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Chapter 1

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 3 DAYS

	SHORE RIDGES CONSERVATION AREA

	ONTARIO, CANADA

	 

	John Beck stared into the eyes of the man who would kill him. The man was unblinking in his focused gaze, and Beck sensed his absence of fear. Beck’s hand hovered above the holstered pistol at his hip. His fingers twitched with the anticipation of the draw.

	At the edge of his vision, Millie leaned against a post, her arms folded across her chest in judgment. She had long warned him about the danger of the dark figure who would take her father and force her to put him in the ground at the bottom of an unmarked grave. The grave could have no marker. It would draw too many taphophiles, tombstone tourists who would invariably bring trouble with them.

	Sweat beaded on Beck’s forehead. The sun was directly overhead. It cast shadows on the enemy’s face, painting him in the darkness Beck expected the gunslinger carried with him everywhere he went.

	Beck’s heart thumped hard in his chest, but he worked to keep his breathing even and under control. That was the key to winning, to staying alive, even if Beck understood he would not survive this encounter. Despite the number of times he had avoided this moment, the countless maneuvers he had mastered to keep clear of his killer, the chase ended here.

	“It doesn’t have to be like this,” Beck said.

	It was a desperate plea, and despite having convinced himself he had come to terms with this ending, it was no easier to face it in the moment. He wanted to live. He did want to live, didn’t he? Or was it that he was more afraid of the pain preceding death than the actual expiration?

	Better yet, was it that he did not want to prove Millie correct? He did not want to disappoint her and leave her alone in an unforgiving world that cared not about all the good she had done?

	The figure chuckled. The tail of his long coat fluttered in a soft breeze that cut across the street and carried with it dust and hope. When he spoke, his deep voice resonated in Beck’s bones. He could feel each syllable as if it were a piece of shrapnel cutting through him, boring holes into the center of him.

	“This is exactly how it has to be,” the enemy said. “You know that, Beck. You’ve always known this was how you ended. Be honest with yourself. Accept the truth and—”

	Beck drew his weapon. In a flash of practiced skill, he leveled the pistol and fired a shot.

	The figure was too quick. He reacted instantaneously and returned fire while avoiding Beck’s lone volley. His shot was true, and it punched Beck in his gut.

	Millie cried out for her father but did not move from the post at the closest building. She kept her distance, as did the crowds of people Beck had not noticed until that moment. Dozens held their spots along the edges of the dirt street. None moved. None spoke. Beck clutched his gut and dropped to his knees. His pistol dropped from his hand and hit the dirt just before he did.

	Beck blinked at his surroundings, unsure of where he was. The place was both familiar yet foreign to him. He fell to one side and then rolled onto his back. His chest was heavy. Everything was heavy.

	The swirling dust caught in John Beck’s eyes as he stared into the bright sun overhead. The light, a diffuse yellow, was so bright it pulled tears from his eyes, which rolled across his temples and into his ears. He tried to speak but could not form the words.

	The searing pain in his gut radiated toward his chest and his groin. His hand groped for the wound but could not find it. A shiver ran through his body, and a black bird sailed across the sun in an otherwise clear blue sky. He closed his eyes, and another trail of tears rolled onto his cheeks.

	Heavy boots crunched on the dirt. Beck felt their approach but did not open his eyes. No need. He knew who came for him.

	The figure leaned over him, blotting out the sun. “You got what you deserved.”

	Beck said nothing. What was there to say? He had gotten what he deserved, had he not? Was this not justice for the countless lives he had ended with countless numbers of bullets through the years post-D-Day?

	This was not what he wanted for his life. John Beck wanted to spend the second half of his life atoning for the sins of the first. He worked to be a good employee, a great father, and a worthy partner for a long-suffering woman who’d earned better than he had to offer. But he tried and he hoped. That was the key. He hoped. Hope was all a man needed to keep going, to keep working, to keep living.

	Those wants, that hope, had given way to a stark reality when the Chengdu J-20 jets had dropped electromagnetic pulse weapons above strategic locations across the former United States of America. From the Alabama shoreline and the petrochemical refineries in Port Arthur, Texas, to California, Nevada, Florida, DC, and Pennsylvania, those weapons had killed the power and destroyed the infrastructure of a once great nation.

	The resulting chaos gave rise to evil men and those who cared only about their own survival and the satiating of their own proclivities. Beck fought those men. He helped the innocent, the unprepared, the weak, and for so long forged a crusade against the darkness in search of the light and his missing daughter, Millie.

	Millie was a warrior on her own. She too resisted the darkness and gave countless people reason to hope. Both were legends in a time when people craved heroes.

	Reunited after years apart, they had led weary refugees to a new home north of the border. They lived in peace, content to spend their remaining days as humble farmers in a commune far from the violence and daily strife they’d endured after D-Day.

	All of that was over now as Beck lay in the dirt, shaded beneath the form of his executioner. The figure crouched beside him, revealing sunlight again as he drew close.

	Had any of this mattered? Would the world be any worse had Beck died in the hours after the attack? Had he never found his daughter or helped those who sought his council and his unyielding violence?

	“You’ve earned this,” the figure said, “a death on your back as your organs fail and you bleed out.”

	Beck blinked open his eyes. Two birds circled above. They knew, as did he, his time on this Earth was short. It was ending. Soon, they would feast on his carcass.

	The figure laughed. “Truth is, Beck, you earned more than this. You earned endless pain, and if we had it our way, it would take you days to die. You’d be conscious the whole time, begging for us to end it for you, to take away the hurt.”

	Beck’s vision blurred. He tried to flex his fingers or wiggle his toes. Something, anything that gave him a sense of being alive. The figure talked, but his words dissolved into unintelligible chatter, and Beck lost focus.

	The pain dulled and faded, resignation and acceptance flooding through his body. He blinked again, opened his eyes fully, and the figure was gone.

	“We’re still here.”

	Beck turned his head to one side and then the other. He saw no one. The voice remained.

	“We’re not going anywhere, Beck. We’ve been with you all along. Every step of the way, we have tried to guide you. You stopped listening. You went your own way, and now, without us, you’re getting what you always deserved, what’s been coming to you all along.”

	Beck realized the voice was from within his own head. That was why it was so familiar to him, even in the confusion of his own passing. The demons were still there. No matter what he had done to repress them, they never went away. They were right, weren’t they? He did deserve this.

	The sun was so bright. Its warmth bathed his face, yet he was cold. Too cold.

	“Beck.”

	It was a different voice this time. A woman’s voice.

	“John, get up; it’s important.”

	Hands touched his cheeks. Hot breath was close to his ear.

	“John, wake up. We need you.”

	Beck opened his eyes. Regina looked down at him. She sat on the edge of the bed next to him; concern creased her brow.

	“What?” he asked through the fog of disorientation.

	“We have visitors,” she said. “You’re needed at the infirmary.”

	“Infirmary?”

	Beck reached for the wound in his gut but found nothing. Where was he?

	“You were talking in your sleep,” Regina said. “Something about getting what you deserved. I didn’t want to wake you since you haven’t slept in days, but they said it was urgent.”

	Beck sat up in bed. The cushion of their thin mattress sagged underneath the weight of his elbows. He surveyed his surroundings, the cozy one-room cabin he shared with Regina along the shore of Lake Superior.

	“You were out of it,” Regina said. “What were you dreaming about?”

	Beck raked his fingers through his hair. “Nothing important.”

	He could not, however, shake the feeling that what he had experienced was somehow more than a dream. It had the sensation of a premonition more than anything else.

	Regina stood from the bed. “Whatever it was, you were breathing hard, and I swear you were shivering.”

	Beck pulled the sheet back and spun to put his feet on the hard, white-pine floor. He took Regina’s hand, and she pulled him toward her. Their bodies touched.

	“You’re clammy,” she said and kissed his cheek. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

	“I’m good,” said Beck. “Let’s go see what’s up in the infirmary. Who asked for me?”

	“One of the nurses knocked on the door. Asked if you could hurry over. She said it was an emergency, that some visitors asked for you specifically.”

	“Visitors, huh?”

	Beck crossed the room, passing in front of the low flames in the fireplace. He plopped into a worn easy chair they had salvaged a year earlier, slipped into his socks, and slid on his boots.

	“You’re going like that?” Regina asked.

	Beck looked down and appraised his clothing. “What?”

	“It’s cold out.”

	“I’m wearing sweats. I’ll be fine. You coming?”

	Regina shook her head. “They didn’t ask for me. You can tell me about it when you get back. I need some sleep.”

	Beck headed toward the door, his boots clopping on the unfinished wood planks. “I’ll be back.”

	Regina blew him a kiss.

	He caught it, stuffed it into the pocket of his sweatpants, and left her in the cabin. A cold wind cut through him the moment he stepped outside into the early dawn.

	Beck looked west to the lake. It was a black hole, morning light not having hit its surface yet, and he sucked in a breath of chilled air. It filled his lungs and focused his energy as he headed south along the waterfront toward the commune’s infirmary.

	His breath puffed in front of him, the vapor forming brief clouds before vanishing. The true Canadian cold was months away, but the predawn temperatures stabbed at the arthritis in Beck’s knees. He took long strides to work out the stiffness in his joints and flexed his fingers in and out of tight fists.

	A pair of shore anglers cast their lines into the dark water. One of them, named Jake Fallin, waved at Beck and called out to him.

	“Up early, are you?”

	“Or up too late,” Beck said. “They biting?”

	“Already caught two loopers,” Jake said, referring to the popular Kamloops rainbow trout on which the commune’s inhabitants frequently dined. “It’s a good start.”

	“Yes, it is,” Beck said. “Good luck.”

	Jake tipped his ballcap in Beck’s direction and turned his attention back to the water. The fish were most active at dawn and dusk along the shore of the world’s largest freshwater lake. There were seventy-eight species of fish in Lake Superior, but trout, salmon, and steelhead were the common catches. The small team of anglers used a variety of hand-tied flies with incredible effect. It was a good thing Beck never tired of good seafood, because it was the staple protein at the commune.

	He continued along the shoreline until he reached a cluster of buildings that served as the commune’s center. Here was the main dining hall, a recreational space, storage for dry goods and weapons, and the infirmary.

	Beck trudged the stone path to the infirmary, flickering candlelight glowing in the pair of windows that faced the thin beach along the lake. Before he reached the door, Dr. Bruno opened it and stood at the threshold.

	“Beck,” he said, “thanks for coming. I apologize for the early hour.”

	Beck took the doctor’s hand and offered a firm shake. “You’re up too. It’s no problem. I heard it’s visitors, and they asked for me by name?”

	Bruno had traveled to Canada with Beck, Regina, Millie, and the others two years earlier. He was one of Millie’s most supportive followers when she had formed a community in Louisville, Kentucky. He was a good man.

	“That they did,” Bruno said.

	“Is it the latest shipment? I thought we weren’t trading until tomorrow?”

	Trade was a critical part of survival, even in Canada. Stagflation had made cash almost useless, and bartering was the predominant method of buying and selling goods. Once a month their commune traded with various settlements for the things they could not produce themselves. Their biggest commodities were fish, firewood, and handmade soaps.

	“No,” Bruno said, “these are not the traders. These people are from the lower forty-eight.”

	“What? Somebody crossed the border to get here? Who?”

	“They said you would know them, and one of them is in bad shape. They said they came here looking for your help.”

	Bruno led Beck from the front room of the infirmary and along a narrow, short hall that separated a trio of exam and treatment rooms. The doctor stopped at the second door on the left.

	Bruno opened the door. “I’ll leave you to it and give you some privacy.”

	Beck stepped into the room and froze. Never in a million years did he expect to see the two people awaiting him.

	“Lucy? Is that you?”

	




Chapter 2

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 3 DAYS

	SHORE RIDGES CONSERVATION AREA

	ONTARIO, CANADA

	 

	Beck leaned against the wall, needing it for support after finding Lucy and Chris in the exam and treatment room. The pair, along with Rebecca, had decided against making the trip to Canada from Kentucky. The trio had opted instead to return to Rebecca’s hometown of Torreon, New Mexico. Now, two years later, they were here. Lucy looked the same aside from being markedly thinner than the last time he had seen her. Chris, however, looked like a different person. It might have been the shoulder-length hair, the full beard, or his ghostly pale complexion that made him nearly unrecognizable. If Lucy had not introduced him and described the severity of the wounds to his chest and abdomen, Beck might not have known who he was, or at least not trusted his instincts.

	“I don’t understand,” Beck said. “How did you get here?”

	“By foot,” Lucy replied, “boat, and train. Mostly train. That’s where we ran into trouble. It’s where Chris got hurt.”

	Chris was conscious but in pain. Deep creases ran in parallel across his forehead. His lips might not have been visible beneath the unkempt tangles of his beard and moustache if it were not for the bleeding cracks that looked like painted striations.

	The trains were dangerous. They had been that way for years. As the only functioning form of mass transit and the only reliable transportation faster than a horse, the coal-fired network of railcars was a magnet for bandits, thieves, and worse.

	Beck had long avoided riding the trains for that very reason. He already lived a gladiator’s life. No need to tempt the lion in its own den. Clearly, Chris and Lucy rode the trains because they had no other choice, and time was more critical than safety. They had, after all, told the nurses that their plea was urgent.

	In the makeshift cot that served as a bed, Chris writhed and groaned, gritting his teeth. Sitting beside him on a three-legged wooden stool, Lucy reached out and wrapped her hand around his.

	“It’s okay,” she said. “It’ll be okay.”

	“What’s Doc Bruno done for him?” Beck asked. “You need me to get him?”

	Lucy shook her head. “He already gave him painkillers. He cleaned the wounds and dressed them. Not sure there’s much more for now.”

	“I’m good,” Chris said through a clenched jaw. “I’ll be fine.”

	Beck doubted Chris would be fine, and a heaviness settled in his chest. He wondered how Millie might take the news that Chris had returned but was gravely injured. Before Chris had left for New Mexico, he had been a trusted member of Millie’s inner circle. Beck had incredible respect for Chris’s skills and his loyalty. Beck thought Millie should be here too.

	He held up a hand. “Give me a second.”

	He stepped out of the room and found Bruno in the hallway. The good doctor was eavesdropping. Beck did not judge him for that.

	“That’s Chris in there?” Bruno asked. “Neither of them gave me their names, and I didn’t recognize him. Otherwise, I would have told you.”

	“It’s fine. He doesn’t look like himself. Can you do me a favor?”

	“What?”

	“Can you get Millie here?”

	Bruno nodded. “Of course.”

	Beck turned away from the doctor and stepped back into the room, closing the door behind him.

	Lucy stroked Chris’s head. Beck wondered if she was playing nursemaid to a friend or if there was something more between the two. Now was not the time to fixate on it. There was something more pressing than their relationship.

	“Tell me again why you’re here?” Beck asked.

	They had not yet told him. Beck was so taken aback by their presence, and the lingering images of his own death in what he believed was a foretelling dream, he had trouble keeping track of what Lucy had told him and what she had not yet revealed.

	Lucy looked up from Chris, her eyes glistening. She took in a deep breath. Beck was unsure if the emotion was from exhaustion, Chris’s wounds, or from the reason they had risked their lives to travel so far.

	“We need your help,” she said. “Actually, it’s Gabe who needs your help.”

	“Gabe?”

	Beck almost lost his balance at the mention of his longtime friend’s name. The two of them had survived D-Day together and traveled the country in search of Millie. It was only after their Samaritan efforts in Torreon that Gabe had ended his participation in the crusade. He was tired and needed to focus on something other than the seemingly fruitless search for Beck’s missing daughter. Beck understood and supported Gabe’s decision, even if he missed his friend.

	“What’s wrong with Gabe?” he asked. “Is he okay?”

	Lucy took another deep breath. “We don’t know.”

	Beck furrowed his brow. “What do you mean?”

	“Gabe went missing,” said Lucy. “We think we know where he is, but we can’t go get him. Not without your help.”

	“I don’t get it,” Beck said. “Where is he?”

	“Los Angeles. It’s complicated. There’s a group out there that—”

	“California?”

	Chris laughed through his pain. He coughed. “Is there a Los Angeles not in California?”

	It was a silly question. Beck would have smiled, but he always looked creepy when he attempted the appearance of gaiety. “Why is he in Los Angeles? That place, like all the big cities, is like a prison.”

	“It’s a long story,” Lucy said. “There’s plenty of time to explain the ins and outs of everything, but the bottom line is we need your help getting him out.”

	Beck leaned against the wall. His legs weakened.

	Lucy must have sensed his trepidation and pleaded, “We can’t do it without you. I know it’s a lot to ask, but Gabe would do it for you.”

	He bristled at this, but before he said something he might regret, he glanced at Chris and considered the risks they had taken to come and get him. Sure, he did not like the immediate dive into the deep waters of guilt. Beck had swum in those cold, unforgiving depths for as long as he could remember. Lucy understood that and went straight to the heart of it. It was a desperate appeal.

	“How did he end up there?”

	“Like I said, it’s a long story and—”

	Beck held up a hand. “Lucy, if you’re asking me to risk my life for Gabe and deliberately enter into a dystopian hellscape, you owe me the long story. We’ve got time.”

	Lucy sighed. She sank back in her chair and gave Chris another look. He nodded his approval.

	“Tell him,” said Chris. “He deserves to know.”

	Lucy lowered her chin. “Okay, but I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

	Beck did not like any of this, especially because he knew it did not matter what Lucy told him. It was irrelevant how Gabe had ended up in Los Angeles, possibly the worst of all of the major cities. None of it counted for anything because Beck would have to rescue his friend. He had no choice. Lucy was right. Gabe would do it for him. Gabe had done it for him. For years, he had followed Beck to the ends of the Earth in search of Millie. He had risked his life and given of himself for the benefit of others. Now it was Beck’s turn.

	Still, he needed to know how Gabe could have ended up in Los Angeles, of all places.

	“When we got to New Mexico,” said Lucy, “we met Gabe. Neither of us knew who he was. Rebecca did. She introduced us, and we told him how you had reconnected with Millie. We told him that you were together and headed to Canada.”

	Chris sucked in a ragged breath of air and winced. Lucy tightened her grip on his hand.

	“He was very happy,” Lucy said. “He was even happier when Rebecca gave him the dictionary, the one he had loaned you. He even cried a little.”

	Beck had never seen Gabriel Vazquez cry. Not once.

	“He was—is—such a nice man. He really helped us get accustomed to things in Torreon. It’s different out there, you know? But he was great. And then one day, he wasn’t great.”

	Beck shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “What does that mean?”

	“It means he was different,” Lucy said with a shrug. “He was more distant. Depressed maybe? I don’t know, but he kept more to himself.”

	“He just left? Went to Los Angeles because he was sad?”

	“No,” Lucy said, “it wasn’t like that. It wasn’t like that at all.”

	“Then what was it like?” Beck asked.

	“Some people came to town,” said Lucy.

	Beck chortled. “That’s how it always starts.”

	Chris groaned and mumbled something unintelligible. Lucy leaned in close. She put a hand on his forehead, ran a thumb along his temple, and whispered in his ear. It was the sort of physical gesture that made Beck certain the two were more than friends. He did not envy either of them for the sacrifice they had made to come here. Whatever she said relaxed Chris, and the tension in his body eased.

	Lucy cleared her throat and swallowed her emotion. “They told us they needed our help. They came from a neighboring village, one smaller than Torreon, and they asked if there was anyone who might join them on a trip west to rescue a father and son who had been kidnapped and taken to Los Angeles.”

	“That sounds suspicious,” Beck said without waiting for the rest of the story. “If their loved ones were kidnapped, how would they know they were taken to Los Angeles?”

	Lucy clarified. “I guess kidnapped is the wrong word. Essentially, they were enslaved. They were forced to leave and go work in Los Angeles.”

	“What you’re describing sounds like slavery.”

	“That’s what I’m saying,” Lucy said. “It’s happening in all of the big cities. It started with people offering great jobs, food, or something they need in exchange for moving temporarily to the big city. It never worked out that way. Those promising the jobs were liars. They were recruiters for bad people. Word got around, so instead of asking, now the recruiters just come and kidnap men and boys. Sometimes strong women, too.”

	Beck tried to process what Lucy was telling him. It sounded third world and not like something that would happen in the United States. He had to remind himself, however, that the United States no longer existed. D-Day had effectively wiped it from the globe.

	“How long has this been happening?” he asked. “I don’t remember anything like this.”

	“Couple of years,” Lucy replied. “The rumor is that it started on the East Coast in places like New York and Philadelphia. Then it moved to Chicago and Kansas City, slowly working its way west. There are syndicates controlling every big city with an iron fist. There are also smaller organizations that run black markets and—”

	“Wait,” Beck cut in, “that doesn’t make any sense. The cities have been horrible places for longer than two years. I remember hearing stories before we came here to Canada that the cities were like totalitarian strongholds.”

	“They were. It’s worse now. The people rose up. There were revolutions. Then the same people who helped overthrow the dictators became dictators themselves.”

	“How did I miss all of this?”

	Lucy looked around the room and shrugged. “You’ve been here.”

	She had a point. Beck had chosen an insular, peaceful existence. He had eschewed the depravity and lawless politics of his homeland in favor of somewhere far more palatable.

	“So they’re called syndicates?” he asked.

	“Yes.”

	“Gabe went to LA knowing all of this?”

	“He did,” said Lucy.

	“Nobody stopped him?”

	“Nobody wanted Gabe to go, but he jumped on the opportunity as a chance to help somebody. He told all of us that he missed feeling useful. It didn’t matter how many times we told him how needed he was in Torreon, Gabe wanted to do something heroic again. He talked about his days on the road with you and how they had been the most fulfilling of his life and how, in many ways, he wished he had never given that up. He said staying in Torreon and not helping you finish the crusade to find Millie was a huge regret that weighed on him. He said he felt guilty about it and wanted to pay a penance.”

	Beck was unsure of what to say. Rather than deviate, he kept the conversation moving forward. “So these people came, they asked for help, and Gabe went with them to Los Angeles. He just up and left?”

	“It’s more complicated than that,” Lucy said. “But that’s pretty much it.”

	“How do you know he’s still in Los Angeles? How do you even know he’s still alive?”

	Lucy looked at Beck for a moment, holding his gaze until it was uncomfortable, then glanced away. “Rebecca. She knows where he is.”

	“Rebecca? How would she know…”

	Beck did not have to finish the question. He understood. Rebecca had gone with Gabe, and somehow, she had returned without him.

	The room was silent for a long moment. The only sound was that of Chris’s raspy wheeze. The kid did not have long, and everyone in the room knew it.

	“Rebecca wouldn’t let him go alone,” Lucy said. “She insisted on going with him. You know Rebecca. If she has her mind set on something, nobody’s going to change her mind.”

	“Where is she now?”

	“At home in New Mexico. She’s waiting on us to come back with you so we can all go to Los Angeles together.”

	Beck shook his head in disbelief. “What do you mean she’s waiting on us? Why wouldn’t we go straight to LA from here?”

	“She knows where Gabe is. She has to guide us to him. Otherwise, we’ll never find him. We came to get you, bring you back to New Mexico, and then go to Los Angeles together to find Gabe, rescue him, and bring him home.”

	Beck sucked in a deep breath and held it before a long, exaggerated exhale. It was a lot to ingest.

	Slavery? Syndicates? The lower forty-eight were worse off than they had been when he’d abandoned them two years ago. He could not imagine what it would be like to travel south and west to places he likely did not recognize anymore. And to hear that they would have to go to New Mexico first and not straight to Los Angeles made the trek even more dangerous than it would have been otherwise.

	A knock at the door interrupted the conversation. The door swung open, and Millie walked in. The look on her face, Beck imagined, must have been identical to his expression when he first saw Chris and Lucy after so much time and in such an unexpected way.

	Millie’s eyes popped wide, candlelight flickering its reflection. She covered her face with her hands. Tears streamed down her cheeks and into the spaces between her fingers. Her body trembled. It was apparent she recognized the dying man as her friend Chris.

