feet until he was close enough to hear the snarls of wolves and the cries and shouts of men and women.

	Beck spotted one wolf. It was hunched in an attack position, teeth showing, drool and blood stringing from its maw, threatening to pounce. Beck stopped, dropped to a knee, braced his rifle, and applied pressure to the trigger. The weapon kicked, and the wolf howled. It recoiled but did not drop. Beck fired another round, and this one staggered the wolf before it whined and toppled onto its side.

	More gunshots rang farther south. Or were they coming from the east toward the road? Beck spun in a circle, trying to identify to source of the violent cries. He expected to see Regina at his side. She was gone. There was chaos.

	Refugees scrambled in all directions. Parents held their children in their arms or pulled them by their hands, running into one another or stumbling over each other.

	From the dark, a wolf sprang past Beck and landed on a man trying to gather his belongings. The man cried out. Beck tried to take aim, but he could not get a clear shot. The animal tore at the poor refugee. Beck raced to the man’s side and swung the rifle like a bat. He struck the animal in its side, and it recoiled in pain. Then it turned its aggression to Beck.

	He was face-to-face with the wolf for a split second before it lunged at him and knocked him off his feet. He held the rifle in front of him like a staff and blocked the wolf’s attempts to tear into his face or throat. Its claws ripped at his chest and thighs, and he felt its hot, sour breath on his face. It smelled like hot blood and earth.

	Beck cursed at the animal, managing to land a kick in its belly. That stunned the animal long enough for him to swing the rifle into position and pull the trigger as it lunged at him again. The blast hit the wolf under its maw, and its head snapped back before its body went limp and collapsed onto Beck.

	He scrambled from underneath the dead beast and tried to find his footing. His chest burned, as did his thighs, but he steadied himself and ambled back to the man on the ground closest to him, where he dropped to his knees and tried to assess the man’s wounds.

	He could not tell the poor guy’s face from the back of his head or his chest from his abdomen. He was a mess, and though he was still breathing, there was no way he could survive the depth of his wounds. The man whimpered in soft, incoherent sobs barely audible above the crack of gunfire and cries for help.

	Beck used his rifle to get back to his feet. He stood over the bloody remains and fired a single shot into what he thought might be the man’s head. The whimpering stopped, and Beck said a quick prayer, asked for forgiveness, and stumbled toward the road. With every step he felt like his skin tore a little, and he bit the inside of his cheek to keep from crying out in pain.

	“Beck, are you okay?”

	Regina emerged from the road and ran to his side. Her eyes widened with horror, and tears glistened. She immediately spun around and put an arm around his back. “You’re hurt, but we’ll fix you up. You’ll be okay, John.”

	John. She never called him John. He did not like the sound of that. Not so much because it was his first name, but because it meant she was seriously afraid.

	“How many?” he asked, limping back toward the road with her help.

	“How many what?”

	“People.”

	“We don’t know yet. They were gray wolves. They came from all directions. Those ones we saw up the highway were a distraction. They were like the lookouts.”

	Beck staggered, and Regina caught him. He coughed, and his vision blurred.

	“Dad?”

	Millie appeared from Beck’s right and slid next to him opposite Regina. Together, they helped him walk. They moved around bodies, or were they body parts? Beck could not tell. Not in the dark and not with his eyesight swimming. Cold sweat beaded on his forehead and on the back of his neck. Was he going into shock?

	By the time he reached the road, the fight was over. The surviving wolves were gone, and the surviving pilgrims were huddled together on the highway in a tight circle. Men and women with guns surrounded the circle, facing outward to provide protection.

	Millie and Regina helped him sit and then lie down in the middle of the road. Regina barked orders, and Millie cushioned his head.

	“Dad, I am going to open your shirt, okay? I need to see what’s what.”

	Millie flipped open her pink knife, the one he had given her years ago. She sawed through his shirt and peeled it open.

	“We’re going to need to stitch you up. I don’t think it’s as bad as it feels, but it’s going to hurt. Want something to drink?”

	Beck had not had a drink since before he took the job in New Mexico four months earlier. He was not about to start now.

	He shook his head. “I’m good. No alcohol. Just do it.”

	“Not alcohol. I mean water. I want to give you some morphine and some antibiotics. They’re old, but they’re better than nothing.”

	Beck nodded, and Regina lifted his head and raised a bottle to his lips. He took a tentative sip. Then Regina told him to stick out his tongue. He obeyed and swallowed a trio of pills.

	“The morphine will take at least a half hour to kick in, but it will help with the pain,” Millie said. “Regina’s going to stay with you. I’ve got to help the others.”

	Regina held his hand, and a man Beck did not recognize appeared at the edge of his blurry vision, a doctor or a medic. Whatever he was, he worked quickly and efficiently. He silently sewed the wounds across Beck’s chest.

	“What about my legs?” Beck asked. His voice sounded like it was at the end of a tunnel. “My legs hurt.”

	“They needed cleaning,” Regina said, “but the scratches aren’t deep. You’ll be okay.”

	She offered him more water, which he sipped. The water was warm but welcome.

	“Okay, I’m done here,” said the doctor. “I’ve got to move.”

	Beck tried to sit up, but Regina kept him prone. “Stay there. Rest.”

	The morphine started to take hold, and he closed his eyes. In minutes, he was asleep. It was a combination of the drugs, the leaking adrenaline, and the exhaustion. Sleep was rare for Beck, and when he awoke, the sensation startled him. The morphine did not knock him out, but relaxed him enough to allow sleep to take hold.

	The sun was fully above the horizon, but he could tell it was still morning. He had not slept for more than a couple of hours. He was not in the middle of the road as he remembered, he was underneath a blanket in the soft earth near the woods on the western side of the highway.

	Beck sat up, leaning on his elbows, and the blanket slid to his waist. He winced at the bolts of pain that shot across his chest, and he looked down at his wounds. There were two wide claw tracks that ran diagonally across his skin. The sutures were haphazard, and they would leave nasty scars, but he was sewn up. He pulled the blanket from his lap and saw the bloodstained rips in his pants. Through the tears, he saw gauze and tape. Somebody had patched him up and then been kind enough to pull up his trousers.

	“Look who’s up.”

	Regina walked toward him from the road. Dark circles ringed her eyes, but she looked good.

	“How long was I out?”

	“About three hours. I was just coming to try to wake you. Millie wants us to hit the road. She thinks we’re better off leaving sooner than later so we can pass through the city before it gets dark and we have a repeat of last night. Can you stand?”

	“I think so.”

	Beck rolled onto his side and pushed himself to his feet. The sutures pulled at his skin when he moved. His legs were sore, and his back was stiff, but he could manage.

	Regina handed him a shirt. “Here. You might want this. I mean, as much as I’m fine with you walking around shirtless, it’s probably not the best tactical move.”

	“Tactical?”

	“Or hygienic.”

	He took the shirt. It was an extra-large blue cotton shirt with the Florida Gators logo across the front. “Florida? Really? Couldn’t you find me a Bama shirt, at least?”

	She shrugged. “Beggars.”

	He chuckled, and she helped him pulled the shirt over his head. He shimmied into it and tucked the shirt into his pants.

	“How are you feeling?” Regina asked.

	“Okay. Sore. A little groggy from the morphine. It was morphine, right?”

	“It was.”

	“I’ve had it before,” he said. “Takes the edge off.”

	“You’re lucky,” Regina said. “It could have been worse.”

	“Yeah,” Beck said. “How bad was it?”

	They walked toward the road, and Beck wondered if he had ever been on the road at all or if his disorientation had made him think he’d made it to the highway before collapsing.

	“It was bad,” Regina said. “Four people killed. Six more, including you, were hurt.”

	Millie spotted them from the other side of the highway and waved. Justin was with her, and Beck waved back. They met at the shoulder, and Justin handed Beck his rifle.

	“Dad,” Millie said, “you’re okay?”

	“I’m fine. Regina said we lost four people?”

	“Two men, a woman, and one child. The child was the first one attacked. His mother and father were two of the other three killed. It’s my fault.”

	“It’s not your fault. If it hadn’t been for the planning ahead of time, it could have been worse. How bad are the wounded?”

	“About like you. Scratches, some bites. Nothing life threatening as long as you keep taking antibiotics and the wounds don’t get infected.”

	“Good. So, where to next?”

	“We have to get through Cincinnati,” she said. “As long as we stay on the road, we should be okay. We cross the river and head north. We can be past Springdale by sundown and should be clear of the threat by then.”

	“We have to pass the zoo on the way,” Justin said. “Not right by it, but we’ll be moving closer to it until we get north of the city. Our recon vehicle should meet us again near Springdale to give us an update on the best path.”

	“How do we know that?” Beck asked. “Why can’t we take another path?”

	“It was always the plan,” Justin said, “and if we veer too far off course, we won’t meet with Edith and her recon team at the rendezvous point in Springdale.”

	“There’s no other way?”

	“No,” said Justin. “We’ll swing east of the zoo, so it’s not like we’re walking up to the gate or anything, but we are likely to see more animals. Daylight makes it easier to see them, though, you know?”

	“Right,” Beck said. “So how far is Springdale?”

	“Twenty-five miles. We can make it there by sundown if we leave now.”

	“And then Toledo?”

	Millie nodded. “It’s getting worse there, too. Not sure how we’re going to skirt that threat.”

	“Great,” Beck said. “Seems like we picked the wrong time to make one final trip north.”

	“What choice did we have?” Millie asked. “If I had stayed up there, I’d have never seen you again, and all these people would be stuck.”

	Beck sighed. “You’re right, Millie. Doing the right thing is never easy, and the easy thing is hardly ever right.” He checked his rifle and made sure a round was chambered. “Let’s hit the road. We need to get as far as we can before dark and the wolves come back for more.”

	




Chapter 15

	D-DAY +5

	MISSISSIPPI-TENNESSEE BORDER

	 

	The first roadblock was at the edge of Memphis. A line of cars and trucks stretched farther than Millie could see. There was no traffic headed into Mississippi. The road headed southeast was clear. All the congestion headed out of the Magnolia State. It looked like nobody wanted into it.

	Goose had Millie in the back seat, hands and feet bound, with a seatbelt holding her in place. She leaned her head against the window and looked through the glass at the endless stream of people walking along the shoulder.

	Goose called it a human caravan when they had first seen it miles back at the intersection of Highways 78 and 269. He said it was pitiful watching those people trudge and amble with everything they owned strapped to their backs or carried in their arms.

	They reminded Millie of zombies. Most of them were expressionless, vacant, and all were headed in the same direction, toward the city. Millie’s eyes drifted from the parade to a sign that read “Welcome to Tennessee.” They were on Highway 78 heading northwest into the city.

	Goose pounded a fist on the steering wheel. “I should have known the highway would be a problem at the state line. I should’ve taken a back road, you know? One of them side streets like we did when we crossed into Mississippi. Now I gotta come up with an explanation for you.”

	“An explanation for why you have an underaged girl tied up in the back seat of your out-of-state truck? I think I saw a video on TikTok about trafficking and how it’s illegal to kidnap somebody and take them across state lines.”

	Goose eyed her in the rearview mirror and laughed. “You say a lot of weird things for a kid.”

	A knock on the driver’s side window startled both of them. Goose reached for a handgun he kept on the passenger’s seat.

	An older man stepped back from the glass, but held his hands clasped together near his chin as if praying. Millie guessed he probably was praying. He had a cut above his right eye and road rash on his cheek. A deep bruise stretched along his jawline on the right side of his face.

	“What?” Goose asked.

	The man took a tentative step forward. “Could you spare any water?”

	“Ain’t got none.”

	“Please,” the man begged. “It’s not for me. It’s for my wife. She’s having trouble walking, and we still have so far to go.”

	Goose glanced over at the line of people marching in the same direction. They all must have known something he did not. “Where are you headed?”

	The man licked his lips. He looked up the road and back at Goose. A woman appeared at his side. She leaned against him, and the man wrapped an arm around her. She was older than him, or looked it. Her wiry gray hair was almost silver, and he still had specks of brown on his head. She had deep, dark circles that ringed her sunken eyes. Her jowls hung like a hound dog, and her skin was nearly translucent. He was wrinkled with creases at his eyes and on both sides of his nose that framed his hollow cheeks. But there was something in his eyes that gave him a more youthful appearance despite the dried blood and bruising.

	“This is my wife, Clara,” he said. “She needs something to drink.”

	The woman clasped her hands in front of her as her husband had done. “Please?”

	Goose cracked his window. “What’s wrong with her?”

	The man held her tighter, bracing her in a way that suggested she might topple over without his help. He swallowed and held her tighter. “Cancer. This is her second go-around. She beat it once, and I know she’ll beat it again, but we’ve got to get her into the city, and she needs water. Please, mister.”

	“Headed to Memphis?”

	“Yes. We heard maybe there’s a hospital there that can see us. It’s rumor, but we’ve got nothing else to go on. She needs treatment.”

	Millie’s mind wandered, and she thought about the thousands of hospitals across the country that might not have power. All those people who needed breathing machines or equipment to keep their hearts beating would be dead. People in car crashes or who had medical emergencies would have nowhere to go. And that was not even including the people who needed their medications. Drugstores would be closed or unable to fill prescriptions. The gruesome image of Mrs. Williams’s body flashed in front of her. The poor woman had needed oxygen that ran on electricity.

	“Where you coming from that you didn’t bring water?” Goose asked.

	The question sounded more like a judgment, and the man frowned. The expression was odd because Millie had already thought he was frowning, but his reaction to Goose’s question deepened the desperation he wore on his face and in his shoulders.

	“We left yesterday. We live about forty miles from here, but we can’t go fast. We had plenty of water and snacks. Brought along all of her prescription medications too, but somebody stole my backpack.”

	“It was a gang,” Clara said, and she held up three fingers. “One of them distracted us with a question about the time of day when another one of them pushed me and punched Henry in the face.”

	The man, Henry, touched his jaw. He flexed it and winced. “It was a sucker punch. But it was my fault. I should have had everything divided into two bags, you know? In case one got lost or stolen, we would still have something left. Now we’ve got nothing. Clara’s pain meds have worn off. I’m begging you, sir. A bottle of water. That’s all I’m asking for.”

	Up ahead, through the front windshield, Millie saw armed soldiers working the line of cars. They were all in camouflage uniforms. They knocked on windows, checked identification, held brief conversations, and moved to the next car or truck in line. Another group of soldiers mixed with the procession of refugees. That process was less organized. Were people on foot less of a threat than people in cars?

	“They stole your meds?”

	“Everything we had.”

	“Henry, is it?”

	Henry nodded, and the vehicles in front of the truck inched forward enough that Goose let off the brake and idled ahead to close the gap. Henry and Clara walked alongside the truck.

	“People can be cruel, Henry,” Goose said. “The world is a tough place right now. It’s tough for everyone—men, women, and children. It doesn’t matter who you are or what you are. This here attack leveled the playing field and put everyone on defense. You know?”

	Goose pressed the brake. The truck stopped. Henry’s eyes flitted to Millie in the back seat. His brow twitched with either confusion or judgment. Goose must have noticed the reaction because he reached over to the passenger seat and plucked a pair of bottled waters. He rolled down the window enough to pass the bottles through the opening.

	“There you go,” he said. “Now be on your way, Henry. Take care of Clara. Get her the help she needs.”

	The man hesitated, and his eyes lingered on Millie. She mouthed the words, “Help me,” slowly enough the man could clearly understand her through the window.

	He averted his eyes, bowed his head. “Thank you, sir,” he said. “Thank you so much.”

	Clara smiled, which only served to make her appear older. Her eyes glistened with tears, and she blessed Goose for his kindness. She told him there was a place in heaven waiting for him.

	Goose chuckled and thanked her for the kind words. Henry led his wife from the truck and back into the endless procession of refugees. He uncapped one of the bottles for her and glanced back through the windshield. Henry’s eyes told Millie he was sorry for not doing anything to help her, but that did nothing but make the knot in her throat swell and ache. She swallowed past it and tried to avoid crying. She did not want Goose to see her cry again.

	The man and his sick wife disappeared into the crowd, and her predicament, as dire as it had been before, crystallized. She was on her own, and nobody would risk their own life to save hers. Henry had Clara to think about. He had his own problems. They were victims just like her.

	The truck lurched forward, stopped suddenly, and Goose pivoted behind the wheel. He reached back with one hand and slapped Millie’s knee. The strike did not hurt, but it startled her.

	“I saw what you did,” he growled. “You tried to ask for help. It’s a good thing that man took the water and went on his way, or he’d be dead on the street right now, you understand?”

	Millie edged toward the passenger’s side door and tried to make herself as small as possible, as far away from his reach as possible. The door was locked, and he had removed the mechanism so she could not escape even if she were able to maneuver it with her hands and feet bound.

	“Try that again and you’ll live to regret it. The people you ask for help won’t live, and their deaths will be on your head. I’m telling you this now, little girl, so you don’t try nothing when we get to the checkpoint. You’re going to lie down and pretend to sleep, understand? You so much as move a muscle and all hell will break loose.”

	As far as Millie was concerned, she was already in Hell, so what did it matter to her? Except that Goose pushed the exact right button in threatening to harm others because of her actions, making her indirectly responsible.

	Rationally, she understood none of this was her fault. She had as much as told Goose that more than once, but she was a kid, and an adult’s words mattered. Millie could not live with herself if she did something to get others killed. She would obey and do as she was told. Then, when the moment was right, she would strike.

	Goose leaned over toward the front passenger seat. From the front floorboard he picked up the blanket he had used when he’d slept in the truck the night before. He tossed it onto her, and it covered most of her body.

	“Lie down and close your eyes,” he said. “We’re getting close. Soldiers are working the line.”

	Millie closed her eyes and scooted her bottom along the seat. The binds twisted against her raw wrists, and she bit the inside of her cheek to keep from squealing. The knife was in her back pocket, but there was no way she could manipulate it such that she could free herself.

	The truck accelerated again, stopped, and started. An eternity passed as Goose hummed to himself in the front seat. Millie tried to place the tune but could not. It was familiar enough that she should have known it by name and artist, but the harder she challenged her memory to come up with the answer, the farther away it slipped. Goose stopped humming and rolled down the window.

	“Hello, soldier,” he said in a soft, genial voice. “Thank you for your service. Your family okay?”

	The voice that replied sounded young, like the college kids who populated Tuscaloosa. “I’m fine, sir. If you could please show me your license?”

	Goose opened the center console. He shuffled around inside it and then closed it. “Here you go,” he said. “You regular or National Guard?”

	“National Guard.”

	“Army, huh?”

	“No,” the soldier said. “Air National Guard based out of Memphis.”

	“But you’re wearing army fatigues.”

	“No, sir, these are Tennessee Air National Guard uniforms. I’m the 164th. That makes me an airman, not a soldier.”

	“Understood, no offense.”

	“None taken. You wouldn’t be the first to make the mistake today. This is not our normal TAD, but we do what we do.”

	“What’s the holdup? Why is the line so long? I mean, nobody’s heading in the other direction, and we got a standstill going this way.”

	“I can’t say what Mississippi is doing or not doing, but it appears they aren’t manning their borders. That’s on them. Governor ordered us to patrol the borders with every state that touches Tennessee. We’re closest to Arkansas and Mississippi, so we got the call.”

	“You got a call? I thought phones were out everywhere.”

	“Figuratively, sir. Not an actual call.”

	Millie tried not to laugh. Goose cleared his throat and apologized for the misunderstanding.

	“Not a problem, sir,” the airman said. “So your ID shows you’re from Memphis, and this is your name? Trevor Pavlik?”

	Millie resisted the urge to open her eyes and sit up straight. Was Goose using the dead trucker’s driver’s license?

	“That it is,” Goose said. “I know I look younger in the photo and a little thinner, too. But my wife, she’s a cook, and I love everything she makes. Biscuits and gravy can’t be beat, brother. So who are you letting in and keeping out?”

	“Above my pay grade, sir.”

	“I’m just wondering about the delay. The longer we’re out here, the more dangerous it gets, you know?”

	“We’re doing the best we can, sir.”

	“Understand. I appreciate you. I do. Just wondering, do you take this long with every car?”

	“Who do you have in the back seat, Mr. Pavlik?”

	“My daughter, Millie. She’s from a previous relationship, and I had to get her, you know? Couldn’t leave her with her deadbeat mother in Columbus. Millie and my wife get along like gangbusters. I had to go get her.”

	“And so you’re traveling back into Tennessee to go home, to the address listed on your driver’s license? This is still a good address?”

	“It is.”

	“And you’re taking your daughter for how long? Do you have permission from your wife?”

	Millie suppressed a smile. Her father had told her that talking too much would always get someone in trouble. He always believed the fewer words a man spoke, the more powerful and more truthful those words were likely to be. Goose clearly did not subscribe to that philosophy.

	“I do,” he said. “There’s nothing in writing. I mean, the woman probably can’t write when she’s stone cold out of it on meth. I’m telling you, Millie is better off with me. Poor kid is so tuckered out. Been a long few days.”

	“I’m sure, sir, but please wait here a moment.”

	Millie opened her eyes. In the front seat, Goose cursed under his breath. He opened the center console again and removed his nine-millimeter pistol. He slid it under his thigh and faced Millie. She tried to squeeze her eyes shut, but he caught her.

	“Keep ’em closed. You do anything that causes any trouble and I do what I promised. You understand? One way or another, you and I are getting to Memphis.”

	Several minutes later the airman was back. “I apologize. I had to check with the chief. I showed him the ID and the wedding photo, told him your circumstance. I told him I was hesitant. You have a minor with you and no proof of who she is.”

	Millie braced herself. She expected a gunshot at any moment.

	“He said most parents don’t have proof of who their kids are and that I was wasting his time. So here is your ID and the photo. You’re clear to go when you reach the border. This green sticker is a signal that you’re good to go. Leave it on your windshield. It means you’re a Tennessee resident, and it’ll make it easier going forward if you reach any other checkpoints.”

	Millie’s tension eased. She exhaled.

	“Thank you, Airman,” Goose said. “I do appreciate it. So does Millie. She’ll get a laugh about this when she wakes up.”

	“Thanks for your patience. Move along.”

	“No problem, Airman. How long, you think, until we’re through this mess?”

	“Another hour? Maybe less. We’re doing the best we can. Be safe.”

	“You too.”

	The truck accelerated, and Goose rolled up his window. He opened the center console again and replaced the weapon. Millie heard it rattle in the bottom of the bin. Goose tossed Trevor the trucker’s wallet back into the console before he closed it and rested his elbow on it.

	“You can open your eyes, but stay down,” he said. “We still gotta cross the border, and I don’t want any issues.”

	They inched their way closer to Tennessee and closer to the moment she would use her knife on Goose. Vengeance was coming. It was the only thing that gave Millie Beck comfort as she traveled toward an uncertain future where the dark overpowered the light.

	




Chapter 16

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 9 DAYS

	NEAR SPRINGDALE, OHIO

	 

	Edith Clarke leaned against the hood of her solar electric truck, which she had parked at an angle so the panels could absorb as much sunlight as possible to recharge. Sweat drenched her shirt, and the faded cotton, darkened with perspiration, clung to her flat stomach, and she wiped her mouth with the back of her arm after a long swig of water. She shook her head for the third time. Her long ponytail swung back and forth, but her drenched bangs stuck to her forehead.

	“Toledo is a no-go,” she said. “You cannot take the normal route.”

	Edith, the former engineering student who had devised the solar reconnaissance truck, sniffed her armpit and crinkled her nose. The stocky, dark-skinned man next to her chuckled. Archie was her spotter and rode shotgun in the truck.

	Leaning on the other side of the truck, and also laughing at their odoriferous leader, was the other half of the recon team. Their names were Gloria and Stivic. Stivic’s first name was Mike, but everybody called him by his last name. He and Gloria served as lookouts and additional firepower if the need arose. Apparently, it had outside Toledo.