	Beck moved to his daughter and put an arm around her. Thinking she might turn to him, he started to raise his other arm to embrace her, but Millie moved away toward the cot. She dropped to one knee next to Lucy and put a hand on Lucy’s arm.

	“When did you get here?” Millie asked, blinking through tears. “What happened to Chris?”

	Millie amazed Beck. She had recognized both of the visitors instantly despite not having spent much time with Lucy at all and not having seen Chris in two years. To Beck, Chris was barely recognizable in his current condition, yet Millie knew him instantly.

	Lucy, who had contained her emotions as best she could, began to cry. It was a pitiful whimper. Her chin quivered as she spoke, and Beck found himself swallowing hard against a thick knot building in his throat.

	“We haven’t been here long,” Lucy said. “Everything was okay until we got off the trains. We were so close, and then we got attacked on the other side of the border. It was bad. Chris saved me from getting hurt and took the brunt of it. He killed all three of the attackers, but they got him good. I wanted to stop, give him a chance to rest, but he wouldn’t stop. He told me we had to get here. You know Chris, he’s mission focused. At least, that’s what he likes to say.”

	Millie offered a weak but empathetic smile. She did know Chris and his loyalty to her cause. She glanced at her father and then turned her attention again to Lucy.

	“You said you got attacked on the other side of the border? That must have been days ago. How did he make it here?”

	“He’s stubborn,” Lucy said. “He wouldn’t stop. I tried to get him help, Millie. I really did.”

	Lucy dissolved into tears and dipped her chin to her chest. Her shoulders shook, and Millie leaned in to comfort her. She wrapped an arm around Lucy and rubbed her back. Beck stood alone by the door, unsure of what to do. He’d gone from active participant to voyeur the moment Millie entered the room.

	His daughter was the kind of leader most people dreamed they could be. She had a natural charisma and a tough outer shell that made people want to please her. They wanted to be her friend and her follower. She had a cult of personality Beck had trouble reconciling. He wondered how she had become so magnetic, given that he was not a people person, nor had he typically been someone who others sought out relationships with. He was an acquired taste with a gruff reputation. Perhaps it was her mother, Debbie, who had imparted Millie’s enviable persona. Debbie was always a bright light, and people loved her. Beck had loved her, even if he had failed her.

	Beck was further interested in the room’s dynamic given that Lucy and Chris had asked for him and not Millie when they arrived. He might as well not be there at all, and he was good with that. He was likely little comfort to Chris or Lucy. That was not his nature. Millie was the right person for that job.

	Millie took one of Chris’s hands in both of hers. “It’s good to see you, Chris. I can’t believe you came back. I didn’t think we would ever see you again, but I’m so glad you’re here. We’re all glad you’re here.”

	If Chris said something in return, Beck could not hear it. Lucy whispered something, and though he could not hear her words, Beck was certain she told Chris she loved him, that she would always love him.

	Millie looked over her shoulder at Beck. Her eyes were red. He could see it despite the dim, warm light of the candles. Long shadows shrank as the first hint of gray daylight shone through the window on the wall opposite the cot.

	“Dad,” she said, “could you please go get Dr. Bruno?”

	Beck nodded at his daughter, left the room, and closed the door behind him. He walked, dazed, along the hallway toward the waiting area in the front of the infirmary. Death was nothing new for Beck. He had seen so many die, some by his own hand. While he was either numb to most of it, or subconsciously buried the trauma to better cope, this was somehow more difficult.

	Chris did not die in a field, on a street, during a shootout, or on the floor of an arena. He was dying on a cot in a small, sterile room far from his home. Though Beck had nothing to do with Chris’s choices or his undoubtedly mortal wounds, the demons hissed.

	“He is here because of you,” they said. “He is here because of your violent tendencies. If it weren’t for your sins, he might still be in New Mexico, living a peaceful life.”

	Though the demons were wrong, Beck could not help but internalize the doubt and the guilt. That was his way. It mattered not the good he did; the bad in his life was the single drop of red wine on white linen. He pushed the negative thoughts aside, choosing to focus on what he could do in the moment to help.

	Beck found Dr. Bruno in the waiting area. The doctor sat in a chair, with his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands. His fingers gripped his thinning hair as if he might pull it out by the roots. He was deep in thought, did not notice Beck enter the room, and started when Beck called his name.

	“Hey, Doc, are you okay?”

	Bruno shot to his feet. He puffed his cheeks and exhaled. “Sure. I’m fine. I mean, as good as I can be. It’s been a while since we saw something like this.”

	“It has,” Beck said.

	Since arriving in Canada, they had experienced little violence. The position near the eastern shoreline of Lake Superior and the adjoining conservation area made finding them difficult. Anyone who tried to approach the settlement would come via boat, which gave the commune plenty of time to prepare and react to any potential threat, or along the singular path that served as a chokepoint and made the coastal location easy to defend.

	Beck could count on one hand the number of visitors, and most had been desperate people seeking help rather than conflict. Had Bruno not mentioned it, though, Beck might not have considered how little violence he had encountered in the preceding two months. Blood and death had a way of seeping into every memory and experience.

	“We need you back there, Doc,” Beck said. “It’s not looking good.”

	Bruno rubbed the back of his neck and nodded, then marched past Beck without saying another word. Beck followed Bruno from the waiting area into the hall. Bruno put his hand on the doorknob and hesitated, steeling himself for what awaited him inside.

	He swung open the door and disappeared inside. Beck waited in the hall, choosing to stand in the open doorway rather than crowd the bedside vigil.

	Lucy was no longer in the bedside chair. She knelt beside Millie on the hard floor. The two of them blocked Beck’s view of Chris. He was thankful for that.

	The sun shone through the window now. Thin tendrils of smoke spiraled from the snuffed candle wicks. Despite the hopeful light of a new day, an obsidian pall shadowed the room.

	Bruno eased next to Lucy and bent over his patient. He spoke to the women, but Beck could not hear the entirety of his diagnosis. The only words Beck could make out were “goodbye” and “too much.”

	Lucy bowed her head. Her shoulders shuddered. Bruno put his hand on Lucy’s heaving back. Millie did the same, and together the three of them mourned Chris. Beck leaned against the doorway; a heavy weight pressed on his shoulders.

	The room fell silent again aside from Lucy’s soft whimper and the final rattle from Chris’s lungs. A good man was dead, and Beck’s duty crystallized. As if he were not already committed to the trip south and west to rescue an old friend, now he definitively had no choice. Chris had given his life in the hopes of saving another. The least Beck could do was to honor Chris’s sacrifice by doing what Chris and Lucy asked of him.

	He did not want to leave his adopted home, but Beck understood how his own history would now dictate his future. He was a skilled in his savagery, and if that meant his own life must end violently in service to someone else, so be it.

	




Chapter 3

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 4 DAYS

	SHORE RIDGES CONSERVATION AREA

	ONTARIO, CANADA

	 

	They gathered at the shoreline. All seventy-five residents of the commune were present to bid farewell to a man most of them knew as a friend and compatriot in the fight for good over evil.

	Even if Chris had left them before the final trek north, he was one of them. They remembered him, and they loved him. They owed him a proper goodbye, the send-off the commune had adopted in the early days after their settlement formed.

	An elderly man had died from pneumonia after the perilous caravan across the border. He was a grandfatherly type who had no blood relatives of his own but whom many of the refugees had adopted as family. His name was Sven Lothbrok, and before D-Day he lived as a retired petroleum engineer after a career with a Scandinavian energy company. He had emigrated from northern Europe to Virginia.

	Lothbrok often told stories of great Viking warriors as bedtime tales for the children, who considered him a grandfather. He left out the more violent parts of Viking lore, but his love of his homeland and its cultural history made an impression among those who loved him.

	When it was time to bury him, the commune chose a traditional Viking ceremony to honor his life and his sacrifice, and they employed the same funeral for every resident of the commune who had died in the two years since.

	Beck stood at the rear of the congregation, Regina at his side. As she did with each of the funerals, she reminded him of the truth about Viking funerals.

	“You know they rarely sent the ship out to sea,” she whispered. “It was too cost prohibitive to burn a longboat every time a Viking died.”

	“I know,” Beck said. “You told me.”

	“They typically sacrificed slaves at the ceremony. Women usually. That way they could spend eternity with their master, the person who had most brutalized them in life. Nice, right?”

	Regina was opposed to the Viking tributes. Beck imagined there might be others who thought them too lavish or hyperbolic. People died all of the time in these post-apocalyptic times. Most decayed in the very spot where they took their final breaths. Some were fortunate enough to have proper burials, even if they were in mass graves. Very few had ceremonies like the ones they entertained at the commune.

	“Chris deserved this more than most,” Beck said. “He was a warrior, and he sacrificed himself for the well-being of others.”

	Regina took Beck’s hand and kissed it. “You’re right. Now is not the time to be a critic.”

	She smiled at him. Beck drew her hand to his lips and reciprocated the kiss. Of all the things he loved about Regina, his queen, it was her brutal honesty. Nobody ever wondered where they stood with Regina.

	Millie stood closest to the water. Lucy was beside her, as was the commune’s spiritual leader, a woman named Joan Pope. She stood with her back to the crude canoe-like vessel constructed for the purposes of the ceremony.

	Pope wore a long robe, her alabaster white hair pulled tight into a ponytail. Beck did not know Pope well and typically only said hello to her in passing. Others in the commune were more familiar with her and frequently sought her counsel.

	“We remember a great spirit tonight,” she said. “He was a friend to us all and generous with his time and his blood.”

	Chris’s body was dressed in clean clothes, and it lay upon a catafalque built into the center of the canoe. Underneath the platform was the kindling they would soon light.

	“Father of all, we pray to you for Christopher,” Pope said, “and for all those whom we love but see no longer. Grant to them eternal rest. Let light perpetually shine upon them. May his soul and the souls of all the departed, through the mercy of God, rest in peace. By Thy infinite mercies, vouchsafe to bring us, with those who are dead in Thee, to rejoice together before Thee. Accept our prayers on behalf of Thy servant, and grant him an entrance into the land of light and joy.”

	The mourners bowed their heads and prayed. Beck watched them from the back of the congregation. Regina too had her eyes closed. Even if she was no fan of the ceremony, she was respectful of the dead.

	“Blessed, praised, glorified, exalted, extolled, honored, elevated, and lauded be the name of the Holy One,” Pope said, her volume rising. “Blessed is He, above and beyond any blessings and hymns, praises and consolations which are uttered in the world. Have mercy upon him; pardon all his transgressions. Shelter his soul in the shadow of Thy wings. Make known to him the path of life.”

	Pope raised her head and lifted her chin as if imploring the clear blue sky. “Peace be upon him. Amen.”

	Those gathered, including Beck, echoed her prayer. “Amen.”

	Pope lowered her hands and gestured to Lucy, who wiped away tears and stepped to the canoe’s stern. Lucy feigned a smile. Her eyes danced across the assembly, perhaps searching for comfort in a friend, which she received when her gaze met Beck’s.

	Beck offered a subtle nod of encouragement. “You can do this,” he whispered.

	Regina tightened her grip on his hand, squeezing with affection. She moved closer to him so their shoulders were touching. Beck appreciated having a partner as tall as Regina.

	“I don’t know many of you well,” Lucy said, “having only spent a short time with you in Kentucky. But I do know how kind all of you were to me then, how you accepted me into your family. From the stories Chris told me about you, you are good people in your hearts. You are worthy of this beautiful refuge.”

	A smile twitched at the corners of Beck’s mouth. Lucy was surprisingly articulate, especially given the emotional weight of the moment. He’d met her years earlier under the most unusual circumstances, having kidnapped her after her family tried to rob and kill him. She had gone with him reluctantly. She was a fighter and a survivor, but he did not know she could be so eloquent. Perhaps Gabe’s love of books had rubbed off on her during their two years in New Mexico.

	“I am not one for speeches. Action is better than talk, really,” Lucy said, “but I owe it to Chris to tell you how much he meant to me.” She paused and bit her lower lip, gathering the strength to forge ahead.

	“Chris was as kind as he was tough. He was as smart as he was intuitive. I think that’s the right word, intuitive. Chris could tell what I was thinking without me having to tell him.”

	Millie chuckled. She must have known this about Chris, too.

	“When Rebecca and I decided to leave you all in Louisville and take our own path to her home in New Mexico, neither of us was sure why Chris wanted to come with us. His home was with all of you. To be honest, we were a little weirded out by it.”

	A wave of laughter rolled through the audience. Lucy smiled and sniffled. She wiped her cheeks with the back of a hand.

	“About halfway there—we were in Arkansas or Oklahoma, I can’t remember which—Chris confided in Rebecca that he had a crush on me.”

	Another chuckle from the congregation. Lucy lost focus on the crowd, and her gaze led her somewhere distant, taking her to the memory she now described as if that were what she saw in front of her.

	“He asked Rebecca’s advice,” she said. “He wasn’t sure how to talk to me about his feelings, and he didn’t know if I might feel the same way. The truth of it was, I probably wasn’t interested in him that way. Not at first. I was too concerned about making sure we survived the long journey and got to our destination to have any thoughts about a romantic relationship. Plus, he was a couple of years older than me. I’m younger than I look.”

	Lucy laughed at herself in a practiced way that made it seem as if she had said those very lines a hundred times before. A breeze blew off the lake and swirled through those assembled on the shore. A chill ran along Beck’s spine. Lucy waited for the gust to pass before she continued with her eulogy.

	“Rebecca told Chris he needed to be patient, that there was no rush. She said he had all the time in the world. Chris listened to her. He was patient and didn’t rush into telling me how he felt about me. It was two, maybe even three months after we’d arrived in Torreon before he said anything to me at all about having an interest in being more than friends. By that time, I had gotten to know him. I did like him. He was handsome. But he was not so pretty that he knew he was attractive. Still, he carried a quiet, unassuming confidence that I really liked. I think we all know that since the world changed, people are one thing or the other. Who they are is pretty cut and dry, and it’s easy to spot.”

	Another gust of wind cut through the assembly. It lifted plumes of sand and carried them up the beach. Grains got into Beck’s eyes, and he blinked them away.

	“This is an overgeneralization,” Lucy said, “but I really think people are either weak or strong. They are either hopeful about their future or afraid of it. They are the hunter or the prey. There’s really no in between anymore…no shades of gray.”

	Heads nodded in agreement. Those assembled affirmed Lucy’s observation. She was not wrong. The world was devoid of dichotomy. It was starkly one thing or another.

	“What I learned from Chris,” Lucy said, “was that you could be both. You could be strong and weak. You could be sure of yourself yet still have doubt. I’m not sure if that makes sense. I don’t know if any of you understand exactly what I’m saying, because it feels to me like I’m just blabbering. I didn’t plan any of this. Even as Missus Pope said her wonderful prayer, I didn’t know what I would say to you to give you a better sense of who Chris was to me. Of how much I will miss him and how much worse we all are for him being gone.”

	More agreement from the audience. Some raised their hands to the sky in prayer; others closed their eyes and held their palms up. One woman said, “Amen,” aloud. Beck thought there might have been others, but it was hard to know with another sweep of wind off the lake.

	“I will say this,” Lucy said, raising a finger above her head, “he saved me more than once. First, he helped me believe that even in this dark world, I could wake up each morning and look forward to that day and what it might hold. I had lost that hope, and a person is nothing without hope. He also saved me on our journey here. I should be the one lying in that boat. I should be the dead one. Chris should be here talking about me and not the other way around. That’s just not fair. It’s not how we…”

	Lucy buried her face in her hands and sobbed. Milly immediately moved to her side and comforted her, leading her away from the canoe and the water’s edge. Others assembled along the shore also wept audibly. Beck tried to ignore the soft roll of whimpers that made him uncomfortable, but he reminded himself he should be uncomfortable. There was nothing about death and mourning that should put him at ease. Moments like this should be markers. They should stand out as waypoints. His discomfort must have been obvious to Regina. Of course it was. She read him better than anyone, even Millie.

	She let go of his hand, slid her arm around his, and pulled him closer to her. She whispered, “It’s okay, John. Breathe.”

	He inhaled the chilled air through his nostrils, filling his lungs and holding it. It helped.

	Beck had long ago confided in Regina that as much as death was a part of his life, he had an extreme aversion to coping with it. It was so much easier to move on and push it down, compartmentalize the emotion of it. If he did not, he had told her, he would crumble under the immense weight of loss.

	Here, it seemed appropriate to let the hurt seep in, if just for a few moments. He could always push it down later. Beck let go of the breath, and the tension left his muscles. Regina smiled at him.

	At the water’s edge, Pope took a match, struck it, cupped it in her hands to keep it safe from the wind, and lit the kindling underneath the catafalque in the small canoe. The wood shavings and dried tree bark began to smolder, and Pope backed away. Two men moved to the canoe and, with dramatic flair, pushed it from the shore. It rocked back and forth as it floated away from the beach and settled. A wake rippled behind the vessel as it moved with surprising speed, and within moments the crude wooden canoe was in flames. In minutes, so was Chris’s body. Those assembled watched in silence as the water overtook the flames, and the canoe sank beneath the surface. Lucy had her back to the water, not watching while her beloved vanished from sight.

	“It’s so sad,” Regina said. “He was young. Lucy is right. It’s not fair, is it?”

	Beck shook his head. He wondered why he was still alive. How could he, after everything he had experienced, be still living and breathing while someone like Chris was dead? It did not seem right.

	“No, it’s not,” Beck said. “It’s not fair at all.”

	Regina rubbed his back and dropped her arm to slide her hand into his. They began their trek from the shore toward the dining hall, where the commune’s residents would eat, drink, and celebrate Chris’s life. Since they were at the back of the congregation during the service, Beck and Regina were among the first to leave the thin strip of sand that served as the beach along the southeastern shore of the lake.

	Lake Superior was the largest of the Great Lakes. Ten percent of the world’s fresh water filled the lake, and there was enough of it to fill every other Great Lake once and Lake Erie four times. At thirty-one thousand square miles in size, it looked like an ocean from the commune’s edge, and in the summer, the sunset hit thirty-five minutes earlier at the commune than it did on the western side of the lake.

	Regina clutched his hand. “When do you leave?”

	Beck looked at her. His brow furrowed, and he pulled away from her. “What do you mean?”

	Regina frowned. “Don’t play stupid, John. I know why Chris and Lucy came here, risking their lives to find you. I know what they want from you. Just tell me when you’re planning to leave.”

	“Millie told you?”

	“Maybe.”

	“I don’t know yet,” said Beck. “I guess sooner than later. The longer we wait, the better chance there is Gabe is lost forever.”

	Regina sighed. “Why didn’t you tell me? You could have told me. I didn’t think we kept secrets from one another.”

	“I didn’t,” Beck said. “We don’t keep secrets. I wasn’t keeping anything from you. It’s that I hadn’t made up my mind yet.”

	“Hadn’t?”

	“Until right now. When you asked me, I felt it in my gut. I have to go, Regina.”

	She considered his explanation and studied his expression. “Well, now that we both know you’re leaving, I’ll need a more specific departure time so that when we leave, I’ll be ready to go.”

	Beck lifted an eyebrow. “We?”

	They began walking again, and Regina laughed. It was a condescending giggle, signaling that he should have known better than to ask for clarification.

	“Of course it’s we, John. Sometimes you’re as thick as the gravy on poutine.”

	Regina only called him John when she was serious. This was the second time in the same conversation. Beck knew not to interrupt her when she called him by his first name, even if he had questions about her poutine reference. Was she a secret Canadian?

	“You’re not going anywhere without me,” Regina said. “Millie’s coming, too.”

	He laughed. “Oh, is she?”

	“Of course she is. We’re the two women in your life, John Beck. Do you really think we would let you make this journey without going along to help you? You know you wouldn’t be able to survive without us. To be honest, it’s incredible you survived as long as you did without the aide and guidance of a good woman.”

	Regina was not wrong, even if she was being a little hyperbolic in her assessment of his lack of self-reliance. Beck did lean on both of them, for his sanity if nothing else, but he did not want them risking their lives on what he knew was an incredibly dangerous mission.

	This was a new personal crusade. Nothing less. The last thing in the world he wanted was to drag others into his mission. He had done that to Gabe, and ultimately his friend had resented it.

	Gabe had never admitted to that resentment and was always gracious, but Beck had sensed it increasing over the years. That was why Beck had not argued with Gabe when his friend told him he was finished searching for Millie and wanted to stay in New Mexico. Gabe had given so much of his blood and tears in that search, Beck could not ask more from his friend. Those were reasons enough to risk his own life in search of Gabe. He owed him that much.

	Beck could not ask the same of his daughter or his partner. He could not cope with the added weight of their sacrifice. More than that, he could not live with himself if something happened to either one of them on the long journey.

	But he also knew there was no way he could tell Regina no. She was her own woman, as well as his daughter, Millie. They had that in common. Beck loved and loathed their strong wills. He guessed they likely felt the same way about him. Millie had come by her obstinance rightly. She had inherited it. Beck wondered if Regina had always been so stubborn or if he had worn off on her. It did not matter. No matter what he thought or said or did, Regina and Millie would join Lucy and himself. He had no choice. This was a fight he could not win.

	They stopped outside the entrance to the dining hall. Others moved past them and into the building. Beck put his hands on Regina’s shoulders and rubbed them with his thumbs.

	“We leave in twenty hours. I’ll make sure Captain Bill is aware. You tell Milly.”

	Regina laughed again. “Nope. You tell her.”

	“All right,” Beck said. “I’ll do it. But I’ve something else I have to do first.”

	“What’s that?”

	“I need to see a man about a boat.”

	




Chapter 4

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 4 DAYS

	SHORE RIDGES CONSERVATION AREA

	ONTARIO, CANADA

	 

	Beck found Captain Bill sitting with his wife at a table in the corner of the space. Bill’s wife had her back to Beck, but Bill saw him coming. His eyes flashed with concern, and he sat up straight in his chair. His wife, perhaps sensing something, glanced over her shoulder and met Beck with a practiced genial smile.

	Beck nodded a greeting. “Betsy, mind if I join you and Bill?”

	Betsy’s smile flattened, but she gestured to an empty spot on the bench next to her. The couple had empty plates in front of them and half-empty glasses of tea. Beck took a seat and rested on the table with his elbows. He laced his fingers and pressed his index fingers together like a church steeple.

	“I know why you’re here,” Bill said. “Millie already talked to me.”

	Beck’s eyebrows arched with surprise. “Sounds like Millie has been talking to everybody,” he said, “but I guess that saves me some explanation.”

	“I’m inclined to say no,” Bill said. He referenced his wife and met her eyes briefly. “These trips back and forth have been dangerous, and while I’m not risk averse, I have my family to think about.”

	Betsy leaned back and folded her arms across her chest. She pivoted enough toward Beck to give him the impression she was addressing him.

	“When you ask things like this,” she said, “when people ask Bill to take them back, it puts my whole life at risk. Everything I hold dear.”

	She unfolded her arms and placed a flattened palm on her chest, with her fingers fanned wide. “I’m supposed to be selfless, right? I’m supposed to be okay with my husband, the father of our children, risking his life and never coming back to me so that other people can be selfish. It’s not fair, is it?”

	Beck paused, thinking the question was rhetorical, but when Betsy said nothing further, he shook his head. “No, it’s not fair. Believe me, Betsy, I don’t like asking. But if Millie told you what’s really going on, then you know this is not selfish. I’m not doing this for myself. I’m asking for Bill’s help so I can help someone else. I’m making a sacrifice, too.”

	Betsy’s eyes glistened, and she dabbed at them with a knuckle of her index finger. Beck had never paid much attention to Betsy, but she was an attractive woman. Bill was a good-looking man. He imagined their lives as self-employed tour operators before D-Day.