	She took another drink before offering the full scouting report to Millie, Justin, Beck, and Regina. They were in the parking lot of a long-shuttered wig and beauty supply store. The refugees rested in clusters inside the store, which still housed racks of unused product. The space carried the faint odor of ammonia, just like Edith Clarke.

	“So that’s why we’ve been parked here for two days?” Justin asked.

	“You’re lucky we’re here at all,” Edith said.

	“Why is that?” Millie asked in a genial tone that buried the frustration she had vocally expressed as they’d waited for more than thirty hours for the recon team to arrive. She had been ready to leave and head north without any intelligence when the truck had hummed into the parking lot, looking the worse for wear.

	“We took heavy fire as we got north of Findlay, about forty-five miles from the city,” Edith said. “The truck took a couple of rounds, but luckily the damage was superficial aside from the windows.”

	The truck had no windows on the passenger’s side. The rear windshield was spidered but intact. A pair of holes drilled the truck bed above the wheel.

	“Seventy-five is blocked north and southbound,” Archie said. “There’s a manned barricade headed north, and they have shipping containers blocking the southbound lanes.”

	“Shipping containers?” Millie asked.

	“Yeah,” Archie said, “the big metal boxes that big rigs haul and—”

	“I know what shipping containers are,” Millie said. “I’m just questioning who put them there as a barricade.”

	Stivic shrugged. He wore hair to his shoulders, in what Beck thought might be a vain attempt to cover his balding head, and a long handlebar mustache. Beck had seen plenty of men grow facial hair from a lack of available grooming, but Stivic’s ’stache was too well manicured to be accidental. Plus, his beard was otherwise clean-shaven. He looked like a twentieth-century throwback. All he needed was bell-bottom dungarees and an oyster-button plaid shirt.

	“Who knows, man?” he said. “They’re new, so it’s likely the cons running the city figured out a way to make access to and from Toledo more difficult.”

	Beck surmised “cons” was the pejorative term for the prisoners who escaped after the power failed. Having spent time behind bars, he bore sympathy for men and women who spent time in jail or prison. Not everyone was guilty, but people who had never spent time in lockup tended to stereotype. The law might say innocent until proven guilty, but the court of public opinion wound counterclockwise to that tenet. And now that there were no laws in what was left of civilized society, opinion was all that mattered. It triggered something in him that he did not realize still took up space, rent-free, inside his psyche, and it put him on the defensive.

	“It was definitely cons running the checkpoint,” Gloria added. “No doubt about it. They had that look about them, you know, the kind of look that comes from being locked up?”

	Beck flinched at the characterization. In the days, months, and even years after the courts had cleared Beck of any wrongdoing in the death of a stranger in a bar, people treated him differently. A dark storm cloud seemed to travel with him everywhere he went. People took wide berths when passing him on sidewalks, and they moved tables if he sat too close at restaurants. That stigma had reignited the anger, the temper, he’d worked so hard to rehabilitate. Now to hear Millie’s young recon team pigeonhole an entire population based on assumptions only made it harder to hear.

	“What kind of look was that?”

	Millie interceded. “She didn’t mean anything by it, Dad. It doesn’t matter.”

	Regina put a hand on his arm. “Beck, seriously, it was an innocent remark, and it’s irrelevant to what we have to do.”

	“I’m just curious,” he said. “What kind of look does a con have?”

	Gloria’s eyes danced among the others but avoided Beck’s. “I don’t know, just a look.”

	“Right,” Beck said. “What look is that?”

	“Dad.”

	He raised a hand. “It’s okay, Millie. I just want to know. That’s all.”

	Archie stood up straight. “What’s the problem here? I don’t get it.”

	Stivic chuckled. “Right? What’s it matter, man? It’s not like any of us are cons.”

	When nobody spoke, Stivic’s face reddened. Gloria looked down and folded her arms across her chest as if to cradle herself. Beck let the tension hang in the air for a moment longer than was necessary.

	“I did time for a crime I didn’t commit,” he said. “I bet a lot of those people in Toledo are just like me. And now, just like me, and you, and you, and you”—he pointed at each of the scouts—“and you, they are trying to survive.”

	Stivic chuckled again. This time, nerves barbed the snicker. “We didn’t know, man. I mean, how could we know? Millie never told us.”

	“I’m sorry if I offended you,” Gloria said. “I didn’t mean anything by it, but if you think the people in Toledo are innocent, you’re wrong. I’ve been there a half dozen times, and it gets worse with every trip. The people running that town are depraved, and their influence is spreading.”

	Beck dismounted his high horse. Now he was the one who had trouble looking at Gloria, but he did, and he owned his misjudgment. The last thing in the world John wanted to be was a hypocrite. Legendary comic-book killer was one thing, being something foul he accused others of being was beyond the pale.

	“You’re right,” he said. “I haven’t been to Toledo. So I can’t say what it’s like or how bad the people are. And truth be told, there is a look about people who’ve done time. There’s something in the way we carry ourselves, a defensive posture. Not to mention that a lot of men have that physique that comes from doing a lot of curls and presses but skipping leg day.”

	That last comment eased the tension, and Stivic laughed aloud. He raised his hands in mock surrender. “Hey, man, we all read about your heroics and such. Edith shared those books with us. I mean, like, you’re one bad dude. Prison or not, I don’t want to be on your bad side.”

	The others laughed, and Beck apologized again. “I am sorry, Gloria. I shouldn’t have attacked you. I’m just…sensitive about it, that’s all. Let’s forget about it. I’ve wasted enough time.”

	Edith nodded. “We’re good, then?”

	“We’re good.”

	Edith exhaled, and it felt as if everyone in the group let go of the air they’d held inside their lungs. She downed the last of the water and tossed the bottle into the front seat of the truck.

	“Here’s what we’re thinking,” she said. “Since it is absolutely not safe to go up 75 or Highway 23—”

	Millie interrupted. “What’s up with 23?”

	“Huge ambush last week near Fostoria. Too risky.”

	“What about 199?” Justin asked. “We’ve taken 199 two out of the last three trips.”

	Edith shook her head and palmed her bangs way from her eyes. “You gotta go 75 or 23 to get to 199, remember?”

	“So what do you suggest?”

	“We have good intelligence from our fixer in Bluffton,” said Archie. “He suggests we jog east and take a ferry.”

	“A ferry?” Justin asked. “What ferry?”

	“There are three ferries that run from Port Clinton to Detroit. From Detroit, two of them run north and south, to and from Lake Huron. They used to be tour boats. We could take one all the way to the border.”

	“How big are these ferries? We have a lot of people.”

	“I asked that question,” Archie said, “and there’s good news and bad news.”

	“Bad news first,” Millie said. “Always the bad news first.”

	“They normally fit twenty people, max,” Archie said. “And it’s expensive.”

	“What’s the good news?”

	“We could cram fifty people onto one of the ferries. It’s a little bigger than the other two, and we could make it work.”

	“How safe is it?” asked Regina. “If we’re traveling from Lake Erie to Lake Huron, I’m guessing we’re on a narrow river for some time, right?”

	“We are,” said Gloria. “We’re on the Detroit River moving past the city. That could be dangerous, depending on what the militias are doing along the waterfront, but it’s no more of a problem than going through the city.”

	“It is more of a problem,” Millie said. “We have people on the inside who smuggle us through Detroit. We avoid a lot of the threats. If we’re on a river, aren’t we sitting ducks?”

	“Maybe, maybe not,” said Stivic. “It’s, like, we could be perfectly fine, man, you know? It’s a risk, but the reward is greater than taking that chance in Toledo, where we know we’re going to find trouble.”

	“Okay,” Beck said, “I don’t know the geography, but once we’re past Detroit, it’s smooth sailing?”

	“Yes and no,” Edith said. “We’re on Lake St Clair for a while. The whole time, we’re skirting the US-Canadian border, right? Then we cut up the St Clair River into Lake Huron.”

	“Is the St Clair navigable?” asked Regina.

	“Absolutely,” Edith said. “There’s been so much rain up north that the river is swollen. We’ll have no trouble navigating it, even in the Rising Star.”

	“Rising Star?” Millie asked.

	“That’s the name of the ferry,” said Archie. “It’ll take us into Lake Huron and almost be able to drop us off on the doorstep.”

	“You said it’s expensive,” Beck said. “What’s that mean?”

	Archie shrugged. “I don’t know exactly. Our fixer just said expensive. That could mean silver or gold. It could mean weapons or food. I guess it’s whatever the ferry operator wants when we get there.”

	“Who is this ferry operator?” Beck asked.

	“He’s, like, the brother of the fixer’s cousin’s stepbrother-in-law or something,” Stivic said. “He’s part of the militia that runs Detroit.”

	Beck scratched his chin. “Then why would there be any trouble with the militia along the Detroit River?”

	“Because there’s more than one militia in Detroit,” Millie said. “It’s like a gang war. Depending on who has control of the riverfront will determine how rough it gets.”

	“We don’t know who’s in charge right now?” Regina asked.

	“Dude, it changes weekly or monthly,” Stivic said. “Just ’cause the ferry boat is on the right side of history today doesn’t mean it will be by the time we cruise, you know?”

	Millie put her hands on her hips. She bit her lower lip and appeared to contemplate their options. She faced the wig shop. Inside, families sat together on the bare concrete floor. Mothers held their children; husbands and wives comforted each other. Some slept, and others were clearly restless. Every one of the people inside relied on the decision she would make. Their future, their lives, were in her hands.

	Beck wanted to offer his counsel, but thought better of it. Regina must have sensed his inclination. She took his hand and squeezed. He rubbed his thumb along Regina’s and waited patiently. It took everything in him not to blurt out the course of action he thought best.

	Then Millie faced him and asked, “Dad, what would you do?”

	Regina squeezed his hand again. Beck tried not to smile. He knew that would only make him look creepy, but those five words filled him with joy.

	Dad, what would you do?

	“You want my opinion?” he asked. “I bet whatever you’re thinking of doing is the right move.”

	She smiled. Millie’s smile was not weird. “I’m not sure. I’m weighing the definitely bad route with the potentially disastrous route. There’s no good choice here.”

	“Agreed,” Beck said. “But what is your gut telling you?”

	“My gut?”

	“Your gut. What choice feels right? If you listen to that gut feeling, you won’t go wrong. Every time I’ve made problems for myself, it was because I ignored my gut and listened to the little voices who sowed doubt.”

	Millie nodded. “Okay then, my gut is telling me we take the ferry. What do you think?”

	“I think your gut is right.”

	“So ferry it is?” asked Justin.

	“Ferry it is.” Millie faced Edith. “We’ll stay here tonight. You leave in the morning and lay the groundwork. Once that’s done, double back and guide us to the spot where we catch the boat.”

	“What about the price?” Edith asked.

	“Don’t worry about it,” Millie said. “We’ll pay whatever they want. We don’t have a choice. The price is the price.”

	The price is the price.

	Another five words that tugged at Beck’s emotions. He wondered what price they would ultimately pay to get to where they needed to go.
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	“This is the address. Let’s go see if anybody is home.”

	Goose had not told Millie where he was headed once they crossed the border, cleared the bumper-to-bumper traffic, and entered the city proper, but she innately knew where Goose was going and whose house was on the other side of the truck’s windshield.

	It was a single-story brick ranch painted a creamy white. Its black shutters framed large windows, and beautifully manicured flower beds lined a curving walk up to a front porch that stretched from one corner of the house to the two-car, front-facing garage. An American Flag hung from a pole mounted to one of the two fluted posts in front of the glass and wrought-iron door, which sat behind a screened storm door.

	This was a tidy neighborhood despite the apocalypse. Had it not been for the overflowing trash cans parked at the ends of driveways and the spray-painted trespassing warnings posted on plywood and two-by-fours in several of the yards, it might have been any other regular day.

	“You stay here. I don’t think it’s a good idea for the missus to see you all tied up and such.”

	“What are you going to do to her?” Millie asked.

	Goose shrugged. “Whatever needs doing.”

	Millie tensed. She twisted her wrists against the binds, but that did nothing more than aggravate the raw skin. “Don’t hurt her. You already killed her husband.”

	Goose opened the door and stepped from his seat. Before he closed the door, he stopped and peeked back inside. A cruel grin spread across his face. “I already killed your momma and your daddy, sweet Millie. That doesn’t mean the fun is over, does it? I tend to think one has absolutely nothing to do with the other.”

	His grin evaporated into a sour frown, and he shut the door without awaiting a retort. Millie sank back into her seat, but craned her neck to get a better look at the front of the house.

	Goose appeared to case the place as he approached. His handgun was tucked in his waistband at the small of his back. He looked up and down the long block before stepping onto the stoop.

	Millie searched the street for signs of life. She prayed somebody might notice the strange truck, its armed driver, and stop Goose before he could do anything harmful to Trevor’s wife. She found herself praying more and more, and though she could not reconcile why, it felt right to her. When this was over, however it ended, she resolved to maintain the practice.

	“What could it hurt?” her father, the agnostic, used to tell her.

	Though John Beck claimed a lack of religion publicly, Millie believed he was still a man of deep faith. Goose, however, was clearly a man who lacked any belief in a higher power. If he did, he would surely be on the path to a Hell greater than the one in which they now existed.

	Goose used his palm to slick his hair back at his temples and at his crown. The devil in blue jeans knocked at the door. He waited a moment and knocked again. This time, he leaned into the sidelight next to the front door, brushing against the red, white, and blue faux floral wreath that hung around a brass knocker.

	He stepped back as the door swung open a crack. A brass chain snapped taut, keeping the opening narrow. Millie shifted in her seat, but could not see the person on the other side of the threshold. Goose gesticulated as he spoke, and he inched closer to the opening. His foot slipped between the door and the frame. Whoever answered the door seemed not to notice the subtle aggression as Goose kept talking.

	Millie strained, trying to hear the conversation, but it was useless. She shifted in the seat and pressed her ear against the window. Still nothing decipherable. The exchange appeared cordial despite her inability to understand its context. Goose reached into his pocket and pulled out the wedding photograph he had stolen from poor Trevor Pavlik. He unfolded it and held it at arm’s length for the person at the door to see. A hand reached through the opening, Goose snatched the picture back, as if tempting an alligator with a chicken, and he shouted something. The door jerked, wood splintered and cracked, and the woman screamed. Goose kicked open the door with his boot heel and forced his way into the home. The door slammed shut behind him.

	Millie jumped in her seat. She cried out, “Help! Somebody please help!”

	She twisted and managed to wrap her fingers around the recessed lever in the rear passenger door. She pulled on it, but it did nothing. Nothing unlatched so she spun around onto her rear and pressed her feet against the window. Scooting closer to the door until her knees touched her nose, Millie kicked as hard as she could. The first effort had no effect, but the second and third cracked and then shattered the glass, and the window gave way. Millie scrambled upright and leaned her head out of the opening.

	“Please help me!” she cried. “Help me! I’ve been kidnapped! I need help!”

	Emotion choked her words, and adrenaline made her breathless. She kept one eye on Trevor’s front door while scanning the street for some sign of movement. Three houses down on the right, across the street from Trevor’s rancher, the door swung open, and a short, thin woman in a housecoat stepped onto her stoop. She planted her hands on her hips and stared expressionlessly toward Millie.

	“Please!” Millie called out. “Ma’am! Please help me! I’m tied up and—”

	Trevor’s front door burst open. A pair of gunshots cracked, and from the edge of her vision, Millie saw Goose stalk from the front stoop and into the yard. He took another shot at the woman across the street.

	“Mind your business!” he shouted. “Get back inside and mind…your…business.”

	He swung around and aimed the weapon at Millie. She shrank inside the truck as he marched toward her with malicious purpose. His boots crunched on the shards of glass on the driveway concrete. Cursing at her, he swung open the door and grabbed at her while she tried to crawl away from him.

	He caught her foot with his free hand and yanked hard. Pain shot through the back of her ankle and into her calf, and Millie shrieked.

	Goose cursed again. “I’ll put a bullet in you if you don’t shut up. Then I’ll pull the trigger again for good measure.”

	Millie stopped her struggle and tried to control her breathing. Goose tugged again on her foot, and she bit hard into her lower lip.

	“Don’t fight me,” he said. “Get out of the truck. We got us a good place to sleep tonight. You should be a little more grateful.”

	Millie rolled over and scooted toward the door.

	Goose backed away to give her room but kept his aim on her. “Don’t cry out again, or I will shoot you. You’re not as irreplaceable as you think you are.”

	Millie slid to her feet, felt the glass under her shoes, and Goose grabbed her binds at her wrists. He pushed hard, and she nearly fell over, but she bumped against the side of the truck, and it steadied her. She took small steps, stretching the binds at her ankles, and moved toward the stoop. Her right foot ached, and though the pain in her ankle and calf was gone, the soreness along the top of her foot remained and made putting weight on it uncomfortable.

	“I should shoot you for busting out the truck window,” Goose said. “That can’t be fixed now.”

	He cursed and called her a litany of foul names, only some of which she understood. One of the words was so unfamiliar, Millie could not be sure whether it was a noun or a verb.

	She reached the stoop, and he grabbed her elbow to help her up the steps. Millie flinched at his touch, but he did not hurt her. Goose guided her into the house and shut the door behind her. Despite the violence he’d employed to break the chain lock, the deadbolt apparently worked, and the door’s hinges remained intact.

	When the door closed behind her, it took a long moment for Millie’s eyes to adjust to the home’s dark interior. To her left a woman, or perhaps a child, whimpered in soft, muffled sobs. When her vision clarified, she saw she was standing in a wide foyer. Orange Spanish tile decorated the entry and stopped five feet in front of her. To her left was a carpeted living room. Antique furniture in dark woods and heavy, floral fabrics decorated the rectangular space. It was a formal space that appeared as if it rarely got use unless important company visited the house. Millie recognized this from the formal room she and her parents had had in their home before her father had gone to jail, charged with murder.

	To the left was a similarly sized dining room. More antiques featured an oval wood and glass table, six high-back chairs, a long buffet, and a tall china hutch that almost reached the popcorn ceiling. An ornate brass chandelier hung lifeless above the center of the table. Its bulbs, meant to look like candle flames, were dark.

	Straight ahead was an opening to another room with wood flooring, and that was where Goose led her, his hand on her back between her shoulder blades. They stepped into the room, which had the look of an informal family room, and the whimpering grew louder. They were closer to whoever Goose had hurt or restrained or both. That person was not in this room. A large flat-screen television hung on the wall above a stone, wood-burning fireplace, and a wide, worn velvet sectional crowded the space around a square wood coffee table. An oversized blanket and a feather-down pillow stretched along one side of the sectional. This was somebody’s bed. A pair of television remotes and a stack of coasters decorated the table. Several bottles of pills crowded around the one coaster not in its place. A tall glass was perched on the coaster. It was half full of water or some other clear liquid, through which beams of angular light struck as they shone through the large sliding glass door, which led to a sparsely landscaped backyard. A metal toolshed perched on cement pads sat in the corner of the yard defined by the four-foot chain-link fence that separated Trevor’s property from his neighbors’ on three sides.

	Millie thought Goose was taking her into the family room to plant her on the sofa, but he turned her away from it and through another doorway, which led directly into a kitchen. This was the source of the crying. Sitting at the square table in the middle of the room, her hands hastily tied to a spider-back chair with a length of rope, was a thin woman. Millie recognized the woman from the photograph Goose had found in Trevor’s wallet. She appeared older and somehow weaker. The sparkle so magnetic in their wedding photograph was absent, and she carried the same dark circles under her eyes, more and more common in people the farther removed they were from the day the power went out.

	The woman did not appear to notice Millie at first. When she did, her eyes widened with confusion, and worry deepened the crease in her brow. The muted crying stopped. She fought against the binds on her wrists and kicked her feet hard enough that she toppled to one side. The side of her head slapped against the floor. Her eyes fluttered and rolled back into her head. She groaned.

	“Stupid,” Goose said under a chuckle. “I mean, just plain stupid.”

	Millie stood at one corner of the table, weakened by the sight of the poor widow. She wondered what Goose had told her, what lies he had attempted to gain her trust before he attacked her and trapped her in her own home, the home she shared with her dead husband, Trevor. The woman regained consciousness, slowly becoming aware of her surroundings and her untenable predicament. Light filtered through thin cream sheers on the pair of windows above the kitchen sink. It gave the room a dim, ethereal glow.

	Goose motioned to Millie. “Help me get her up.”

	Millie glared at Goose. “You’re kidding, right? My hands are tied. My feet are tied. You made this mess. You clean it up. Talk about stupid.”

	She was unsure how he might react. It was a needless jab that could cost her. However, Goose was unfazed by the remark and worked to upright the woman without saying anything further.

	When the woman was upright, Goose pulled out a chair and sat next to her. He did not offer Millie a seat, so she stood, leaning her hip against the table.

	“So,” Goose said, “let’s get down to brass tacks, shall we?”

	The woman’s eyes darted between them, clearly unsure what to make of their relationship or how they’d come to be in her home. She appeared otherwise uninjured.

	“Like I said at the door before you rudely tried to slam it on my foot,” said Goose, “I am an acquaintance of your beloved Trevor. You are his wife, are you not? You never gave me a straight answer.”

	The woman nodded. Tears rolled down her cheeks.

	“What’s your name?”

	“Annie.”

	“Annie. Like the musical?”

	Annie’s brow twitched. It had to be odd to have an armed intruder reference a musical.

	“I’ll take that as a yes,” Goose said. “And I like it, tell you the truth. I mean, we got a real-life orphan over here in Millie, and I think I could be a good Daddy Warbucks. You think I could be a good Daddy Warbucks? I mean, I’ve got hair. And I ain’t filthy rich. But I like money, I adopted this here parentless child, and my guess is we all living a hard knot life.”

	Annie blinked. “It’s…” She mumbled something unintelligible.

	Goose cupped a hand around his ear and leaned closer. “What’s that? I had trouble hearing you.”

	Another tear rolled along Annie’s cheek and caught at her upper lip. “It’s hard knock life.”

	“What is?”

	“What you said about life. You made a reference to the song in the musical. It’s not a hard knot life. It’s a hard knock life.”

	“No it’s not.”

	“It is. It’s—”

	Goose slammed his fist on the table, and it shook against Millie’s hip. She jumped. Annie shuddered and recoiled.

	“No, it’s not!” Goose screamed, spit flying from his mouth. “It’s what I said. It’s hard knot. That’s what it is.”

	He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and exhaled with a huff. He shook his head like a dog drying water from its body and closed his eyes before his maniacal grin reappeared. The man was unhinged, and Millie could not reconcile the absolute absurdity of the moment. Of all things to be the center of a discussion after a home invasion, they were talking about a musical.

	The world was on its head. Her parents were gone. She was held captive in the home of a woman whose husband was dead on a distant highway. Their sadistic abductor was making obscure, twentieth-century musical references, and then he was losing his mind over being corrected about a song lyric.

	Millie wondered if maybe she had died the day of the attack and her brain had not processed it yet. She seriously considered that she was in some sort of purgatory and this ridiculousness was a test, but that would be too good to be true.

	“Back to the matter at hand,” Goose said. “Your husband, Trevor. Tell me more about him.”

	Annie’s lips trembled. Her chin quivered. “What do you know about him?”

	“We ran into each other on the way to Memphis.”

	“You said that at the door. Where is he? Please, mister, tell me where he is.”

	The desperation in her voice made Millie want to put her hands over her ears. She felt horrible for the woman and imagined the last time Annie had seen Trevor. Had they told each other they loved one another? Had they been on good terms? Were they in the middle of a fight? Was he faithful and truthful to her? Did she trust him?”

	“He’s not going to be home for a while, Annie,” Goose said, “so he wanted us to look out for you, you know? Keep you company and all that.”

	Annie’s eyes darted to Millie. She jutted her chin at her. “Who are you to him? Why are you tied up?”

	“It’s okay, Millie Beck, speak. You’re as much a guest here as I am.”

	Millie searched his crazed expression and looked at Annie across the table. Her nostrils were red, as were her eyelids. Tears glossed her eyes.

	“He kidnapped me and murdered—”

	Goose wagged a finger at her. “Ah, ah, ah, Millie dear. Don’t use a word you’re going to regret.”

	Millie calculated the right word. “He killed my parents, and then he kidnapped me.”

	Annie’s eyes went wide, and then something registered on her expression. Whatever hope to which she was clinging that Trevor was alive somewhere vanished in that moment. Perhaps she saw herself in Millie or she fully understood how evil Goose was, but her face contorted into a grief-stricken mask of pain before she gathered herself. Like a flipped switch, Annie’s expression flattened. Her jaw set. She stared dead-eyed at Goose.

	“You murdered him, didn’t you?”

	Goose shrugged. “Semantics. I did not murder him. It was self-defense. Your good man, Trevor, who I want to know more about, tried to take Millie from me. I couldn’t let that happen.”

	“Where is he?”

	“On a road somewhere. Next to his truck. Truth is, Annie, if you’re honest with yourself, it’s probably where he belongs, you know? On the road? It was his true love, wasn’t it? I mean, if it wasn’t, he’d have been here with you all along.”

	The cruelty was unlike anything Millie had ever seen. There were moments, like when he gave her food and water along the side of the road, Millie thought there might be some shred of humanity buried within Goose. Then he would shine his badge of depravity and prove that, in fact, there was nothing redeeming about him. He was a tortured soul bent on making others suffer. No wonder her father hadn’t liked him. Goose was everything John Beck tried to fight against.

	The post-attack America was less than a week old, and already this man had killed a half dozen people that she knew of and ruined countless more lives. He was counting on his narcissism, or perhaps his psychopathy, to elevate his status in this new world order. Millie was sure of it. He was not counting on that same black-hearted drive to be his downfall. People like Goose fed on the perceived weakness of others, but he would ultimately crumble under the weight of someone’s unexpected strength. Millie told herself she would be that person. She felt the knife in her back pocket and wanted so badly to use it. She wanted to free herself, and Annie, and rip out Goose’s vocal cords before she stuffed them back down his throat. That would be justice. That would give the man exactly what he deserved.

	Annie did not seem to harbor the same sort of vengeful animosity. She nodded slowly, taking in Goose’s warped assessment of a man and marriage about which he knew nothing.

	“So he is dead?” she asked, her words barbed with both recognition and the drawl of sadness that lengthens the spaces between syllables.

	“That he is,” Goose said. “You’ll meet him in the afterlife.”

	“He died a hero, trying to protect me,” said Millie. “I’m sorry for that.”

	Goose chortled. “The man died an idiot. If he’d just minded his own business, he’d probably be here right now instead of us. Sitting at this very table waiting on his beautiful wife to make him a sammich.”

	A knock at the door drew their attention and Goose’s finger to his lips. A second knock was urgent, more forceful. It sounded like a fist heel pounding on the door instead of a polite knuckle rap.

	“Hey,” a voice called from Annie’s front stoop, “Ms. Pavlik? You in there? Bonnie said you had uninvited company.”

	Goose kept his finger pressed to his lip and shook his head. He whispered, “Don’t say anything unless I tell you what to say.”

	Annie’s eyes darted from Goose to the door, to Millie, and back to Goose. She pressed her lips flat and said nothing. The man at the door persisted.

	“Ms. Pavlik? Annie? Are you okay in there? I’m here to help if you need it. Just holler, and I’ll help.”

	Goose tightened his loose grip on his pistol and picked it up from the table. He pushed back his chair, its feet scraping against the floor, and stood. Annie shook her head. She mouthed the words, “Please no,” and tears welled again before they drained along her cheeks.

	Millie whispered, “Leave it alone. He’ll go away.”

	Goose ignored them both and walked to the kitchen doorway where it met the family room. He peered around the corner to the right, toward the foyer and the front entrance, and ducked back into the kitchen. He waved the gun as he spoke in a hushed voice.

	“It’s a dude,” he said, stating the obvious. “He’s got a long gun. Saw him through the glass. You need to handle it and make him go away. Otherwise, I’ll have to handle it.”

	Annie swallowed hard. “How?”

	“How what?”

	The armed man at the door knocked again. “Annie? I know you’re home. Plus, I know someone else is in there. I see the truck in the driveway.”

	“How do I get him to go away?”

	“You know him?”

	“Yes. He’s my neighbor. Dean Cole. He’s a helicopter pilot—or—he was a pilot and lives down the street and—”

	“Tell Dean Cole you’re fine, and he should beat it.”

	Annie wiped the tears from her eyes. She thumbed the glisten from the tip of her nose.

	Dean knocked again. “I’m going to have to come in if—”

	Annie called out, “Just a minute. I’m coming.”

	That stopped Dean Cole mid-sentence. Goose motioned for her to go to the door.

	“Don’t open it,” he said. “Talk to him through the glass. Make up a good story, or Mr. Dean Cole, helicopter pilot, gets two between the eyes.”

	Annie pushed back from the table. She wobbled when she stood, and Millie thought she might collapse, but she steadied herself, cleared her throat, and pinched her cheeks.

	“Coming,” she called again, moving into the family room and immediately into the foyer. Goose was behind her, but off to one side so the neighbor could not see him through the sidelight.

	Millie stepped around the table, but kept close to it for balance. Her ankles were sore from the binds, and she was afraid she might fall if she strayed too far from its edge. When Annie disappeared around the corner and Goose’s attention was fully on her, Millie reached into her back pocket and pulled out the small pink knife. She still was amazed Goose had not seen the blade and moreover that she still had possession of it.

	Her finger worked it open, and she tried to hold it in such a way that she could saw at the binds around her wrists. She managed to slide the blade between her skin and the binds, straining the twine, but had trouble moving the blade’s edge up and down. It was an awkward movement that threatened to cramp her fingers, hands, and forearms.

	“Hi, Dean,” Annie said. “Sorry it took me so long. How can I help you?”

	“Are you okay?”

	“I’m fine. Why?”

	“Bonnie said you had company. She said it was a nasty-looking armed man who threatened her. I saw the truck in your driveway, and it doesn’t look familiar.”

	“A visitor?”

	“Can I come in?” Dean asked. “Make sure everything is—”

	“No, not right now. I’m sorry. I do appreciate your kindness. You’re such a good neighbor. I’ll be sure to tell Trevor you came to look after me.”

	Millie felt the blade gain some traction on the binds. She maneuvered its edge up and down. One of the pieces popped, and the pressure eased on her wrists. It surprised her, and the change in tension almost caused her to drop the knife.

	“Is Trevor on the road still? I thought you said he would be back this morning.”

	“He is. I’m guessing he got delayed.”

	“Who’s in the house, Annie? What’s going on?”

	“Nobody, Dean. It’s just me.”

	“Annie, I don’t think that’s true. I’m not sure what’s going on, but I really think I should come in and look around. I really—”

	“It’s my boyfriend, Dean.”

	Millie stopped her work. She blew a strand of her hair from her face. Beads of sweat dampened her upper lip. Had she heard Annie correctly?

	The excuse must have surprised Goose too. He stepped back from the doorway, glanced over his shoulder at Millie, and winked.

	“She’s good,” he whispered.

	Millie waited to resume her work. At the door, Annie kept up the ruse.

	“Trevor doesn’t know, of course. I’m embarrassed to admit it, Dean, but I hope you’ll keep it to yourself.”

	“That doesn’t make sense, Annie. Why would a boyfriend be here when you’re expecting Trevor home at any minute? Plus, why would he point a gun at sweet Miss Bonnie and threaten her? On top of that, you’re not the type, Annie. You and Trevor are the perfect couple, and I’ve never seen that truck before so—”

	“I want you to leave, Dean. Okay? I appreciate your concern and all, but I want you to leave now.”

	She was sweet when she spoke, and her voice still carried the warble of someone on the verge of tears, but Millie recognized a firmer tone. Annie’s words carried with them more than a request. They were a warning.

	Millie tasted salty perspiration with her renewed effort. Another bind loosened and popped. Her wrists ached, and the skin was so raw, but she kept at it.

	“I’m not leaving,” Dean said. “Something ain’t right here.”

	Goose cursed under his breath and disappeared around the corner. “What’s going on, Annie? I’ve been waiting for you in the bedroom, and I drove a long way to be with my little piece of sugar candy.”

	Millie wanted to puke. Goose was disgusting at every level. She accelerated the movement and tightened her sweaty grip on the knife’s hilt. Another bind popped.

	“It’s just the neighbor,” Annie said. “He’s worried about me and came calling.”

	“Ain’t that sweet,” Goose said. “You tell him everything’s copacetic?”

	“I did.”

	“Hey, friend,” Goose said, “we’re all good here. You can scoot.”

	“You sure, Annie?”

	“I’m sure.”

	“Okay then,” he said, “but if you need something, I’m right across the street.”

	The last of the binds popped. Millie’s hands were free. She exhaled and started to bring her hands around when Annie appeared in the doorway and glanced down. Millie hid her hands behind her back and followed Annie’s gaze. Strands of twine were piled at her feet.

	She had no time to hide them as Goose emerged behind Annie and shoved her toward the table. His focus was on the widow, and he did not notice the mess on the floor.

	Annie pulled out a chair to sit down. Goose stopped her.

	“We’re not staying here,” he said. “Show me the bedroom.”

	The remaining color drained from Annie’s face. “What?”

	“That little charade got me thinking,” Goose said. “I think I want to be your boyfriend. At least, give it a whirl, you know? Try it on for size. See how we like it.”

	Annie shook her head, and she trembled. “Please, no. I did what you told me to do. I’ve done everything you’ve asked. Don’t do this.”

	Goose lifted the pistol and leveled it between Annie’s eyes. “I’m not asking.”

	“No,” Annie said through another downpour of tears. “You’ll have to kill me.”

	At the risk of him noticing the strands of twine on the floor, Millie spoke up. She could not stay silent. “C’mon, Goose. You don’t need to do this.”

	His face reddened, and blood vessels swelled at his neck and across his forehead. He flexed his jaw before he growled, “You keep your mouth shut, or you’re next.”

	His eyes widened with revelation, and he faced Annie. “Or she can be first.”

	Annie’s eyes flitted toward Millie. She lowered her head, and her expression flattened. “Fine.”

	Goose lowered the pistol. “Good girl. Now, let’s go.”

	Annie turned, robotic in her movement, and started toward the family room. “The bedroom is through here.”

	Goose gestured to Millie and followed Annie from the kitchen. “You stay there. Don’t move. Got it?”

	“Got it,” Millie said.

	The instant Goose left the room, Millie sank to the floor. She drew her knees to her chest and sawed at the binds around her ankles. With free hands, she made quick work of it and popped the last of the twine with a final draw of the blade up and away from her legs.

	Using the table, Millie got to her feet and marched from the kitchen. On the opposite end of the family room, there was an opening that led to a hallway, which ran from the front to the back of the house. She hurried around the furniture crowding the space and stopped when she reached the hallway. There were three doors. Two were open. The closed door was at the rear of the home. Millie put the knife in her left hand, wiped her right palm on her pants, and then switched the knife back to her right hand.

	She took deliberate, heel-to-toe steps as she got closer to the closed door. On the other side, Annie whimpered. Goose laughed between lewd comments.

	Millie eyed the doorknob, sucked in a deep breath, and tightened her grip on the knife. Her muscles tensed, she let the anger-fueled adrenaline surge, and she exploded through the door, screaming at the top of her lungs.

	Annie was on the bed, partially clothed. Goose loomed over her, standing next to a nightstand. Neither had time to react.

	Millie crashed into Goose, jamming the blade into his thigh. He wailed and toppled into the nightstand. As he fell, Millie rode him to the floor. She drove the knife down into his side, and the blade hit bone. Goose cursed and struggled under her weight, but Millie maintained her hold.

	Annie screamed, and Millie sensed her movement in the dim room. She plunged the blade into Goose again, spitting obscenities at him and growling like a feral dog. A hard smack to the side of her face stunned her, and Goose threw her from atop his injured body. Millie flew back and hit her head on a wall. Her vision blurred, and Goose was on her. He slapped her across the face and then pressed his weight onto her. Millie struggled, kicking underneath him, but he managed to get his hands around her neck, and he squeezed.

	Millie choked. She could not breathe. He tightened his strong grip around her neck. Still holding the knife, she managed to jab the blade into his arm, but Goose did not relent, and she lost hold of the weapon.

	And then his grip loosened, and he toppled to one side. Behind him, Annie stood with a table lamp in her hands. Goose was out cold, and Millie gasped for air. Her throat burned.

	“Are you okay?” Annie asked. “Are you—”

	“I’m good.”

	Millie’s voice was hoarse. It hurt to talk.

	Annie dropped the lamp and hugged herself. She was topless aside from her bra.

	“Are you okay?” Millie asked.

	Annie shook her head. Millie rolled over and found her knife on the floor next to Goose. He was still unconscious.

	“Hold him still,” she said.

	Annie’s expression twisted. “What?”

	“Sit on his legs. Hold him still.”

	“What are you going to do?”

	“Just do it.”

	Annie was startled at the forceful command, but she did as Millie instructed, straddling Goose’s legs and pushing down with her arms on his thighs.

	“He’s bleeding,” Annie said. “There’s blood everywhere.”

	“I know.”

	“Are you going to kill him?” Annie asked. “Did I kill him?”

	“He’s alive, but I think he’s lost too much blood to stay that way for long.”

	Millie sat on Goose’s chest and turned his head to one side. She grabbed the top of his ear, folded it over, and pressed the blade to his skin. Then she applied pressure and sawed back and forth. At the first long draw, Goose jerked awake. He cried out in pain. He struggled under their weight, but could not free himself.

	Millie bore down, tightened her grip, clenched her jaw, and finished the job through the animalistic cries of the man who, moments earlier, had been bent on killing her. When she finished the job, she held up the ear and showed it to him.

	“If you survive,” she said, “I want this to be a reminder. I want you to think of me. I want you to remember my name. I am Millie Beck. Debbie Beck was my mother. John Beck was my father.”

	She slapped the bloody ear against his forehead, and it stuck. Goose’s eyes fluttered. He started to speak, but all that escaped his lips was spit. He slipped into unconsciousness, and Millie rolled off him.

	“C’mon,” she said. “Let’s get out of here, Annie.”

	Stunned, Annie’s wide eyes betrayed disbelief or shock.

	“Annie,” Millie repeated, “let’s go.”

	Annie blinked back to focus. “What?”

	“Let’s go.”

	“I’m not leaving. This is my home.”

	Millie got to her feet. She reached out and took Annie’s hand, helping the frail woman stand. “He’s either going to die, or he’s going wake up and be pissed. Either way, I don’t think you want to be here.”

	“I’m not leaving,” she said. “It’s all I’ve got. It’s all I have left of Trevor.”

	Millie stared at her for a long moment. She looked at the unconscious one-eared man on the floor. Blood pooled around him from his stab wounds.

	“Okay, then. You have rope?”

	“I think so. In the garage.”

	“Go get it. We need to tie him up before he’s awake.”

	Millie searched the room and found Goose’s pistol. She folded her knife, tucked it in her back pocket and held the new weapon, testing its weight. Then she pointed it at Goose. “I’ll keep an eye on him.”

	Annie left the room and minutes later returned with red Polypropylene rope. “Trevor liked to water ski.”

	They quickly bound Goose’s hands and feet, tying multiple knots to make sure he could not free himself. Millie relished the turnabout, restraining the man who had restrained her. But she then felt a wave of guilt wash through her, replacing the draining adrenaline. Millie did not want to be vindictive. Revenge was a powerful motivator, and it had driven her to save Annie and herself from Goose’s maniacal clutch, but she did not want to devolve into the very thing she feared.

	She admired her work and gestured to Annie. “You think we could get your neighbor’s help now? We need to move his body.”

	Annie nodded. “Move it where?”

	“The bed of his truck. I’ll get rid of him.”

	“You’re not going to finish him off, then.” It was a statement as much as a question. “I think we should kill him.”

	“I’m not going to kill him now,” Millie said. “That would make me every bit as bad as him.”

	“I’ll kill him,” Annie said.

	“You don’t want to do that.”

	“Why not?” Annie asked. “He killed my Trevor. He tried to…he wanted to…”

	Annie shuddered. She backed onto the bed, sat down, and buried her face in her hands, sobbing. Millie moved across the small room and sat next to Annie. She draped an arm around the woman and did her best to console her.

	“You don’t want to kill someone. Once you do that, there’s no coming back from it. It’ll get easier and easier until it’s nothing at all.”

	“You cut off his ear and stuck it to his forehead. Is there any coming back from that?”

	Millie looked at the bloody mess of cartilage and flesh. It was the work of someone she did not want to be, but the mutilation was not murder. In some ways, it was worse. Millie was forcing the man to live with a disfigurement and with his misdeeds. That was more cruel, more vengeful than driving her blade into his heart and twisting it until the muscle stopped pumping. Still, Millie had not killed someone out of spite. That was something to hold onto as the world descended deeper into madness. She had managed to defend herself, to exact a lesson on the man who’d harmed her, and she’d done it without taking the man’s life.

	Goose’s unconscious body was twisted at his waist. His back pocket was exposed and revealed the lump of Trevor’s wallet. She got up from the bed and took the wallet, sat again next to Annie, and opened the billfold. From inside it, she withdrew the folded photograph Trevor had kept in his truck. It was the one from his wedding day.

	Millie held it for Annie to see. “He wouldn’t want you to kill him. That’s not who you are, Annie.”

	Annie sniffled. “You’re just a kid. Who are you to tell me what my husband would want? You didn’t know Trevor, and you don’t know me. I appreciate all you’ve done, but don’t pretend like you know me.”

	Millie folded the photograph, stuck it back in the wallet, and handed it to Annie. She again got up from the bed. “You’re right, Mrs. Pavlik, I don’t know you. But if I tell you it’s okay to kill him, then I might as well do it myself. So if you don’t mind, how about you help me get him into the bed of his truck, and I’ll worry about what happens to him?”

	Annie pursed her lips. “Okay, fine. But he’s too heavy for the two of us. I need to get my neighbor to help us.”

	“Okay. That’s fine.”

	Annie left Millie alone in the room with Goose, who regained consciousness. He was drowsy and mostly incoherent, moaning and asking for bottles of El Gordo. Millie had no idea what El Gordo was, other than she thought it meant fat in Spanish, but she assumed it was some sort of meal or alcohol.

	She kept her distance from Goose until Annie returned with Dean Cole, the man who had tried to help earlier at the front door. He stood at the entrance to the bedroom, dumbstruck by the bloodied, bound man curled into a variation of a fetal position.

	Dean held a shotgun in both hands. He surveyed the scene, and his lips moved, but he did not speak. His eyes drifted from Goose to Millie. She waved at him.

	“I’m Millie. That’s Goose. He’s not Annie’s boyfriend. He kidnapped me and killed my parents. Now I’m going to kidnap him.”

	“And kill him?” Dean asked.

	Millie shook her head. “I think it’s worse to let him live.”

	Dean nodded vacantly, still in disbelief. His gaze slipped back to Goose, and he narrowed his eyes. His brow furrowed. “What is that on his forehead? Is that his…”

	“It’s his ear,” Millie said flatly. “I cut it off.”

	Dean’s expression twisted. “Why his ear?”

	Millie inhaled. “I don’t know. It was there in front of me, and it felt like the right thing to do.”

	“And the other injuries? To his leg? To his side?”

	“That was me.”

	Dean gestured with the butt of the shotgun. “So what are we doing with him?”

	“We need help loading him in his truck,” Annie said. “I don’t want him in the house.”

	“Okay,” Dean said. “I’ll do it. Hold my gun.”

	He offered the shotgun to Annie. She took it. “You don’t need my help?”

	“Not until I get him to the truck. You can help me then. For now, I’m dragging him. He doesn’t deserve more than that.”

	A smile tugged at the corners of Millie’s mouth. She had taken Dean for someone who might be violence averse. But the way he grabbed Dean by his legs and dragged him through the house, not at all careful about wall corners or the hard edges on furniture, told a different story.

	When Goose cried out at the pain from his head bumping against the front door threshold and the edge of the stoop, Dean was unmoved. Goose was fully awake by the time Dean had him at the back of the truck. The blood loss had Goose weak and unable to struggle much against his binds. All he could muster was a weak protest about his hands being tied behind his back and the damage done to them as Dean dragged him across the concrete drive. The ear remained stuck to his forehead.

	“All right,” Dean said, “I’m going to need some help now.”

	Millie and Annie climbed into the bed, and Dean hoisted the near-dead weight, and they finished the job. Goose was on his back, next to the fuel cans and other supplies next to which Millie had traveled after leaving Trevor and Yìchén dead on a distant highway.

	Millie hopped from the truck. She was exhausted and wanted nothing more than a shower, something to eat, and a warm bed, but she would settle for something to eat.

	“You have any food?” she asked. “Anything I could take with me? He’s got cans of stuff, but I’d like to save it. I could trade you beans or soup for something fresh if you have it.”

	“You don’t have to trade,” Annie said. “I’ll get you something. Wait here.”

	Millie surveyed her surroundings and noticed people gathered at a distance in clusters of three and four. Families maybe? They stood in yards and on porches, all of them interested but none of them saying anything. She envied them. They had people who loved them, people who would watch out for them.

	“How old are you?” Dean asked. “You look like a kid.”

	“I am a kid.”

	“Where are you headed?”

	“The pyramid, I think. Goose heard rumors they’d set up a shelter there, had extra food and such.”

	“You could stay here.”

	“Why?”

	“You’re alone. You’re a target. Don’t you think it would be safer for you to stay here instead of wandering out there alone?”

	“I’m not alone. I’ve got a one-eared Goose with me.” She laughed, trying to lighten what was a heavy day.

	Dean did not find it funny. He stepped closer to her but kept a respectable distance. “Not just for you, it probably would be good for Annie, too. Until Trevor gets back, you know?”

	“Trevor’s not coming back.”

	“What?”

	“Goose killed him and took his wallet. That’s how he knew to find Annie home alone. That’s why we came here before going to the pyramid.”

	Dean’s face reddened. The muscles of his jaw worked back and forth, and he clenched his fists at his sides. “All the more reason you should stay with her,” he said through his teeth. “I can take care of the truck, of this piece of—”

	“Here you go,” Annie said, emerging from the house. “I packed you a nice bag. It’s not much, but it should stretch your supply a few days if you’re stingy.”

	She handed the bag over to Millie, who took it with a broad, genuine smile. “Thank you. Very kind of you.”

	“You saved me,” Annie said. “Whatever is in that bag is not enough to repay what you did.”

	“I was just telling Millie she should stay with you,” Dean said. “You two could keep each other company.”

	Annie’s expression brightened. “I hadn’t thought of that, but it’s a wonderful idea. Would you stay with me?”

	Millie shook her head. “We don’t know each other well enough for that.”

	Annie frowned. “If you mean what I said in there about Trevor. I didn’t—”

	“No. That’s not what I mean. I’m just saying I need to keep moving,” said Millie. “My dad’s out there somewhere, and if I stay put, I’ll never find him.”

	“I thought you said he was dead, that Goose killed both of your parents?” Annie said.

	“I know he killed my mom. I basically saw that happen. But my dad, I don’t know, something tells me he’s alive. No matter what Goose says about him, I think he’s looking for me. That’s why I have to look for him.” She lifted the bag. “Thank you again. It’s getting dark. I need to get to the pyramid before sundown.”