	They must have felt like they were living the American dream. They certainly had the appearance of a stereotypical all-American couple. He guessed they were both in their late forties now, and their kids were probably in their early teens. They’d likely been in elementary school when the attack happened. A young family with their whole lives ahead of them had no idea how drastically their future would deviate from their plans. They were among the countless Americans who struggled to survive post-D-Day. Yet, somehow, against the odds, they had made their way to a safe place. Their family, unlike so many others, was intact. And here Beck sat, threatening to tear that apart. Betsy had every right to be upset and skeptical of Beck’s request.

	Beck would have been skeptical if it were him being asked to sacrifice for others. True, he had spent four years helping the unprepared and vulnerable, but he had always done that with the expectation his efforts might lead him to his daughter. There was nothing angelic about his help. Here he was, though, asking a man to peel himself away from the safety and security of a place he did not want to leave, without any benefit to himself. Demons whispered, and Beck heard them, until Betsy eased his conscience.

	“I understand what you’re doing,” she said. “You’re trying to help a friend in need. That’s honorable. You’re not being selfish, Beck, except that you’re dragging my husband into your good deed. If he doesn’t come back, I’m holding you responsible. I will actively pray for you to suffer. That might sound harsh, but it is what it is.”

	Beck pressed his lips together, suppressing the urge to try to convince them how much he needed Bill’s help. Bill and Betsy had apparently already made up their minds to help.

	“You won’t have to pray for that,” Beck said.

	“And why is that?” Betsy asked.

	“First of all, your husband’s coming back.”

	She inched away from Beck. “You can’t promise that.”

	“Fair enough. I get it. If he doesn’t come back to you and your family, I will suffer without you having to pray for it. I promise you that. But let me make it clear; when I tell you that Bill will come back, I will do everything in my power to make sure his sacrifice is not the last one he makes. Even if it means sacrificing my life for his, he will come back. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

	Betsy considered Beck’s promise before she placed her hands flat on the table and nodded at her husband.

	Bill took her cue. “I’ll do this for you, Beck, because if it weren’t for you and Millie, we wouldn’t be here. We could be struggling down there somewhere in the lower forty-eight, fighting for our lives every single day. Our kids wouldn’t know what it feels like to sleep without constant fear. So I feel like I owe you this one. Just this one.”

	Bill held up a finger to indicate the exact number of times he would pilot the Rising Star south on Beck’s behalf. Beck offered a hand, and the two men shook across the table. He then placed a hand on Betsy’s back and thanked her.

	“Don’t make me regret this, Beck. I don’t want to have to kill you myself.”

	Beck chuckled nervously. “We’ve gone from praying for my suffering to actively murdering me?”

	Betsy did not smile.

	Beck raised his hands in surrender. “Understood.”

	“Do me a favor,” Betsy said.

	“Anything.”

	“You need to stop in Madison and get help from Aspen,” Betsy said. “She’ll make the trip so much easier. I promise you, it’s worth the time. It could save lives. That’s not an understatement.”

	“Aspen? Like a tree?”

	“Aspen is a person. She’s a very smart woman who has started her own violence-free society.”

	“In Madison.”

	“Yes.”

	“Wisconsin?”

	“Yes. She can help.”

	“It’s that important? I don’t think we need to go through Madison. There are other routes.”

	“I’m telling you she has resources,” Betsy said. “Unbelievable resources. It will be worth it. When you get there, ask anybody for Aspen.”

	“Anybody?”

	“Yes, Beck, anybody. Everyone there knows her. They’ll point you in the right direction.”

	“It’s safe there?”

	“As safe as anywhere. There is little violence.”

	“Then why are you here instead of there?”

	“What do you mean?” Betsy asked.

	“Instead of coming here to Canada,” Beck said, “you could have gone to Madison. It would’ve been easier for you.”

	“Perhaps,” Betsy said, “but it’s really not…”

	“Not what?”

	“Madison is not my vibe. It’s fine for some, but not for a family raising kids.”

	“What does that mean, exactly?” Beck asked.

	“You’ll see when you get there, and you’ll understand,” Betsy said. “Seriously, though, for the sake of your crusade, you need to stop there and get help from Aspen. Drop my name. It will open doors, and she’ll bend over backwards to help you.”

	“Okay, then,” Beck said. “If you insist.”

	“Thank you,” Betsy said. “You won’t regret it.”

	Bill picked up his glass and took a swig. He sloshed it in his cheeks, swallowed, and gestured with the glass toward Beck. “You know I’ve run into some pirates. They infest those waters like sharks in the north Atlantic. There’s a good chance we’re going to run into some of them. We have to be ready, and we have to be willing to do some crazy things.”

	Beck nodded his understanding. “I will defer to your experience, Bill, and do whatever you think will get us to where we need to go.”

	Bill jutted his chin at his wife, prompting Betsy. There was something she had to add to the conversation she had not already expressed.

	“You’re planning on coming back?” Betsy asked. “This is a round trip for you and Millie, am I right?”

	“That’s the plan. It will be Millie, Regina, Lucy, and me. We go to New Mexico first to catch up with Rebecca. She’ll guide us into California, where we’ll get in, get Gabe, and get out. From there, it’s either back to New Mexico or straight here. We’ll figure that part out as we go. Still some unknowns.”

	“Then you’re going to need more than just the Rising Star and some train tickets,” Betsy said. “I have some ideas that can make the journey a little faster and a little easier.”

	Beck smiled and did his best to avoid appearing creepy. It was a hard ask for a man who, for the life of him, could not effect a normal-looking smile.

	“Do you?” he asked.

	“Betsy’s very resourceful,” Bill said. “She knows a lot of people in a lot of places. She’s originally from Montreal, and she has friends north and south of the border.”

	“Why aren’t you in Montreal, then? If that’s your hometown? Why stay here?” Beck asked.

	“That’s an easy one,” Betsy said. “The commune is safer than Montreal. Even though the Canadian cities have power and their infrastructure is stable, the metropolitan areas aren’t what they used to be.”

	“How so?” Beck asked.

	“There’s so much concern about the illegal migrants coming north, the cities feel more like prisons,” Bill said. “Not the same type of prison as LA, New York, Chicago, or Houston, mind you, but there are curfews. People living in the cities spend most of the time indoors if they’re not going to or from work and school. That’s not living.”

	“I don’t want to raise my family in that environment,” Betsy said. “I would rather live without power and limited resources but be free. What’s electricity or a gas-powered car without freedom?”

	“Good point,” Beck said. “I had no idea.”

	Betsy sighed. “I digress though, and I have lots to tell you about the different ways your trip can be successful.”

	“I’m all ears,” Beck said. “Talk away.”

	Betsy glanced over one shoulder and then the other. “Let’s do this elsewhere. Somewhere with fewer eyes and ears.”

	Beck shrugged. “Fine by me. Where do you have in mind?”

	“Do you know Edith?” Betsy asked.

	“Sure,” Beck said. “She’s the engineer who designed the solar truck.”

	“Of course you know her,” Betsy said. “What am I thinking? Anyhow, we should tap her shoulder on the way out and head toward her shop. Grab Regina and Millie too.”

	“Sounds good,” Beck said. “Like I said, I’m grateful. Thank you to you both.”

	As they stood, Beck offered to help Betsy. She declined and got to her feet on her own.

	She faced Beck as he rose, and glared at him. “I’m not kidding, Beck. Bring back my man, or you’ll wish you’d never been born.”

	It was not the first time someone had threatened Beck. He imagined it would not be the last. Typically, he would stand up for himself. But he was in no position to do that here. Betsy was making the biggest sacrifice of all, and her plan to help them all come back alive was brilliant.

	




Chapter 5

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 4 DAYS

	SHORE RIDGES CONSERVATION AREA

	ONTARIO, CANADA

	 

	Edith the engineer was alone in the cavernous space everybody called “the shop”. The one-story building was long and narrow, with the feel of a warehouse. One side of the open space housed mechanics’ tools, the colony’s solar truck, and two other vehicles in various states of repair. On the opposite end, Edith sat atop a metal stool at a long workbench crafted from repurposed wood. She was not the only handy one among the collection of intrepid survivors who populated the commune, but she was the most ambitious. Edith was also a huge fan of John Beck, having read and memorized many of the fictionalized accounts of his post-D-Day exploits. Whatever thoughts in which she was lost vaporized when she spotted Beck walking through the door.

	“Mr. Beck,” Edith said, “what are you doing here?”

	Beck lifted an eyebrow. His boots clopped on the shop’s unfinished pine floor.

	Edith blushed. “I didn’t mean it to come out that way. My apologies. I’m happy you’re here. I’m just wondering why you’re not with the others at the celebration of life for Chris.”

	Beck crossed the shop with Milly, Regina, Captain Bill, and his wife, Betsy. Edith’s eyes darted amongst them, a flicker of confusion on her tight features.

	“I could ask the same of you,” Beck said. “You know Chris as well as any of us, if not better.”

	Edith dropped her chin, and her eyes fell to the floor. “I was at the ceremony. It was lovely. Really, it was, and I thought Lucy’s tribute was beautiful. But I’m not one for goodbyes, and I didn’t feel like celebrating anything with food and drink. My stomach’s upset, and the whole thing just seems off to me.”

	Beck leaned against the workbench but kept a respectable distance, not wanting to crowd her. A stack of old leaflets that chronicled Beck’s exaggerated exploits were positioned neatly on one corner of the bench against the wall. The one on top detailed the unfortunate events in Oklahoma City years earlier.

	“No judgment,” he said. “I was just wondering where you were. Even though, truth be told, we expected we might find you here alone. You spend a lot of time here.”

	Edith searched the others again, perhaps looking for an explanation as to why they were in her shop. She shifted uncomfortably on her stool and picked up a flathead screwdriver, turning it over in her hand.

	“I don’t know if you’ve heard,” Beck said. “Millie, Regina, and I are heading to New Mexico. Bill here has offered to help us get a fast start to the trip.”

	Edith ran her thumb across the screwdriver and set it down on the bench. She stood and leaned her hip against the workbench. She was Beck’s mirror image, and he was unsure if she was trying to imitate him.

	“Why would I have heard?” she asked.

	Beck smirked. “Millie’s been telling everybody about it. I figured she might’ve told you too.”

	He glanced back at Millie, who frowned.

	“I don’t understand,” said Edith. “Why would you leave after we worked so hard to get here? That doesn’t make any sense.”

	“We’re coming back,” Beck said. “That’s our plan.”

	“Okay,” Edith said, “but why leave?”

	Her tone surprised Beck. It was as if their decision was a personal affront to her and that somehow, they were abandoning her. Perhaps they were. They were leaving everyone behind.

	“We’re leaving to go find a friend of mine who’s in trouble in California,” Beck said. “We need to stop in New Mexico first to connect with our guide. You remember Rebecca?”

	“I remember her.”

	“She’s going to help us get to exactly where we need to go.”

	“Isn’t Los Angeles the worst place on the planet?” Edith asked. “It’s so far away, and it’s violent.”

	Beck agreed. “It’s a long trip, and it’s dangerous. You’re absolutely right. That said, the faster we get from point A to point B, the safer it will be for all of us. The better chance we have of all getting back here in one piece.”

	Edith appeared to consider Beck’s argument. Recognition washed across her face. She glanced over the group’s collective shoulders and toward the reason they had come to her. Everyone in the room knew it without anyone having to say it, but Edith said it anyway.

	“You want the truck.”

	“If they take the truck with them,” said Betsy, “they will not only have a way to get to their destinations faster, but they can get back easier too. With the truck, the survivability of the trip increases exponentially.”

	Edith shrugged. “I don’t know about exponentially. The math is a little uncertain on that. But I do understand what you’re saying, and I get it.”

	Sensing an opening, Betsy pressed her luck. “If they take extra diesel, they’ll have something valuable to barter with should they need it.”

	Edith stood up straight. Her hands balled into tight fists at her sides. “You want the truck and you want diesel? That’s a huge ask. The truck and our reserve fuel are for the betterment of the whole community.”

	She waited for a reply, for an explanation. When none came, she gestured to Millie. “I’m surprised you would even ask,” she scolded. “What happened to this place being about the collective good?”

	Her resistance and spark of anger surprised Beck. He’d thought, wrongly, that her idolizing him would make the ask easier. He figured she would do just about anything he requested. Though frustrated, he respected that she would put the needs of the whole above the wants of the few.

	Millie interjected, “I’m putting you and Justin in charge.”

	Edith blinked, and her head tilted to one side as if she were a puppy trying to understand a command. “You’re doing what?”

	“You and Justin,” Millie said. “While I’m gone, the two of you will be the leaders. You’ll make decisions about what’s best for the community. If I don’t come back, you keep the job.”

	Edith’s features softened. Anger gave way to suspicion. She relaxed her fists but folded her arms across her chest. Beck wanted to say something but refrained.

	“You and Justin have been with me a long time,” Millie elaborated. “Everybody here respects both of you. They trust both of you. I’ve seen how they defer to you on technical issues or on simple, everyday problems. You do a great job when tasked with trade.”

	Edith shook her head, a wary expression clouding her features. “If this is some sort of bribe—”

	“You know me better than that, Edith. This is not a bribe. In fact, it’s the opposite. I’m letting you know that I trust your judgment. This commune is not just about me. I’m not the one who holds it together, despite what some might think. It’s all of us. You, Justin, me, my dad, everyone.” She held her hands in front of her and laced her fingers. “We are all the glue. I might be louder than some, and I might have been appointed at the very beginning to lead the charge north from Kentucky, but this was never my thing. It was always our thing. Any of us could lead. So what I’m saying is that if you think the best thing is for the truck and the diesel to stay here, I respect that decision. I trust it.”

	Millie was masterful. Beck had recognized in the early days after their reunion how good a leader his daughter had become. Leading by example, Millie never asked her people to do anything she would not volunteer to do herself. She could communicate any principle or idea with remarkable clarity, and she was always purposeful with her decision-making. Followers understood their roles and their goals. Millie stayed focused on those things she and her people could control, and she empowered them to make their own choices to achieve their aims. They trusted her, and she trusted them. Each of those components made for an excellent leader, and Beck saw them in his daughter day in and day out. What he’d failed to see, however, until right now, was how manipulative she could be.

	Manipulation was another element of leadership. It had to be. Otherwise, how could cults of personality form? How could leaders have followers? Why would soldiers march into battle?

	It was not a bad thing on its face. Despite its negative connotation, manipulation was what spun the Earth on its axis. Everyone manipulated. From infancy, manipulation was a key component to survival. A baby cries because he wants food, thus manipulating his parents. It never ended. Relationships, even those with an equal balance of power, thrived on manipulation.

	And whether she wanted to admit it or not, Millie was manipulating Edith. Even if it wasn’t a bribe, there was an implicit quid pro quo. There was flattery, an exchange of trust. What Milly really said to Edith was that if she could trust Edith to run the colony, surely Edith could trust her to take the truck and the diesel fuel.

	That was the truth of it.

	Millie also empowered Edith to make the decision about the truck and the diesel on her own. The choice was hers, and that was something Edith might not have thought she had the ability to do before Millie bequeathed the kingdom to her temporary successor. It was brilliant, if not transparent.

	Edith poked at the inside of her cheek with her tongue and flexed her jaw as she considered her options. “What happens if the truck doesn’t come back?” she asked. “What happens if it gets stolen or it breaks down? I’m the one who knows how to fix it, and I’m not going with you.”

	Millie shrugged. “That’s a chance we take. But I’ll ask you this. When was the last time we used that truck? It’s been about two years, right? Not since we landed here and settled.”

	Edith searched her memory. Her gaze shifted, but she was not looking at anyone in particular. After a moment, she puffed her cheeks, let out the air, and sighed. “I can’t remember, but you’re probably right.”

	“And when was the last time we used any of our diesel fuel, given that we don’t have generators here?” asked Millie.

	“I guess it was the last time Bill made a trip?” Edith replied, half questioning her answer.

	“So it’s fair to say it’s been a while,” Millie clarified.

	“I guess it has.” Edith paused, poking the inside of her other cheek. “I’ll have to ask Justin, though. If he’s going to be in charge of things alongside me. Is that okay?”

	“You don’t have to ask my permission,” Millie said. “You’re in charge. You do what you think is best and handle it how you think you should. I trust you. We all trust you.”

	Beck thought his daughter might be laying it on a little too thick, but Edith asked the group to wait for her. She left the shop and returned five minutes later with Justin. She clearly had briefed him on the issue at hand, because neither of them spoke a word as they crossed the floor. When they reached the bench, Justin nodded at Edith, and she forced a smile.

	“It’s fine,” Edith said.

	“Are you sure?” Millie asked.

	“Yes,” Edith said. “We’re sure.”

	“None of us would be here or have what we have if it weren’t for you,” Justin said. “If you think it’s a good idea to take the truck and the diesel, I’m on board. We’re both on board. We ask one thing. That’s it.”

	“What’s that?” Millie asked.

	“Find your friend and come back,” Edith said. “Whether you want to admit it or not, you are the glue.”

	




Chapter 6
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	SHORE RIDGES CONSERVATION AREA

	ONTARIO, CANADA

	 

	Beck never imagined himself loving any place other than Alabama. It had been his home for most of his life, and to him, the Yellowhammer State was among the most beautiful places on Earth. He had long thought there was nothing like standing on the edge of the gulf, toes in the sand, gazing south over the sparkling water. It was God’s country. At least, it was until he moved north to Canada and the southeastern edge of Lake Superior.

	The commune was more than a refuge, it was a piece of heaven on an otherwise godforsaken Earth. There was something about a place that spent much of each year under blankets of snow and ice that made one appreciate the thaw all the more. In a strange way, it reminded him of how the desert called attention to the absence of green, making the color all the more vibrant against an unending beige landscape.

	That their home on the lake faced west across the fresh water made their location all the more special. He could stand with his back to the rising sun and watch its light glisten off the water like constellations of stars. Or he could sit on the thin strip of beach at dusk and watch that same sun sink below the horizon on the other side of Chêne Island not far from the lake’s edge.

	The air was fresher here, cleaner somehow, and it energized him with every breath. Though he disliked cold weather, and it played havoc with the arthritis in his knees, wrists, and hands, he believed he would never leave this place. It was his Valhalla.

	Meanwhile, in his homeland of the former United States, chaos reigned. The years after D-Day had proven unproductive as far as civilized society was concerned. More often than not, people chose the darker path forward. Beck wondered if it was a product of the vitriol on social media and in the political arena. That venom had snaked into the pores of American idealism and benevolence, poisoning the soul of a nation.

	Yet north of the border, in his part of Canada, violence was rare. That stereotypical Canadian kindness had survived the plague that laid bare the malcontent in his homeland. In his adopted home, disease was more of a problem than anything else. Injury from falling in the dark was exponentially a greater risk than an evildoer with a gun or knife. And the people Millie had gathered to live in a commune were of a singular purpose.

	Not everybody got along, and there were disagreements over the maintenance and care of the commune. Sometimes there were personality conflicts among residents that no amount of medication could fix. People were people, after all. But the place was as close to a utopia as Beck imagined could exist in a post-apocalyptic world or any other. He deduced it was because everyone fortunate enough to live and work in the commune understood their good luck, appreciated it, and lived with grace. It did not hurt they had a strong leader in Millie, who would not tolerate nasty dissent. She had a nose for those sorts of things before they could fester, and she would cut them at the root.

	Millie was not a dictator or an authoritarian. She did not crave power and sometimes confided to Beck how much she wished she could live as a “regular” without the responsibility of someone from whom the collective sought counsel. It was not her choice. She was a born leader. Her personality drew people to her. They craved her attention and her respect. Naturally, they deferred to her judgment and decision. She was cautious with that power and made certain others had voices in the administration of their home. She led by consensus even if the commune was not purely democratic. Millie was fair. She treated others with respect. As much as the light on the water, the bountiful fish, the clean air, and the relative security of the commune, it was Millie who made the place what it was. She was a reason not to leave, which made her decision to join him on the new crusade even more worrisome. It wasn’t just her future about which Beck fretted, it was also that of the commune itself. What would happen in her absence? What would it be like when they returned?

	If we return.

	Beck stood alone on the beach, his back to the water, and surveyed his surroundings. It was quiet this early in the morning. Not even the fishermen were out yet. His eyes had adjusted to the dark, and he let the cold morning run through him as he took stock of what he voluntarily chose to leave behind. Memories played through his mind, flashing moments here and there along the sand, in the assemblage of single-story buildings that cloistered beyond the shoreline. Most of them were dark against the sky, but a few had candlelight flickering within, the glow warm in their windows.

	He envied the people in those buildings. They were here to stay. They had no obligations beyond the confines of the commune. Their lives were now what they would always be if they chose. He had no right to envy them. Beck’s path was of his own making. Every choice, every turn had led him to where he stood now. No matter who he tried to be, Beck resigned himself to what the demons had long told him. He was destined, or doomed, to be a crusader until the day he died. It was his lot.

	For so many years, Beck had been single-minded in his purpose. His only motivation in life had been to find his daughter. It had been a crusade that at times felt more like a quixotic endeavor than a true purpose. Then he had found her, or more accurately, she had found him.

	During those years of searching, Beck had believed he was the rescuer. He was the one on the hunt in search of a victim, a knight riding a steed toward the maiden in distress. However, as it turned out, Millie had rescued him. She’d saved him from the darkness, made him a father again, and gave him back part of the family he had lost.

	Living here, amongst the flora and fauna, the biting fish, and the good people of the commune, Beck was a saved man. Everyone and everything here had saved him. They were the knights. He was the maiden.

	Beck worried that in some karmic way he would be thumbing his nose at those gifts by leaving in search of another violent crusade, even if the leaving was more compulsion than choice. He also felt the guilt of his hesitation in wanting to go.

	Gabe had done so much for him that he owed his friend the sacrifice. Beck could not forget that, and the idea that he would hesitate to help his loyal friend played in his mind. The dichotomy of his emotions twisted his gut and threatened to release the demons again.

	John Beck was a man who could not reconcile his goodness. No matter what he did, no matter the inherent positivity of his intentions, all he could find was the negative. He refused to see himself as a light in the darkness. He laughed at this thought, considering how a shrink might have helped him after all. Maybe he could compartmentalize the good and the bad. He could stop beating himself up for the choices he made or did not make. Too late for that. Too late to fix a man irreparably broken.

	Regina would tell him to stop wallowing in his own self-pity. She would say he needed to grow up and start each day anew, with a perspective as fresh and clean as the Canadian air along the shore of Lake Superior. Perhaps she was his shrink after all.

	Beck dipped his hands in his pockets, hearing Regina’s admonition in his head. It dissolved as he recognized the conflict in his mind. It was not about the choice to go or the lack of it. It was something deeper, something altogether unfamiliar. Despite his faults and his lingering neuroses, John Beck was, in many ways, not the same man he had been when the Chengdu jets had dropped the EMP years earlier, what he had come to call Detonation Day. D-Day. He was not the same man in search for his daughter all those years ago. He was someone different now.

	Beck was more grateful. He laughed more, even if his smile appeared unnatural, and he was less dogmatic about the way he lived. Beck listened to others and sometimes applied their suggestions or ideas. He was softer around the middle and certainly more anxious about conflict. That was what worried him most as he began the day on which he would leave this place.

	Fear was a killer.

	“One million dollars for your thoughts,” Regina said.

	Beck whirled around to find her behind him, with her hands stuffed in the pockets of her oversized cargo pants. Regina loved pants with pockets. She favored utility over fashion. It was an excellent trait for an apocalypse, but he surmised she had been equally as practical before D-Day.

	Strands of her long hair draped over her face from gusts of wind off the lake. She blinked and swept it away with her fingers, immediately putting her hand back into her pocket, shielding it from the cold. Beck had somehow become accustomed to the chill of southern Canada. His blood had thickened, as they said, and the only way the cold bothered him was with the arthritis.

	“Million dollars?” he questioned with a sly grin. “Whatever happened to offering a penny? You overbid, my queen.”

	Regina stood next to him as Beck pivoted back to face the water. A trio of osprey rode the wind parallel to the shoreline. One of them swung wide and then dove toward the surface. Its talons hit the water first, and it splashed into the lake, its brown and white wings extended and flapping to control the bird’s speed.