	Millie avoided an awkward goodbye by moving quickly around to the driver’s side of the truck. She climbed into the driver’s seat and pulled Goose’s pistol from the back of her waistband. She stored it in the center console and put her lunch bag on the front passenger’s seat.

	The keys were in the ignition, and she cranked it. The truck turned over and rumbled. She found the seat adjustment and slid it forward. Despite her size, she was big enough to see over the steering wheel. It was not comfortable, but she could do it.

	Millie was too young to have experience behind the wheel. Days earlier she’d had no experience living through an apocalypse, or seeing people killed, or the sensation of cutting off a man’s ear and slapping it flat against his bloody forehead. If she could survive all of that, driving a few miles would be cake. She put the truck in reverse and backed out of the driveway, using the rear- and side-view mirrors. In the street, she held the brake with her foot and shifted into drive. Slowly, Millie accelerated away from Annie’s house, Annie, Dean, and their nosy neighbors. For a moment, when she glanced in the mirror and saw Annie’s shrinking reflection, Millie wondered if she had made the right decision by leaving what would be the easy short-term path through uncertain times. Staying there would be the safe bet. She might even develop strong, lasting relationships and form the foundations of a new family. But her father had taught her that anything easy was not worth having. Despite his own issues, Millie idolized John Beck and believed his aphorisms to be gospel.

	By the time she turned the corner and pressed on the gas, Millie had convinced herself the right path was ahead of her. That was what her dad would do.

	Millie would dump the truck and Goose before making her way inside the pyramid. There, she hoped she could find like-minded seekers who would travel the new landscape alongside her in search of a life worth living.

	




Chapter 18

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 14 DAYS

	PORT CLINTON, OHIO

	 

	Water surrounded Beck. He stood on the thin strip of land next to an abandoned Commodore Perry Inn & Suites. Beyond the hotel, to the west, the setting sun darkened the angular outline of the Port Clinton Lighthouse. The nineteenth-century lighthouse stood at the end of the city’s West Pier at the entrance to the Portage River.

	His legs hurt, and he shifted his weight, trying to ease the pressure. Five days of walking twelve hours a day could do that to someone in fantastic shape. He was in less than fantastic shape.

	Regina stood at his side and had her arm looped in his. Her head rested on his shoulder.

	“I’ve always loved sunsets,” she said, “and they’re even better at the coast. Don’t you think?”

	“I like them more now than I used to like them.”

	“Why?”

	“I used to look at sunsets as the start of a long, sleepless night. I haven’t slept, I mean, not really slept hard, for years.”

	“Other than when you’re dying from infection.”

	“Other than that. And that’s like a fever dream. So even though I’m out cold, it’s not like it’s good sleep.”

	“Why do you like them now?”

	“Other than being with you?”

	She squeezed his arm. “Go on…”

	“To me, sunsets are like a prize for surviving another day. It’s God saying, ‘You did it. Now take a look at something beautiful. Tomorrow will suck again, but at least there’s this.’”

	Regina pulled back and swung around to face him. “Are you serious?”

	“What?”

	“That’s nihilism.”

	“What’s nihilism?”

	“Your attitude. It’s like you’re saying what’s the point of anything. Oh, something shiny, for now, then everything else is useless.”

	“That’s not what I said.”

	“Isn’t it?”

	Beck shook his head. Annoyance squeezed Regina’s features, and she folded her arms across her chest. He raised his hands as if to calm her down before she got worked up. Sometimes he was the one who needed a calming presence, and she provided it. This was not one of those times, though he had not seen her this upset, and it came from nowhere.

	“Look,” he said, “I’m not the best with words. That’s why I carried around that dictionary for so long. It’s why Gabe gave it to me. To help me express myself.”

	“Don’t use stupidity as an excuse for a poor outlook.”

	“I’m not. What I’m saying is, hell, I don’t know what I’m saying. I could have put it better. It’s silly to fight over this and—”

	“Are you calling me silly?”

	“No.”

	Beck’s face felt hot. He was unsure how to unwind himself from the bind he’d created. Before he could explain himself, Regina’s tight expression eased into a smile. She giggled and then brought her hands to her face and laughed.

	“What?” Beck asked. “Are you laughing or crying? I didn’t—”

	She wrapped her arms around him and squeezed. “I’m messing with you, Beck. You think I’m that sensitive? Please. It’s incredible to me you have enjoyment left for anything in the natural world.”

	His hands rested on the small of her back. “You’re messing with me? You mean you’re not mad?”

	She edged back and looked him in the eye. “No. I’m not mad. I really was kidding. It’s so much fun to see you squirm.”

	For a split second, anger burned in his chest. But as quickly as the spark ignited, it extinguished. Beck laughed. It was good to chuckle at himself.

	“You’re not funny,” he said. “I thought we were having our first real fight.”

	“You’ll know when we’re having a fight,” Regina said. “Believe me. You’ll know.”

	Millie approached from the south, walking up a long pier that led to the ferry. She ran her fingers through her hair and put the hat back on her head. “What’s funny?” she asked.

	“Your father,” said Regina.

	“Really? I’ve never found him to be funny. He thinks he’s funny. Has these little dad jokes and all, like being funny is his identity. But he’s not.”

	Beck frowned at his daughter. “Are you serious?”

	Millie broke into a grin. “No. I mean, you’re not funny. But it’s not like you really try. And God forbid you smile. That’s like looking into a horror show funhouse mirror.”

	“I know, right?” Regina said. “As sexy as your dad can be, his smile is a turnoff.”

	Millie raised her hands and positioned them into an uppercase T. “Time-out. I don’t need to hear that sort of thing, Regina. It’s cool he loves you and all, but that’s as much as I need to know.”

	“I’m so glad I can be the butt of everyone’s jokes,” Beck said. “This is going to make the ferry ride so much more enjoyable.”

	“Speaking of which,” Millie said. “We’re good to go. Everybody is aboard. Weapons are loaded and in position.”

	“You paid?”

	“Half now, half at the end. Like you suggested.”

	“Good,” Beck said. “We leave as soon as it gets dark?”

	“Yep. We have the benefit of a full moon. That will help the pilots navigate, but traveling at night lessens the risk of a firefight.”

	“Okay,” Beck said. “Let’s do this.”

	The trio marched south along the narrow, long pier, toward the ferry boat. It was the largest of the three options and carried all of their party. It was crowded, but was better than using the two smaller vessels. The larger boat was faster, and it was cheaper, too.

	Beck held Regina’s hand as they walked the plank up onto the back of the ferry. The name Rising Star was stenciled on the stern in faded black and yellow paint. The boat’s pilot stood to greet them as they stepped onto the deck.

	“I’m Bill,” the ferry pilot said. “Welcome aboard the Rising Star. Glad to have you.”

	“I’m Regina. This is Beck.”

	“We’ve already met,” said Millie. “Thanks, Bill.”

	“Of course. We’re going to head out in a few. It takes a couple of minutes to navigate out of the river and into the lake.”

	“You have plenty of fuel?” Beck asked.

	“We do.”

	“Where’d you get it?”

	Bill’s mouth slid into a sly grin. “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”

	Beck winked. “Good luck with that.”

	Bill’s grin vanished. “I was kidding.”

	“I wasn’t,” Beck said without a hint of humor. “How fast can this thing go?”

	Bill cleared his throat. “We try to keep her at twenty knots. Conserves the fuel. If we run into trouble, she can hit thirty knots. It doesn’t sound fast, but out here on the water, it’s a good clip.”

	“You expect trouble?”

	“I hope not. We should be fine tonight. It’s a straight shot to the Detroit River. That’s where it could get heavy.”

	“How long is the trip?”

	“It’s about seventy miles to Detroit,” Bill said. “About twice that to get to Sarnia.”

	“Sarnia?”

	“Sarnia, Ontario. That’s where we’re safe. That’s the northern mouth of the river where it joins Lake Huron.”

	“So we can make it before sunup.”

	“Absolutely,” said Bill. “With time to spare.”

	“Thanks, Bill,” Beck said, “and I was kidding.”

	Bill’s smile flickered. “No problem. Make yourselves at home.”

	The ferry was a double-decker catamaran. The bottom deck was open air and intended as a car park. The only vehicle aboard was the solar truck. Above it was a restaurant space and a passenger cabin. Despite the warning that they would be crowding fifty people into the space, it was surprisingly roomy. The restaurant was closed but still featured its former fare on the marquis above the service windows.

	Beck might have killed someone for a plate of nachos and a foot-long hot dog. His eyes lingered on the offerings as Millie led Regina and him toward seats at the front of the cabin. She gestured to empty seats at a table next to her scout team.

	Beck slid in first and sat next to Edith, the engineer who designed, maintained, and drove the solar truck. She was at the table next to his with her scout team, Stivic, Archie, and Gloria. Regina was on Beck’s right. Millie took the seat directly across from Beck next to Justin.

	“We’re good to go,” Millie said. “Pilot says we should be underway in a few minutes.”

	“Do we need to man the guns?” Archie asked.

	“Not until we hit the Detroit River. Then we can head up and take our positions,” said Millie. “That’ll take two hours, tops. Take a break in the meantime.”

	Beck leaned his elbow on the table and clasped his hands together. He stared out the glass between Millie and Justin. He looked south at Ohio. It might be the last time he saw his home country in daylight.

	The boat lurched and jostled the passengers. Beck checked over his shoulder and noticed mothers holding their children in their lap or keeping them snug between themselves and their husbands.

	The motor rumbled, and the ferry edged away from its moorings. Beck closed his eyes and listened to the hum. He felt it in his bones. It reminded him of workdays on the rig in the Gulf. The Charybdis was a beast of a machine, and it took time to adjust to its particular movements and noises. After a few days at sea, they became second nature, and nobody noticed them. Being on a boat was the same. There was a period of acclimation.

	“I can’t sit here,” Beck said. “I’m going to head to the deck. Get some air.”

	Regina slid out from her seat. “I’ll come with you if you want.”

	Beck shook his head. “You’ve earned a break. Take a load off. I’ll only be a bit.”

	Regina kissed him on the cheek. “Sure thing. Be safe.”

	“Always.”

	Beck worked his way back toward the open deck. He did not yet have his sea legs, so he took his time, making sure he never put all of his weight on his bad leg. He used the handrail on the steps and made his way to the bow, where he leaned on the railing and looked directly into the setting sun. The ferry made its eventual ninety turn to motor through the Portage River and into the lake’s open water.

	Beck relished the cold air washing across his face. The ferry navigated the narrow channel and turned north toward their destination, toward potential conflict. The sun was a brilliant orange and cast a purple and pink glow against the low clouds that clung to the horizon.

	He loved the water. It was why he spent much of his life living along the Gulf Coast. His travels since D-Day had taken him away from the ocean. More often than not, he found himself feeling as far away from the water as was possible. There was something comforting about the water. Beck could never put his finger on it, but he implicitly understood it gave him a sense of calm like nothing else could. The lake was not the ocean. It wasn’t even the Gulf. But it was close enough that it calmed the demons in his head.

	Beck relished the churn of the water under the twin hulls of the catamaran. The boat picked up speed, turned from the channel, and emerged into the open water of the lake. Beck felt himself at home.

	“Mind if I join you?”

	The interruption forced him to sigh. He checked over his shoulder at the intruder. It was Edith, the engineer. She stood at a respectable distance with her hands stuffed into her pockets, her shoulders hunched slightly forward, and a sheepish grin across her face.

	Beck did not want company. It was why he’d walked onto the deck alone and why he’d told Regina she need not come with him. “It’s a free country for now. At least it is until we get into Canada. I have no idea what their laws are.”

	Beck hoped his indifference and the lack of an overt invitation might turn her away. It did not. Seconds later, she was next to him at the railing.

	He stood in silence for several moments. It was awkward, but Beck remained silent. He always found it better to let someone else deal with the uncomfortable pauses in the middle of conversations. It was especially true during his time behind bars. People who talked said things they should not say. A silent man could never be accused of saying something wrong, revealing a secret, or anything else that might land him in more trouble. It was a tactic he’d employed after getting out of jail, and it was an important lesson he had taught his daughter. His daughter had not passed along the skill of silent discretion to her chief engineer.

	“I’m a huge fan of yours.”

	Of all the things Edith the engineer might have said, those six words were not what he expected. Her admission did jog his memory. Someone had told him Edith was a collector of the handwritten pamphlets circulating in the post-pandemic world that made John Beck out to be a larger-than-life hero. Or antihero. Or vigilante. It all depended on one’s perspective as to how he or she framed Beck.

	“Thanks.” It was all he could manage. Even when he felt talkative, sharing his violent past with a virtual stranger was not on his list of things to do.

	Edith looked down at the water. She had yet to make eye contact with him. “I know that sounds weird,” she said, “calling you my fan. I mean, saying I’m your fan.” Edith covered her face with her hands and shook her head. “I’m so embarrassed. I’m blathering.”

	Beck sighed. He liked the word blathering. It was a good one whose definition he remembered from Gabe’s dictionary.

	 

	blathering

	/ˈblaTHəriNG/

	noun

	1.   the action of talking long-windedly without making very much sense.

	 

	“Don’t worry about it,” he said, letting her off the hook. “No need to be embarrassed. I’m flattered. It’s funny you’re having trouble talking to me now, though. We’ve had other conversations.”

	Edith nodded. “I know. But it’s different because I just told you I’m a huge fan. I’ve been wanting to tell you for a while, but we had work to do, and I thought it was just sort of ridiculous, really, to say I was a fan.”

	Beck chuckled. “So now you’re insulting me? Saying it’s silly for me to have fans?”

	Edith looked over at him, her eyes wide and mouth agape. She appeared mortified. She started to speak, but looked like a fish gasping for air.

	“I’m just kidding,” Beck said. “No need to be embarrassed or feel silly. It’s no big deal.”

	Another minute of uncomfortable silence passed before Edith tried again. She stuffed her hands back into her pockets and leaned forward against the railing, balancing herself as the ferry cruised along the water. The sun was below the horizon, but the ambient light cast a gleam across the surface of the lake.

	“Can I ask you some questions?”

	“What about?”

	“About some of the stories I read. Some of them sound too good to be true. Like comic books.”

	“You can ask, and I can tell you from the start none of them are too good to be true.”

	“They are factual? All those things described in them are real? It all happened?”

	“Not factual. Just not good either, and if they’re not good, they can’t be too good to be true.”

	“How did it get started?” Edith asked. “The books, I mean. How did you end up with a bunch of books written about you?”

	Beck shrugged. “I’m not really sure. Nobody has ever asked me that question before. I’ve never really given it much thought. I guess I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time, and somebody, for whatever reason, thought my exploits might make interesting reading. I mean, remember, we are living in the apocalypse, and there isn’t much in the way of entertainment.”

	“I think I’ve read all of them. There are twenty-four.”

	Beck glanced at Edith. “I didn’t know that. Twenty-four of them, huh?”

	“Twenty-four that I know about. I’ve asked a lot of people about those books, and I’m pretty sure I have all of them.”

	“I always wondered how people get copies. Who copies them? I thought copy machines were long gone.”

	“Nobody knows. It’s a mystery, like who dropped the EMPs on us. Lots of theories, but no hard facts. Some people think we did it to ourselves.”

	“We did what?”

	“Shut off our own grid. That it was a false flag. An inside job. That sorta thing.”

	“You do like fiction, don’t you?”

	“I’m not saying I believe it.”

	“Why did you start reading them? The books about me?”

	“Like you said, there’s not much entertainment nowadays. So when I found something I enjoyed reading, I wanted to get my hands on all of it. The fact that we were both from Alabama made it all the more interesting.”

	“You were an engineering student, right? At Bama?”

	Despite the dim light, it was obvious Edith blushed. “I was. How did you know that?”

	“Millie told me.”

	Her blush deepened a darker shade of crimson. “How stupid of me. Of course she did. Millie’s your daughter. She would’ve told you everything.”

	Beck shook his head. “You’d be surprised. I doubt she’s told me everything. In fact, I’m pretty sure she hasn’t told me everything. I don’t want to know everything. I can only imagine how difficult our time apart was for her. She made a go of it and survived in a world filled with people like me.”

	Edith ignored Beck’s assessment of his relationship with his daughter, steering the conversation back to the books. “My favorite was the one about the ambush. I read it and thought you were going to die. The way you escaped that, and the way you rescued the others, was incredible. It was the stuff of legend. Oklahoma City, right? And the man who hired you. His name was Booker? In the end he gave his life to save you, made you promise to pay it forward. I get the chills thinking about what it must have been like.”

	Beck let the wind brush across his face and chill his skin. It was getting colder. The sun fell below the horizon as they moved north. The demons whispered, their voices trying to rise above the water. They reminded him about the truth of Oklahoma City and how different the reality of it had been from the story hand-scrawled into a fairy tale that became history.

	“Booker was a good man. He didn’t deserve what happened to him. He was a simple farmer who wanted nothing more than to help us find the man we were looking for.”

	“Goose?”

	“Goose.”

	“What about Gabe?”

	“What about him?”

	“What happened to him? I figured if I ever got the chance to meet you, I’d get to meet him, too.”

	“You sure do ask a lot of questions.”

	“I’m an engineer. It’s what I do.”

	“Fair enough.”

	Edith placed both hands on the rail, wrapped her fingers around it, and moved herself back and forth in a rowing motion. The engineer was nervous. She was uncomfortable with any pause in the conversation. “So what happened to him? Is he alive?”

	“As far as I know. I sure hope he’s alive. We were together until we found Goose. Once that was done, Gabe was tired of the journey. He needed a break. I couldn’t blame him. The poor guy had spent four years on my quest. He settled down in New Mexico in a little town not too far from Albuquerque. I think he’s happy. I hope he’s happy.”

	“That’s good. I hope so too. You know, I can’t remember all the stories. There are so many of them. Like I mentioned, two dozen that I know about. I do think that’s all of them, but it’s possible there are more.”

	“You shouldn’t believe everything you read, Edith. You were an engineering student at Bama, so you should know not to take things at face value. The stories about me, and I think there were several people writing them, embellish things. Not all that’s written in those stories is true or even mostly true.”

	Edith stopped the rowing motion and leaned forward into the rail. The wind blew her hair off her face, and she looked in the direction they were headed. To their right, the dark shape of a small island took form. It was pitch black, like a hole that reached from the lake into the sky, a portal into another world.

	“I didn’t think they were entirely accurate,” Edith said a bit defensively. “But in every lie is a kernel of truth, and if half those things were untrue, about the way you helped others and managed to keep people alive, then you wouldn’t be here. You’d be dead or hiding somewhere, worried about yourself and not the well-being of strangers.”

	Beck chuckled. “You give me too much credit, kid. Sorry, I shouldn’t call you a kid. You’re a grown-ass adult. Brilliant, I might add. That solar car? I’m just saying.”

	Edith brushed off the compliment as if Beck never uttered it. She was focused on her own line of thought. “Why do you think somebody took the time to write those books?” she asked. “What was in it for them? Most of the people I know got those pamphlets for free. Nobody paid anything for them, so what was the author’s endgame if not to tell the story of a real person doing real things?”

	“That’s easy,” Beck said. “In times like this, people need something or someone to believe in. Everybody needs hope, don’t they? There’s not a whole hell of a lot of hope left in this world. If anything, there’s a lot more bad than good. So when someone finds a kernel of that truth, as you put it, a kernel of hope, they exaggerate.”

	“You think that’s it?”

	“Of course that’s it, as far as I see it. Those people with the pen and paper, they write stories, campfire stories, legends, fairy tales. They make people feel like somehow, some way, everything is going to be okay. That’s what I am in those stories. I’m not someone who should have fans. No offense, but that’s not who I am. I’m an allegory, a walking, talking allegory.”

	“I don’t think a person can be an allegory.”

	“Sure I can. I know the meaning of the word, Edith. I looked it up. It’s a story or whatever that has a hidden meaning. It’s got a moral to it.”

	“What’s your hidden meaning?”

	“I’m more of a moral. I’m hope. I’m the David against Goliath. I am John Henry driving steel.”

	“So you’re not a hero?”

	“Nope.”

	“David was a biblical hero. John Henry was a fabled hero, too.”

	“Bad examples, then. I’m no hero, Edith.”

	Another long silence fell between them. The ferry accelerated and passed a small island. It reached its cruising speed, and a constant wind sent a chill along Beck’s spine. It made his eyes water.

	After a long moment, Edith faced him again. She narrowed her eyes and focused on his features. “If you’re not a hero, if you’re not a legend, then who are you?”

	“I’m Millie’s dad.”

	“Then that makes you a hero.”

	As if on cue, Millie called out from behind them. The wind muted her voice, but she was loud enough for Beck to know the voice belonged to her. He and Edith turned to face her.

	“Everything okay out here?”

	Beck motioned to Edith. “She was just asking me about the good old days. And the bad old days.”

	Millie glanced at Edith and then back to her father. “You’re a hero. We all think you’re a hero, Dad.”

	“I think all of you are wrong, but I’ll take it as a compliment. What’s up?”

	“The pilot wants to see you. He says it’s urgent.”

	Beck’s eyes darted toward the pilothouse, through the glass that housed the control room that guided the ferry. He imagined the pilot was on the other side of that glass, looking down at him. “Did I do something wrong?”

	Millie chuckled. “Probably. I don’t know. He wants to see you and me in the pilothouse pronto.”

	Beck put a hand on Edith’s shoulder. He considered smiling at her, but decided not to freak her out. “Thanks for what you said, Edith. Just be careful who you idolize. They’re always bound to disappoint you.”

	Edith offered a weak smile, but when Beck lowered his hand and started to follow Millie toward the pilothouse, Edith spoke once more.

	“You haven’t disappointed me so far, Mr. Beck. You’re everything those books claimed you would be.”

	Beck nodded in her direction and pressed his lips into a flat smile. That he could do without looking weird. He followed Millie toward the pilothouse and up a set of stairs to a closed door labeled control.

	Millie knocked on the door. From behind it, someone shouted for them to come inside. Millie tried the handle and opened it. The door swung in, and the hum of electronics and mechanics spilled from the space.

	“Close the door behind you,” the pilot said. “Join me over here. I need you to see something.”

	Beck shut the door and followed Millie across the control room to a dash panel that stretched across from one side of the space to the other. In some ways it reminded Beck of the control center on the Charybdis. Flashing lights, knobs, and buttons. Some of the mechanisms were labeled, and others were not. Beck was surprised to see something like this still working so many years after most electronics failed on D-Day.

	The pilot, Bill, leaned against the deck, folded his arms across his chest, and crossed his legs at his ankles. His body language suggested he was relaxed, but the expression on his face was all business. Deep creases ran along his forehead and framed the sides of his mouth. Whatever he wanted to talk about clearly had him tense.

	Millie and Beck exchanged a glance. He nodded at his daughter, and she took the lead.

	“What is it, Bill?” Millie asked.

	“Good news or bad news?”

	“Bad news. I like to get the bad news out of the way.”

	“We’re in for a fight. I heard some radio chatter that Detroit’s in a bad way tonight. Huge territory fight along the river between the two factions fighting for control of the city.”

	“You have a working radio?” Beck asked.

	“Yeah,” Bill said. “We got lucky when the EMPs hit. We were in dry dock getting work done. Somehow, three boats survived, as did our radios. We’ve got recon along the shore at various points. They help us out.”

	“They’re telling you there’s trouble ahead?” Millie asked.

	“Lots of it. There is no way we get through there without taking fire.”

	“Is there another route?” Millie asked.

	“No.”

	“Can we wait it out?”

	“I asked that. Not a good option. Daylight is always bad along the river. If we turn around now and head back to wait it out a day or two or whatever, there’s no guarantee it will be better. To be honest with you, it’s getting worse by the hour. Things are devolving everywhere. Detroit is no exception.”

	Beck stepped closer to the pilot. “So you suggest moving forward, putting our people at risk?”

	Bill shrugged. “You knew the risk before we left port. What I am suggesting is that we do this now before it gets even worse. If we don’t do it now, you may never get a chance.”

	“You’re willing to put your boat at risk?” Beck asked.

	Bill laughed. “Hell yeah, I am. I’m not going back. Millie didn’t tell you? I’m coming with you. I’m staying in Canada. So is my crew. My wife and kids are down there with the rest of your people. I wouldn’t put them at risk unless I thought this was our best option. Our only option.”

	“What’s the good news?” Millie asked.

	The pilot’s brow furrowed. “What?”

	“You said there was good news and bad news. What’s the good news?”

	He chuckled. “There’s no good news. I just said that to soften the bad news.”

	“So what do we do?” Millie asked.

	“Well, we’re making excellent time. I’d say we’ll be at the mouth of the river within the hour. Probably a good time to get your people ready, have them manning their positions, ready to fight.”

	“Anything else?” asked Beck.

	Bill held up his hand. “I want you to take a look at something. It will help as we get into the river.”

	The pilot moved from the control panel to a chart table at the center of the pilothouse. On it, he spread out a map. It was an old paper map, the kind of folded guidance that predated GPS, and outlasted it too. Creases ran in a grid from its folds, and Bill flattened the well-used document with a gentle swipe of his hand across the paper. He scanned it with narrowed eyes and traced a finger along a path until he tapped at the spot marked DETROIT.

	“I wanted to show this to you so it gives you some perspective. Right along here we will run into some firepower. It’s happened before. It could be different tonight, but I doubt it. This cluster of buildings is a great place for the gangs to position their snipers.”

	Bill glanced up at them to make sure they were paying attention. Beck nodded at the pilot and studied the map. The markings were pre-D-Day, of course, and outlined the state of Michigan along with its stateside neighbors and the southern part of Canada. A length of dashed lines split the Detroit River in half and angled into the lakes below and above it, delineating the territories belonging to the United States and to Canada.

	“We should face more incoming fire up here.” Bill moved his finger north along the map. “This is another set of buildings the gangs like to use. Oh, and there’s a chance there could be a blockade up here.” He tapped at the northern end of the Detroit River. He did not look up this time, his gaze lingering on the two-dimensional visualization of what faced them.

	Millie’s eyes scanned the map before focusing on the pilot. “A blockade? You didn’t say anything about a blockade when we talked before.”

	Bill shrugged. “What would it matter? It’s not like you were going to walk through Detroit anyway. It’s still your best option, isn’t it?”

	“Might have been easier to walk through Detroit,” Beck said. “This was supposed to be the less dangerous route.”

	“It is the less dangerous route. You don’t get it, Beck. For all you’ve survived since the world went to hell in a handbasket, it doesn’t mean you’ve ever seen anything like a densely populated city without any rules. I’m telling you, it’s worse than you think. Millie, don’t you think?”

	“I guess so. I don’t know. It’s not like it’s worth discussing now. We’ve made our choice, and here we are. What I don’t get is who’s doing this. Who’s setting up the blockade, and how do they do it?”

	“The gangs have boats,” said Bill. “They use them to try to stop traffic along the Detroit River. Sometimes they act like pirates, too.”

	“Pirates?” Beck asked.

	Millie echoed her father. “Pirates?”

	Bill nodded, shifting his gaze between the two of them. “That’s what I said. Pirates. They like to steal things, commandeer boats, do other things that pirates like to do.”

	Beck leaned on the map table, placing his hands palms down on the smooth surface. “Where do they get boats? And I don’t mean the ones they commandeer. That’s a whole other discussion. I mean, how do they have boats that are fast enough to keep up with us and then attack us?”

	Bill shook his head. “I’m not sure about that. The best guess is they imported them from up north. Even though a lot of what doesn’t work in the United States is because of the attack…going on…what is it, five years ago? The farther north you go in Canada, the more stuff works. I think maybe Toronto is the only city that had a major problem, and even part of that city has power now.”

	“So they have fast, engine-powered boats that can keep up with your ferry,” Millie said. It was more of a clarification than a question.

	Bill seemed hesitant to answer. He looked down at the map, then up at Millie. “There are boats that are a lot faster than this one. I’ve never run into them, but I’ve heard tell they have these little fast boats. They load them up with gang members and try to board. I’m not saying they’ll do it tonight, and I’m not saying there will be a blockade. I’m just letting you know what sort of threats might lay ahead so we can all be prepared.”

	Beck pointed to an area on the map along the western edge of the Detroit River close to the city. “What about the gunfire? Is that a sure thing? And why would they just take potshots at passing ships?”

	The pilot shrugged. “I think they do it to deter travelers from using the river. At least, that’s why they do it most of the time. Sometimes, I think it’s a distraction so they can get their fast boats in position or distract from the fact they’re setting up a blockade. Who knows? I can’t tell you what goes through those people’s minds. What I can tell you is that they are a danger every time.”

	“Every time?” Beck asked.

	“Every single time. Tonight, it’s going to be worse. That’s just my gut, given the information that I have.”

	Beck took in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He stood up straight and folded his arms across his chest, studying the map. “Anything else we should know?”

	“If we can make it north and into Lake Huron without a blockade, we’re as good as home free. That’s enough though; you really need to get your team in place.”

	“Anything else I should tell them?” Millie asked.

	“Yeah,” said Bill. “Tell them to pray.”

	




Chapter 19

	D-DAY +5

	MEMPHIS, TENNESSEE

	 

	Millie stood at the back of the truck and held the pistol in her right hand. This was the moment she had debated since leaving Annie’s house. Despite her earlier notion to keep Goose alive and make his existence miserable, Millie waffled. There was a part of her that understood the best way to defeat evil was with reciprocal evil. Millie did not want to become something she would loathe, but she did not want to be stupid either and leave a pursuer alive to chase her, hunt her down, and finish the job he had started.

	The low sun cast long shadows, forming dark shapes from the rows of buildings that lined the streets. Millie wanted to be inside before dark. Her father had always told her nothing good happens after dark. He’d also said that was an exaggeration. “Hyperbole” he’d called it. She had used voice command to do an online search to learn the meaning of the word. John Beck might have been right. In this new world, Millie believed fully that nothing good happened once the sun dropped below the horizon.

	She was two blocks from the pyramid and out of sight from the crowds of people milling about the outside of what had to be the hub of activity in Memphis. Parked on a side street parallel to the highway, she was hidden and could do whatever she wanted without consequence.

	Millie chose the spot both strategically and out of necessity. The truck was running on fumes and though she had thought the gas canisters in the back of the truck held more fuel than they did, Goose had used nearly all of it to get to Memphis. She had less than an eighth of a tank and made the tough decision she would have to go the rest of her journey on foot.

	This also meant she would have to leave Goose with his truck. Millie was not strong enough, nor did she think it a smart idea, to try to remove him from the bed. Driving the short distance between Annie’s house and the pyramid, the thought crossed her mind that she could dump him somewhere, separate him from his vehicle, and make his life that much harder. But the logistics of pulling him from the truck and the effort it would take to find a suitable location was too much for the moment. Not to mention, Millie did not want to be responsible for the man’s death directly. Abandoning him in a place where people were unlikely to find him or where he was unable to find help himself was beyond what she was willing to do. Sure, she had stabbed him multiple times and cut off his ear. She had bound him to the point of cutting off the circulation in his hands and feet and put him in the bed of his own truck. She also was about to leave him there on his own. But all of those things were necessary for her own survival, and she could justify them in her young mind. Everyone had their limits.

	Millie held the keys to the truck in her hand. She looked at them in her palm and considered what to do next. She followed the shadows along the street and noticed a storm drain on the other side of the truck ten yards away. Wrapping her fingers around the keys and holding them tight, she crossed the street to the drain. A swirl of a breeze curled around her and rustled the leaves in the trees that lined the street. Millie stared at the swaying limbs for a long moment, studying their thick trunks and the wide spread of their branches. She chuckled at the thought the trees were unaffected by the loss of power. So were the birds that chirped and the insects that buzzed. Most of nature had no clue how drastically civilization was unwinding itself.

	Her father had once told her something she would never forget. It was during her one and only visit to the jail where John Beck awaited a trial that would never happen for a crime he did not commit.

	“There is something amazing about the human race,” he’d told her. She was sitting next to her mother at a small table across from her father.

	They were not allowed to touch or sit next to one another. She remembered how, more than anything else, she wanted to sit on his lap. She wanted to hug him, make him feel better. Make herself feel better. Yet they had to keep their distance. Guards loomed over them. Other separated families sat at identical tables.

	Her mother never absorbed her father’s sayings or observations as much as Millie did. So when Beck lifted an eyebrow, focused on them with his dark eyes, and wiggled a finger for emphasis, Debbie rolled her eyes and sighed.

	“What’s that, John?” Debbie had said without an ounce of interest.

	Beck ignored Debbie and shifted his focus to Millie. He tried to smile at her with his weird, awkward grin. “The thing about the human race is that we are the only species on the planet that pays to live here.”

	Debbie furrowed her brow. “Pays to live where, John?”

	“On the planet.”

	“What?”

	Beck kept his focus on Millie. His voice spiked with excitement as if he was imparting some grand nugget of wisdom to his daughter. “Think about it,” he’d said. “Every other species on the planet, whether it’s whales or birds, lives on Earth rent-free. They don’t pay anything to live here.”

	Debbie folded her arms across her chest and checked her wristwatch. “That’s a ridiculous statement.”

	“Is it?” Beck asked. “Not only are we the only ones who pay to live here, but we’re the only ones who live by rules beyond the natural order of things.”

	Debbie surveyed the room, leaned in, and whispered, “Or don’t live by the rules.”

	Beck shrugged. “Good point. But you understand what I’m saying? We all talk about how civilized we are, how advanced we are as a society. In reality, it’s all a manmade scam. Imagine what it would be like if we could live our lives without having to struggle for a paycheck. Imagine that for a moment. How much better would our lives be? If we shook off the rules and all the stuff the government tells us we have to do.”

	“Isn’t that what they call anarchy?” Debbie asked.

	Beck paused, pursed his lips, and stared into space before he answered, “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

	“Of course not,” Debbie said. “You tend not to think things through. You get hopped up on an idea before you think about its consequences.”

	“Maybe,” Beck said. “But what I said about living rent-free is true. We are the only ones who spend money to live on the planet. That’s a fact.”

	“Not exactly,” Debbie said. “You’re not paying for anything right now. You get to stay here rent-free. What’s the thing you joke about? Three squares and a cot?”

	“Three hots and a cot.”

	“Whatever,” Debbie said. “You get my point.”

	The humor evaporated from Beck’s face, the joy of the moment gone. He tried to force another weird smile at Millie, lighten the mood.

	“Two minutes,” a guard called from behind them.

	Grumbles filled the room, and Millie noticed her father’s body tense. His hands, which he had placed flat on the table, balled into loose fists. He set his jaw and pulled his shoulders back.

	“Millie,” he’d said, “I love you. I don’t want you to think bad of me. I made mistakes. I’ll probably make more. But they’ll be different ones.”

	“What does that mean?” Debbie asked.

	His eyes shifted to her mother. “It means I’ve learned my lesson. It means that while I know I screwed up, and I will always be a screwup of one kind or another, I want to be better. I will be better, and I won’t make the same mistakes again.”

	Her mother’s expression softened for a brief instant. A flash. As if her father had somehow found a weak spot in her armor. But it was only for that moment, and she hardened again, lifting her chin. “Millie, say goodbye to your father.”

	“We still have one minute,” said Beck.

	“When will I see you again?” Millie asked.

	“Soon,” Beck said. “I’m going to get out of here. I’ll be with you and your momma very soon.”

	“I love you, Dad.”

	The memory faded when Millie felt the sharp jab of the keys in her palm. She held them tight. She refocused on her surroundings and checked up one side of the street, down the other, and over her shoulders. Millie wanted to make sure nobody was watching her. Satisfied she was alone, she crouched down in front of the drain.

	Water rushed through the underground pipe. It made her thirsty, and she realized she had not had anything to drink or eat since leaving Annie’s house. She pushed aside the pangs, closed her eyes, listened to the rushing water for a moment, and dropped the keys into the drain. This was as good as separating Goose from his truck. The vehicle was useless now. It was a hunk of metal, plastic, and rubber like all the others that had failed to survive the electromagnetic pulse weapons responsible for changing the course of her future. Millie stood, brushed dirt from her pants, and walked back to the truck. She leaned against the side, looked into the bed, tightened her grip on the pistol, and ran her index finger along the trigger. Her father had taught her never to point a gun at something she did not intend to shoot and never to put her finger on a trigger unless she intended to pull it.

	Behind her, she heard voices. They were distant, at least a half a block away and around the corner, but they shook her from her stupor, and Millie chose discretion as the better part of valor. She tucked the pistol in her waistband. It hung heavy there and tugged on her pants, but they were tight enough to hold a weapon in place. Millie unlatched the tailgate and whipped out her pink knife. She cut the binds at Goose’s feet. There was no need to kill the man, despite what he had done to her, her family, her friend, and the man who had tried to save her life on the highway. Millie was better than that. Her father would want her to be better than that, better than him, and better than the dregs of humanity, which she was growing more certain by the minute were outnumbering the benevolent. She drew in a breath of the sour air, sucked a viscous glob of snot into the back of her throat, and spat onto Goose. It hit his face below his left eye, but he was unmoved. Millie was unsure he was breathing until she stared at his chest long enough to see it rise and fall.

	She walked around to the front of the truck and took with her a backpack of Goose’s supplies, the bag Annie had given her with fresh rations, and extra ammunition, which she had found in the center console and the glove box. Millie left Goose behind, unsure whether he would live or not, but confident in her own decision to let fate be the decider rather than her rage and need for vengeance. If there was a God, and Millie rightfully wondered if there was given her circumstances, that deity would make sure Goose paid for his sins in a way far more appropriate than anything she could deliver.

	Millie walked away from the truck without turning back, convinced that if she did, he would rise up, chase her down, and smite her. She breathed evenly, purging the tension, tucked her thumbs underneath the pack straps on her shoulders, and marched with confidence toward the pyramid, hopeful again that there was promise in her future.

	The glass pyramid was a dichotomy of sorts. On one hand it was a beautiful, modern, gleaming structure evident of a pre-apocalyptic world. On the other hand, it was a relic of a bygone age and an homage to an ancient civilization where brutality trumped everything and when the powerful directed slaves to do their handiwork one stone at a time while denying them decency and equality. Millie was young, barely a teen, and certainly not a woman yet, but she was smart enough to realize the delicate nature of civilization and how a simple push in one direction or another could change its course. America had been teetering for years. Divided. Angry. Distrustful of itself. Now it was torn apart from the outside in a way nobody likely expected.

	Millie approached the pyramid with caution, surveilling her surroundings before getting too close. The loud rumble of fuel-powered generators greeted her as she stalked closer. Millie guessed that was how they kept the power on inside the pyramid. She wondered how the generators had escaped the debilitation nearly every other electronic or electric device had suffered the day of the attack, but she was no scientist, and nobody other than Yìchén had even bothered to offer theories about what might have happened or could happen still.

	Armed guards stood watch at the pyramid’s entrance closest to her. They looked like soldiers, dressed in fatigues, and they checked the belongings of those who entered the glass structure, confiscating weapons and putting them in large boxes. One of the soldiers handed pieces of paper to people whose weapons they’d taken, and Millie guessed they were receipts or tickets for retrieval after leaving the pyramid.

	After what she’d endured in such a short time, Millie was unwilling to part with her weapon. She unzipped the bag Annie had given her and found soft, overripe bananas, grapes, and a plastic bag containing five sliced halves of wheat English muffins. There was also a plastic bottle of organic orange juice and a small container of sweet acidophilus milk with an expiration date quickly approaching. Or was it past? What date was it? Millie was unsure of the date, let alone the day of the week.

	Annie’s sad features flashed in Millie’s mind, and she buried the pistol at the bottom of the bag beneath the food. She was probably a good person, and Millie might have done well to stay with her. Finding her father, however uncomfortable that might be, was still the better option in the long term. At least that was what she told herself. She zipped up the bag and slung it over her shoulder.

	The extra magazines fully loaded with a 9 mm ammunition found their way into the bottom of the backpack, which hung low on her back from the weight of the cans of soup and beans she had taken from Goose. Millie hoped that her size and youthful appearance might be disarming to the soldiers, and they would forgo a search of her bags, trusting that someone her age would be unarmed and a search unnecessary. Especially because she was traveling alone, she would appear to be no threat to anyone inside the pyramid. Millie steeled herself and tried to act as casual as possible when she crossed the plaza, weaving her way amongst people coming and going. After standing in line for close to a half hour, she reached a soldier closest to her at the entrance.

	A tall, lean soldier held up a hand. “You going inside?”

	He had a kind face, clean-shaven and boyish. Millie could tell he had not yet seen the things she had. Otherwise, the gleam in his eye would not exist.

	“Is that okay?” she asked. “I heard this was a good place to get help.”

	She smiled sheepishly and tucked strands of hair behind one of her ears. The soldier glanced at the door and back at Millie.

	“It’s about the only place to get help right now,” he said. “They’ve got sections with clothes, food, and toiletries. In the back, I heard they’re giving out sleeping bags and pillows.”

	“Where did it come from?”

	He shrugged. “Various places, I guess. Red Cross is set up in there, so they might be in charge of the donations. To be honest, it’s not within my purview.”

	“What’s that mean?”

	“Purview?”

	She knew what it meant. “Yeah.”

	“It means it’s outside of what I’m responsible for knowing, that’s all. My job is to watch the entrance and make sure nobody brings weapons inside.”

	“Oh,” Millie said, “that makes sense.”

	“You have any weapons?”

	“No, sir.”

	“You don’t have to call me sir. I—”

	Another soldier, much older with a white mustache and dark black eyebrows, edged into their conversation. He was broader across the chest and held his rifle with the practiced confidence of a veteran. “Private Gantry, you’d best stop wasting everybody’s time with chatter. We need to keep these people moving in and out. Understood?”

	“Yes, Sergeant.”

	“Good. Now does this young lady have any weapons to declare?”

	“No, Sergeant.”

	The mustachioed NCO motioned toward the door. “Then go on in, young lady. Keep ’em moving, Gantry.”

	Millie offered another smile to the private and ducked between the two soldiers to the entrance. To her left, a man argued about having to give up his machete. She ignored the growing tension and slipped into the cavernous space.

	It was the smell that hit her first, and it reminded her of the midway at the Greater Gulf State Fair every fall in Mobile. It was an intoxicating and somehow also nauseating mixture of scents and odors that were somewhere between deep-fried Oreos and stale beer. Her dad took her every fall, around Halloween. They rode the rides, played the games, and overindulged in the delicacies unique to carnivals. She had a string of short-lived goldfish she had won by tossing a ring around a bottle and the memory of stomachaches from riding the Graviton too soon after downing a funnel cake. There was Pirate Man Dan and the pig races. Those were good memories. This place, the overcrowded floor of the pyramid, was a carnival, but it lacked the joy of the annual fair in her hometown.

	The people here smacked of desperation. They were lost. Millie sensed it and almost turned around and left without searching for anything or anyone who might be able to help her on her journey back to Alabama and the prospect of finding her father alive.

	She shrugged the backpack higher onto her shoulders and gripped a strap with one hand while holding the bag with the other. While the odors reminded her of a carnival, the sights were like images she had seen on news reports in the aftermath of hurricanes, floods, or tornados. Long rows of tables served as buffets of secondhand merchandise. Hand-drawn signs hung atop makeshift posts and indicated whether the clothing was for women or men, adults or children. Piles of diaper boxes and formula bottles stacked high along one section. Women shopped like they were at the Sunday flea market, cradling infants in their arms as they looked for whatever they needed.

	“Can I help you?” a woman asked.

	Millie did not realize at first the woman was talking to her. Then she repeated her question more loudly and directed it at Millie.

	“Young miss, is there something you need?”

	The woman was older. Her crepe-like skin bore the wrinkles and creases of a long life, but her eyes were bright and focused. Sharp. She wore a soft pink lipstick and muted blush on her cheeks.

	“Nothing in particular, I don’t think,” Millie said. “I’m just looking.”

	The woman smiled. “Where’s your momma? Does she need anything? Feminine hygiene? Undergarments?”

	Millie forced a flat smile. “No, thank you.”

	“It amazes me how many people left their homes with so little,” the woman said, drawing Millie closer with the tone of her voice. “It’s not like the good Lord sent a storm our way, you know? Food? Okay, I understand that. But to leave home without any toiletries surprises me. It’s a blessing to be able to provide some comfort.”

	Millie scanned her immediate surroundings. She noticed people did carry bags full of clothes, bathroom essentials, and even paper goods. “I’m thinking that maybe they didn’t leave home without those things. I think they might’ve left home because they didn’t have them to begin with.”

	The woman lifted a deftly painted eyebrow, colored to match her hair. “You think?”

	“I remember hearing about how people didn’t have enough toilet paper during the Covid pandemic. They ran out of Clorox wipes and Lysol. I think people fail to prepare in general.”

	The woman nodded. “That’s a good point. I have to say, I was one of them. Had to order paper towels from China off the internet. How crazy is that?” She chuckled at the memory and picked up a prepackaged toiletry kit, offering it to Millie. “You can never be too prepared,” she said with a wink. “Take this. Even if you don’t need it now, you might later.”

	Millie took the package. “Thank you, ma’am.”

	“You be good now,” the woman said.

	“You too.”

	The woman chuckled again and directed her attention to a young mother carrying one child and holding the hand of another. Millie moved along and wove her way through the crowds. It was congested but not overwhelming.

	Millie froze. Goose was ten yards from her. His eyes bored into hers, and he snarled. Millie closed her eyes. She blinked. Goose was gone. She had imagined him, but it unnerved her enough that she spun back to the kind lady at the table.

	“Ma’am,” she said, “sorry to interrupt, but could you tell me where the bathroom is?”

	The woman offered a polite smile absent any warmth. She jerked a thumb over her shoulder.

	“Follow the signs that read ‘Bathroom This Way’. That’s your best bet, hon.”

	The woman returned her attention to the mother and child before Millie could thank her. She wove her way through the crowds and scanned the myriad of hand-scrawled signs that displayed a variety of secondhand goods and services.

	She passed by a table with stacks of T-shirts. There was no line, so Millie bellied up to the table and asked the official-looking woman behind it if she could have a shirt.

	“Of course,” the woman said. “That’s what they’re here for. What size?”

	Millie considered her options. The image of Goose’s remnant sent a shudder through her body. “Large, please.”

	“You’ll swim in that,” the woman said. “Remember, these are hand-me-ups. So they’re already gently used. They’ve been washed and won’t shrink.”

	“I know,” she said. “I like my clothes big.”

	The woman shifted behind the table and pointed to the stack of large T-shirts. Millie plucked one off the top of the stack and thanked the woman.

	“Do you know where the bathroom is?” she asked. “I’d like to change.”

	“Follow the signs,” the lady said. “I think it’s in that back corner, but you can find it no problem if you follow the signs.”

	Millie wanted to say something sarcastic but thought better of it. The volunteers working these tables were likely in no better shape than those seeking their help. They chose to give, to be of service to others despite their own hardships. That was admirable, and it was something to which Millie thought everyone should aspire. If she had the chance, she would want to be a blessing to those in need.