	“Your thoughts are worth more than the going rate,” Regina said. “Actually, I would say that whatever’s going on in that overactive brain of yours is priceless.”

	“So you’d pay anything, then? A million was the opening bid?”

	She giggled, nudged his shoulder with hers, and the osprey shot back into the sky, a wriggling fish in its grip.

	“Can I be honest with you?” Beck asked. He rubbed his hand along the small of her back in a symbolic effort to warm her up against the now constant current of wind rolling off the lake.

	“Of course you can,” she said. “I wouldn’t want you to lie to me.”

	“Okay then.” Beck hesitated and sucked in a lungful of the chilled air. He held it in his lungs until Regina prompted him with another nudge.

	“What is it?” she asked. Concern creased her forehead.

	He exhaled, and a cloud of vapor puffed in front of his face. “The truth is, and it’s hard for me to say it, I’m afraid to leave.”

	“Why?”

	“I worry I won’t come back.”

	Regina pulled back from Beck so she could better look him in the eyes. She narrowed her gaze, and her good humor vanished. He expected her to call him John again. That was how serious she appeared.

	Along the shore, the osprey dropped the fish, which flopped and splashed into the lake.

	“Really?” Regina asked. “Why are you afraid you won’t come back?”

	“I’m getting older,” Beck said. “I’ve been in this idyllic place for two years, and I’m getting soft. Violence is an art. It requires repetition, and I’m out of practice. There will be violence on this trip. You know this. Millie knows this. It will find us before we find Gabe. There’s no doubt about that. The violence concerns me.”

	Regina took her hands from her pockets and tucked them under her arms, which she crossed over her chest. Her brow wrinkled, and she shook her head. “Concern is a different thing from fear, John. You know this. You’ve told me before about your concerns and your worries. I don’t think you’ve ever told me about your fear.”

	Beck shrugged. “I’m telling you now, Regina. I do know that concern is a different thing from fear. But let’s be honest about this. Fear leads to concern, which easily slides into worry. My head is really messed up over this. For the first time, this place, with you and Millie, made me feel like I had a home. I don’t want to leave that. But at the same time, I don’t have a choice.”

	Regina narrowed her gaze. She had seen this look before. She was trying to parse his words and get to the meat of the issue. She should have been a shrink.

	“Is it the violence that gives you pause?” she asked. “Or is it that you’re compelled to do something you don’t want to do? Those are two very different things.”

	“It’s both,” he said. “And it’s the guilt.”

	He expected her to roll her eyes at this admission. The number of times they discussed his demons, the inescapable guilt he shouldered for the countless mistakes in his life, had to wear on Regina. She did not roll her eyes. A sad expression clouded her features. “We can work through the guilt. It’s not a problem. But we’ve got to figure out a way for you to work through the fear. Otherwise, this will go south.”

	“Well,” he said, “we are headed south. That’s the direction of New Mexico.”

	His attempt at humor fell flat, and she ignored it. She put a hand on his chest and tried to draw his focus directly onto what she had to say. “I’m going to say a couple of things here, John. I want you to hear all of it. Okay?”

	“Okay.”

	“You’re listening? You’re focused?”

	“Yes. Totally.”

	“First,” Regina said, “I want to tell you how proud I am of you.”

	“Why?”

	“Because you’re opening up to me. That’s huge. You’re admitting that you’re afraid.”

	“That’s nothing to cheer about,” Beck said. “Men don’t—”

	“Yes, they do. Real men admit when they’re scared. They talk about their feelings. Your talking about this means we can get through it. Remember, tough times don’t forge character, they reveal it.”

	“Okay,” Beck said. “Hooray for me.”

	Regina did roll her eyes that time. “Look, that’s the good news, but there’s bad news, too.”

	“I was waiting for that.”

	“If your head’s not in the right place, John Beck,” Regina said, “you put all of us in danger. Let’s be honest about this. I’m a badass and so is your daughter. I’ve seen Lucy fight. She’s a feral animal. The three of us can handle ourselves. We’ve proven it time and again.”

	“True.”

	“But the truth of the matter is, you are our leader in battle,” Regina said. “It’s hard to admit, but that’s the way it is. You are a man. Men are bigger and stronger, and even if we’re smarter or more cunning—”

	“Hold on—”

	“I’m serious. You have abilities and advantages we don’t. You have bigger and stronger muscles. I’m sorry if that’s too much pressure, but that’s just how it is, and if you’re the one who’s going to lead us to New Mexico and then to California, you’ve got to get over yourself.”

	Her shift in tone from sympathetic to admiring to dogmatic caught Beck off guard. He said nothing this time and let her finish without another interruption.

	“This is going to sound sexist,” Regina said, “but we’re long past the age of political correctness. Put on your big-boy pants and act like the man I know you to be. Let’s go get your friend and kill everyone who gets in our way. The faster we do that, the faster we come back here. The faster we put our past behind us, the faster we focus on our future.”

	She eased closer and put her cold hands on both sides of his face. Her thumbs rubbed against the rough stubble, and she locked eyes with him, demanding attention. “I’m not kidding. Get your head on straight. You are John frickin’ Beck. You’re a legend. You’re my man. I love you, and I trust you. We all trust you. And I’ll tell you one last thing.”

	An unexpected lump ached in Beck’s throat. “What’s that?”

	“I would let the demons hiss. Let them talk and taunt. Give them a perch on your shoulder and use them as motivation. Use the demons. You know as well as I do that John Beck out of practice and old is still better than ninety-nine percent of the heat awaiting us out there. You know that’s true.”

	It was true. He believed it deep down. Beck wrapped his arms around Regina, and they embraced. This was the pep talk he’d needed. He could do this. They would do it.

	“No fear,” Regina said.

	Beck nodded. “No fear.”

	The trio of birds passed in front of them and swept north, low and fast offshore. One of them slowed and broke away from the others. It dropped with its talons extended and splashed beneath the surface. Wings flapping, it emerged with a fish and again joined its companions. This time, the osprey did not drop its catch. The birds flew north before the three arced away from the water and disappeared overhead.
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	Bill stood on the back of his catamaran, the Rising Star, with his hands on his hips and a dour expression on his face. He had already bid farewell to his wife and children. Beck approached him and shrugged his pack higher on his shoulders.

	“Bill,” Beck said, “we appreciate this.”

	“I know you do.” Bill offered his hand to help Beck aboard. Regina, Millie, and Lucy were already aboard.

	“You okay?” Beck asked.

	“Betsy still doesn’t like this,” Bill said. “She thinks it’s dangerous and we shouldn’t be doing it.”

	“I thought going at night was her idea,” said Beck. “I thought she was on board with the whole plan. Heck, half of the plan is her idea.”

	Beck gestured to the solar truck and its bed loaded with fifteen-gallon diesel cans. There was enough weight from the fuel that the back of the bed sank low on the rear axle.

	“I think she’s having second thoughts.”

	Beck patted Bill’s shoulder. “Becky’s not wrong. It is dangerous, and we probably shouldn’t be doing this. But we appreciate your help. It means a lot. You’re a good man, Bill.”

	“Good man or not,” Bill said, “I’m still not sure why the three of you are leaving. That’s a really long way to go to look for a needle in a haystack. Then, if you find your friend and you’re able to escape Los Angeles, you still have to get to New Mexico and then back here. We just had a funeral for a dude who tried to accomplish less than a quarter of what you’re about to do.”

	“I can’t disagree with you,” Beck said, “though as I said before, that needle is pretty important to me. He saved me plenty of times. The least I can do is try to save him once.”

	“But you’re taking Millie with you,” Bill said. “That affects all of us. She’s what keeps the place running.”

	“You’re not wrong, Bill. But when Millie decides she’s going to do something, do you think I’m going to change her mind? Won’t ever happen. You’re in good hands with Justin and Edith. You all will be fine until we get back.”

	“What if you don’t come back?”

	“You know what I love about you, Bill?”

	“What’s that, Beck?”

	“Your unbridled optimism.”

	Bill put his hands back on his hips and looked up at the deep orange sky. Sunset was not far off. “Another thirty minutes,” he said, “and we’ll be in good shape to ship out.”

	“Shipshape?” Beck asked, trying to lighten the mood.

	“Ship what?” Bill asked.

	“Nothing. It was a joke. You need help with the lines?”

	“I got it, thanks. Go hang with the others. There’s plenty for you to do later if we run into trouble. Save your energy.”

	“Will do.”

	Beck crossed the main deck, passed the truck, and wound his way upstairs. His boots clanged on the sharp metal treads. He first checked in the passenger cabin but saw no one, so he climbed the next set of steps to the pilothouse. Inside the space filled with navigational and mechanical equipment, Regina, Millie, and Lucy were huddled together. The conversation stopped when Beck stepped into the room. He had interrupted a conversation he was not meant to hear. That was obvious by the overtly warm welcomes Regina and Millie offered with a smile and polite greeting. It was suspicious, and Beck eyed them warily, not reciprocating their hellos. Lucy was expressionless, as if she had been an observer of the conversation but not a real participant. Her complexion remained pallid, and dark circles ringed her eyes like faded mascara.

	Beck eyed his daughter. “Are you talking about me?”

	Millie chuckled. “Paranoid much?”

	“It’s not paranoia if they’re actually out to get you.”

	“I don’t think that’s exactly the saying, Dad, but don’t worry about it. We weren’t talking about you.”

	She winked at him and gestured to his pack. “Looks like you’re ready to go.”

	Beck considered pushing the issue but decided against it. If they didn’t want to tell him what they were discussing, he couldn’t force it from them. He imagined it had to do with his trepidation about the trip and that Regina had shared with the other two his genuine concerns and perhaps his fear.

	He surprised himself by being unbothered at the possibility. The other women deserved to know. Like him, they were placing their lives on the line every bit as much. Given what each of them might have to do should they encounter any resistance on the water between the commune and their destination at Point Iroquois Lighthouse in Bay Mills Township, Michigan, all the cards should be on the table.

	“Bill says it’ll be about a half hour and we can push off,” Beck offered. “He’s just waiting for the sun to drop a little farther.”

	Normally, they would embark on a mission at first light. It would give them a full day of travel. But in this case, since they were traveling across the water, leaving under the cover of darkness was the far more prudent move. Pirates skulked along the banks of the lake in US territory. No such problem existed in Canada, as if there were some invisible barriers preventing looters and robbers from venturing north. The enemy, Bill said, was less active at night, so the short trip across the water at sundown would give him more than enough time to make the round trip without concern of being spotted as easily. It was relative, though. The trip was dangerous, and Betsy had every reason to be worried about her husband.

	Twice before, Bill had ferried people south and west when they had grown tired of the commune. The place was not a prison, and Millie made it clear to anyone who was no longer happy that residents were always free to leave. Of course, that was difficult to do without the benefit of a boat. The trek south on land was far more treacherous and exposed travelers to terrorists and marauders lying in wait. Traveling by water was by far the safer and more expedient choice. And so Bill, being the good man that he was, agreed to ferry the occasional emigrant from the commune and back to the lower forty-eight.

	On both of those occasions he had run into trouble. On the second of his journeys, he was injured, suffering a painful and bloody laceration from shrapnel as he worked on the deck to repel the onslaught of would-be pirates. None of his passengers were hurt in either trip, but both instances were close enough calls to warrant Betsy’s apprehension and her insistence that Bill’s help extended one way. The return trip was on Beck, Millie, Regina, and Lucy.

	“Do you think this will work?” Millie asked.

	“The plan?” Beck answered her question with a question.

	“Yes,” said Millie. “Trying to out-pirate the pirates. It’s really risky. Especially given your—”

	Regina coughed. “Excuse me. Frog in my throat.”

	Beck shot Regina a disappointed glance and returned his attention to his daughter.

	“Given my apprehension?” he asked. “Don’t worry about it. I’m good. We’re good. Chances are we won’t run into trouble, and if—”

	“Chances are we will run into trouble,” Lucy said. “There’s always trouble. Doesn’t matter where you are, there’s trouble.”

	“Fair enough,” Beck said. “We’re in good shape, though. Bill knows what he’s doing, and we have a good plan. If something happens, I’ll be ready. If it works out, we’ll be in great shape. We’ll have a way back after this whole thing is over. I feel good.”

	“That’s one of us,” Lucy said.

	Her gaze was distant. Beck could not blame her for negativity or her malaise. Mourning took time. It had been more than six years since D-Day, and he still had trouble reconciling the deaths of his friend Radio and his ex-wife, Debbie. Time might heal wounds, but it was in super slow motion.

	“We’re going to do this,” Beck said. “Lucy, look at me.”

	Lucy blinked and faced Beck.

	“Chris didn’t die for nothing, okay? We’ll make sure his sacrifice mattered.”

	Lucy nodded. Her sad, vacant expression had not changed since the funeral the day before.

	“Lucy, are you up for this?” Millie asked. “You could stay here. You don’t have to go.”

	“New Mexico is my home now,” Lucy said. “That’s where I want to be. I like it there. I love the people. No offense, but I don’t want to stay here. I want to go home. I want to be with my friends and live my life.”

	Millie put a hand on her shoulder. “No offense taken, Lucy. I totally get it. I just wanted to make the offer. You’ve been through a lot.”

	A faint smile flickered at the corners of Lucy’s mouth. “We’ve all been through a lot. I’m not special.”

	The pilothouse door opened, and Bill walked inside. He clapped his hands and rubbed them together as if about to perform a magic trick. “Okay then,” he said, “it’s time to move, people. We’re unmoored, and I’m ready to go. Everybody got what they need? There’s no turning back once we start.”

	Bill looked around the room, brow arched. “Going once, going twice—”

	“We’re good to go,” Beck said. “We’re ready.”

	“You’ve been through the plans? You’re good with what we’ve got to do?”

	Beck spoke for the group. “Yes, we are.”

	Bill nodded and moved to the controls. “All right then, party people. Let’s do this.”

	




Chapter 8

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 6 DAYS

	SHORE RIDGES CONSERVATION AREA

	ONTARIO, CANADA

	 

	The Rising Star’s twin engines churned the water into a froth as it pulled away from the dock at the lake’s shoreline. Beck left the others in the pilothouse and ascended the steps to the middle deck, finding a place at the railing along the stern. As they motored west, the cluster of lighted buildings became smaller. In the dying gray light of day, Beck watched the place he now considered home disappear.

	He thought about what Lucy had said minutes earlier, about how New Mexico was her home. It was the place where the people she loved and trusted lived, worked, and played. People were what made a place a home.

	He glanced up at the pilothouse and recognized that rather than leaving home, he was taking his home with him. Beck turned away from the stern and walked along the guide rails toward the other end of the ferry.

	When he reached the bow, Beck leaned forward on the rail and spied the thin, dark sliver of Chêne Island. Bill guided the ferry north so that he could steer the vessel between Chêne and a smaller L-shaped landmass to its north and west. Though a longer route to the lower forty-eight, Bill said it was safer, that pirates were less likely to travel that route.

	The lower forty-eight, as Beck and the others had come to call their former homeland, was no longer the nation of states they remembered. He had to remind himself that it was worse than it had been when he had left and that circumstances were more desperate. The United States was no world power anymore. It was a collection of nation-states absent benevolent governance.

	The division that had festered pre-D-Day, that had exposed itself in a cancer-riddled body politic, worsened after the attacks. Instead of grounding themselves in the foundations of providence that had merged the original colonies into a likeminded country, Americans on all sides chose the lowest common denominator. They demonized neighbor and stranger, friend and foe. It was a land where people fended for themselves in lawless landscapes or toiled under the oppression of dark men and women who seized power from the post-D-Day vacuum.

	Somehow, Beck and his friends had avoided the infection. Their lights remain bright, refusing to give in to the darkness. Then again, Beck was a man best known for his violence. He was a bounty hunter, plain and simple. And to those outside of his circle, he was the darkness, wasn’t he? He was the evil against which he spent his life fighting.

	That mattered little now. Beck was who he was. Whatever darkness he faced, even that within his own being, would be the last of it. He would finish this adventure, do what he’d come to do. He would overcome. He was John Beck, a living legend.

	“You ready?”

	Beck turned from the rail to see Regina standing behind him. “Sheesh,” he said. “You’ve got to stop doing that.”

	“Doing what?”

	“Sneaking up on me. You’re going to give me a heart attack, woman, and then where will we be? We’ll be screwed.”

	She sidled next to him. “Oh, will we?”

	“You will,” Beck said. “You said it yourself. I have bigger muscles.”

	Regina laughed the throaty giggle that Beck loved. It brought a smile to his face. He bumped her with his shoulder.

	“You ready for this?”

	Regina lifted the weapon in her hand. “As ready as I’m going to be. Seems like it’s not enough firepower.”

	Beck nodded at the flare gun. “It’ll do the trick.”

	“You’re comfortable bringing a knife to a gunfight?” she asked.

	Beck reached down and pulled a knife from a sheath at his hip. He turned the blade over in his hand, and moonlight glinted off the Damascus steel. “Real pirates use blades.”

	He held the knife by its hilt and bit down on the back side of the blade, affecting the posture of a swashbuckler with his hands on his hips. Regina laughed again, and he sheathed the knife.

	“Your mood has changed,” she said. “It’s like you’re a different person.”

	“I had a choice,” Beck said. “I can worry about what might happen, or I can welcome it. You were right. I’m John Beck. What do I have to fear?”

	Regina stared out at the water. Her smile was gone.

	“Did you hear me?” Beck asked.

	“I heard you.”

	“Then why did you ignore me? I was having a moment.”

	“I didn’t ignore you. Look.”

	Regina extended her arm and pointed toward the L-shaped island to their north. Beck followed her direction.

	“What is it? The island?”

	“Not the island, Beck. Look at the water. They’re coming.”

	Beck shielded his eyes from the moon above and narrowed his gaze. He scanned the horizon. At first, he didn’t see anything. Then, as he swept the water, he spotted them. Boats. Fast boats. And they were on course to intercept the Rising Star.

	“You see them now?”

	“I see them.”

	“Time to go to work,” she said.

	Beck sucked in the cold, humid air. This was his first test. He could not fail.

	




Chapter 9

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 6 DAYS

	LAKE SUPERIOR

	 

	The pirates piloted three small boats. The pitch and whine of the powerful outboard motors hummed above the wind and the splash of the lake against the Rising Star’s twin hulls.

	They were fast, moving at a much quicker pace than the larger, lumbering catamaran. There was no avoiding them, no outrunning them. As Bill had warned them, they would have to be the aggressors. They would have to take the fight to the pirates before the pirates could take it to them.

	In the moonlight, Beck spotted three figures in the boat closest to them. The vessel looked no bigger than twenty-six feet and rode a high plane as it approached from the west. They looked to Beck like SeaCraft or Boston Whalers. Their bows rode high above the glassy water, cutting through it. Beck held up three fingers.

	“I see them,” Regina said. “We can’t outrun them. We have to attack and stick to the plan.”

	“Agreed.”

	“Are you sure?” she asked. “I worry about you.”

	“I’ll be fine. No fear.”

	She smiled. “No fear.”

	They spoke to one another without saying another word. Beck’s glance told Regina he loved her, warned her to be careful, and wished her luck. He inferred her expression said the same things to him before she unholstered the flare gun and disappeared into the darkness to take her position.

	Beck stayed at the bow. This was his spot. It was from this point where he would do the most damage. He wrapped his hands around the railing as he stayed low, and from above, a bright light bathed the closest of the boats. Beck’s job was the most dangerous of the tasks, but he refused to let anyone else take on the challenge. It was a necessary gambit, he reasoned, against faster boats with more attackers than they had defenders.

	Shouts carried on the wind, either indecipherable instructions or warnings as the closest boat sped past the catamaran’s starboard side before spinning in a tight loop to run parallel.

	The second boat was on the port side, where Regina was headed, but Beck lost track of the third pirate vessel. That worried him, but he pushed aside that concern to focus on his job.

	The pilothouse spotlight tracked the powerboat on the starboard side. The smaller craft was close enough Beck could see the distinct forms of the three men aboard. The tight expressions on their faces and their futile efforts to shield their eyes from the bright wash of white light gave Beck hope they would never see him coming. That was an important part of the defense.

	Captain Bill had made this run before. He knew what to expect, what was possible during the short but dangerous journey south. With his guidance, Beck, Regina, and Millie had formulated a risky insurance plan should pirates attack.

	“The pirates always steer small fast boats,” Bill had warned. “They come in quick. Like sharks attack before their prey has any idea of what’s happening.”

	That was not the case tonight. The Rising Star was not an oblivious and easy target. The pilot and crew were ready. They would land the first blow and the last.

	Beck waited for the signal but began his movement toward the stern along the starboard side, staying low along the railings while he kept track of the powerboat’s movements.

	The man piloting the speedboat appeared to struggle as he tried to edge close enough to the catamaran so that two of his men could board and take control. Despite the relatively placid water, the sizable wake from the starboard hull made the job tough. This was good for Beck. It bought him time. It bought all of them time.

	Beck checked over his shoulder. On the opposite side of the catamaran, Regina emerged against the railing ahead of a lightning-quick flash of light. Sizzle. Shouts and screams.

	She had shot a flare into the port-side pirate vessel. That was his signal to go.

	The catamaran slowed, giving the starboard-side pirate what he thought was his opening. He matched the speed and edged close to the hull at the very moment John Beck leapt from the catamaran and into the smaller boat, tackling the two men ready to board the Rising Star. He knocked their weapons from them, one of the rifles hurtling end over end into the lake.

	Beck hit the boat hard, banging his knee against the fiberglass hull. An explosion of pain shot outward from the joint, and Beck ground his teeth as he drove his elbow into the man closest to him. He connected with bone and felt it snap beneath the collision’s force. Beck growled and pivoted, slamming his fist into the man’s broken face. The pirate crumpled and went limp beside the second man, who lay on the deck, his wits scrambled from Beck’s unexpected attack. Despite the pain, adrenaline and fury coursed through Beck. He rolled over and, in one fluid motion, unsheathed and drove his knife deep into the man’s chest.

	The pirate cried out like a banshee before breathlessly grunting an inhuman moan as Beck twisted the knife and withdrew it to drive it into the broken pirate next to him at his hip. The man gargled a scream through his mangled nose, and Beck rolled again. This time he got to his feet, surprised that his knee didn’t give. He tested it with his full weight, and it held as he took two steps forward and wrestled the bewildered pilot from his seat.

	Gunshots cracked behind him. More shouts. More cries. Beck wrestled the pilot from behind and wrapped his arm around the seated man’s neck. He squeezed. Hard. Then Beck grabbed his own wrist with his other hand and pulled, lifting the pilot from his seat for an instant before the boat, driverless, bounced in the catamaran’s wake. It tossed Beck and his prey from one side of the small vessel to the other. Beck hit his head against the side of the boat but held his grip as the other man struggled to break free. Beck summoned one last surge of power, and the man gave up his fight. The boat bounced, and Beck shook the cobwebs from his head, trying to place his surroundings. It took him three deep breaths, but he located the driver’s seat, shifted the boat into neutral, and rose to take care of the bodies.

	Two of the three men were unconscious. One of them was probably dead. Beck lifted with his injured knees and managed to heave both men into the lake. They plopped and sank like stones. The third man, with the broken face, was semiconscious. Fear sparked in his eyes as Beck dragged him to the side of the boat and rolled him overboard headfirst. A short whimper silenced when he dropped below the surface.

	Beck’s head and knees pulsed with pain, but he focused another surge of anger-fueled power to drown his own discomfort, and took a seat at the helm. He shifted the throttle and accelerated away from the catamaran, putting greater distance between the speedboat and the twin-hulled savior that had carried them from the lower-forty-eight to Canada and now did the job in reverse.

	To his right, muzzle flashes popped against the darkness as his team fought off the pirates. Beck spun the wheel to the right, and the powerboat took a sharp turn across the Rising Star’s wake. Beck absorbed the shock from the twin bumps and turned parallel to the catamaran on its port side. Ahead of him, a lone pirate vessel kept pace with the catamaran close to its bow.