	Minutes later, she navigated the signs and found her way to the end of a line leading into the women’s restroom. It took her thirty minutes to reach a spot in the line where she actually stood inside the restroom. It was a large space with a long row of sinks that ran underneath a wall-length mirror alongside one side of the restroom. Each sink had a soap machine and paper towel dispenser. A long row of stalls populated the opposite side of the room. Millie counted the number of people in front of her and the number of stalls. It would be a while before she reached any of them.

	Millie was actually surprised to hear toilets flushing and faucets working, and she wondered how long that might last. Not long, she imagined. Generators or not, at a certain point the city’s traditional infrastructure would fail. At least, that was what Yìchén had theorized. Poor Yìchén. He deserved so much more.

	“That one’s open,” a woman behind her said, interrupting her train of thought. “If you don’t want it, I’ll take it.”

	Millie moved quickly to the open stall and closed the door behind her. She slid the lock and hung her bags on the hooks mounted to the door. From her back pocket she withdrew her pink knife, unfolding the blade and studying the steel as it reflected in the overhead fluorescent lights.

	Millie faced the toilet and took a deep breath. With one hand she grabbed a clump of her long hair and with the other, she used the blade to saw through it. It was tough work. The blade was not serrated, and her hand trembled. She chopped chunks of her hair away and dropped it into the toilet. A swell of emotion swirled in her gut, and tears joined the hair in the toilet water.

	It was not the loss of her hair that ground at her psyche. It was the trauma she’d endured in the preceding days, the loss of her mother, possibly her father, and the violence she’d both witnessed and perpetrated.

	Cutting her hair and changing her shirt were strategic moves. They lessened the likelihood of Goose recognizing her if they crossed paths again. That was the primary goal. But they were also symbolic moves, lost on the young teenager. She was shedding herself of the person she had been, mourning the loss of a life past. A frightening, uncertain future fraught with struggle and sacrifice lay ahead.

	Millie finished the job. She folded the knife, put it away, and ran her fingers through her substantially shorter hair. Remnants floated into the toilet water, onto the seat, and onto the floor. She slid off her shirt. Her muscles ached, and she winced at the stabs of pain in her side and at her lower back.

	She balled up the old shirt, tucked it into the space between her hanging bags, and slipped into the hand-me-up T-shirt. The woman at the table was right. She did swim in it, and it felt more like a nightgown than a shirt, but it would serve its purpose. It would do.

	Millie shouldered her belongings, exited the stall, and made her way to an empty sink. She tossed her balled-up T-shirt into a trash can mounted underneath the counter and ran her hands under the water. It sputtered, but it worked. She pumped the soap dispenser and lathered her hands up to her wrists.

	Millie looked at her own reflection for the first time since leaving her mother’s house in Tuscaloosa, and it startled her. She barely recognized the gaunt, sunburned girl staring back at her. Dark eyes betrayed the trauma and the stress under which she was living, and the ruddy complexion that gave her cheeks and forehead a rosy yet unhealthy appearance signaled her long days outside and in the back of the truck.

	Her cheekbones were more prominent, and her collarbone pressed against her skin at the collar of her large shirt. Somehow, she looked pounds lighter in the short time between the attack and that moment. How could someone look so different so quickly?

	It was not just her weight loss, the sunburn, or the unintentionally stylish pixie cut, which gave her a boyish, supermodel appearance. There was something else in her reflection that gave her pause.

	Gone was her innocence. Her unbridled joy and teenage angst. Fear and cynicism gaped back at her. She was changed in ways she could not see but were still obvious in her reflection. Millie washed the soap clean from her hands. The paper towel dispenser was empty, so she wiped her hands on her shirttail and ambled from the sink toward the bathroom exit. In some ways, she felt refreshed and confident. A haircut and clean shirt could do that. But her own image haunted her, and she worried what a month, a year, a lifetime in this new world would do to her if she had so obviously devolved in less than a week.

	She tried to refocus, pull herself together, get what she needed from the pyramid, and make a plan for heading back to Alabama. Millie found her way to a table that featured small packages of snack food. She stood in line for several minutes, waiting her turn. Many of the tables had long lines of people patiently maneuvering their families through the maze of the pyramid. Millie looked toward the ceiling. It was actually less of a ceiling and more of a cathedral. It seemed to stretch into the sky, the glass a thin barrier between where she stood and heaven. She was a long way from heaven, but this place was also a long way from the hell she had experienced in the previous days. People minded their manners, they helped one another, and nobody had ill intentions. Ahead of her in line was a group of older men. They looked to be about her dad’s age. Despite the din of ambient conversations and babies crying, she could hear parts of their discussion. It intrigued her.

	“I’m telling you, it was the Russians,” a heavyset man with a long gray beard said. “They’re still angry about Ukraine. The Kremlin is after every country in NATO.”

	Another man, with a trim beard and bushy eyebrows, shook his head. “It’s the Chinese. Everything I’ve heard is that they were Chinese jets. Why would the Russians use Chinese jets when they’ve got their own?”

	The first man shrugged. He stroked the long wiry tendrils of his beard. “The Russians don’t want us to know it’s them. Maybe they’re working with the Chinese. What’s it matter? Whoever it was hates America.”

	“I agree with Bob,” a third man, who wore a dark blue ball cap and a barn jacket, interjected. “The Chinese own this country. I read they own more than a trillion dollars of our debt and something like 200,000 acres of farmland. What motivation would they have to end us? Plus, we know the Chinese and the Russians share equipment, don’t they? I mean, I think all those communist countries do that. Hell, for all we know it’s Iran. They hate us, too.”

	The man with the trim beard nodded. “You have a point, though I didn’t know you could read.”

	The men chuckled. The trim beard slapped barn jacket on the back. “I’m kidding. But seriously, it could be any of them. Even the North Koreans are a possibility. They test their weapons every other Thursday.”

	Millie wanted to ask questions of these three men. She wanted to know if the theories she’d previously heard were correct. It sounded like they knew something about the attack.

	The man in the barn jacket pointed at the sky. “If it’s true those EMPs took out the power everywhere, being here is pointless. I mean, the supplies are going to last us, what, a week? Two weeks? I think we’re better off in the Ozarks, taking our women and our weapons and setting up shop. The only thing that’s going to take care of us is us.”

	The one called Bob, with the wiry gray beard, shook his head. “There will come a time for that, I’m sure. Right now, we need more intel. We’ve got to find out from somebody somewhere what exactly happened. This could be over in a week. It could be over in two. We’re the greatest nation in the history of the world. How is it that a few bombs could throw us back into the dark ages and send everyone into panic?”

	The man in the barn jacket edged toward the front of the line. The one with the trim beard put his hand on his shoulder.

	“I’m not sure any of those things have anything to do with one another. We could be the greatest country in the world to be brought to our knees. Even Rome fell. Am I right?”

	Barn Jacket pursed his lips. “True enough, but all of this makes me regret not doing more to be ready. I tried telling Velma that we needed to do more. She said we had plenty of canned goods and batteries. I said we should have more than that. I mean, most of all I told her we had to have a plan. What would we do if the world went to hell? She told me I was overreacting.”

	“Not to rub it in,” Trim Beard said. “But my wife was totally on board after Covid.”

	“If that’s the case, then what are you doing here with us?”

	“Can’t ever be too prepared,” Trim Beard said. “But when we couldn’t get a hold of toilet paper or hand cleaner during the pandemic, and then the mayor told us to stay home unless we were essential workers, my wife was all about being prepared. I spent money on go bags. We bought water storage. I think I bought the last box of ammo at Walmart.”

	“I remember the mayor shutting us down,” Bob said with a stroke of his gray beard. “When was that? March 2020? I guess the best thing about this emergency is that the power is out, so the government can’t get on the radio or TV and tell us what to do.”

	The men laughed again. Millie found none of it funny.

	Her heart thumped faster. Sweat formed on her palms and at the back of her neck. Suddenly she felt claustrophobic, as if the pyramid were shrinking around her. She did not like hearing what these men had to say. Their words mitigated the hope she’d felt when she’d entered the pyramid, and she wanted to erase the conversation from her mind. As she worked to control her breathing and slow what felt like an anxiety attack, a finger tapped her shoulder. She swung around and almost hit the person in front of her with her backpack. A young man not much older than her stood with two young women. They looked to be college age. At the youngest, they were seniors in high school. The young man smiled.

	“Are you alone?”

	Millie eyed the young man with suspicion. She studied two young women with him. Why did they care if she was alone?

	She lifted an eyebrow, effected a confident tone. “Are you alone?”

	The young man raised his hands as if to surrender. He chuckled nervously. “I didn’t mean anything by that. It’s just…”

	“It’s just what?”

	The taller of the two girls, whose cheeks were pocked with acne scars, tried to ease the tension. “We’re alone. I mean, it’s the three of us, but we don’t have any parents with us.”

	The other girl, shorter and rail thin, offered a toothy grin. “We think there’s safety in numbers. If you are alone, we just thought it might be safer for all of us if you join us. If you’re not alone, then no worries.”

	Millie studied them for a moment until an older couple behind the young trio told her to move forward and not hold up the line. Millie apologized and took a few steps back to keep the line moving. The trio moved closer, following her.

	Millie wiped her sweaty palm. “Why would you want me to join you?”

	The young man shrugged. “We saw you when you came in. You haven’t been with anybody. I don’t mean to offend you, but the look on your face tells us you’ve already been through a lot.”

	“Aren’t you perceptive?”

	The tall girl took an extra step closer, standing in front of the others. “We are perceptive. I mean, we’ve had our heads on swivels since this whole thing happened. And we don’t want to team up with older people. Not everybody is good.”

	The shorter girl chortled. “That’s the truth in spades. So we just thought we would offer you the chance to join us. It would be good for you because you wouldn’t be alone, if in fact you are alone. It would be good for us, because it gives us a fourth person. Makes keeping watch at night easier. It gives us another person to talk to. It’s all around a good deal.”

	“If you’re interested,” said the young man. He extended his hand. “My name’s Justin.”

	Millie stared at his hand for a moment, then looked him in the eyes. He seemed genuine. She shook his hand.

	“What’s your name if I’m not interested?”

	Justin smiled again. “It’s still Justin.”

	“I’m Millie Beck.”

	“So you’ll join us?” asked the tall girl.

	Millie shook her head. “I don’t know yet. Hold your horses. Do you know if you’re too eager, you come across as being desperate, like most of the people in here?”

	“We are not desperate,” Justin said.

	Millie shrugged. “I’m just saying.”

	She turned away from them and moved to close the gap between the person in front of her and herself. They were getting closer to the front of the line. Millie waited. She said nothing else at first. Her father had taught her silence was a great weapon. People were uncomfortable with silence, and frequently they would say things to her they didn’t intend to reveal if she stayed quiet. So she did. It worked.

	Justin tapped her on the shoulder. “Seriously, we are not desperate. We just saw you by yourself, with no adults, and thought it might be safer if you joined us. Safer for you. Safer for us.”

	Millie faced them again. They appeared genuine. She sensed no ulterior motive, and she was getting very good at reading people. “Why would it be safer for you?”

	The taller girl closed the gap. “I’ll repeat what we’ve already said to make it crystal clear what our intentions are. There is safety in numbers. With four people, there are more people to keep watch at night when we are on the road. With four people, we have a greater chance of fending off anybody who would…” She hesitated, unsure of what word to use or unwilling to say it.

	The shorter girl finished her sentence. “Anyone who would do us harm. I get the impression from looking at you, and I don’t know you, but I agree with Justin. I think I can tell you’ve had a rough time of it.”

	This piqued Millie’s interest. “Really? What is it about me that says I’ve had a rough time any more than what anybody in here has had?”

	“I think it’s your eyes. Something bad happened. It’s in your eyes.”

	Something about that made Millie self-conscious. She looked away from them and into the crowd, vacantly watching nondescript strangers mill about and search for supplies.

	Millie had her father’s eyes. People had always told her that. She took it as a compliment, even if her mother sometimes said it wasn’t. Though people sometimes said he had demons that danced in his eyes, his dark, brooding eyes. Did that mean Millie had demons? Did it mean the demons whispered in her ear and she’d listened to them while she’d committed acts of violence against Goose?

	Justin tried to play peacemaker. “She doesn’t mean anything by that. I think she’s just trying to make our case.”

	Millie focused again on the trio. “Where are you going?”

	“What do you mean?” asked Justin. “We’re standing in line the same as you.”

	“I mean, where are you going from here? You talked about being on the road. I’m not stupid. That means you’re not staying here. You’re not staying in Memphis. So what’s your destination?”

	The line moved forward, and Millie backed up to join it. The trio moved closer, but this time they kept a healthy, respectful distance.

	“We don’t know where we’re going,” said Justin. “Mobile was a possibility, but really we had no plan.”

	The tall girl ran her fingers through her long hair. “If you’re not interested, it’s no big deal. We just thought we would offer.”

	Millie studied them for a moment. She wondered what their game was. What was their motive? Everybody had a motive. Was it really that they believed in safety in numbers? Or were they part of some large gang kidnapping people and forcing them into slavery? She’d heard stories about that sort of thing even before the attack and figured that it was going to be even worse now. Goose had probably wanted to sell her into one of those gangs.

	“I’m headed back south,” she said. “I’ve got business down south. So if you wanna go where I’m going, you can join me.”

	A loud, gruff voice called out to her, “Hey, kid, it’s your turn. What do you need?”

	She was at the front of the line, the men she’d listened to discuss the end of the world had disappeared into the crowds. Millie smiled at the man on the other side of the table. Even though his voice was harsh, his face was kind. He smiled at her and gestured to the packages of food on the table.

	“It’s not a lot. But it’s something. Easy to carry and healthy.” He chuckled. “I mean, it’s relatively healthy. It’s mostly energy bars and stuff, but there are different flavors.”

	Millie studied the various packages. She could not tell from one to the other any difference. She picked up the one closest to her, thanked the man, and moved along. She did not wait for the trio, nor did she look back at them, or check to see if they were following her.

	Millie needed a sleeping bag, something that might attach to her pack and make it easy to carry. The hand-scrawled signs directed her to the far end of the first floor of the pyramid. Millie slalomed her way through the crowd, passing a group of religious people talking about the Bible. They weren’t dressed like normal people. Normal meaning they weren’t in jeans and T-shirts and sneakers. Their clothes were more formal, more modest, and they all appeared to match.

	When she passed them, she heard someone else mention they were Quakers. Millie was not sure what a Quaker was, but for the moment she envied their faith and that they had one another. After she passed the Quakers, she found two long tables with sleeping bags, blankets, and pillows. Everything was used. That was fine though, she would only take a bag. She was not about to put her head on somebody else’s used pillow. She found the end of the line and took her place. Justin and the two girls who had yet to introduce themselves joined in behind her.

	“You just walked off without saying anything,” the tall girl said. “I mean, you invited us to join you, and then you left.”

	Justin was behind the tall girl, and the shorter girl was behind him. All three wore mild annoyance on their faces. Millie waited for them to fill the silence between them. Her father always said people would tell you who they are. He said all you had to do was listen, and they would tell you exactly who they were. Millie listened.

	“You said you were heading down south,” Justin said. “Where down south?”

	“South of here.”

	The tall girl chortled. “I think we made a mistake. We thought you needed help. Clearly we were wrong.”

	Justin held up a hand. “Now hold on a second. She was right back there.”

	The tall girl frowned. “Was she?”

	“Sure she was. When she said we were acting desperate? She said we need to hold our horses. I don’t blame her. We probably did come on a little strong. And here we are, three people together, and she’s alone. How would you react?”

	Justin directed the question at the tall girl. She hesitated, shrugged, and her shoulders sank with resignation. “I guess you’re right. But she does seem a little cocky.”

	“That’s a first,” Millie said. “I don’t think anybody’s ever called me cocky before.”

	Justin smiled. So did the tall girl. The shorter girl was distracted by the Quakers. She was not a part of the conversation.

	Millie took several steps as the line moved forward. She looked up at the ceiling, at the other levels, at the glass walls. “I think I’ll join you,” Millie said. “Or better yet, I think I’ll let you join me. I do have to go south. I have a very definite destination, and you all could be of help to me.”

	The tall girl furrowed her brow. “We could be of help to you?”

	“Yes. The three of you said you have no destination. You’re sort of aimlessly wandering. You’re looking for somewhere to go and something to do. I’m not. I know exactly where I’m going, and I have a mission.”

	Justin stared at her for a moment. His expression told Millie he was intrigued. “What’s your mission?”

	“I have to find my father. Somebody told me he’s dead, like my mother, but I believe he’s alive. Something tells me my father is alive, and I’m going to find him.”

	




Chapter 20

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 14 DAYS

	DETROIT RIVER, BETWEEN LAKES ERIE AND HURON

	 

	The wind blew from the north. The ferry bobbed up and down, plowing into the mouth of the river. To the right was Canada. To the left was the United States and, more specifically, the city of Detroit.

	Beck would have preferred to put ashore on the eastern bank of the river and make their way into Canada from there. But the Canadian government, afraid of immigrants from the United States after its fall, had erected large barriers preventing anyone who might try to cross the river into their country. So the ferry motored into the belly of the beast, and they had no choice but to face the coming onslaught from the west.

	Regina stood shoulder to shoulder with him on the Rising Star’s port side closest to Detroit. She refused to leave his side, no matter the danger.

	“Why don’t you get onto the starboard side of the ferry?” Beck suggested. “That’s where we’ve got everyone else to keep them safe. It’s less likely you’ll face incoming fire if you were on the other side of the boat.”

	Regina glared at him. “That’s exactly why I’m standing here next to you. I’m every bit as capable of fighting back as you are. Don’t treat me like a second-class citizen just because I’m a woman.”

	Beck rolled his eyes. “You know that’s not what I mean.”

	The wind whipped, and spray from the lake washed across his face. Waves crashed against the hull and rocked the boat from side to side as if it were on roller skates.

	“I just don’t want you to get hurt,” he said. “I love you, Regina, and that’s all there is to it. I’m not being chauvinistic or…what’s the word…? Misogynistic.”

	Regina pursed her lips. The moon shone on her, giving her an ethereal, pallid glow. Shadows sharpened her features as they cast across her angular face. She seemed dubious of his explanation.

	“I’m not kidding,” Beck said. “I know you’re every bit as capable as I am. I know you’re a badass. That’s not the point. I don’t want you to be a dead badass.”

	“If that’s the logic, then get yourself on the other side of the boat, and I’ll do the fighting. I love you too. And I don’t want you being a dead chauvinist.”

	Beck was not going to win this fight, just as he’d lost the argument with Millie about where she would be on the ship when they passed Detroit and fought off potential incoming fire or other unseen threats. He took a different tack.

	“Okay then,” he said, “I can’t force you to be somewhere you don’t wanna be. But at least take cover. Don’t stand out in the open.”

	Regina lifted an eyebrow. “Is that an order?”

	“If you think it’s an order, then it’s an order.”

	Up ahead, on the western shore of the Detroit River, the strobe and flicker of flames lit the sky. Thin layers of fast-moving clouds carried on the wind glowed orange in the reflected light.

	Something was burning in the city. Something was always burning in Detroit. The majority of the late nation’s former metropolises had become virtual prisons. They were inescapable fortresses ruled by force. New York, Los Angeles, Miami, Houston, Phoenix, Denver, San Francisco, and Seattle. All of them were like modern-day gulags in which people subsisted under heavy totalitarian rule. Large cities did not function in an apocalypse. Power vacuums created warring tribes and gangs who fought each other for control. The average survivors did little more than live at the behest of their oppressors. Their homes were tenements, and their food was barely edible rations. Water was fraught with bacteria and helped spread disease. Detroit was in some ways like those other large cities in that the struggle for control was never-ending. One gang or another was always climbing its way into power. Mob rule was the order of the day.

	But in Detroit, perhaps because of its proximity to Canada or because it had suffered decay for decades before D-Day, no one group was ever able to wrest away control from another.

	There were always underlings trying to rise up, revolt, and take back the city. Democracy in large urban areas was a thing of the past. That was apparently not the case in the Motor City, where the ever-present threat of insurrection might turn it into a city in which majority rule and goodness prevailed.

	Tonight, however, Detroit served as little more than a battleground. It was a barbed obstacle through which Millie, Beck, Regina, their comrades, and the refugees must crawl through to reach their destination, their new home. Despite the wind, in the distance, the sounds of explosions followed by flashes of light dotted along the western shore of the Detroit River. So far so good, in that they did not take any incoming fire, but this was just the beginning of a long and treacherous night.

	Standing on the other side of Regina, Justin held his M4 with both hands, gesturing toward the western bank of the river. “Do you think these guns are going to work?”

	Beck motion with his own rifle. “They’d better work. They’re all we’ve got. If we can’t repel an attack with these, we might as well be unarmed.”

	“Do you think everybody is safe on the other side of the boat?”

	Beck checked over his shoulder, not looking at anything or anyone in particular. “They are as safe as they’re going to be. There’s no need to have more than a dozen of us over here firing back at whoever tries to attack us. We would only put more people at risk. So yeah, I think they’re as safe as they’re going to be over there.”

	“I agree with you. You didn’t ask my opinion, but I think you’re right.”

	Beck nodded. “Thanks. And you’re right, I didn’t ask what you thought.”

	Justin laughed. “I love the fact you have no sense of humor, Beck. It makes you all the more endearing, and more of a pain in the ass.”

	“Does your boss, Millie, know you’re calling her father a pain in the ass?”

	Justin smirked. “The one who told me you were a pain in the first place?”

	It was good they could joke as they entered what was likely to be a difficult ninety minutes. Beck had argued with the pilot about how many people to put in harm’s way on the port side of the ship. Bill had argued and unsuccessfully tried to make the case that having as many people as possible armed with rifles and returning fire along the shoreline was the best option to survive the certain fusillade as they passed by the city of Detroit.

	Beck had suggested that having too many people on the port side of the ship would only serve to give the enemy more targets. Millie made the final call and essentially agreed with her father. Most of the fifty people aboard were tucked on the starboard side of the ship as far away from the riverbank as possible. They hid behind columns and walls and hunkered down in clusters.

	Millie was clear with all of them and told them the truth of the dangers they faced. She did not hold back, and frightened some of the young families aboard the Rising Star. She promised them that she would help protect them and that as long as they did what she said, they would survive and make it to their new home.

	“There’s a battle going on in Detroit,” Millie said. “They’re fighting one another for control of the city, and they will fight us as we try to pass. This is nothing new. Countless trips up and down the river have drawn fire from the western riverbank. People get hurt. People die. But tonight is particularly bad. We wish we could wait. We wish we could take another route. Neither of those is an option. Conditions all over the country are getting worse, and now is our only chance. I ask you to trust me. I ask you to do what I tell you. We will make it, and we will live a better life on the other side. I promise you this. I promise you a better tomorrow.”

	She sounded like a politician running for office, and Beck wondered if that was something that might have been in her cards had the world not turned dark. Millie probably could have been anything to which she put her mind. In that moment, as his daughter led them into battle, he was both proud of her for the woman and the leader she had become and saddened by what she would never have the chance to be.

	The refugees, though frightened, were on board. They had little choice. But they did their best to appear upbeat and buoyed by Millie’s realistic optimism and promise of better days to come.

	“Millie, how can you make such a promise?” Edith asked when they were alone.

	Millie shrugged. “If they survive, I’ve kept my promise. If they don’t, they won’t know the difference.”

	It sounded callous, but it was the truth. It sounded exactly like something John Beck would have said himself if asked the question.

	A dozen armed travelers positioned themselves along the port side of the ferry on its different levels and at varied intervals. There was no telling when they might take incoming fire, but they were getting close, and they were as ready as they could be. The ferry forged its way north at a significant thirty-knot clip, charging through wind-driven waves, which pushed back at its progress toward safety. The explosions on land, the flashes of light, the smell of burning metal and wood grew in intensity and in volume. No threats targeted their vessel. Yet.

	“How long before it gets nasty?” Regina asked Beck.

	“No telling. It could be any second. Stay low and stay ready.”

	Beck was on one knee, braced against the pillar, his rifle pressed tight against his shoulder and aimed toward the riverbank. Beck faced west and saw the first remnants of towering buildings coming into view. Detroit was never a particularly impressive skyline, but in the dark moonlight and against the glow of open flame, it was quintessentially a post-apocalyptic vision.

	His gaze drifted from one building to the next, scanning for potential threats. The mélange of sounds from the city sounded like a war zone above the din of the waves and wind. The loud crack of gunfire caught his attention and drew him to the right. The crack expanded into a repetitive thump. It was the percussion of automatic gunfire, and Beck searched for the muzzle flashes that might give away its source.

	The ferry was close to the west bank. Too close. Beck scanned the skyline, his focus darting from spot to spot. The river was narrow at this spot, too shallow to the east, and made it impossible for the pilot to steer the boat far enough away from the incoming fire to avoid it. Still, Beck was unsure if the gunfire was aimed in their direction. His muscles tensed as he swept his surroundings.

	Although the headwind and the chop of the surf made it difficult to focus on any potential target, he stayed focused and spotted the flashes. A cluster of strobing light sparked in front of them and to the right, upwind. An instant later, he heard the zip of rounds slicing through the air and the ping and clunk of those rounds drilling into the ferry’s metal and fiberglass hull.

	Beck lowered his eye to the scope, put his finger on the trigger, and applied pressure. He fired a solid volley of five, six, seven rounds. To his right, Regina unleashed the fury from her semiautomatic rifle. Others along the port side followed suit, sending a barrage of defensive fire across the bank of the river and into the dim gloom of the city. It lasted for close to a minute before the automatic fire stopped. The muzzle flashes went dark. No sooner had Beck taken a breath and his finger eased off the trigger than another round of incoming fire battered the side of the ferry.

	The boat’s motors whined, and the twin hull pitched and surged in the strong winds and undulating surface of the lake. It was more like the open water now, and it reminded Beck of the Gulf when he rode out storms aboard the monster-sized platform of the Charybdis.

	Bill guided the Rising Star away from the bank as a scream cut through the wind. Beck resisted the urge to look at who might have howled, focusing on the battle at hand. He shifted positions to the other side of a post and took aim at the top of a mid-rise building on which he saw movement shadowed in the moonlight. He launched a five-shot volley, but in the intensifying wind and with the movement of the boat, it was unlikely he hit anything on purpose.

	Frustrated by his inability to steady his aim, Beck turned his attention to Regina. He moved several steps toward her and saw her flat on her belly with the rifle in her hands, taking aim from a prone position. The river sprayed her in a near constant shower of water and foam, but she was undeterred. Beck took a cue from her and got on his stomach. His leg ached when he put weight on it to adjust his position, but he ignored it, pushed past the stab of pain, and embraced the surge of adrenaline that coursed through his aging body. Another scream from the Rising Star preceded harried shouts, audible but unintelligible above the wind and gunfire.

	The ferry rose and dropped with the movement of the river, fighting the wind. It pitched and yawed, motoring north. Beck scoured the west bank of the river when the channel narrowed again, pushing them closer to the threats. Before he could open fire, Millie was at his side. Terror painted her features.

	“Dad!” she shouted. “They’re trying to board the ship!”

	Beck got to his knees and took cover behind a post. “What do you mean ‘they’re trying to board the ship’? Who?”

	Millie pointed to the starboard side at the stern. “There’s a smaller boat. They’ve got armed men. They’re trying to board us!”

	Bullets zipped past as Beck motioned in the direction of Millie’s extended arm. The two of them marched, catching themselves on railings and posts, navigating the unpredictable movement of the deck. Behind them more cries, ahead of them more shouts.

	Beck followed Millie down a set of metal steps. Their boots clanged on the iron, and Beck slipped on the last two steps, catching himself before hurrying toward the stern of the ferry.

	Bodies lay on the deck. Beck counted three. He resisted the urge to stop and help and moved past them toward the railing and saw the threat.

	Two zodiac fast inflatable boats, both with a half dozen men aboard, matched the Rising Star’s speed. The men were armed. One of them took a shot at Beck, barely missing. Millie crouched, and Beck squatted next to her. He popped out the partially spent magazine from his rifle and slapped a fully loaded mag into place.

	“Reload,” he said to his daughter.

	“Already done.”

	Bullets zipped overhead. Another one of the refugees, standing five feet from Beck, took a round in the shoulder. He cried out in pain and hit the deck, crawling away from the stern, seeking safety.

	“I think there’s a third boat,” Millie said. “I’m pretty sure it’s up ahead of us. I think they’re trying to box us in. Or like I said, come aboard and take us over.”

	The wind was not as deafening at the stern. Much of the boat’s structure blocked the headwind, and it was easier to hear his daughter. Beck thought about their options. It took him only a moment to make a decision.

	“Okay,” he said. “Here’s what we’re going to do.” Beck glanced up at the deck above them. “We need the high ground.”

	“This is the high ground,” said Millie.

	Beck shook his head. “Higher ground. The higher up we get, the less of an angle they have on us when they return fire.”

	Without further explanation, Beck motioned for Millie to follow him. They climbed up a set of steps and moved past the pilothouse toward the stern, twelve feet higher than they were before. Beck peeked over the edge and down toward the water.

	The two zodiacs rode inside the catamaran’s wide, split wake, which trailed from the back of the Rising Star. None of the men aboard the zodiacs looked up, and none noticed Beck. Millie joined him at the rail. They both took aim at the trailing boats. Beck checked with his daughter, exchanged knowing nods, and they unloaded their rifles at the same time.

	One by one, Beck picked off the men. He tracked the men on the zodiac to the left. Millie took them on the right. In a matter of seconds, they had demolished the potential threat. Beck’s move to the upper deck worked like a charm. The boat on the left had only one survivor, and he was hit. He crawled over two bodies to reach the tiller, but could not reach it in time. The zodiac drifted and bounced outside the wake. The sudden movement launched it into the air, flipped it over into the dark water, and dumped all of its occupants, dead and alive, into the river.

	The zodiac on the right fared better. The lone survivor aboard that boat was already at the tiller and slowed the zodiac’s speed. He drifted far enough from the Rising Star that he evaded Millie’s aim. Even though he managed to stay afloat, the man was no threat at the moment. He could not take aim accurately and steer his small craft at the same time. Perhaps knowing this, the man at the zodiac’s tiller peeled away and headed south. He disappeared into the darkness, and the grind of the Rising Star on the river’s undulant waters drowned out the whine of the much smaller boat’s outboard motor.

	Beck gestured to his daughter. “You said there was another boat off the bow?”

	“I think so.”

	The two of them ran into the wind, fighting its push, making their way to the bow of the multi-deck catamaran. Beck peered over the railing and spotted not one, but two more zodiacs. One was several feet off the front of the bow while the other slid along the port side at the bow. Two men reached from the first boat toward a third, who was already aboard the ferry. Beck shouldered his rifle and acquired the target. He applied pressure to the rifle’s trigger and drilled a single shot between the man’s shoulder blades. He arched his back and slumped forward before he dropped to the deck. His body rolled over as the Rising Star pitched in the violent, storm-driven water. The dead man let go of both men he was helping aboard, and one disappeared beneath the bow. The other pirate clung to the railing, his grip visible on the lowest bar at the bow of the Rising Star. Beck took aim, but the bounce of the boat, the up and down, made it hard to take aim on something as small as the round steel railing that wrapped the catamaran’s broad deck.

	The pirate lifted himself back toward the deck, doing his best to climb aboard the boat. When he found purchase, a figure emerged from the port side with a rifle in hand. Tall and lean, the figure took the rifle and jammed the bottom of it onto the fingers of the would-be attacker. The man cried out, the fingers disappeared, and the pirate dropped from view. The figure shouldered the rifle, and flashes from its muzzle sparked. Once, twice, three times.

	“Is that Regina?” Millie asked.

	Beck kept his aim, providing cover for the tall figure, scanning for any threats that might target her. “Damn sure is. Idiot.”

	“She’s no idiot. She just saved us.”

	“You know what I mean.

	Regina stalked to the front of the bow and opened fire on the last remaining zodiac. Her rifle swept back and forth, her muscular physique absorbing the extreme rise and fall of the Rising Star. The weapon jerked in her hands, but she held firm, finishing off the enemy targets.

	Moments later, she spun back and glanced up to face Beck. Saying nothing, she shot him a look and disappeared under the deck beneath his feet. She was headed up the stairs to his level. He left his position at the railing and hurried to greet her at the landing.

	“That was something,” Beck said. “But you could’ve got yourself killed, doing that alone.”

	“Nice to see you too.”

	Regina frowned at him, made him uncomfortable for a moment, then grinned and threw her arms around Beck. He reciprocated, and they held each other for a short moment before Millie interrupted.

	“I don’t think we have time for this. There’s still incoming fire from the shoreline.”

	Millie was right. Despite beating back the zodiacs and the would-be pirates, this fight was far from over. Detroit’s mid-rise skyline stretched north along the west side of the river. Along the east side of the river, rows of dark casinos lined the Canadian riverbank. They had at least another twenty minutes or more of potential danger before they cleared the river into Lake Huron.

	“I heard screaming during the attack,” Beck said. “And I saw bodies. Three of them, I think. How is everyone?”

	Regina shook her head. “I don’t know. I was focused on those zodiacs. Are there more of them?”

	“More bodies or zodiacs?” Millie asked.

	“Zodiacs.”

	Millie led them down the stairs. “I don’t think so. At least not right now. But we need to check on the injured.”

	The wind softened for a moment, and the pitch from the waves settled. The Rising Star cruised at a more even pace during this brief lull, and it was easier to navigate their way down the steps and along the deck to check for those who were hurt or dead.

	Clouds rolled across the sky, darkening the night and obscuring the moon. Lightning flashed in the distance. Beck smelled the ozone. A storm was coming. The wind was about to carry with it heavy rain. Another flash of lightning forked across the sky as they reached the main deck. Regina stopped. Millie and Beck gathered close to her.

	“What is it?” Beck asked.

	“I’ll check on the injured,” Regina said. “You find out from Bill how much more we have ahead of us and if we’re going to make it.”

	Her bold direction took Beck by surprise, but he did not argue. Not this time. He liked her decisive instruction. It was yet another example of how a challenging situation didn’t create character but rather revealed character. Regina was loaded with character. He’d known it from the moment she had threatened to kill when they’d first met. This was only further confirmation.

	“I love you,” Beck said. “Be safe.”

	He did not wait for her to reply before he was bounding along the steps toward the pilothouse with Millie. They barged into the pilothouse without knocking. Bill shouted directions to his crew of three. He spotted Beck and Millie and pointed to the chart table, where they joined him.

	“What do you want?”

	“Hello to you too.”

	“I’m busy here. Shouldn’t you be on watch?”

	“We are on watch,” Beck said. “We just averted a pirate takeover of your little vessel.”

	“We’re checking in. What’s the status? Are we going to make it?” Millie asked. “What else is ahead of us?”

	Behind Bill and through the glass windows of the pilothouse, explosions of red and orange popped and strobed in the distance. Cloud cover still blotted out the moon, making it at best a smudge of dim yellow light. Aside from the flames and the firecracker effect of muzzle flashes, it was much darker outside.

	“Well, the boat is fine. No damage to the systems. At least, none that will slow us down. I think it’s mostly cosmetic. The chop and the wind are a little much. We’ve got her throttled, and we’re not quite hitting our max. Overall, so far so good. What about down there? You said all the pirates? How many?”

	“Held off four boats,” Beck said. “I don’t know how many pirates. Twenty or more. We have some injured. Could be some dead. But overall, I think we are in good shape. Any word on the—”

	A handheld radio transceiver squawked. All three of them looked down at it in Bill’s hand. He adjusted the volume and lifted the device. A voice buzzed through the speaker. It was overmodulated and scratchy but clear enough to be intelligible.

	“Blockade confirmed. Repeat. Blockade confirmed. Five boats. Not zodiacs. Do you copy? Over.”

	Bill pressed the transmit button and held the radio close to his mouth. He cleared his throat. “Copy. Blockade affirmative. Five boats. Over.”

	He let go of the transmit button. The three of them waited a moment, staring at the transceiver until its speaker crackled again.

	“Five boats. Between four and six men per boat. They are armed. Repeat they are armed. Over.”

	“Copy that. Five boats. Four and six men. Armed. Over and out.”

	Bill lowered the transceiver as it crackled again. He eyed Millie and Beck, his expression tight with concern.

	“Where the hell does everybody get all these boats?” Beck asked. “I’ve never heard of gangs having their own navy.”

	Bill frowned. His eyes narrowed. It was a judgmental expression Beck had seen on countless people in his life, more so after D-Day as his legend grew.

	“You’re the Beck in all those books, aren’t you?” Bill asked as if he already knew the answer to his question.

	Millie answered for her father. “He is. What about it?”

	“If you’re the guy in the books, and you can do half of what they say you did, I wouldn’t be worried about a navy, an army, or an entire freaking air force. Am I right about that? It wouldn’t matter who you face, you’re going to put a hurting on them.”

	Beck was not sure what to say to that, so he did not reply directly. He put the onus back on the pilot. “This isn’t my boat, Bill, so it’s not like the fighting is entirely up to me. You’re the sailor. What’s your game plan? How do we get past this blockade?”

	The creases deepened in Bill’s forehead, and his eyebrows pinched together like a child who was chastised for being a smart-alec, regretting what he had said that brought an unintended and harsh reaction. He said nothing, so Millie added a question to Beck’s sharp queries.

	“Have you dealt with a blockade before?”

	Bill nodded. “A couple of times. Never with five boats. And in the past, it’s been the zodiacs. So I have no idea how big these boats are.”

	Beck looked past Bill through the pilothouse glass into the gloom. He played out different options in his mind. The problem was, he didn’t have enough information to come to what he considered an accurate conclusion. Without knowing the pieces in the game, it was hard to visualize a victory.

	“I can’t imagine these boats are that big,” Beck said. “I mean, they’re not going to be yachts, right?”

	Bill shook his head. “I doubt it. My guess is they’re something along the lines of a Boston Whaler or maybe a SeaCraft. Something between sixteen and thirty feet. But that’s just a guess.”

	Beck’s expression stretched with surprise. “Sixteen and thirty feet? That’s it?”

	Bill nodded. “That’s an educated guess, but yeah, something like that.”

	Millie nudged her father. “Why? What are you thinking, Dad?”

	Beck smirked. “I don’t know if it’ll work. It’s a little crazy, and if the boats are bigger than what Bill here thinks they are, it might be suicidal. But I think it might be our best chance.”

	“What’s that?” Bill asked.

	“We’re going to play chicken. Do you know what chicken is?”

	Millie shook her head. “I’ve never heard of that. What’s chicken?”

	Bill took a step back from the chart table. His eyes drifted to the floor and around. He was an older man, at least Beck’s age. He had to know the game of chicken.

	“Chicken is when you run right at each other. You’re on opposite sides, and both of you are going full steam ahead, like you’re going to have a head-on collision. At the last second, if one of you is chicken, you swerve out of the way.”

	“The one who doesn’t swerve is the winner?”

	“Yes.”

	“What happens if someone doesn’t swerve? What happens if neither of you is chicken?”

	“That’s where it gets interesting.”

	“That’s where it gets suicidal,” Bill countered.

	“How long do we have before we hit the blockade?” Beck asked.

	Bill held up a hand and walked away from the chart table. He conferred with two of his crew members. They talked in low tones, and Beck could not hear what they were saying. A minute later, Bill returned to the table. He gripped the radio transceiver tight in his right hand. His body tensed.

	“It’s coming up sooner than we thought. Our best guess is maybe ten minutes.”

	“Ten minutes?” Millie asked. “That’s not enough time to get everybody ready.”

	Bill motioned toward the door. “Then you’d better get started now.”

	“You know what to do if they don’t move?” Beck asked.

	“I know what to do. One way or another we’re getting through that blockade. But we won’t have to worry about that. They’ll move.”

	“I hope,” Millie said.

	“Me too.”

	Beck gestured to the pilot. “Good luck.”

	Bill chuckled, the tension easing from his features, and he smiled. “I know you thought I was being smart a minute ago, but I wasn’t. Honest. I meant what I said about you beating back an army. Truth is, I don’t think I’ll need luck if I’ve got John Beck aboard.”

	The boat pitched. The first drops of rain hit the windshield at the front of the pilothouse in the instant before heavy drops slapped against the glass. Wind whistled outside. The sway of the ferry up and down was more pronounced. Beck’s stomach lurched at the movements. He was never one to get seasick, but he couldn’t remember the last time he had been on a boat in the middle of a storm. A storm that looked to be every bit as violent as the collision they were about to threaten.
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	“We’ve been walking for three days. When are you going to tell us where exactly we’re headed?”

	Justin sat opposite Millie. A small campfire burned between them and cast a warm glow on his face.

	“Seriously, I would think you could absolutely trust us by now. I mean, we both went tinkle next to each other in the woods. If that’s not bonding, I don’t know what it is.”

	That was the tall girl Millie had learned was named Angie. The shorter girl was Cara, who also used words like tinkle. Millie had not asked them any questions about themselves, nor had she revealed much about her own past. Justin had done much of the talking, and the conversations revolved around movies, television programs, and sports. Millie half paid attention, keeping her focus on the task at hand. She wanted to like these people. She wanted to trust them. They were all she had at the moment and possibly for the long haul. If they were willing to trek across state lines without knowing a destination simply because she asked them to do it, maybe they weren’t so bad. Even if the girls used the word tinkle, which sent shivers up and down Millie’s spine.

	The fire popped and cracked. Millie poked at the flames with a stick. They were in a small clearing about fifty yards off a secondary highway that was even farther off the interstate. Justin figured it was safe enough to light a fire for the night. Millie worried about drawing attention to themselves with the smoke and flames, but Justin had assured her it wouldn’t be a problem. Now, she was glad they had the warmth and the light. And if she were honest with herself, she was equally glad for the companionship, even if she had to keep playing hard to get so as not to come off desperate. Desperation was as bad a character trait as someone could employ. That was what her dad had told her, and she believed it.

	“I’m not sure that going to the bathroom next to one another is a reason to trust you,” Millie said. “And just because it’s been three days, it doesn’t make us fast friends. But I guess it’s only fair that I tell you where we’re going.”

	Wisps of smoke curled from the flames. The smell of burning wood was comforting. It almost made the possibility of sleep palatable. The previous two nights, they had forgone the fire. Justin had thought they were still too close to civilization, to large populations, for it to be safe. Millie had initially resisted his insistence they take the longer, less populated path south, and now she had to admit it was worth it. The warmth on her face and hands was nice, and it made her feel generous.

	“We’re headed to Tuscaloosa. If we don’t find what I’m looking for, maybe then to Mobile. Then back to Tuscaloosa.”

	“Is that where your dad is?” asked Cara. “Tuscaloosa?”

	Millie shrugged. “I hope so. It’s where I lived before all of this happened. I’m hoping my dad made it to my old house and is waiting for me. If not, I want to go to his house in Mobile.”

	“Your parents didn’t live together?” Angie asked. “Were they divorced?”

	Millie nodded. “I think they were going to get back together. My dad really wanted to, and I think the more he tried to make it happen, the more my mom was interested in the possibility of it. You know, being a family again.”

	Millie stared into the flames. In them, she saw her past but not so much her future. Her eyes flitted to Justin. “You talked a lot on the road the past few days, but none of you said anything about your families. Y’all know about mine. What’s up with yours?”

	Justin wasn’t looking at her. None of them were. They all stared, expressionless, into the fire. After a long moment of silence, Justin spoke.

	“I don’t have a family. My mom was in and out of jail. I never met my dad. The state took me once my mom went in the last time. It was a long sentence, and I didn’t have any other family that the state could find, so they put me in foster care. I bounced around until my eighteenth birthday.”

	“What happened then?”

	“Once you turn eighteen, you’re on your own. It’s like they say, ‘Happy birthday, now get out.’”

	“That’s awful,” said Millie.

	Justin shrugged. “To be honest, being on my own was way better than being in the system. Don’t get me wrong, there were some nice folks, but a lot of them were not so nice. And the state doesn’t listen. As far as they’re concerned, it doesn’t matter what happens because they know that a kid in the system can’t do anything about anything. You really have no voice.”

	Millie let that sit in the air between them for a long moment. It wasn’t for effect or to get Justin to say anything else. She was stunned into silence. Even though her mother was dead, her life was turned upside down, and before that she was a child of divorce, her life was like a fairy tale compared to Justin’s.

	Angie cleared her throat. “It’s the same with us. Me and Cara were fosters, too.”

	Millie repositioned herself so she could look at them. Her eyes danced between them, and she tried a sympathetic smile. “Both of you aged out too?”

	Angie shook her head. “I did. Cara is sixteen. But when the attack happened, and the power went out everywhere, she found me.”

	“Found you?”

	“We became really close when we both lived in a foster home together for about six months. I mean, we were more than friends, you know? We were like sisters. I aged out, and she stayed behind. She got moved to another home shortly after that, but she knew where I was staying, and when the power went out, she came and found me. We both figured the system didn’t count for anything anymore, and we’d be better off fending for ourselves.”

	“I knew that as bad as things could be with the government looking out for us,” Cara said without looking at Millie, “it could be a lot worse if there was nobody to look after us.”

	Angie smiled. It was a weak smile, a feeble attempt to convey some semblance of joy. “Like Justin said, there are a lot of nice people in the system. The people who work for the state, most of them mean well, but they’re understaffed and underfunded, and the system is just broken.”

	“I was in thirteen homes in ten years,” Cara said. “Thirteen different homes. That’s a lot.”

	“How about you, Angie?” Millie asked. “How many homes were you in?”

	“I stayed in nine. I guess I was lucky. When my mom went away, I was in one home for two years. So I guess that makes up a little for the times I was only in a place for a week or two.”

	“Fifteen homes in thirteen years,” Justin said. “In all, I would say I stayed in five places I wanted to call home. The rest, I couldn’t wait to leave. They were places that make what we’re going through now seem like a piece of cake. I’d take a lifetime of this over a week of that, you know?”

	Millie didn’t know, but she nodded sympathetically. She thought about something her father had told her. Whenever she would feel sorry for herself, Beck would scold her gently.

	“No matter how bad you think your life is at any given moment, there’s somebody out in the world somewhere who’s got it worse. I promise you that. And no matter how good you think you have it, somebody out there has it a lot better. So don’t ever get too high or get too low. Keep it even keel and your life will be a lot easier in the long run. Be thankful for what you have, whatever it is, because it could be gone like that.”

	She could hear the snap of his fingers and his words ring in her ears as her new friends, and she suddenly considered them friends, told her details of their time in the foster system. How could she not be friends with people who had bared their souls to her in the midst of following her blindly on her own secret mission?

	They told her how they had come to meet each other and how they’d crossed paths during their time in foster care and how, in some ways, the apocalypse was the best thing that ever happened to them. Justin believed that in some odd twist of fate, they were uniquely prepared to survive this new cruel world. They were accustomed to struggle and uncertainty in a way most people were not.

	When they finished sharing their stories, Millie thanked them. She apologized for doubting their motives and told them that as long as they stuck with her, they would always have a family. She would make sure of that. And even though she didn’t know why, and couldn’t point to a real reason they should believe her, she would make sure they lived good lives in this scary new world. Millie said they would thrive together.

	She poked the fire with a stick, and quiet fell across the campsite. It hung in the air with the smoke and the burning embers. Justin broke the silence, as he often did.