	Beck pushed the throttle forward, and the twin outboards roared. He sped toward the pirate. He stole a glance to his right and the Rising Star’s port deck. Regina was not there, and his pulse accelerated. His focus drifted with concern. But a flash of movement caught his attention in the instant before another flare launched from Regina’s hand. The flaming projectile hit the pirate, and he swerved. He appeared to lose control and crossed back over the Rising Star’s wake, bouncing before the boat flipped over itself and splashed hull-up.

	Two down. One to go.

	 

	Beck glanced toward the port side of the Rising Star. Regina stood by the railing with her hands over her head. She waved them back and forth. Beck pulled one hand from the wheel and waved back at her. She had done her job. It was worth a momentary celebration.

	But as he zipped past and saw her jumping up and down on the catamaran’s main deck, he realized she was not celebrating with him—she was warning him. Her expression gaped, and in that instant, something hit the boat hard and jarred Beck, jerking him to one side.

	The collision almost knocked him from his seat and over the starboard side of the speedboat, but he managed to hold on. At the edge of his vision, he caught the flash of the third pirate boat. Above the rush of the wind, the rat-ta-tat-tat of semiautomatic gunfire forced Beck to instinctually duck. He could not see where he was going, and fearing another collision that might injure or kill him, Beck did the only thing he could think to do.

	He reached up and slapped the throttle into neutral. The speedboat’s outboard engines slowed to a whine, and Beck looked up to see the third and final pirate’s boat zip past him along his port side. The wash rocked his own craft, but Beck got to his knees. He found a weapon abandoned by one of the men he had unceremoniously tossed overboard, which he had not noticed when he first boarded the boat.

	As he drifted and the Rising Star veered north, the third speedboat arced back toward Beck. The wash and the wake caught the moonlight and gave Beck a good idea of the pirate’s new track. Beck checked the rifle. His heart pounded, and he reminded himself to breathe, to slow the world around him so he might find his target and take aim. Beck found the extended magazine was loaded, and he  clicked off the safety ready to fire. He stayed low and moved to the bow of his still drifting boat. Resting the muzzle on the front railing, Beck positioned himself on one knee and lifted the rifle to his shoulder. It was heavy, and his muscles ached. The throb in his head and lower back pulsed more angrily, and he tried to steady himself in the familiar but unnatural stance. He pressed the rifle’s butt hard against the muscle of his shoulder and sighted his moving target.

	There was no accounting for wind or movement in the moonlight on Lake Superior. Luck would play as much of a role as skill. Thankfully, Beck was the most fortunate unlucky man he knew.

	The pirate approached dead-on at zero degrees. Beck could not tell the speed, but he could see the target getting larger, getting closer. He pressed his finger to the trigger and applied pressure. The rifle jittered against him, and the rounds popped one after another as he unloaded the semiautomatic into the approaching vessel. Still, it came right at him. Had he missed? Was he that bad a shot? It had been some time since he had fired a weapon.

	Beck cursed aloud and unleashed another volley, unsure of how much longer he could stay in the boat before having to abandon it. The approaching vessel was getting dangerously close. He could not risk a head-on collision. It would kill him. But if he jumped too soon, he would give the last of the pirates an advantage he could not afford. The entire plan was to keep them off the catamaran and to keep one of the boats so they could use it on the return trip to Canada should they lose the solar truck.

	Beck held pressure to the trigger until the weapon stopped firing. He was out of ammunition, and he tossed it to the deck, about to leap into the water, when, at the last moment, the speedboat veered away from his port side. It skipped and slammed into a large buoy. The explosive sound was unnerving as the boat broke apart before catching fire and beginning to sink.

	Beck was unsure how long he sat in the bow, watching the wreckage, before he heard a faint call over the wind. It was his name, and it was Regina who said it.

	Beck roused from his stupor, again aware of the acute pain in his knees and neck, his back and his head. He was a lump of pain. He tried to smile as he waved at Regina. It was dark enough he was sure she could not see his grin.

	The Rising Star traveled toward him, its speed slow and wake minimal on the otherwise calm waters. Regina stood at the bow. The pungent scent of burning fuel and plastic lingered in the air.

	“John, are you okay?” she called through hands cupped around her mouth. “Can you hear me? Are you hurt?”

	Beck raised his right arm and winced. He gave her a thumbs-up, unsure if she could see it. He crab walked back to the seat behind the wheel and climbed into it. There he found the throttle and gave it a slight push. The boat lurched and puttered forward. He spun the wheel and positioned the craft such that he could ride alongside the Rising Star against its trim wake as they both powered toward their destinations.

	“I’m good,” he said. “A little bruised, but good.”

	Regina smiled. “Good. Did you see my shot?”

	She beamed like a much younger version of herself, radiating with pride.

	“I did,” Beck said. “I told you the flare was enough firepower.”

	“You were right.”

	“I wish I could record you saying that so I could replay it over and over again.”

	“Funny,” Regina said, “but not funny.”

	Beck laughed. He winced again.

	Regina leaned on the railing. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

	“Yeah, just bruised, like I said. Nothing’s broken. Everybody up there all right?”

	A tinge of guilt shot through him for not having asked sooner. Was Millie unharmed? Lucy? Bill?

	“We’re all good. Some damage to the pilothouse exterior. One of the spots got hit, and the glass lens shattered. Otherwise, nothing to write home about.”

	Beck breathed a literal sigh of relief. Everyone was safe. So far.

	He had no idea how many tests lay ahead on this newest crusade. There would be more, and they likely would pose greater threats. But he and his cadre of warriors had passed the first feat of strength. Together, against the odds, they had survived, and he was in one piece as far as he could tell. That was a good sign, and it emboldened Beck.

	“No fear,” he told himself as the dark outline of the American shore came into view above the horizon. “No fear.”

	




Chapter 10

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 6 DAYS

	BRIMLEY, MICHIGAN

	 

	Bill eased the catamaran aside the wide but short dock that extended from a shoreline dense with trees and undergrowth. As the catamaran slowed, Bill hustled to man one of the lines. Beck was already in position on the dock to help. He had beached the powerboat, coasting the final yards to shore with the twin outboard engines up, off, and out of the water so as not to damage the blades of the propellers.

	Millie was in the pilothouse with instructions to shift into reverse when Bill gave her the signal, and then into neutral at the right moment.

	Bill tossed a line to Beck, and he hurried to loop it around one of the dock’s cleats. Bill gave the signal, Millie did her job, and Bill tossed another line to Beck. Within minutes they had finished the job. Regina drove the solar truck and its complement of fifteen-gallon diesel containers onto the mossy shoreline from the ramp that extended from the Rising Star.

	They stood in a group, the five of them, checking their gear and making sure they had what they needed before Bill made the quick trip home to another country.

	“I can’t thank you enough,” Beck said and extended his hand to Bill. “Really, you’re a good friend, and you’ve gone beyond the call of duty. I owe you.”

	Bill refused the handshake in favor of a hug. The two men embraced and slapped each other on their backs.

	“I agree. You do owe me. But we can call it even after all you’ve done for my family, okay? Thanks for trusting me to get this done.”

	The men separated, and Beck chuckled. “I had no other choice but to trust you, Captain. You’re the only one I know with a boat.”

	Bill smiled and gestured toward the much smaller watercraft on the shore next to them. “That’s not quite true anymore, is it?”

	Beck looked over his shoulder at the powerboat. It would be a task to hide it so that scavengers or would-be thieves would not find it, disassemble it for scraps, or take it altogether.

	“Y’all be careful,” said Bill. “I’ve heard stories of what it’s like out there, and it’s not good. People are desperate.”

	“More than they were two years ago?” Regina asked.

	“I don’t think desperation has a floor.” Bill wagged his finger. “That reminds me. There are some good folks out there.”

	He reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. He offered it to Millie. “This is from Betsy. It’s a map. Some crude guidance to find friends along the way. Your first stop is at the top of the page. They’ll help you. Give them her name.”

	“And they’ll help?” Millie asked. “Simple as that?”

	“Betsy’s like a key who can open all sorts of doors,” he said of his wife. “Seriously, don’t be afraid to use it to your advantage.”

	“What kind of help?” Regina asked.

	“Whatever you need,” Bill said. “Like I said, she knows a lot of people. She’s lived all over the place and managed to maintain her own little network of people after the lights went out.”

	Millie held up the folded piece of paper. “Thanks for this. We appreciate you both.”

	“Just make sure you come back,” Bill said. “We need you back.”

	“We’ll be back,” said Beck.

	Bill put his hands on his hips. He scanned their surroundings. “Need help with that before I go?”

	“We’re good,” Beck said. “You’ve done enough. Betsy has too. I guess I do owe her now, even if you and I are even.”

	“This is true,” Bill said with a smile. “I’m not sure you’ll ever get even with her. She has a pretty long memory.”

	Bill said his goodbyes to the others and climbed back aboard the Rising Star. Beck helped unmoor one of the lines while Bill took care of the other. Clouds moved in front of the moon, darkening their surroundings. Beck looked up and saw the stars twinkling. There were thousands of them, and they were clearer without the moonlight to block their light.

	“I should be okay heading back,” Bill said, “but do you mind watching the shoreline for a bit? If you notice any trouble, hop in that there speedboat and help me out? Play Superman?”

	Beck nodded. “Of course I will. You be safe, Bill. We’ll see you soon.”

	Bill moved toward the steps and the pilothouse. “I hope so.”

	If another band of pirates tried to attack Bill before he crossed into Canadian waters, there likely was little Beck could do to help him, even with the speedboat. Depending on how far offshore it happened, there was virtually no way to reach the Rising Star fast enough to make a difference. Beck suspected Bill knew this too, but if it gave the captain some comfort in thinking he had support, agreeing to help was the least Beck could do.

	The smell of diesel clouded the air as Bill eased the catamaran from its berth alongside the wide dock. This part of the lake had no beach. It was swamp-like in that the vegetation grew to the water’s edge, and the shoreline was marshy underfoot.

	“You did good out there, Dad,” Millie said. “I still think it was crazy dangerous, and I don’t see the value in keeping this speedboat. But you did a good job.”

	“I thought you were on board,” Regina said, “so to speak.”

	“I wasn’t, but I didn’t want to criticize Betsy’s plan with Bill around,” Milly said. “She was gracious enough to let him come and help us. I thought it bad form to shut her down like that. She had ideas about how best to bring her husband home, and I wanted to respect that. I wanted to empower her.”

	Lucy spoke for the first time since they had set foot on land. “So against your better judgment, you’d rather risk your dad’s life than insult someone else’s wife?”

	This was the Lucy Beck remembered. Brash. A bit crude. Unwilling to edit herself. Her lack of filter was something he had admired.

	“I wasn’t risking my father’s life,” Millie said. “My dad did that all on his own. He’s his own person who has proven time and again he’s going to do what he wants to do. If he disagreed with Betsy’s plan, he’d never have done it.” Millie looked at Beck. “Am I right?”

	Beck smirked. His daughter did have him pegged. The lone exception to his unwillingness to compromise was when she was involved. He deferred to her even when it was against his better judgment.

	“Like father, like daughter,” he said. “Or is it like daughter, like father?”

	Millie rolled her eyes and addressed Lucy. “Do you see what I mean?”

	“I didn’t really do anything other than sit in that pilothouse,” Lucy said. “I didn’t feel like I had the right to say anything about anything. But I’ll tell you now, I thought the whole idea was crazy. Jumping onto another boat while both of them are moving? That’s like something out of science fiction. If I read that in a book, I would ask the author if they’d ever ridden on a boat before or if they’d ever tried jumping. Seriously, there’re more than a thousand ways Beck could’ve died out there, and then all of this would’ve been for nothing.”

	Lucy’s missive was more than unfiltered opinion. She was angry. It was evident in her tone and the tight expression on her face. Even in the moonlight, Beck could see it.

	Millie took a step closer to Lucy. Beck listened to the conversation, but he turned back to the water and the Rising Star as it grew smaller. Bill was one hundred yards from the shore. Beck scanned the horizon, his focus drifting with the current as he searched for any possible enemies. Thankfully he saw none, but he kept watch as he listened to Lucy unload.

	“I don’t think we should take stupid risks like that,” she said. “I’m not saying we won’t have to do dangerous things. Obviously, we will. But the whole reason I traveled across this country once and am doing it again, the whole reason Chris is dead, is because we came to find Beck. If that stubborn mule dies because of recklessness or carelessness or because he’s trying to be some sort of swashbuckler, I’m going to kill him again. He’s the whole reason I’m here right now. He cannot die because of stupidity. Can we all please be a little more careful?”

	Beck never was crazy about being discussed in the third person when he was standing right there, but he let Lucy finish her thoughts before he spoke.

	“Don’t get me wrong,” Lucy said. “I appreciate the two of you being here, too. Millie, Regina, you’re important parts of making this happen, to getting back to New Mexico, and then finding Gabe in Los Angeles. I don’t mean to diminish you or make you think I’m not grateful. Because that’s not what I’m saying. I’m very thankful. But we all know that Beck is especially good with violence, whether he likes to hear that or not. Plus, Gabe was his friend. This is his penance. And he needs to survive. So can we please not take unnecessary risks with Beck’s life? Can we agree to that right here, right now?”

	Penance. Beck thought that an appropriate reference given how Lucy had been living with Quakers in New Mexico. Their lives centered around their faith and their belief that personal experience should form their relationship with God, that repentance was a gift as much as it was an action. He had listened to enough. Enough of the judgment.

	“I hear what you’re saying, Lucy. I agree with you that jumping from the Rising Star to the little speedboat was probably a stupid move. It was also, I’ll let you know, a calculated risk. Remember, the primary goal out there was to keep those pirates off the boat. We couldn’t allow them to get onto the deck. Me taking that leap of faith was a calculated maneuver, okay? You should know me well enough to know I don’t do anything I don’t believe I can survive. That said, I’ll be more careful, relatively speaking. I think all of us can agree we don’t want to dishonor Chris’s memory or his sacrifice by failing at this new crusade. If that means being a little more cautious here or there, I can do that.”

	“Thank you,” Lucy said. “I appreciate it. I hope you stick to your word. If you don’t and you die, I’ll have to kill you.”

	“Message sent and received,” he said.

	Still, Beck was unsure of this choice. He was the gladiator, was he not? Despite Lucy and Regina having actually fought in an arena, Beck was the one who lived the life of a fighter. Was it not shortsighted to sideline him in favor of the long game? He thought so, but decided he was playing along for now. For now…

	His attention turned to the water once again. The Rising Star was much farther away now, having gathered speed. It would not be long before Beck could not see it. The horizon was otherwise clear of vessels as clouds moved from in front of the moon and exposed its pale light, which brightened the lake’s surface. Its reflection on the water mirrored the starlight in the sky above.

	Beck considered Lucy’s concerns, still only half-convinced of her point, and replayed in his mind her half-joking threat. She was the second person in as many days who had told him that his failure meant his death. Beck tried to push those thoughts from his mind as the demons piqued his doubt. In that moment, Beck fully believed that even success might mean his death as well.

	“What goes around comes around,” the demons hissed. “You have lived a life seeking violence. It’s only fair that the violence now seeks you.”

	Beck tried to shake free of the thoughts, and he turned to the others. He gestured to the speedboat. “All right,” he said. “Let’s hide this boat and get a move on.”

	




Chapter 11

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 7 DAYS

	BRIMLEY, MICHIGAN

	 

	“You do know this is never going to work,” said Millie. “It’s a total waste of energy and time. I wish you weren’t so darn stubborn.”

	Beck ignored his daughter and finished draining the fuel from the twenty-six-foot SeaCraft. They had it hidden among brush and trees. It was unlikely anyone would find it here, and if they did, there was no way they could take it. It had been a gargantuan task getting it this far from the lake’s edge and through the overgrown brush.

	“You probably damaged the hull, Dad,” Millie said. “Even if you didn’t damage it, there’s still no way this boat will be here when we get back. You’re doing someone else a favor.”

	Beck wanted to tell her to shut her piehole, but he didn’t. Getting into an argument would solve nothing at that point. He had already strong-armed the others into going along with his plan to save the boat. So Beck remained silent as he worked to further camouflage the vessel from potential thieves.

	He was winded, and the dull ache in his knees and his back were more acute after the tide of adrenaline had waned in the long hours after the fight on the lake was over. No fewer than nine pirates were dead, their bodies offered to Davy Jones’s freshwater locker.

	Millie was incessant. “Even if nobody takes it and we still have the truck, there’s absolutely no possible way the truck will fit on that small boat. I’m telling you, Dad, this is a waste of time.”

	Beck got up and brushed the dirt from his hands and onto his pants, his breath puffing in small clouds of vapor. He used his forearm to wipe the sweat from his brow. It was nearing dawn and their first full day of the crusade.

	Millie was right in that they had taken an inordinate amount of time to drag the boat ashore, find a decent hiding place, and drain the fuel. But she was wrong about it being a waste.

	“Call this the backup to our backup,” Beck said. “Remember, we discussed this before we left. Everybody was on board back then. I heard no disagreement about trying to steal a boat and hide it.”

	“I didn’t think you’d actually do it,” Millie said. “My bad.”

	“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

	“You didn’t need my vote,” Millie said. “You chose to do this without any votes.”

	Beck ignored the jab. “Look, Millie, in the event we lose the truck, we have the boat. And if we don’t have the boat, so be it. It’s a backstop, a safety valve. Call it whatever you want. But it’s better to have the option than not. I’m trying to think of everything here, okay?”

	Regina and Lucy stood off to one side. Neither of them spoke, likely knowing it was better to let father and daughter hash out their differences without any outside interference.

	Nonetheless, all four of them were irritable. They had not slept in more than twenty-four hours. They had packed, said goodbye to their home, and then journeyed across the lake. It had been an anxiety and stress-filled trek that left all of them drained. And this was just the beginning. It was not only Beck who had become “soft” in the two years since they’d crossed into Canada and settled. All of them were unaccustomed to the itinerant demands of their former lives.

	More than anything, Beck wanted something to eat, something to drink, and he longed for a warm bed in which to fall asleep. He also wished his daughter would stop her complaining. He imagined it was merely her flexing her leadership muscle, not liking that he had not deferred to her judgment as he had done for so long now. She would get over it. He hoped.

	Beck was certain, however, the other three also wanted food, drink, and rest, and that was why they were already on each other’s nerves. Millie was the most vocal. Having been a leader, Beck surmised she did not like the idea of having to acquiesce to someone else’s demands, but he’d demanded they keep the boat.

	“I’m familiar with the idea of redundancy, Dad,” she said with sarcastic emphasis on the word, “but this seems superfluous.”

	“Superfluous? What the hell does that mean?”

	“You didn’t find that word in Gabe’s dictionary?”

	“I’m not doing this.” Beck walked away from Millie. “We need to keep moving.”

	“We need to sleep,” Millie said. “At least an hour, or until the sun is all the way up. Otherwise, none of us will be any good all day. I can tell you, I’m a little grumpy. I need my beauty sleep.”

	She was trying to apologize for being snippy without actually apologizing. She and Beck had this in common. The older she got, the more she resembled him and the less she reminded Beck of her mother. Or it might have been that Beck was especially sensitive to the peccadillos of his own personality and more readily saw them manifest in his daughter. Regardless, he was convinced that all the good she’d inherited was from Debbie. All of the negative traits were gifts he had bequeathed her.

	“A little grumpy?”

	“John,” Regina said, apparently deciding that moment was the right time to enter the fray. She pursed her lips with maternal disappointment.

	“What?”

	“Millie is right about needing sleep,” Regina said. “The journey’s only going to get longer. We’re only going to get more exhausted along the way. You remember how this goes. Let’s catch an hour, have the sun wake us up, and then we can move on somewhat refreshed. Otherwise, I’ll get grumpy too.”

	“As will I,” Lucy added.

	Beck wished he had brought along a man. Men pushed themselves on road trips. Of course he did not speak that sentiment aloud. They might have murdered him right then and there. He proposed a compromise. “What if I drive the truck and the three of you sleep? We can take turns once each of you gets your beauty sleep.”

	Lucy shook her head. “The roads are horrible at night. We’re more likely to have a wreck or get ambushed. We need to see where we’re driving. Also, it’s not only us who needs the sleep. You look like a stampede of feral hogs ran over your face.”

	“Kind of you to say,” Beck said.

	“I’m just being honest.”

	Beck was outnumbered. It was a very determined three to a beleaguered one. He would have to pick his battles, and this was not a fight worth having. Not this early into the crusade. He demurred and lifted his hands in surrender to the triumvirate.

	“Okay, fine,” he said. “Let’s climb into the truck. We can all sleep until sunup.”

	“Thank you,” Millie said. “That’s the first sensible thing you’ve said in more than two hours.”

	Beck chuckled. “Still grumpy?”

	Millie ignored the jab. “I’m taking the driver’s seat. Lucy can ride shotgun. Dad, you and Regina can take the back.”

	“Why are we in the back?” asked Beck.

	Millie led them toward the truck, which was about a hundred yards from where they’d left the boat. She kept moving as she spoke. “Two reasons. First, I have the keys. Second, I don’t like the idea of you being behind the wheel given that you want to leave. It’s less likely you’ll defy the will of the people if you’re not in control of the truck.”

	Beck followed his daughter and walked alongside Regina. Lucy was ahead of him and next to Millie.

	“You’re not wrong,” he said. “I probably would defy the will of the people. But that’s only because I’m anxious to get where we’re going.”

	“If you were so anxious, you wouldn’t have wasted all that time on the speedboat,” Millie mumbled.

	Beck opened his mouth to sustain the argument. Regina reached out and touched his shoulder, gave him a knowing look, and shook her head. Beck closed his mouth and took Regina’s hand. The four of them walked quietly through the thick brush until they reached the narrow road on which they had parked the truck. They climbed into the cab, and within minutes, all four of them were asleep. Beck, however, dozed just beneath the surface of unconsciousness.

	When the sun rose forty-five minutes later, he was the first to open his eyes. Dew fogged the windows and made it impossible to see through the opaque glass. He was anxious and wanted to wake the others but gave them what he figured was another half hour before he nudged Millie awake.

	“Hey,” he said, “let’s get going.”

	Millie stirred. She muttered something unintelligible, but she did not wake.

	“Millie,” Beck said, “get up. We need to hit the road.”

	He jostled her, and she squeezed her face like a pouting child. “Seriously,” she said with her eyes closed, “you’re a horrible person.”

	Beck shouldered his way out of the back seat and pulled open the driver’s side door. “Maybe so. But your breath is worse than anything I’ve ever done. Hop out and let me drive.”

	Millie grumbled but rolled out of the car. She stood and leaned against the door. “You’re going to hassle me until I move, aren’t you?”

	Beck put a hand over his nose. “Absolutely.”

	They switched seats, and Beck followed the procedures to start the truck. In a minute, they were on the road and heading south. Within five, the three women were reluctantly awake as Beck navigated the pitted Michigan roads from Brimley toward the Hiawatha National Forest before they would turn south to Green Bay and then Madison, Wisconsin.

	“How far is it?” Regina asked. “Fifteen hundred miles?”

	“Seventeen hundred to Albuquerque,” Lucy said. “The map takes us through Iowa, Nebraska, Kansas, Oklahoma, and Texas. It’s a straight shot if we stay on the highways.”

	“And if we keep the truck,” Regina said.

	“That’s a lot of ifs,” said Millie.

	Beck had both hands on the wheel. The wipers swept back and forth across the windshield. They were dry and cracked, but they managed to swipe streaks across the glass, which made the road visible. They would do until the heat of the day evaporated the condensation.

	This was the better of two paths southwest. The other would have taken them through Michigan, close to Chicago, and then right past St. Louis. It was definitely the more dangerous of the two routes based on all of the anecdotal evidence Beck and his crusaders had at their disposal.

	Plus, Betsy had given them the names of some helpful friends in Des Moines and Kansas City. The key, in the short term, was getting through the national forest. Like many previously protected government lands, Hiawatha was a risky thoroughfare. It was populated with the otherwise homeless and with thieves who used the camouflage of the northern hardwoods to their advantage. It was, however, the lesser of many evils, and the shortest direct route toward their destination east of Albuquerque.

	“We’re only one hundred miles from the national forest,” Beck said. “At our speed, we’ll hit the eastern edge in about two and a half hours. Rest up. Then be on the lookout.”

	Lucy stretched in the seat next to Beck. She yawned. Her breath was worse than Millie’s. Beck’s expression soured, and he feigned a cough.

	Lucy frowned and blew in his direction. “There’s nothing I can do about it,” she said. “You’re being an ass. It’s not like you smell like wine and roses.”

	Beck sniffed his right armpit and recoiled. Lucy was right. He chuckled.

	“What’s the plan at the forest?” Regina asked. “We should have an idea of how we want to handle it, right? We’re bound to run into something.”

	“We are,” Beck said. “Millie, you have any thoughts?”

	The two-lane highway narrowed to one. Half of the road was a crumble of debris and broken asphalt. Beck eased into the left lane and slowed as he navigated the thin strip of road.

	“One of us needs to be in the bed and ride as a spotter,” Millie said. “Two of us ride in the back, and we have a driver. Everybody is armed. The spotter takes first shot. We have the windows down. It’s as simple as that. Anybody else have any thoughts?”

	“I like it.” Beck steered the truck back onto the right side of the road.

	“Me too,” Lucy agreed.

	“Good by me,” Regina said. “I’ll take spotter.”

	Beck overcorrected and almost left the highway as he shot Regina a look over his shoulder. He straightened the wheel and apologized. “Sorry, but I don’t like that idea. You’ll be exposed.”

	“One of us has to be exposed,” Regina said. “Would you rather it be Lucy or Millie?”

	“No.” Beck shook his head. “I’d rather it be me. No offense, but I’m the best shot. I think—”

	“Nope,” Millie cut in. “You’re driving. You’re not getting in the bed. Regina called it.”

	“You’re the one who wanted to drive,” Lucy said. “I agree with Millie. Let Regina do it.”

	Beck twisted his grip on the wheel and accelerated. They were traveling close to forty miles an hour, which was at the upper end of the truck’s speed.

	“That’s three to one,” Millie said. “You lose.”

	Beck flexed his jaw. As much as Millie did not like being subjugated, Beck hated it even more. He did not appreciate having no say in how his crusade unfurled. But only hours ago, he had promised to take fewer risks. He could not always take point or be the one in the most dangerous position. That role would have to fall to one of the women, and he believed they would take turns in that capacity. Still, he tried to change their minds.

	“You want to save me for the really dangerous circumstances, right? Keep me out of harm’s way as much as possible so we get to New Mexico and then to LA and back alive, right?”

	Lucy nodded. “Right.”

	Beck took a hand from the wheel and gestured to the road ahead. “Well, this is one of those really dangerous circumstances. Let me be useful.”

	“You are useful behind the wheel,” said Regina. “It’s your driving that’s going to keep us all alive if we run into problems.”

	“We don’t know there will be problems,” Millie said. “We might skate through without any issue.”

	“That’s not happening,” Beck said, “and we all know it.”

	Beck was right. They did not skate through the Hiawatha National Forest without any issues.

	




Chapter 12

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 7 DAYS

	HIAWATHA NATIONAL FOREST, MICHIGAN

	 

	The spike flattened the front right tire. The impact was instantaneous, and Beck slammed on the brakes to avoid popping a second tire. They had only one spare.

	Beck had not seen it in the road. The dense foliage crowding the highway had tugged on his attention, and he had not seen the sharp metal until it was too late.

	But here they were. Stuck twenty minutes into their two-hour, fifty-mile trek through the Hiawatha National Forest.

	State Highway 67 was a two-lane road flanked by overgrown shoulders, which separated the neglected thoroughfare from dense canopies of white cedar, tamarack, and balsam fir.

	There was no cover on the road. Beck cursed himself for not having seen the trap.

	Regina stood in the truck bed, rifle to her shoulder. She pivoted like a well-trained sentry. Beck hated that she was exposed.

	“You know how to do this?” Millie asked.

	“Change the tire?” Beck asked. “You’re kidding, right?”

	“Thought I would ask.”

	“Thanks.”

	Millie and Lucy stood watch at the sides of the truck, which Beck kept in the center of the road. They too had their weapons ready.

	Beck reached into a long box positioned at the back of the bed, flush against the cab. He pulled from it the necessary tools for changing out the flat tire. It was late morning, he suspected by the sun’s position. Not the worst time to get caught. But no time was good.

	He carried the tools to the back of the truck and squatted to arrange them on the warm asphalt. Before he climbed underneath the truck bed, he scanned their surroundings.

	“I don’t like this,” he said. “They’re watching us. I know it. They’re waiting for the right moment to strike.”

	“You think?” Regina asked.

	“I know. That spike was placed on the road on purpose. No accident. It’s definitely a trap to get us stuck here.”

	“There aren’t too many vehicles, though,” Regina said. “Seems kind of an odd trap.”

	Beck sat on the road and bunched his jacket sleeves at his elbows. He flattened himself onto his back. He would work deliberately but with as much speed as he could. They had to get out of here, but he could not rush and make a mistake that would prolong their stay.

	“There are more than you would think,” Millie said. “Canadian and Mexican production facilities still make cars and trucks. So they’re out there. Especially close to the northern and southern borders.”

	Beck slid his torso underneath the truck and found the long pole he would need to crank the tire from its position against the truck’s carriage. He slid back from beneath the truck and inserted the pole into a hole at the tailgate, then used a pair of pliers to spin the pole counterclockwise. The tire dropped, and he released it from the wired thread holding it to the truck.

	“Do you see anything?” Lucy asked. “Anybody see any movement?”

	“All good here,” Regina said.

	“Here too,” Millie added. “No move—”

	A flock of northern shoveler ducks exploded from the trees on the eastern side of the highway. The canopy swayed as if giant hands had shaken the thick hardwood trunks. The flap of wings and clucking caw of the ducks drew Beck to his feet. He backed away from the truck and pulled the long metal pole from its lock. All three women focused their attention to the east, their rifles tight against them, fingers on the triggers.

	Beck, however, kept his eyes to the west and caught the slightest rustle of underbrush twenty yards from the highway’s ragged shoulder. He made a short hissing sound to draw Regina’s attention at the very moment the crack of gunfire ignited a barrage of incoming threats.

	Beck and Regina took cover behind the truck’s bed near its tailgate as high-velocity rounds pinged the truck and skipped off the asphalt. As he pressed his back against the rear passenger’s side wheel, a trio of large men charged at them from the west.

	They carried large blades, and one held something akin to a spear. The men, screaming and red-faced, reached the shoulder. Regina dropped two of them in quick order with a pair of short bursts from her semiautomatic rifle. Beck took on the third, the man with the spear.

	Not having time to grab his own firearm, he took the pole at its middle and blocked the man’s initial jab. A second lunge brought Beck to one knee, but with his hands at the center of the pole, he spun it like a staff and caught the spearman in the side of his knee. The attacker wailed in pain and dropped to the ground. Beck whipped the pole around and slammed it downward, driving it through the man’s gut. Regina finished him with a quick shot to his head as another wave of attackers emerged from the woods like swarming ants.

	Beck dropped the pole and pulled his handgun from the small of his back. He pulled back the slide, chambered a round, and opened fire. He hit a short man in a bright yellow T-shirt and, immediately after, a thin man who looked like the advertising balloons that had waved and danced outside of used-car dealerships prior to D-Day.

	Regina mowed down three more and took cover again to reload. The attackers came in waves. Like zombies, they ran aimlessly toward the road, thinking their errant shots and furious screams would be enough to overcome their prey. She took aim again.

	“There are too many,” Regina said above the din. “I can’t—”

	Beck emptied his nine-millimeter, dropped the mag, and slapped a new one into the butt. In quick order he emptied the ten rounds. One after the other, he and Regina took out the attackers. Return fire zipped past him and over his head. One whistled so close to his head, it displaced the air as it whooshed past him. His pulse raced, and he worked to steady his breathing, his focus darting among the trees. Smoke curled from his handgun’s muzzle. The familiar odor of spent ammunition hung in the air. He saw no more threats. It was quiet behind him, too.

	“Millie?” Beck called.

	“We’re good, Dad. I think we got all of them.”

	Beck lowered his voice. “Is that all of them?” he asked Regina.

	She did not reply.

	Beck turned to face her, but she was not there beside him. Panic swelled in his chest as he spotted her on the ground next to the tire. “Regina?” He rushed to her side. Blood soaked her thigh. She was conscious, but her eyes were squeezed shut, pain contorting her features, and her skin was alabaster.

	He dropped to his knees beside her. She grabbed her leg with clawed fingers. Saliva leaked from the corners of her clenched jaw. Tears drained along her temples.

	“Regina,” Beck said, “stay with me. Stay with me.”

	He did his best to project calm but was certain his trembling hands might betray his nerves. Beck put a hand on Regina’s forehead, in part to soothe her and in part to soothe himself. She was cold and clammy. Her eyes fluttered open, and she struggled to focus.

	“Regina,” Beck said again. “Regina.” He kept saying her name. It was the only thing he could think to say.

	So many times, Beck had faced the results of violence head-on, and for him, time always slowed. As the world around him devolved into chaos and frenzy, Beck would become more intentional in his movements and hyperaware of his surroundings.

	Only once before had he been unable to retard the bedlam enveloping the world around him, and that had been when Debbie had died in his arms. In that moment, everything had sped up. Time had blurred as if it swept him into its vortex. It was happening again as he worked to keep Regina conscious and alive.

	“You took a shot to the leg,” he told her, his voice tremulous. “You—you’re losing blood, but I’m going to take care of you, okay? You’re going to be fine. Just stay awake.”

	When Regina opened her mouth to speak, Beck said, “Save your energy. No need to talk. I’m going to talk you through this. Just stay conscious. Stay with me.”

	Although Beck did not know how important it might be, or not, for Regina to maintain her consciousness, he believed that if she could focus enough, if she had to strength to stay conscious, she could survive this.

	“Dad,” Millie said over Beck’s shoulder. “Oh my—”

	“I need your help,” Beck said. “You and Lucy. Help me out.”

	“Lucy needs to keep a lookout,” Millie said. “I’ll help.”

	“Good idea,” Beck said. “Good idea. I’ll get the tire fixed in a minute, okay?”

	He glanced up at Millie. She nodded, the fright in her eyes mirroring his, he imagined.

	“Okay,” she said. “What do you need from me?”

	Millie crouched opposite Beck at Regina’s waist. Beck eyed his daughter and then the wound. There was a lot of blood.

	Beck immediately felt stupid for having mentioned the tire. What was he thinking? Why would that be a consideration as Regina lay bleeding out, possibly dying? His mind was wrong. His focus was frayed. He leaned back and took in another long, slow breath.

	“We need to get her pants off,” Beck said. “We need to figure out where the wound is. Then we need to stop the bleeding.”

	Millie withdrew the pink Buck knife Beck had gifted her as a child. It was perhaps the best thing he had ever purchased. That knife had gotten his daughter through a lot since the power went out and the world tipped on its side. She slid the blade under Regina’s waistband, sawed at the fabric, and then drew it along her pant leg.

	Beck held Regina’s hand. “Squeeze my hand as hard as you can,” he told her as Millie flayed the fabric and revealed the wound.

	Regina closed her eyes, pressing tears along her cheeks. She grunted and squeezed Beck’s hand so hard he thought she might crush his fingers. That was a good sign.

	The injury was a single hole in the side of her thigh. There was an entry wound at the back side of the outer thigh. Crimson blood oozed from the small wound.

	“There’s no exit wound,” Millie said. “The round’s still in there.”

	Beck processed the information. It might have been better if the bullet had gone clean through her leg. But it was in there, and there was no getting it out. Contrary to what Hollywood had often portrayed in action flicks, Beck had learned post-D-Day that nine times out of ten, it was better to leave the bullet where it was. The potential damage caused by removing it far outweighed the risks by letting it lie.

	“Tourniquet?” Millie asked.

	Beck was already on it. He was on his feet and at the bed of the truck, where he fished from his pack a well-worn medic’s kit. He had used the elastic tourniquet three times before. While it was not a great practice to reuse it, Beck had no choice. It wasn’t as if he had access to a tourniquet store where he could dispose of medical supplies after a single use. Such were the drawbacks of the apocalypse.

	He wrapped the rubber above the wound and tightened it until Regina’s eyes popped wide, and she cried out in pain. That was the sign that it was tight enough.

	She cursed at him and then immediately whimpered an apology. Her chin quivered, and sweat matted her hair to her forehead. Beck guessed she was in shock, and it was incredible she had not passed out from the pain.

	“We’ll only keep it on while we clean and dress the wound,” Beck said. “Once we do that, we’ll loosen it. Okay? Just getting the bleeding to stop.”

	“You’re going to be okay,” Millie said. “I’m not a doctor, but it looks like the bullet hit the back meat of your thigh. Painful, but not life threatening. You might even be able to walk.”

	Regina cursed again. This time she did not apologize.

	Beck began to clean the wound when gunfire popped on the other side of the truck. Lucy was taking incoming fire. An instant later she was next to them.

	“We’ve got to go,” she said. “More of them are coming.”

	“But we’ve got to fix up Regina,” Millie said.

	“Do it in the truck,” Lucy said.

	“We have a flat tire.”

	“Drive on it,” Lucy said. “We’ll fix it later.”

	Millie did not argue. She looked at Beck. “You got her?”

	Beck nodded.

	Millie ran around to the driver’s side. Beck could hear her returning fire before the truck’s engine revved.

	“We gotta go,” he said to Regina. “I’ll get you fixed up in the truck.”

	Beck tossed his gear into the truck bed, heaved the spare tire over the bed rail, and then bent over to help Regina to her feet.

	“We gotta go!” Millie shouted from the cab.

	“Now!” Lucy screamed.

	Regina reached up, and Beck helped her to one foot. She cried out in pain, and he helped her to the rear passenger seat and shoved her inside. He slammed the door and hopped into the cramped truck bed.

	He banged on the cab. “Go! Go! Go!”

	Millie floored the accelerator, and the truck’s rear tires spun on the asphalt. The sudden motion toppled Beck, and he fell onto his side as Millie sped away from the ongoing threat.

	Beck caught sight of the attackers, who had set up a front line about ten yards from the shoulder. Not as quick to approach as the first waves, their caution had bought Beck, Millie, Lucy, and Regina enough time to escape.

	The truck wobbled on three good tires and pulled to one side as Millie got it up to forty miles per hour. Beck saw the attackers spill onto the road. The flashes from their muzzles signaled their wasted ammunition as they launched a final barrage in frustration.

	Ten minutes later, Millie slowed the truck to a stop. Beck hopped from the bed and opened the rear passenger’s door. Regina lay in Lucy’s lap, and some color had returned to her face. The grimace remained, but her breathing was less ragged.

	The tourniquet was off. A thick gauze and bandage wrapped her leg and covered the wound.

	“You fixed her?” Beck asked.

	Lucy nodded. “Had no choice. You were taking a joy ride in the back.”

	Beck smirked. “There wasn’t any room back here, so—”

	“I’m kidding,” Lucy said. “Stop making excuses and fix the tire. I don’t like the enchanted forest.”

	Enchanted forest. Beck laughed at that. He put his hand on Regina’s ankle and gently squeezed. A weak smile flickered at the edge of her lips, and Beck closed the door.

	In fifteen minutes, the spare tire was on the truck. Another fifteen and they were back on the road, with Millie behind the wheel and Beck in the front passenger’s seat.

	“Where to?” Millie asked.

	“Anywhere but here,” Beck said. “Keep heading south like the map says. Then we head west. We’ll drive till sundown and take a break.”

	Millie nodded but kept her attention on the road ahead. They could not afford another flat. They had used their one and only spare.

	Beck loosened his seatbelt and shifted to face the back seat. Lucy had her head back, eyes closed. Regina was awake. A pained expression painted her face, but she looked miles better than she had before.

	The driver’s side rear window was cracked, a bullet having drilled a hole through it. It was just a matter of time before it shattered.

	“You okay with that?” Beck asked her. “Can you make it until sundown? I’m guessing it’s another few hours.”

	“I can make it,” she said. “And hey…”

	“What?”

	“Thank you.”

	“Of course. No need.”

	“I have no idea how I took a bullet in the side of my leg. Must have ricocheted.”

	“Could be,” Beck said. “I guess I was lucky.”

	“You?” Regina asked. “How were you lucky?”

	“Because it didn’t hit you anywhere else. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

	Regina smiled. It was a stronger effort.

	Millie feigned a gag. Beck frowned at her.

	“Get a room,” Millie said.

	“You’re a child,” Beck said.

	“I’m a child who killed more than a dozen nutjobs back there and saved your butt. Again.”

	“True.”

	Beck was not in the mood to argue with Millie, even if it was playful. He was exhausted. Physically and emotionally drained. He was also thankful. They had escaped the second test on this new crusade. Regina was hurt but would be okay. He was sure of that. At least, he told himself he was sure of it.

	He wanted to sleep but could not. There were threats out there beyond the horizon. There could be more waiting in the hardwoods cloistered along the shoulders of the two-lane highway that carried them closer to their destination.

	“Stop the truck,” he said.

	Millie lifted an eyebrow. “What?”

	“We need somebody in the back of the truck on lookout. It needs to be me. Don’t argue. Just do as I tell you.”

	“But—”

	“I’m still your dad.”

	“I know, but—”

	“I don’t care what we discussed before. Pull over. Let me use your rifle. We’ll be good to go until sundown.”

	Millie slowed again to a stop and slipped the gear shift into park. “Be careful,” she said.

	“Will do.”

	Beck blew Regina a kiss and hopped from the truck before she could protest. He climbed into the back of the truck with the fuel cans and supplies. It was uncomfortable, but there was nowhere he would rather be. Armed, cold wind swirling around him and cutting through him, he watched for potential threats.

	He was a protector, the first line of defense. He wondered, if he had been the lookout from the start, would Regina have made it through the ambush uninjured? He decided that she would have, and it had been weak of him to acquiesce to Lucy’s fears.

	He was John Beck, and as the whipping wind drowned out the demons’ dissentions, he determined he would not listen to the women any longer. Beck would do what needed to be done without fear of injury or sacrifice. This was what he did best, and if he had listened to his gut from the start instead of relenting, they would have survived the ambush without casualty.

	This was his crusade. As grateful as he was to have them at his side and fighting the good fight, all three women were along for the ride. They would play by his rules. They would all live and die because of his choices.

	All for one and one for all.

	




Chapter 13

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 8 DAYS

	NEAR POWERS, MICHIGAN

	 

	Tendrils of smoke wrapped around one another, drifted skyward, and dissipated into the thin moonlight. Dry wood popped, and flakes of embers sparked like miniature fireworks above the flames.

	Beck poked at the charred wood with a stick. His breath steamed from his nostrils as he sat alone in the late-night chill. It was another long night, absent sleep. He had tried at Regina’s urging, but only managed a few minutes in that gray space between slumber and consciousness before he resigned himself to another sleepless night.

	He jabbed the stick into the base of the fire and sparked a burst of embers. The fire crackled, and renewed plumes of smoke lifted. Beck followed the plumes until his eyes fell on the starry sky above. It was cloudless, and the endless collections of stars from distant galaxies twinkled. There were far more than he could see, some of them obstructed by the smoke and far more dimmed by the ambient moonlight.

	His attraction to the dark skies was nothing new. How many sleepless nights had he spent under those same stars, wondering if Millie was staring at them too? It gave him the belief they were somehow close to one another, that they shared something despite their distance.

	Now he stared into that same sky, wondering what life grew in faraway galaxies. How many of those twinkling stars whose ancient light he now saw gave warmth to post-apocalyptic worlds? How many other families disintegrated in the wake of dystopian tsunamis?

	Beck had not considered distant worlds for two years. Being in Canada, in the park along the lakeshore, had given him a sort of peace that had settled his mind. It did not mean he could sleep like most people, but it did quiet the demons and the previously never-ending “what-ifs” that filtered through his mind.

	Again on the road, however, those thoughts returned. There was something familiar and disconcerting about sleeping under the stars or in a tent in a place where he would only spend one night. Beck did not enjoy the itinerant life, but it was something to which he had become accustomed, much like he never loved being in jail but grew used to its rigidity of schedule and lack of freedom.

	As crazy as it might sound to some, there were moments, flashes that passed through him like a ghost, in which he craved the security of detention. He never had to worry about a meal or a warm bed. He had clean clothing, albeit ill-fitting and utilitarian, and running water. Once he had established himself as a man of whom other prisoners should steer clear, jail had its benefits. The only downside, and it was a huge one, was that in jail he could not be with his family. That was what had driven him to seek his freedom so vigorously. Otherwise, he might have accepted his fate without protest.

	Ultimately, he’d lost his wife, Debbie, anyhow. His release had made no difference in their fate as a couple. At least he still had Millie. He had never lost her, no matter how much distance had grown between them underneath those faraway constellations.

	And thankfully, Regina could walk. She was in pain, and the old tablets of ibuprofen did little to ease her discomfort, but she had managed to fall asleep. It was sound enough that she snored, a soft rattle that under different circumstances, Beck might have found endearing.

	He loved her. She was a second chance for his heart and made him strive to be a better person. Regina was a demon-tamer and always found the absolute right thing to say to Beck to keep him on track.

	She made him laugh, and she challenged him intellectually. Regina was smarter than Beck. He was good with that. That was saying something. It meant Beck had grown since D-Day. He had become more secure, less worried about what other people thought of him.

	He glanced back at the tent he shared with Regina and considered climbing back inside and wrapping an arm around her. That might wake her, though, and she needed the sleep. He stared back into the flames and flipped through happy memories. Regina brought him so much joy in a place that might otherwise, save Millie, be joyless.

	Beck was lost in thought when Millie emerged from her tent and took a seat next to him on the ground. She crossed her legs in front of her and leaned back on her palms, arms straight.

	“How’s Regina?” she asked.

	“Sleeping,” Beck replied. “Thankfully.”

	“She’s a tough cookie.”

	Beck chuckled.

	“What?” she asked.

	“That phrase,” Beck said. “Tough cookie.”

	“What about it?”

	“Your mom used to say that about you.”

	“She did? I don’t remember that.”

	“I’m not sure she ever said it around you,” said Beck. “It was something she would say to me when we were going through things. She would talk about how resilient you were. You were a tough cookie. I always found that an odd saying.”

	“How so?”

	“A tough cookie is stale. You’re anything but stale. Regina is anything but stale.”

	“I never thought of it that way,” she said.

	They sat in the quiet for a moment. Beck wondered if she might bring up the firefight from earlier in the day. When she did not, he was not surprised. They tended not to discuss violence after the fact. It was an unspoken rule between them. Once the fighting was over and the blood spilled, no point in dwelling on it.

	Millie broke the silence. “I guess you still can’t sleep?”

	Beck poked at the kindling again. He lifted the stick from the fire and laid it down in the dirt between them. “I could ask the same of you. We both know I can’t sleep. I didn’t realize you also suffered from incurable insomnia.”

	“Sometimes I sleep fine,” she said. “Other times, the nightmares keep me restless and make it tough to sleep. Those nights happen more than I’d like, but if I’m dreaming, it means I’m alive. A small price to pay, right?”