	“I believe you, Millie Beck,” he said. “And for some strange reason, I think the three of us all agree.”

	Angie smiled. “When you’ve been in the system like we have, you get a sense for people. That’s why we picked you out of the crowd at the pyramid. There was something about you that spoke to all three of us. You’re a leader. You’re good.”

	“We’re in for the long haul. Wherever you lead, we’ll go,” said Cara.

	A thick lump formed in Millie’s throat. Although she really did not know what she had done to deserve the trust of these people, she’d meant every word she’d said to them, and she would work until her dying day to make sure they did more than subsist. She would make sure they lived. She would make sure they thrived.

	




Chapter 22

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 14 DAYS

	DETROIT RIVER, BETWEEN LAKES ERIE AND HURON

	 

	Beck stood on the bow of the Rising Star, the wind cutting across his face. Millie stood next to him, shoulder to shoulder. Rain, wind driven and ice cold, pelted their faces. Lightning flashed overhead, and in that spark of bright light, Beck got his first glimpse of the flotilla blocking their path from the river to the lake.

	“Did you see that?”

	Millie put her hand on her hat and pushed the brim low on her eyes. She tucked her chin and squinted against the rain. “I see it. How many do you count?”

	Beck hesitated. Another flash of lightning struck above them. “I see five.”

	“That’s what I see. What do you think? Three hundred yards?”

	“Maybe a little farther, but I think it’s time.”

	Beck held tight to the railing with his left hand. In his right hand was a transceiver Bill had given him before he’d left the pilothouse. He lifted the radio to his mouth and pressed the button along its side. “Bill, do you see what we’re seeing? Five boats. Three hundred yards. Over.”

	The radio crackled. “I see it. Are you sure that’s the best place for you to be? Over.”

	Beck pressed the key again. He held the radio close to block the wind and the rain. “This is the best place to be. You need lookouts. Us being up here is part of the plan. You might want to sound the horn. Over.”

	A moment later, the Rising Star’s horn sounded. It was low and menacing. It blared and warned the flotilla they were coming. They were a train barreling down a track, and they would not stop.

	The ferry plowed through the rough water. It rose and seemed to levitate for a moment, weightless in the air, before it crashed down into the river. Whitecaps crashed over the pontoons and sloshed onto the deck. The rain and river drenched Beck. Cold seeped through his clothes, and he shivered.

	Beck was glad Regina was not here with him. She was tending to the wounded. He’d learned on his way from the pilothouse that thankfully, none of the refugees and none of Millie’s team had died during the firefight and failed pirate attack.

	The bodies Beck had come across at the stern belonged to two men who were unconscious from falling and hitting their heads. The third body was a dead man, but it belonged to a pirate who had somehow managed to climb aboard before taking a knife to the gut. Most of the injured suffered abrasions or minor flesh wounds. They were fortunate, considering the onslaught they’d faced from the west side of the bank as they made their way past the city of Detroit. Now all that stood between them and freedom was the flotilla of five boats.

	“Two hundred fifty yards,” Millie said. “I think it’s time.”

	“Do it.”

	Millie reached into her coat pocket and pulled out what looked like a revolver, but it was molded plastic and colored orange. She extended the weapon with a straight arm and fired into the air with a thump and pop. The projectile shot skyward into the milky night through the rain and wind until it exploded overhead in a strobe of bright white light. The flare illuminated their surroundings and served two purposes. First, it revealed to those aboard the Rising Star exactly where and how large the boats were at the entrance to Lake St Clair, which would lead them to the St Clair River, and finally Lake Huron. Second, it told the people aboard those five enemy boats just how much larger the Rising Star was and that it was coming for them.

	Beck got on the radio again. “Sound the horn. Longer this time. Let them hear it. Over.”

	Without responding on the radio, Bill sounded the horn again. This time, he held it longer. Beck’s stomach clenched. His grip on the rain-slick railing tightened.

	“One hundred fifty yards, Dad.”

	Beck shouldered rain from his eyes. His pulse accelerated. This was his call. It was his plan. This was on him. “They’ll move. They’ve got time. Fire another one.”

	The first flare died, and their surroundings darkened. Millie fired a second shot into the sky. With another thump and pop, the sky illuminated once again. The flare sizzled in the air, and the space between the charging catamaran and the flotilla grew smaller. Without instruction, Bill sounded the horn again. It blared another warning.

	“Dad, they’re not moving. None of them are moving.”

	The radio crackled. “Beck, they’re not moving. They’re not getting out of the way.”

	Both of them were right. The boats and the men aboard them appeared undeterred. This was a deadly game of chicken, and neither side was willing to balk.

	Lightning flashed, and thunder cracked overhead. Rain poured from the sky. Beck was chilled to the bone, and his hands trembled on the cold metal railing. His teeth chattered.

	“Dad, we’ve got to do something. They’re not moving. What do you think we should do?”

	Cold shards of icy rain pelted his face. The wind blew through him. His heart thumped in his chest. He felt the rise and fall of the boat in his bones. The large ferry was a beast he rode as it churned through the violent river, which roiled like the open gulf.

	“Fire another one,” he said.

	“It’s my last one.”

	“Do it. I think we have one hundred yards. That’s it.”

	Millie fired the last of her three flares into the sky, and it illuminated it once again. The horn sounded, and Bill held it. The deep resonance cut through the wind and rain. An admonition before the end.

	This close, Beck was sure he could see the fear in the eyes of the men aboard the five boats. They were armed, but none of them took aim. They stood frozen in place, either too stubborn or too afraid to react. None of the boats moved from their anchored moorings. They were smaller than the Rising Star, but they—

	Beck had an idea. He called on the radio. “Find your spot. Find your spot. There’s a weak spot. Find it and go there. Over.”

	Bill responded, but Beck was not listening. “Hold on, Millie,” he said. “This is going to be rough.”

	Fifty yards.

	“Dad, I don’t think this is going to work.”

	Twenty-five yards.

	“Hold on, Millie. Get low and hold on.”

	The horn sounded. It was a long blast. Final warning.

	Another flash of lightning forked overhead, and thunder crashed. Beck felt the hairs on his body stand on end, and a shiver ran along his spine. The Rising Star crashed down and lifted again on the strength of the waves under its twin hull.

	They were going to collide. There was no way around it. Bill called again over the radio. Beck wrapped his arm around the front railing and lost hold of the transceiver. The radio dropped into the water below. The catamaran rose and crashed again.

	Men shouted. They cried out. They cursed. Muzzle flashes sparked in front of them. Rounds zipped past them, but none of the boats moved. The Rising Star surged ahead at close to thirty knots.

	Fifteen yards.

	Beck braced himself and pressed his body against Millie’s. There was no avoiding a collision.

	Ten yards.

	At the last moment, one of the boats shifted its position. Just enough that they might make it through. Maybe.

	Beck held onto the railing, and his body tensed. He closed his eyes and felt the crunch of fiberglass and metal as the catamaran shifted violently, drifting sideways on the surface of the water. He heard shouts and cries. The wind. The thunder.

	And then cheers.

	“Dad? Dad, are you okay?”

	“I’m good. You?”

	“I’m fine. I can’t believe it. We made it. We actually made it.”

	“I think we ran over one of those boats.”

	“I think you’re right. That was crazy.”

	Beck smiled. “You doubted me?”

	“Dad, don’t smile. You’re ruining the moment.”

	




Chapter 23

	D-DAY +13 DAYS

	TUSCALOOSA, ALABAMA

	 

	Millie stood in front of the house. It was less than two weeks since she’d left against her will. Nine days? Ten? It felt a lot longer. It felt like forever.

	She walked up the driveway, her stomach twisting with a wave of apprehension. Her new friends were in tow, reverent of what was both Millie’s home and a sad, violent place where her mother was likely dead.

	She moved to the front stoop and pushed open the door. It was unlocked. A strange odor hit her when she crossed the threshold into the dark entry. Millie glanced at the kitchen before she wound her way to the hallway where she had last seen her mother. Blood stained the floor outside the bathroom. Streaks painted the floor in her mother’s bedroom. Shards of glass crunched under her feet.

	“Mom?” she called out despite knowing nobody would answer her. “Dad?”

	Millie’s voice hung in the thick air and the dust. She made her way back to the kitchen and met her friends in the entry. All three of them were respectful of her privacy.

	“Do you need anything?” Justin asked.

	Millie shook her head. “I don’t think so, thanks.”

	She led them into the kitchen, where a chair was on its side. More blood splattered the floor.

	“What happened here?” Angie asked. “It looks like a bloodbath.”

	Cara nudged Angie. “C’mon. You shouldn’t say that.”

	Justin also shot Angie a disapproving glare and made his way to the back door. He nudged it open and walked into the yard. The door creaked shut behind him.

	Millie let Angie off the hook. “It’s okay. I was here for a lot of it. It was bad. And it’s really weird being here again.”

	“Any sign of your dad?” Cara asked.

	“Maybe.”

	“What do you mean?”

	Millie gestured to the chair. “I don’t remember that chair being on its side. I guess it could’ve happened after I ran out of the kitchen, but I think I would’ve heard it fall over. I don’t know. It was hectic, you know? I do get this feeling, though.”

	Cara put a hand on Millie’s shoulder. “What kind of feeling?”

	“Like my dad was here. I just sense it. Is that weird?”

	Angie shook her head. “No, it’s not. We used to get this sense about places. We could tell as soon as we walked into a house if good things or bad things happened there. Like they had a certain kind of mojo.”

	“Mojo?”

	“Karma.”

	“Oh. I get it. Yeah, I guess that’s sort of—”

	The back door swung open. Justin stood at the entry, ashen-faced.

	Millie’s stomach twisted tighter. A sense of dread pushed down on her. “What? What did you find?”

	Justin stepped inside. “I found graves. Or not graves. I don’t think people were buried. But they were—”

	Millie pushed past him and into the backyard.

	The large magnolia tree her mother loved canopied much of the yard with its broad branches and healthy, wide leaves. Underneath it, cradled in its shade were two markers. Evidence of bodies having been placed at those markers included a shoe Millie recognized. It was her mother’s.

	Millie dropped to her knees. She sensed her friends were behind her, but they didn’t speak. A thick knot swelled in her throat, and Millie swallowed past it. She closed her eyes and pictured her mother as she wanted to remember her.

	After a long moment, Angie placed a soft hand on her back. She rubbed back and forth and then wrapped the arm around Millie. “Your parents?” she asked.

	Millie opened her eyes and stared at both markers. She had not considered the second marker belonged to her father, because in her gut she knew it did not. The only person on the planet who might have taken the time to give her mother a final resting place would have been her dad. Anyone else would not have made the effort. That was what Millie told herself.

	“I don’t know,” she said aloud. “I don’t think so. My father is still alive.”

	“How do you know?”

	Millie shrugged. “I just do.”

	“What now?”

	“We go to Mobile.”

	“Right now?”

	“Yeah. It might take us a week to get there. We should get a move on before dark.”

	Millie leaned her head against Angie’s shoulder and thanked her again for her kindness. She pushed herself to her feet and helped Angie to hers.

	“We’re leaving now?” Justin asked.

	“We’ve only done five hours today,” Cara said. “We’ve got at least another five in us, right?”

	Millie nodded and held up a finger. “Give me a minute. You guys head out front, eat a snack, have something to drink. Whatever. I need a minute alone. Is that okay?”

	“Of course,” Justin said. “No problem.”

	He led the others from the kitchen, through the hall and entry, and out through the front door. He closed it behind them, and Millie stood alone in the backyard by herself. She faced her mother’s marker one more time, moved to her shoe, and picked it up.

	Millie ran her thumb along the side of the espadrille, kissed it, and placed it in front of the marker on the left. She said a short prayer and walked into the kitchen, where she removed her backpack and took out a pen and a piece of paper she’d collected at the pyramid before they’d left.

	Finding a seat at the kitchen table, the same place where she had eaten homemade meals and watched her mother dote on her, she put that pen to paper.

	 

	Dad,

	I came back here hoping to find you. I don’t know whether you’re alive or not. Goose said you were dead. I don’t believe him. He’s a liar.

	In case you’re wondering, he didn’t hurt me. Not really. I hurt him though. You know that knife you bought me? I used it to cut off his ear. It was gross. Really gross. But I had to do it to get away from him.

	 

	Millie knew her father would have questions. She did not want to get into the gory details of her escape and how she’d had a chance to end Goose once and for all and chose not to do it. That was a conversation for when they found each other again. She clicked the pen top with her thumb and considered what to write next. Her eyes fell to the magnolia tree out back.

	 

	I saw a couple of markers out by the magnolia tree out back. It looked like maybe there were bodies there. Two of them? I don’t know. It was hard to tell. But Mom’s shoe was close by the tree. It had blood on it. I’m going to guess she died. I think Goose’s men did it. I mean, I am pretty sure they did. I think Mom got one of them too. That could be the other body. I don’t know. There’s a lot of blood in the house. I don’t know what happened after they took me, but I hope you had something to do with it.

	 

	Millie had a sense her father had shown up after her kidnapping. Whether her mother was alive or dead at the time, she might never know, but regardless, if any of Goose’s men were still in the house, John Beck would have laid waste to them. She smirked at the thought of it and nibbled on the pen. She considered what he might have had to do to bring her mother to the tree she loved, and the smirk disappeared. She looked at the paper again.

	 

	I sat outside by the tree for a while. I know you said it’s okay to cry when you’re sad, that it doesn’t make a person weak to cry, but I couldn’t do it. I tried. I wanted to cry. But the tears wouldn’t come. What does that mean?

	You know I loved Mom. To the moon and back, right? So why can’t I cry? I’m sad. My stomach hurts. But I can’t cry. Even when I think about you and that you might be dead too, even though I don’t think so, no tears come. My throat gets dry. That’s it.

	You raised me to be tough and to be my own person. I’m trying to do that. I’ll keep trying.

	 

	Millie read what she had written. It was not enough, not nearly enough, to tell her father how she felt and what she had already endured. It would have to do. She would go to Mobile, and if he was not there, she would come here again. And again. And again. She would leave more notes. She would remind him how much she missed him and how devoutly she believed he was alive and they would find each other. Sooner or later.

	 

	This is rambling. Sorry. I’m not sure what to write to you. I don’t even know if you’ll ever see this. But in case you do, I want you to know I love you. I’m okay. And I’m going to Mobile to your house. Maybe you’re there.

	 

	Millie lifted the pen, considered what else she might write, and decided what she had shared was enough for now. She swallowed past the knot in her throat and signed the note.

	 

	I love you, Dad.

	Millie

	 

	She folded the note and left it on the table. He would find it here. And if she had not found him by then, he would come looking for her. Millie pushed back from the table, shouldered her pack, and made her way to the front yard where her friends awaited.

	They had miles to go before dark. Millie did not want to waste another minute.

	John Beck was out there somewhere.

	




Chapter 24

	D-DAY + 4 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 15 DAYS

	LAKE HURON

	 

	“I have to admit, I had my doubts there for a minute. Maybe more than a minute.”

	Bill stood next to Beck at the bow of the boat. Next to Beck on the other side were Regina and Millie. The four of them watched the sunrise to the east over the Canadian side of Lake Huron, painting the water a rainbow of colors that blended seamlessly into the bejeweled azure sky of the early morning. A slight breeze carried a chill as the Rising Star moved north on glassy water. The rain and clouds from the stormy night were long gone, and gulls rode the currents above them in perfect formations.

	“I have to admit,” Beck said, “I might have had a doubt or two myself.”

	They all laughed. The night had come and gone like a bad dream, a collective nightmare that left them with lingering memories of violence and death.

	Looking out across the lake, Beck hoped it was the last he would experience of either. As much as he worried about leaving his home country, he admitted to himself, and told the demons, there was no country to leave behind. It too was a memory.

	Canada was no utopia. Not even Millie would promise that. It was, however, far better, and carried with it a much brighter future than the darkness south of them.

	“It could have gone one of two ways,” Bill said. “If that one boat hadn’t moved just enough at the last second, we might not have been able to plow over them the way we did. It almost defied the law of physics.”

	“I always wanted to study physics,” Millie said. “I never got the chance.”

	Beck gestured to nothing in particular. It was more of a wave of his hand, the way a magician might. “You’re not missing much. Things go up. They go down. They move back and forth. They stay in motion, or they stop. Gravity affects them. That’s about it, you know? You just passed freshman physics.”

	Millie lifted an eyebrow and leaned on the railing to look past Regina to her father. “What about places where there’s no gravity or friction? What about that?”

	Beck shook his head. “Smart ass.”

	Regina chuckled. “She really is your daughter, except she has a much better smile.”

	They laughed again. Regina looped her arm around Beck’s and leaned into him. The warmth of her body comforted Beck against the breeze washing across the deck of the Rising Star.

	Lake Huron stretched in all directions, and it met the clear skies at the horizon. The slimmest profiles of land rose in small arcs, shadowed against the rising sun. Beck believed in that moment that he might be traveling on another planet absent gravity. He had not felt this light of spirit in some time. There was promise over the horizon to the north. There was home. Beck was with a woman who loved him and accepted his faults. He was with Millie. She was ultimately the point of all of this. Everything since D-Day was about securing a safe future for people he loved most in the world, and incredibly, Millie shared that mission. Together, they would start a new life in a new place.

	“I can’t tell you how thankful I am,” Bill said. “I never expected to leave the Texas Gulf Coast. Then when I left Texas, I never expected to leave Michigan. Sure as hell never thought we would end up in Canada, what with that wall being built across from us in Ontario. My wife, bless her soul, is not the adventuresome type. She’s a homebody who loved Galveston and never wanted to venture from the island. I love that about her. Home is everything, you know?”

	A gull swooped low across the bow. It dove into the water, disappeared beneath the surface, then shot back into the sky to join its flock.

	Bill followed the bird, then motioned north and west, toward their destination. “You think we’ll be happy there, Millie?”

	The question might not have surprised Millie, but it did Beck. It was almost juvenile for a man of Bill’s experience and age. What did it matter if they were happy in Canada? They were committed to their journey, and second-guessing their happiness was wholly unproductive. It could lead to a damning, self-fulfilling prophecy, something Beck and his demons were all too familiar with.

	Beck could not imagine Bill was truly questioning his decision to leave the rapidly deteriorating States. Everyone knew the bare threads that stitched together the former United States were unwinding, and it would not be long before the fabric tore along those weakened seams.

	It was more likely Bill wanted reassurance. He wanted someone else to say aloud what he had privately promised his wife and their family.

	“You lived in Texas?” Millie asked. “How long ago?”

	“Before the power went out. Had a plot of land near Rising Star, a touch southeast of Abilene.”

	“That’s why you named the boat what you did?”

	“Exactly. It was my wife’s idea.”

	“When you moved to Michigan, how was that?”

	“Frightening. We took a leap of faith.”

	“It worked out for you?”

	“Until the attack killed the grid. Then we had to scramble to make ends meet, like most everybody else. If it hadn’t been for the tour boat business, we’d have been done in, I’m sure.”

	“You were happy?”

	“Before the attack?”

	“Yes.”

	Bill shrugged. “Sure. As happy as anyone, I guess.”

	“Then you’ll be happy where we’re headed.”

	“How do you know?”

	“Because where we’re headed, there’s hope. Hope and happiness go hand in hand. If you have hope, you can’t help but be joyous. And if you’re happy, it’s because you have hope about your future. You’re good with where you are, and you think tomorrow could be better.”

	Bill smiled. The tension in his brow relaxed. “I’d never thought of it that way, but it makes sense.”

	“See?” said Beck. “Who needs high school physics when you’ve got a master’s degree in philosophy from the school of hard knocks?”

	From nowhere, a gray and blue boat thirty feet in length approached the Rising Star. It rode on twin two-hundred-fifty-horsepower outboards. Behind the cabin was a winch painted in the same battleship gray as the rest of the boat.

	“Uh-oh,” said Bill.

	“What?” Beck asked.

	“That’s border patrol.”

	“I didn’t think we had border patrol anymore,” Beck said.

	Bill shook his head. “Canadian Border Patrol. Didn’t think we’d run into them out here.”

	From the boat, a hailer emitted a pitched tone. “This is the Canadian Border Services Agency. Please use the following frequency to identify yourself.”

	They called out a radio frequency, and Bill punched it into his handheld transceiver. He waited a moment and keyed the mic.

	“What’s going to happen?” Regina asked. “How do they even know we have a working radio on board?”

	Beck shrugged. He looked back and noticed Millie was gone. Somehow she had slipped away without anyone noticing.

	“This is the Rising Star. We are a passenger vessel hailing from Michigan. Over.”

	The radio crackled. “Thank you, Rising Star. What is your destination and purpose? Over.”

	Bill eyed Beck. Beck shrugged again. The twin outboard engines shifted direction, and the boat ran across the bow before it pulled alongside the starboard side of the Rising Star.

	“Tell them the truth,” Beck said. “They’re Canadian. What’s the worst that can happen? They apologize?”

	Bill’s eyes widened. He shook his head. “You don’t want to know the worst that can happen. I’ve heard tell of some bad stuff if you violate their sovereign—”

	“Repeat. This is the CBSA. Please identify your destination and purpose, Rising Star. Over.”

	Bill keyed the radio. “We are headed to the Shore Ridges Conservation Area. Our purpose is resettlement.”

	After a long pause, the radio crackled. “Welcome to Canada, Bill.”

	Bill extended his arm and looked at his radio in disbelief. He and Beck exchanged glances.

	The radio fired again. “We’ll escort you from here. It gets narrow between Munuscong Lake and Lake Superior, but you should be fine. Water is up since the storms. Just stick with us.”

	The boat sped up and emerged from the starboard side, taking a tack across the bow of the Rising Star. Beck noticed two women, not in uniform, at the back of the CBSA boat. They waved at the Rising Star. One was much taller than the other. Beck waved back, as did Regina.

	“So now you can say you’ve met Angie and Cara,” Millie said. “They’re friends of mine.”

	Beck turned to see his daughter standing behind him, hands on her hips. She smiled. Justin was beside her. He too looked as content as Beck had ever seen him.

	“I told you we had some connections with the border police. They’ll help us out and make sure we don’t run into any issues for the rest of the trip. The hard part is over.”

	“Angie and Cara?” Regina asked. “Do they work for the Canadian government?”

	Millie stepped back toward the railing and waved at her friends. They blew her kisses from the deck of the border boat as it eased into position ahead of the boat.

	“No, they’re friends. They hold down the fort at the conservation area where we’ll be living. They’ve been with me and with Justin since about day one.”

	“Actually,” Justin said, “it was day five. But who’s counting?”

	“Dad, you remember I said we had people in place who would help when the time was right? The time was right. They left the farm and made contact with our people inside CBSA. It all worked out.”

	“A storybook ending,” Regina said.

	“Yeah,” Beck said, “if the storybook was a five-buck horror novel about the end of the world.”

	“I’d read that,” Regina said.

	Beck put his arm around her as they sailed toward their new home. Toward a new life. Away from one ending and toward a new beginning.

	“I think you could probably write it,” he said. “It would sell a million copies.”

	“You would read a whole book?” Millie asked.

	“Of course,” Beck said. “People change. They grow. You’ve proven that more than anyone else I know, Princess Millie. You’ve grown into quite a woman, quite a leader. I’m proud of you.”

	Millie stepped to Beck and hugged him. She squeezed him hard. They held each other for a long moment, and Beck closed his eyes. A flood of emotions washed through him, and he swallowed hard against the knot in his throat. Tears moistened his lashes and rolled down his cheeks. The demons whispered in his ears, and he, in turn, whispered to Millie.

	“I’m just sorry I didn’t find you sooner.”

	Millie pulled back. She too was crying. Actual tears.

	“Dad,” she said softly, “better late than never.”
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