	Beck pulled his heel in to lift his knee and rested his forearm across it, facing his daughter. The flames flickered in her eyes and cast a warm glow on her skin. She looked her age in this light, not as worn as she did under the harsh sun. Like most people, Millie looked older than her age. It was a consequence of the undying stress and uncertainty of a post-apocalyptic world. There was some sort of irony in that, Beck thought as he studied his daughter’s features. The harder one tried to survive, the older she looked and closer to death she appeared to be. Beck had not looked in a mirror in some time, and he imagined in that moment how old he must look to Millie. He felt older than he should for his chronological age. The arthritis was bad from the injuries he’d sustained in his younger stupid days and his adventures after D-Day.

	“Tell me about them,” he said.

	Millie shot him a glance; an eyebrow lifted. “About the nightmares?”

	“Yes. Are they always different? Do you have the same ones?”

	She hesitated and glanced back into the flames. Her breath fogged in small puffs of vapor. It was getting colder outside. The clear skies saw to that.

	“They’re different,” she said. “It’s rare I have the exact same nightmare, to be honest. There are always elements that thread their way into all of the bad dreams. Mom dying. That’s one that keeps coming up. I try to save her, and I’m always too late.”

	“I dream about her too,” Beck said.

	“You were there when she died?”

	They had talked about this before and skirted the edges of the painful conversation. Beck could not look at his daughter; he saw her mother’s dying breaths in the flames. He nodded the truth Millie already knew.

	“Tell me about it,” she said.

	Beck shook his head. “We’re supposed to be talking about your nightmares, not mine.”

	An owl hooted somewhere nearby. Its call reverberated in the crisp air. A short gust of wind whispered through the trees, and brittle leaves broke loose from their branches. A pair floated into the flames and sizzled. Beck picked up the stick and poked at the kindling again, stoking the flames.

	“Dad,” Millie said, “we’ve never really talked about it.”

	“There’s probably a good reason for that, Millie.”

	“Daaad,” she whined, sounding like the tween he remembered from the days before the world shifted on its axis.

	He raised his free hand and poked the stick into the fire. “Okay, okay. What do you want to know?”

	“She was alive when you got to the house?”

	“She was. I found her under the bed in her bedroom. She was in bad shape, and there really wasn’t anything I could do to help her. Not then.”

	Millie’s voice was above a whisper and sounded like the wind. “What did you do?”

	Beck closed his eyes. “Your mom was on her stomach, her face to one side. She was wheezing.”

	He could hear the rattle in his mind. It reminded him of Chris days earlier in the infirmary. He opened his eyes and tried to erase the images in the shimmering flames.

	“I remember pulling her from underneath the bed. She was conscious. I sat up against the bed and pulled her into my lap. She was wearing her—”

	“Blue cotton nightshirt,” Millie said. Light flickered on the streams of tears rolling down her cheeks. Her glossy eyes glowed from the flames.

	“Yeah,” Beck said. “She tried smiling, and I told her not to talk. Of course, she wouldn’t listen to me.”

	Millie laughed through the tears. “Of course not. Why would she?”

	Beck smirked. “True enough.”

	“What did she say?”

	It had been years now since he’d lived the experience of holding the love of his life as she died in his arms. He tried not to think about it, even if the demons worked to remind him of the pain and of his failures. Still, the memory lingered beneath the surface of his consciousness, ready to sprint from the depths.

	“She said my name and looked surprised that I was alive. She said they had told her I was dead. I asked her who had told her I was dead, even though I was pretty sure who it was,” Beck said. “She didn’t know who they were, but she said they had taken you. She blamed herself.”

	The owl hooted again. This time the cry sounded forlorn. Was it listening to them? Did it somehow hear the pain in their voices?

	“I wanted to get her help,” Beck said, “but there was no help to get. Nobody could come. So I just held her, and she made me promise.”

	“Promise what?”

	“Promise to find you and to take care of you.”

	“What did you say?” Millie asked.

	Beck recalled the exact words he had said. “If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll bring her back.”

	“What did she say?”

	Beck looked at the dirt between them. He said nothing, which said everything there was to say. Silence hung in the space between them until Millie snapped it.

	“Did you ever give up?”

	A sharp pain stabbed at Beck’s chest. He tried to hide the pain that question induced. Of course he had never given up, but that his daughter had to ask the question hurt him. Perhaps she sensed its effect, because before he could speak, she amended her question.

	“I know you didn’t ever give up,” said Millie. “Obviously you didn’t. We found each other, so I know you didn’t give up. What I meant to ask was if you ever thought about giving up, if you ever thought it would be impossible to find me out there, especially as time wore on?”

	Those words sounded odd coming from his daughter.

	As time wore on.

	Time did wear. It was the truest of truisms that time wore on people and things and ambitions and hope. “Never once considered it. Sure, there were days where I worried about finding you too late. I always believed I would find you, though. Maybe it was my own pigheadedness that wouldn’t allow me to consider the alternative, but I always believed I would find you. I never considered stopping. You’re my daughter, Millie. I love you. I’ve always loved you. And unless or until you have kids, a parent’s love for a child isn’t something you can adequately describe. Well, I can’t.”

	Millie picked up the stick and jabbed it into the fire. The flames intensified for a moment, and a puff of smoke mushroomed skyward. She kept her eyes on the fire. “What do you mean, exactly? Try to describe it. As things stand, I’ll probably never have children.”

	“Don’t say that. You never know.”

	“I know. Once burned, twice shy, right? I’m not interested in getting hurt again.”

	“Understood.”

	“So,” she said, “explain the difference.”

	Beck shrugged. “A parent’s love for a child is the strangest thing, Millie. I loved your mom. She loved me. But there were conditions that shackled that love, and if those conditions were not met, that love flew away.”

	Millie chuckled. “You’re mixing metaphors again.”

	“I told you, it’s not easy to explain.”

	“Skip the metaphors.”

	“Okay,” Beck said. “To put it plain, your mom and I loved each other, but I screwed it up. Our love for each other was not unconditional. That is to say, there were conditions under which she would stop loving me. And she did because I did those things that forced her hand.”

	“You’re saying there are no conditions with kids?”

	“That’s exactly what I’m saying. It doesn’t matter what you do or who you are as an adult. I’m always going to love you. I’m always going to fight for you. There are no conditions under which that won’t happen. That’s not to say I might not like you. But I will always love you.”

	Millie faced her dad. Her brow knitted. “You don’t like me?”

	Beck laughed. “Of course I like you. I like you a lot. That was just an example. You could do something that would make me not like you, but I would never stop loving you. I would never stop being an advocate for you. You’re my blood, Millie Beck.”

	Millie’s tightened expression eased, and again she jabbed at the fire, stoking the dying flames. It was getting late, or early, depending upon the perspective. The dark sky was edging purple towards daybreak. The others would be awake soon. Millie nodded at the flames, as if she saw something in them.

	“I’ve seen parents do things to their kids that tells me that’s not always the case, Dad. I’ve seen the limits of their love. Horrible things that no parents should ever let happen. It tells me not every parent loves unconditionally. Those horrible things and those people are in my nightmares sometimes. They make it hard to sleep.”

	“Those people are not parents,” Beck said. “They may have procreated and brought life into the world, but that does not make them parents.”

	Millie stared into the flames, her distant gaze making Beck shift again. A discomforting unease rolled through him like a cold wind. He sensed the conversation was about to take a darker turn, even as the sun began to rise. Millie put down the stick and folded her hands in her lap. After a minute of silence she faced her father again.

	“Why did Mom fall out of love with you? What exactly did you do? I was younger, and I knew bits and pieces, but I never really knew the whole story.”

	Beck bit the inside of his cheek as a demon cackled in his ear. He had known this was coming. During all of those years searching for his daughter, he had feared the day she asked this question. He thought it might have come sooner, but in the years since they reunited, she had never asked him specifically about what had ended his marriage to her mother. They had danced around it much like they had vaguely discussed Debbie’s death, but she had never come out and asked directly about the end of his marriage.

	“Did you cheat on her?” Millie asked.

	Beck did not hesitate. “Yes and no.”

	More silence. Beck expected Millie to ask what he meant by the duplicitous answer, but she did not. Clearly, she was hoping the silence between them would make him uncomfortable enough to elaborate. It did, so he did.

	“I didn’t sleep with another woman,” Beck told his daughter. “I didn’t even touch another woman. In that regard, I didn’t cheat on your mom. But we were going through a rough patch. I was immature about it. Instead of talking to your mom about the issues we were facing, I decided to wall off and distance myself. I’m not one who likes conflict.”

	That admission drew a laugh from Millie. It was a genuine laugh that even seemed to surprise her so much that she covered her mouth and quieted so as not to wake the others in the tents.

	“Sorry,” she said, failing in her attempt to suppress a grin. “I didn’t mean to laugh, but that sounded funny. You, John Beck, afraid of conflict?”

	“There are different kinds of conflict, Millie. There are physical confrontations, which, you’re right, I’m not necessarily afraid of, especially if it means defending a life. Then there’s emotional conflict. I’ve never really been good with that. You could do some of your psycho voodoo babble on me to try to figure out why, but that’s just the truth of it.”

	“No need to get defensive, Dad. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

	“I’m just saying, you know I’ve never been one for talking about my feelings. I wasn’t taught that ‘I’m okay, are you okay’ mumbo jumbo. Okay? It’s just how it was.”

	“Okay.”

	Beck realized he was getting amped over something not worth raising his blood pressure. He rubbed his jaw and nodded. “Back to the point of your question. Your mom would try to get me to talk about things, to discuss our issues. I wanted nothing of it. I’d have a long day at work or whatever and come home to her wanting to talk. She had every right to want that. I couldn’t oblige, so I would leave. I’d go to a bar and hang out. Have a drink or two, play pool, talk with the fellas. Nothing bad, just nothing good either.”

	“Mom wouldn’t say anything about it?”

	“Sometimes. But most of the time, she said she was willing to give me space to figure things out on my own terms. She really was an angel about it, you know. After a while, though, things got worse. I’d be out later. She’d accuse me of things I hadn’t done, and that derailed any chance of meaningful dialogue.”

	“You learned the word dialogue from Gabe’s dictionary, didn’t you?”

	“Maybe.”

	“Go on,” Millie said. “Tell me more.”

	“Well,” Beck said, “one night I went out to this bar and sat next to a woman. We flirted, I’ll admit that. I did flirt with her. That was wrong, and if you think about it, it was being unfaithful to your mom. It was certainly disrespectful, and I shouldn’t have done it. I should’ve been at home with you and your mom.”

	“Was that the night you got in trouble?”

	Beck’s throat was dry. He reached for his canteen and took a long swig of warm water before he answered. It was not lost on him that as much as they refused to talk about the violence they experienced together, they had never truly talked about the pre-apocalyptic violence that had first altered the course of their lives.

	“It was,” he said. “I didn’t know the woman’s husband was at the bar, shooting darts, and he didn’t take kindly to me talking up his wife. I also didn’t know she wasn’t especially faithful to him, so that gave him reason to think something more than talk was going on between us.”

	“You got into a fight?” Millie asked.

	“He took a swing and missed. I swung back and connected pretty hard. Then his friends got involved, and the whole place was a mess. Total chaos. Somebody hit someone else with a broken chair leg or something. It hit them just right in the head and killed them. It was bad. Even though I wasn’t anywhere near it when it happened, the husband’s friends all blamed me for it. Police had their witnesses, and I got arrested. It took a long time for everything to get sorted out.”

	“I remember visiting you in the jail.”

	A lump swelled in Beck’s throat. He remembered it, too.

	“You were in a brown shirt and pants. They looked like a nurse’s outfit. Your hair was shorter, and you looked tired. That’s what I remember most, how tired you looked.”

	“I didn’t want your mom to bring you, you know,” Beck said. “I didn’t want you to see me in there. She insisted, though. She said you kept asking about me, and she had to bring you.”

	“She visited you a lot,” Millie said.

	“She did. Every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday for a long time.”

	“There was glass between us, wasn’t there?”

	“There was.”

	“Then you got out,” Millie said.

	“I did, and your momma and I tried to make it work. It was too late. We were broken by then, and it didn’t matter how much we tried. It wasn’t the same. I think I would’ve kept trying, you know?”

	“You did keep trying, even after the divorce.”

	“I did.”

	“Mom used to talk about it, like it annoyed her. She would say how you couldn’t get it through your thick skull that it was over and that she couldn’t love you like she used to.”

	Beck sat up straight. “She talked about it?”

	“She did. All the time. Even if she said it was over and you pestering her was annoying, I don’t think it was. I think she liked it, and if there had been more time, maybe you could’ve gotten back together.”

	Beck wanted to tell his daughter she was wrong. Her memories were those of a hopelessly romantic tween who wanted her parents reunited. The truth was he had repeatedly begged Debbie for a second chance. She had repeatedly denied him and had been right to do so. Once the trust was gone, it was impossible to get it back. Instead of telling Millie what he knew to be the truth of it, he let her live with the fantasy. There was no harm in it, especially in a world where most fantasies morphed into the nightmares that kept them up at night and had facilitated their fireside conversation.

	“I’m glad we talked,” he said. “To be honest, I’ve been dreading it. Now that we talked, I feel good. Sad but good. You?”

	Millie offered a weak smile. “I’m glad. I always like talking with you.”

	“Next one is about you,” Beck said.

	“What about me?”

	“Everything. I missed a lot.”

	“Dad,” Millie said, “I’ve told you everything.”

	“I don’t think you have.”

	“Maybe not, but—”

	Regina emerged from the tent. She must have sensed the intrusion. “I’m sorry,” she said, “you want me to climb back inside? It feels like—”

	“No,” Millie said, “you’re good. We’re finished. It was a good father-daughter chat by the fire.”

	“By the fire,” Regina said, “in the middle of the woods on the way to Los Angeles by way of New Mexico to find a lost friend in the middle of a virtual war zone?”

	Millie wagged a finger at Regina as the older woman took her place between them in front of the dying embers. She smirked.

	“I knew I liked you for a reason. Dad, you got yourself a good one. Don’t screw it up.”

	“I won’t,” Beck said. “I promise. Let’s wake Lucy. The sun’s almost up, and we have a long way to go today. I want to make it to Madison.”

	




Chapter 14

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 8 DAYS

	MADISON, WISCONSIN

	 

	Mildew streaked the capitol dome. The structure looked like something more akin to the forum in Rome than it did a structure built in the early twentieth century.

	Flocks of red-winged blackbirds commuted in and out of the open arches that ringed the building that once housed the Wisconsin state legislature, the office of its governor, and the state Supreme Court.

	It was not the neoclassical capitol that held Beck’s attention, it was the crowd of people who wandered and gathered amongst collections of aged PVC-coated polyester pop-up tents. The tents, like the capitol, suffered from the ravages of mold, but nobody noticed as they shopped or chatted as if they had no cares in the world.

	Beck stood beside the truck and leaned against the driver’s side door. Regina was reclined in the back seat. She was awake but distracted by the pain of her injury. Millie was behind the wheel.

	“Do you smell that?” Beck asked.

	A musky, skunky odor permeated the cold air. Beck recognized the scent immediately, but it had been an incredibly long time since he had smelled it.

	“I do,” Regina said. “I wouldn’t mind a hit if you can score some.”

	“First thing you say in more than an hour,” Beck said, “and it’s asking for weed?”

	“A girl’s gotta do…” Regina tried a smile.

	“How’s the pain?” Beck asked.

	“Better. It’s now a constant dull ache.”

	“Sorry to interrupt, but are you sure this is where we’re supposed to be?” Lucy asked from the truck’s front passenger’s seat. “This looks like some bohemian utopia.”

	“Those are big words,” Beck said.

	“They’re in Gabe’s dictionary,” Lucy said. “But seriously, is this it?”

	“That’s what the map says,” Beck said. “Supposedly one of Betsy’s friends is here. She can help. That’s how I read it.”

	“Me too,” Millie said. “Somewhere close to the capitol. But the map said nothing about—”

	A man approached the truck. He wore a wide grin, which stretched his thick beard. His dark hair, parted in the middle, hung below his shoulders. He wore a faded Packers T-shirt two sizes too big for his thin frame. His sweatpants were as ill-fitting, and his sandal-clad feet were red from the cold. In one hand, he balanced his weight on a gnarled walking stick painted bright with primary colors.

	Beck tensed and drew his pistol.

	The man stopped and raised his hands. The smile evaporated, and the walking stick toppled to the ground. “Hey, brother,” the man said, “I intend no harm to you and your friends. I come in peace.”

	Beck kept the weapon in his hand, the muzzle aimed at the intruder’s knee. Millie reached for another handgun, a nine-millimeter kept in the truck’s center console. She held it in her lap.

	“What’s up?” Beck asked.

	“Nada, brother,” the man said in a drawling accent Beck could not place. “I’m just here to offer you salutations and a warm welcome to our cold but friendly metropolis. My name is Eagle.”

	“Eagle?” Beck lifted an eyebrow. “Your parents named you Eagle?”

	The grin returned, but the man kept his hands up. “No, my parents named me William, but I don’t connect with that given name. My spirit tells me I’m an Eagle.”

	Eagle touched his hand to his chest and pulled back his shoulders with pride. His breath puffed in the cold air, but he appeared oblivious to the chill. He gestured to the nearby tents.

	“All of us in Madison live by our spirits. We are a place of love, peace, and generosity.”

	Beck lowered the weapon and slid it into the holster at the small of his back. He saw no weapons or threats among the dozens who milled about the grounds near the capitol.

	“What is this place?” he asked.

	Eagle’s smile broadened. “This is the Dane County Farmers’ Market. It’s where we exchange goods and services, or services and goods in no particular order. It’s an homage to the market that used to inhabit these hallowed grounds before the Coming.”

	“The Coming?”

	“The day the power went out,” Eagle said. “When the great spirits said to us, we are teaching you a valuable lesson. You do not need the trappings of the modern societies. Go back to your roots. Live in nature. Be good to one another.”

	Beck had traveled across much of the lower forty-eight in the past five years. He had never heard anyone refer to D-Day as a lesson from spirits. Then again, he suffered from the constant internal chatter of demons, so he could not judge.

	“Speaking of which,” Eagle said, “I have not seen a working vehicle in several months. They are a blessing, right?”

	So which was it? Return to nature? Or be blessed by motor vehicles? There were major flaws in Eagle’s logic.

	“They are a blessing,” Beck said. “Speaking of which, we’re looking for someone. That’s why we’re here. We’re traveling south and need a little help. Do you think you might be able to assist?”

	Eagle’s expression changed, an artificial attempt at appearing serious. He took several steps toward Beck and the truck. “I would find it totally magnificent if I were able to assist some weary travelers. It would give me great peace. May I approach?”

	Millie nodded at him. Beck motioned for Eagle to come closer. When he did, Beck immediately recognized that some of the overwhelming scent of marijuana smoke clung to Eagle.

	Millie held up the piece of paper and read aloud from it. “We’re looking for someone named Aspen. She, or he, is supposed to help us.”

	Eagle’s red, glossy eyes widened with surprise. “Did you say Aspen?”

	“Yes.”

	“How do you know Aspen?”

	“We have a mutual friend.”

	Eagle brought his hands to his face and covered his mouth. He nodded slowly as if processing the information through a weed-hazed filter. “All right, then. Very cool. Very, very cool. I have to say I am incredibly honored to know friends of a friend of Aspen. She is a towering spirit. What are your names?”

	Beck guessed the play on words was unintentional. He suppressed a chuckle. Eagle was, if not frustratingly high, a nice distraction from a dystopian world plagued by people with ill intent.

	“I’m Beck. This is Millie, Lucy, and Regina.”

	“It’s my greatest pleasure to meet you, brother Beck and sisters Millie, Lucy, and Regina.”

	“So you know her?” Millie asked.

	Eagle chuckled. He ran his fingers through his hair and tucked loose strands behind one ear, revealing a string of piercings. “Of course, my sister. Everybody knows Aspen. Her spirit transcends. She is one with all of us. None of this would be possible without her vision. We would be lost without her infinite guidance.”

	Beck tried to make sense of Eagle’s word salad and wondered if the man understood what he was saying or if it was the weed talking for him.

	“I was a lost soul,” Eagle said. “Actually, it was William who was lost. After the Coming, I did not know what to do. I became one of those desperate souls seeking a place in this new world through violence and thievery. I stumbled upon this beatific place, Madison, and Aspen forgave my trespass. She enlightened me. All of us have her to thank for keeping us safe, for draining the evil from our hearts. Aspen is an angel here on Earth.”

	“She sounds amazing,” Lucy said.

	Eagle bent at his waist to peek into the truck. “She truly is. Amazing does not even do her justice. You know what I mean, sister?” Eagle’s attention shifted to the back seat, and his bright expression darkened. “What happened to you, sister? You were a victim of violence?”

	“She was shot,” Beck answered for Regina. “We got ambushed on the way here.”

	“I will send up prayers to the spirits that they may cleanse you,” Eagle said. “I hope they will heal you and you will find the peace we enjoy here.”

	“Thank you,” Regina said. “I hope you’ll also find me some of that ganja. That would cleanse the pain.”

	Eagle’s head tilted with confusion. “Ganja? I don’t—”

	“Weed,” Regina said. “You have any weed you can share?”

	He nodded with understanding. “We can arrange. Not a problem. We grow our own. It’s a particularly spiritual blend propagated and blessed by Aspen herself.”

	“Great,” Beck said. “So you’ll take us to her?”

	Eagle stood up. His brow furrowed. “Take you to whom, brother Beck?”

	Beck studied Eagle’s expression, wondering if the man was joking. It was evident a moment later, he was not.

	“Aspen.”

	Eagle smiled again. “No.”

	“What?”

	“I cannot take you to sister Aspen.”

	“But you know her?”

	“Of course.”

	“And you know where she is?”

	“Of course.”

	“Then why can’t you take us to her?”

	“Nobody visits Aspen without an invitation, brother Beck,” Eagle said. “She is far too busy communing with the spirits and envisioning our futures to cope with the burden of unexpected visitors.”

	“But we came here to see her,” Millie said. “We know her friend Betsy.”

	Eagle clasped his hands at his waist, considering their request. “I see. You have an invitation from Betsy to meet with Aspen.”

	“Yes,” Beck said.

	“You came here to meet with Aspen and seek her counsel.”

	“Yes,” Millie said.

	“I understand.”

	Lucy leaned over toward the open driver’s side window. “So you’ll take us to her?”

	“No,” Eagle said, “I cannot. But I can provide you with some of what sister Regina seeks. That I can do. Just leave the truck here and follow me.”

	Beck and Millie exchanged glances. He surveyed their surroundings again. Did they really need help here? Could they not proceed, leave Madison in the rearview, and keep going?

	Betsy’s words replayed in his mind. “You need to stop in Madison and get help from my friend Aspen. She will make the trip so much easier. I promise you it’s worth the time. It could save lives. That’s not an understatement.”

	“Eagle,” Beck said, “if you can’t lead us to Aspen, is there someone who could?”

	The hippie plucked the front of his T-shirt, and it billowed before it settled against his thin frame. He ran both hands through his hair to tuck its length behind his ears. “That might be possible, but again, sister Aspen is an immersed spirit. Her soul is occupied with—”

	Beck raised a hand. “I get it. She’s super busy. We all appreciate that. But we need to find a way to meet with her. The success of our crusade may depend upon her advice.”

	“I totally feel you, brother Beck. If it were me in your shoes, I would be exactly the same way. And knowing what I know about the strength and aura of Aspen, I would be even more hyped about having the chance to commune with her. Come on, leave the truck, and follow me.”

	Beck secured the silent agreement of the others and helped Regina from the truck. He draped her arm over his shoulder, and she tested her weight on her injured leg. He kept his arm around her waist.

	“Can you walk?” he asked.

	Regina nodded. “It hurts, but it’s not too bad. It would be easier with crutches. I’m afraid I’ll slow you down. Maybe I should wait here with the truck.”

	“I’m not leaving you here,” Beck said. “We’ll take as long as you need to get wherever it is brother Eagle is taking us.”

	“Hey, brother Beck,” Eagle said. “I don’t mean to pry, but I could not help but overhear your dilemma. I would be honored if sister Regina used my walking stick. It was a gift to me from an old Meskwaki tribal elder.”

	Eagle retrieved the stick and offered it with deference to Regina. He held out the stick with both palms and genuflected as she took it from him.

	“Thank you,” Regina said. “It’s so kind of you. I’m honored you would share this with me.”

	“It’s now yours,” Eagle said. “You have a far greater need for the stick than I do. I’ll be honest with you, I don’t typically use it unless I’m high. It helps with my balance.”

	That admission elicited a giggle from Regina. She put her weight on the stick as she tried a step. “This is great,” she said. “Thank you.”

	She grimaced with each step, but kept pace with Beck and the others as they weaved into the crowd. The Madisonians appeared oblivious to their visitors. They engaged in conversations, smoked their weed or other herbals, talked about the crafts displayed on tables underneath the mildewed tents.

	They stopped at one of the tents clouded with smoke. Eagle spoke to the vendor behind the table, and the woman handed him a plastic bag containing a half dozen paper-wrapped cigarettes. Eagle thanked the woman and handed Regina the bag. “Another gift,” he said. “This should help with the pain. It has a nice equal balance of THC and CBD.”

	The woman vendor wore a necklace that spelled out the word “Rainbow”. Beck wondered if it was her name or a proclamation for the woman’s love of refracted light.

	“There are three types of pain,” she said. “Do you know which yours is?”

	“This is sister Rainbow,” Eagle said, answering Beck’s question. “She is an expert and such a kind soul.”

	Rainbow blushed but kept focused on Regina. “There is neuropathic pain. That’s the kind of pain from disease or nerve damage. There is nociceptive pain. That’s tissue damage after an injury. Then there is central pain, which can be like neuropathic pain, but is harder to treat.”

	“I was shot in the back of my thigh.”

	Rainbow leaned over the table and eyed Regina’s leg. She grimaced. “Definitely nociceptive. What you have there is Northern Lights indica. It should be perfect for you, sister. Very well-rounded, deep-couch feeling that will numb the pain. You should like it. Take it slowly, though. Everybody reacts differently. I wouldn’t want you getting sick.”

	Regina thanked Rainbow and Eagle. She held the worn baggie in her free hand.

	Eagle led them past the tents to the circular drive in front of the white granite capitol building. He stopped at the steps that led to the entrance.

	“There are a lot of steps,” he said. “Sister Regina, will you be able to climb the steps? Do you need some help?”

	“I’ll be good, thank you,” she said.

	Beck put a hand under her elbow to help balance her, and they began their ascent toward the capitol entrance. The climb was slow. Regina took one step at a time, but she did not complain.

	Eagle walked backwards up the steps as they climbed, the consummate tour guide.

	“This building was constructed more than one hundred years ago, in 1912,” he said. “It has the largest dome of any of the former state capitols, which is incredible. That we are here to witness such a marvel so many decades later is an honor.”

	Beck played along, keeping his hand lightly pressed underneath Regina’s elbow. They were halfway to the entrance.

	“What’s at the top of the dome?” he asked.

	Eagle’s eyes widened with excitement. “That’s a gold lantern, a gold staff, and a gold eagle. There is a statue of a woman holding a globe with an eagle, and she is wearing a helmet that has a badger on top of it.”

	“Double eagle,” Beck said.

	Eagle put his hand on his chest. “Triple, if you count me. It was those eagles at the top of the dome that really spoke to me. That’s why sister Aspen told me I should call myself Eagle. I am a free bird. I have broad wings. I am majestic, you know?”

	“Why not Badger?” Beck asked.

	Millie was two steps above her father. She glanced over her shoulder and shot him a humorous smirk. She caught the sarcasm even if Eagle did not.

	“I don’t identify with the badger,” Eagle said. “They are solitary spirits, which I am not. They are not active in the winter, which I most definitely am. I love the cold and the snow. It’s like Mother Nature giving us a purity blanket. She cleanses the skies and covers the ugliness of the Earth.”

	Beck regretted having been sarcastic. Eagle was among the kindest people he had met upon his travels, as far as Beck could tell. He had welcomed them to Madison with open arms, provided Regina with medicinal relief, and was guiding them to whoever could ultimately get them an audience with Aspen.

	“Eagle is the perfect spirit animal,” Beck said. “You chose wisely.”

	Eagle smiled. He held his hands clasped in front of him in prayer and bent at his waist. His hair draped across his shoulders. “Thank you, brother Beck. Your kind words are a blessing.”

	Beck nodded. “Of course.”

	They reached the top of the steps and the curved landing in front of the four-columned entrance to the building. Eagle led the foursome to the center door. He opened it and gestured for the others to go ahead of him.

	Millie and Lucy entered first; then Beck and Regina followed them into the first-floor rotunda. The strong odor of mildew hit his nostrils, and he winced. The air was cooler and damper inside the building. Beck wiped a finger under his nose. The others in his group also bore sour expressions. They also smelled the mold. It would have been impossible not to smell it, Beck guessed. He took short breaths, trying to mitigate the acrid scent, and focused on the building’s grandeur.

	Four aged monuments stood at the foot of a grand staircase, which led to the second floor. To the south, a replica of the famed Liberty Bell was opposite a graffiti-covered replica of the former state’s constitution. A veterans’ memorial stood to the west, a white stone bust of a man named “Fighting Bob La Follette” to the east.

	Beautiful, twelve-foot-tall glass mosaics decorated the walls between the four arches in the rotunda. Each represented the foundation of power in a free country. An old man with a beard and a stylus in his hand represented “Legislation”. A younger man holding a staff and sword represented “Government”. A woman seated in a lion throne, testing the balance of scales, was “Justice”, and a woman in a red conical cap who guarded a ballot box represented “Liberty”.

	Regina looked up toward the dome. “This is amazing. I’ve visited a few state capitols, and this definitely is among the most beautiful.”

	“What was your favorite?” Beck asked.

	“Texas,” Regina said softly. “Hands down.”

	Eagle moved to the front of the group, walking backwards again and doing his best tour guide impression. He gestured to the grand staircase. “We’re going to go up the stairs. It’s another thirty-six steps. I hope that’s okay.”

	Regina nodded. “I’m good, thanks to your walking stick.”

	“Phenomenal,” Eagle said. “Let’s go.”

	He led them up the grand staircase to the second floor. They turned east, and Eagle led them to the entrance of a guarded door. Two men, unarmed, stood on either side of the large entrance, and both wore serious expressions. Eagle approached one of them and whispered something Beck could not hear. The guard nodded, disappeared into the room, and returned a moment later. He held open the door and motioned for Eagle to enter.

	“All right,” Eagle said. “Time to meet sister Aspen.”

	“Meet her?” Beck asked. “I thought you could not take us to her.”

	“I cannot.”

	“But we’re here.”

	“Yes.”

	“I don’t understand.”

	“I did not lead you to Aspen. Your spirit did. It is you who led yourself here. I only showed you the way.”

	That was the biggest pile of hooey Beck had ever heard. It made absolutely no sense. But he did not challenge Eagle. The man had been kind enough to get them to Aspen, and he hoped the woman would be able to help as much as Betsy had promised she would.

	Beck gestured for the women to enter the room first. He followed. The door closed behind them and echoed in the large chamber, which resembled a courtroom. At the opposite end of the room, a lone woman sat behind what appeared to be a long judge’s bench. She spread her arms wide and welcomed the visitors.

	“Greetings and salutations,” she said, her voice reverberating against the marble, which covered the entirety of the space. “I am sister Aspen. How may I be of service to you?”
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	Beck guessed the large room was forty feet square. At its ceiling, a large twenty-foot-square leaded-glass skylight gave the room a yellow hue and illuminated the inordinate amount of dust that danced and floated in the shafts of light.

	The large bench in the front of the room, an ornate wooden desk, had seven high-back chairs behind it. Aspen occupied the one in the center. She wore a colorful yellow and blue robe, her white hair draped across her shoulders. Her skin was pale, but her eyes were an electric blue. She leaned on her forearms and clasped her hands in front of her as the group approached.

	“I’m sorry for the echo,” Aspen said. “These flat ceilings are supposed to minimize that, but I’ve never found that to be the case. It is such a beautiful room though, so I greet all of my visitors here. Please have a seat.”

	Tendrils of smoke curled from an ashtray next to Aspen on the bench. Beck suspected it was a blunt. The faintest musk hinted at a joint amongst the broader scent of mildew, which permeated every part of the building.

	Aspen referenced the conference table, a matching wood to the bench, a place where Beck imagined lawyers might sit during a trial. Beck held out a chair for Regina and took his seat between Millie and her.

	Aspen leaned forward and studied them. “This was where the state Supreme Court would meet, before the Coming, of course. They would meet from September to June and hear cases with no jury and no witnesses. Each lawyer would have a half hour to make his or her case.”

	Beck noticed a familiar accent in Aspen’s English. It wasn’t quite Wisconsin. Canadian maybe? Was she Canadian?

	“They would deliberate and then issue their opinions. I think of this as a hallowed space where justice, liberty, legislation, and government all found their value. None is more important than the other, and none can function without the other. That is the problem in so much of our world now, don’t you think?”

	“What’s the problem?” Millie asked.

	“The problem,” said Aspen, “is that justice exists without liberty. Government, such as it was, lacks legislation. We are now a society, if you can even call us that, without civilization. That is why I formed this place, why I empower the people to govern themselves, to seek justice from their own liberty, and to legislate what is best for themselves. This is a place of peace. We have little if any violence, and we don’t concern ourselves with outsiders.”

	“How do you avoid the violence?” Lucy asked. “How do you stop outsiders from coming here and taking over?”

	Aspen sat back and rested her hands on the arms of the high-back seat. She glanced at Beck and held his gaze until it was uncomfortable. Beck refused to look away.

	After several seconds, Aspen smiled and returned her attention to Lucy. “Violence is a last resort in a place of peace. If people understand that violence results in banishment, they tend to avoid it at all costs.”

	“But what about outsiders?” Lucy pressed.

	“It’s very rare we see outsiders here.” Aspen pursed her lips and held up a finger. “Let me clarify. We do see plenty of outsiders, but none who would usurp the organization we have managed here. I cannot speak as to why that is the case. It just is what it is. Now, let’s get to what brings you here. I can assume it’s not violence, Mr. Beck?”

	Heat flushed his cheeks. His reputation had preceded him.

	Aspen picked up the joint and pinched it between her thumb and index finger. She put it to her lips and inhaled, sucking in her cheeks. She held the smoke in her lungs for a long moment before twin columns of smoke streamed from her nostrils. Aspen blinked and returned the joint to the ashtray.

	“Yes,” Aspen said. “I know who you are, brother. You are the man of legend, the one who seeks to mete out justice without legislation. You grant liberty to those you deem worthy without proper governance.”

	Beck pulled back his shoulders. He put his hands into his lap and clenched his fists. His jaw flexed with frustration.

	“Had you come here under different circumstances, I would not have allowed you entrance into the capitol, let alone granted you an audience. I do not like your type. Regardless of your reasoning, violence is a scourge. It never solved anything. Not before the Coming and not since.”

	Aspen picked up the joint a second time and took a long toke from the blunt. She held it in her fingers and gestured to Regina as she let out the hit. “I see our friend brother Eagle has supplied you with some pain-relieving indica. It’s a good strain. It will please you, sister Regina. I promise you relief.”

	“Thank you,” Regina said. “It is very kind of you to help.”

	“Why did you see us?” Beck asked. “If I’m so offensive, I mean.”

	Aspen wrinkled her nose. She blinked and raked her fingers across the top of her head, adjusting her white hair.

	Beck was convinced the lack of violence fell squarely on the shoulders of the omnipresent availability of marijuana and, perhaps, other drugs.

	“Betsy,” she said. “She is the only reason.”

	“You remember her?” Regina asked.

	Aspen laughed. “Yes, of course I do. She is my sister.”

	Beck narrowed his gaze. “Isn’t everyone here a brother or a sister?”

	“Yes, this is true,” Aspen said, “but Betsy is my sister in spirit and in blood. We share the same biological mother and father.”

	The accent made sense. Like Betsy, Aspen was from Montreal.

	“We have not seen each other in some time,” Aspen said. “I’ve heard she and Bill are back in Canada and that they owe their safety to you, sister Millie.”

	“And to my father,” said Millie. “They would not be where they are if it were not for him and his violence.”

	Beck reached under the table and grabbed his daughter’s hand. She jerked it free and placed it on the table in front of her. “We want your help,” Millie growled. “Betsy said we would need your help, and we trust her. We love her. But you don’t need to insult my father in doing so. He has helped countless people. You sit up there like someone tasked with handing down judgment. Aren’t you the one lacking the equitable distribution of freedom and liberty and whatever else it was you claimed was so important?”

	Aspen smiled. “Sister Millie, you are the spitting image of your father. It’s the dark eyes, I think. Yes, it’s that. And the passion. Oh, the passion. I feel it up here. It comes off you like waves of heat. It’s fantastic.”

	Aspen scooted back her high-back chair and stood. She dragged her hand along the bench as she walked along the dais. Her footsteps echoed in the chamber, and she crossed the room to stand opposite the foursome at their table. The scent of marijuana was strong, almost overpowering as it clung to her flowing tie-dyed robe. Beck did not mind it, though. In fact, he caught himself taking a deep breath in through his nose. He wondered if Regina might share some of her bounty with him when the time was right.

	Fine wrinkles traced Aspen’s features. Delicate crow’s feet stamped the corners of her blue eyes, which were even more transfixing up close. Delicate lines framed her thin, mauve lips. The first hint of a waddle dragged at the crepey skin under her angular chin.

	Her resemblance to Betsy was more apparent now. They shared similar stature and bone structure. Their hairlines were the same, and the lone dimple on their left cheeks was identical. But Aspen appeared to be older by a decade.

	“I don’t judge your father,” she said. “Quite the opposite. I respect what he has done, regardless of his true motivation. That is to say, I know your father scoured the ends of the Earth to find you, and his price was information about you. He was not benevolent, even if his violence ultimately had that effect.”

	Millie glared at her.

	Aspen raised her hands as if to call a truce. “Again, sister Millie, no judgment. Just facts. And we have rules here. We keep out the violence and those prone to employ it. I merely said what I did so that you truly understand the unique nature of my assistance.”

	“What is your assistance?” Millie asked.

	Aspen brushed her fingers along the fabric of her robe. She eyed each of them at the table, the judgment oozing from her pores like THC.

	“I understand you are traveling to New Mexico and then to California,” she said. “Brother Beck is looking for his accomplice in the many acts of violence he committed on his quest to locate sister Millie. Gabriel, I believe that is his name, is missing and held captive in Los Angeles. You need to go to New Mexico to meet with your guide, a young woman named Rebecca. All of this is very dangerous, and you seek the easiest of the difficult paths to accomplish what brother Beck sees as a new crusade of sorts.”

	She said it as if it were a fact they, themselves, had told her. Beck leaned back in his chair, eyebrows lifted with confusion.

	Beck asked, “How could you possibly know all of this?”

	Aspen ran her fingers along the desk. She inhaled deeply, surely swimming in her own aroma, and let her attention fall on Beck once again. “I can read, brother Beck. Your story is widely known. I’ve seen the comic books that relay your fantastical adventures.”

	“That explains some of it,” Beck said, “but you know things that aren’t in those books. What we’re doing here today has nothing to do with any of that.”

	A smirk flared at the corners of her mouth. Her blue eyes sparked with mischief. “I know people, and I know people who know people. Remember, brother Beck, this world is very small now. Despite the difficulties the lack of electricity poses, it does shrink things quite a bit. People like to talk. It’s pretty much all there is to do other than sleep, eat, procreate, and fight.”

	Beck was unsure what to do with her assessment.

	She placed both palms flat on the table in front of him and shifted the subject. “I would do anything for my sister,” Aspen said. “We were thick as thieves when we were young. She and I are only two years apart in age. We were best friends as much as siblings. I miss those times. They were so innocent. We were innocent. There was so much ahead of us. Of course, barely anything of what we planned in those young days has come to pass.”

	Aspen bit her lower lip. She looked toward the skylight, her head tilted back. She tapped her fingers on the table in a rhythm that mimicked a chord on a piano. When she lowered her chin, the electricity in her eyes had dimmed. They glistened with a sheen of moisture that gave away a spark of emotion.

	Aspen sighed. “While we were not as close after university—she went to McGill in Montreal, and I went to the University of Toronto—we have never lost touch. We find ways to communicate. It’s remarkable, really, that through it all we have discovered and invented ways to remain connected.”

	She closed her eyes and put both hands on her chest. “I love her as much as anyone could love a sibling, so I would do things for her, on her behalf, that I would not do for anyone else. I consider what I am about to give you a gift on her behalf.” Aspen paused, let her words echo, and opened her eyes. “I hope you appreciate that.”

	“We are thankful,” Millie said. “Please believe that.”

	The woman lifted one eyebrow, sharing her skepticism with the table. “Should I?”

	Millie tried a smile. “Yes. Understand, sister Aspen, my attitude just now, defending my dad, I meant that. I don’t like anybody speaking bad about him or judging his actions. He did what he believed he had to do. Unless and until you walk in someone else’s shoes, it’s an impossible task understanding their choices.”

	Aspen lifted the other eyebrow. “Interesting. I am nothing if not fair. Perhaps it is unfair of me to judge brother Beck, your father, even if I disagree with his life path. You are right, sister Millie, in suggesting we each have our own path upon which we must carry our own unique burden.”

	“I said all of that to say, sister Aspen, my disagreement was not meant to be disagreeable and should do nothing to take away from how much we appreciate Betsy and you. Right, Dad?”

	Beck tilted his head to one side and eyed his daughter with his own skeptical scowl. He leaned back in his chair and studied the walls. Everything was marble in this place, cold and hard. Despite the mildew, it had withstood years of general neglect. This room in particular made sense to him, though. He understood why, of all places, Aspen would choose this one to greet visitors like a queen would in court. Still, he wondered about Aspen and was stuck on her claim that she was only two years older than her sister. Sure, everyone aged more quickly in an apocalypse, but for one sibling to appear markedly older than the other was a shocker he could not get past.

	“I do have a question for you, sister Aspen,” he said. “What’s with setting up shop here in the capitol? Why not at the university? Buildings like this are a dime a dozen over there.”

	Aspen backed away from the table. She loosened the knot that held her robe closed and then tightened it again. “I was a professor there. I taught psychology and computer science.”

	Beck’s reaction must have sparked her response. She immediately explained the odd combination of subjects.

	“I worked at the intersection of human and computer interaction. Much of it was artificial intelligence. I was a comp sci major at U of T. Then I got a master’s in experimental psychology. I combined the two to work on machine learning. Of course, the world came to a screaming halt when the power went out. I weep when I think about the work that will never come to fruition. Anyhow, the university, as comfortable as it was, holds too much pain. So I did not want to form a settlement there. I like it here better. Plus, the idea of the central structure being the former state capitol building is fantastic. It’s poetic.”

	Beck was speechless. So were the others.

	Aspen clapped her hands. “All right,” she said with a broad smile. “Enough about me. Enough about you. I have other items to tackle today, and to be honest, this high is a little disorienting for me. I am hungry and nauseated. Let’s wrap up, shall we?”

	She motioned past the table, toward the back of the room. A man Beck had not noticed before stepped forward. How long had he been standing there?

	“I promised you an easier, safer path to your destination,” Aspen said. “Brother Turtle will provide it.”

	“Turtle?” Lucy echoed.

	“Yes,” said Aspen. “Turtle. I chose his name for him. He was so shy when he arrived here, and it took time for him to come out of his shell. I thought Turtle the perfect spiritual name for our brother.”

	Turtle was a short man, with narrow shoulders and hips that more closely resembled a woman than a man. His bald head reflected the light from the leaded glass above them, and his wiry beard was patchy. When he smiled, wide gaps separated his remaining teeth. He reached the table and stood next to Aspen, who was easily three inches taller.

	Turtle waved. “Hello,” he said. “Pleasure to meet you. I’m excited to help you on your journey.”

	“How are you helping us?” Beck asked.

	“Oh,” he said, his brow furrowed. “Sister Aspen didn’t tell you?”

	“No,” Beck said. “She didn’t tell us.”

	Turtle smiled. “I’m your pilot.”

	




Chapter 16

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 8 DAYS

	MIDDLETON, WISCONSIN

	 

	Beck exited the truck and stood on the narrow runway. To his left was a series of tan-colored steel aircraft hangars. Above him, the late afternoon sky was a pale blue with wisps of clouds brushed along the horizon. They had traveled nine miles along the southern edge of Lake Mendota to reach the Middleton Municipal Airport.

	“You’ve heard of a Faraday cage?” Turtle said. “Well, these hangars acted as shields against the electromagnetic pulse weapons the Iranians deployed against us.”

	Beck wanted to ask why Turtle thought it was the Iranians who had launched the attack nearly seven years earlier. That was one of countless theories about who was responsible for D-Day, but it could have been any number of enemy nation-states or well-funded terrorist groups that had exacted the toll on the former United States. It was not worth debating.

	“I didn’t think there were any airplanes left,” Millie said. “I don’t think I’ve seen an airplane in the sky in more than six years.”

	Turtle planted his hands on his hips. “Oh, there are planes out there. And a lot of them work. There were one hundred planes alone based here at this tiny general aviation airport. Most of them were in hangars.”

	“One hundred?” Millie asked.

	Turtle nodded. “Some of them are still in their hangars. Their owners never came for them after the Coming. Others got cannibalized. Their parts ended up being used for other aircraft, other mechanical needs. But I’ll tell you, in the first week, after everybody realized the power was gone for an indefinite time, a lot of these pilots flew their families out of here. The skies looked like someone poked a beehive there were so many planes up there.”

	“Where did they go?” Lucy asked.

	“Who knows?” Turtle said. “Canada? Other parts of the country? None of the aircraft could get too far on the fuel in their tanks. Most of them had ranges of, like, five or six hundred miles. Then they would have to refuel somewhere. Without comms, it would be hard for people to know exactly which other FBOs had fuel and which did not.”

	“What about now?” Regina asked. “Why don’t we see planes in the sky now?”

	Turtle shrugged his narrow shoulders. “People just don’t have enough fuel to use them. It’s hard to come by unless you know the right people and you pay the right price. Then you can travel by air. In fact, I’ve heard the super-rich still manage to fly here and there.”

	The concept of air travel was foreign to Beck. He had long assumed everyone was earthbound and subject to travel on foot, horseback, train, or the occasional solar truck.

	That people could reach their destinations in hours instead of days seemed like witchcraft all these years after D-Day. What were other parts of the world like now? Did they have power, or had the D-Day perpetrators plunged most of the western nations in darkness? Could the rich travel to Europe or Asia and live as they had before D-Day? And if they could, why would they ever come back? Maybe they had left and not come back. Perhaps that was why the power vacuum was as wide as it was a half dozen years after the attack. Those with money and power were gone, leaving the proletariat to fend for themselves.

	The lack of broad knowledge or verifiable information was perhaps the most difficult thing about the apocalyptic world. During the Covid pandemic years earlier, people had survived on information. They had their phones on the internet. They had YouTube, Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat. They had cable television and the streaming channels. Even if they couldn’t see loved ones because of fear of disease transmission, they could FaceTime them or communicate via webcam. That electronic connection was a saving grace. During the pandemic, Beck knew almost as much about what was happening in London, England or Wuhan, China, as he did about what was happening along the Gulf Coast in Alabama.

	Without power, a different kind of plague was unleashed. Information was sporadic and primitive. Instead of newspapers or websites, people mass-produced comic-book adventures and spread rumors like the telephone game. It was hard to know the truth about anything.

	“You’re lucky you know the people you know,” Turtle said. “This is only the second flight sister Aspen has asked me to make. Fuel is precious; that’s why she’s instructing me to make this a one-way trip. I can get you to New Mexico. Then I have to come back. The rest is up to you.”

	“You can’t get us to Los Angeles?” Beck asked.

	Turtle shot him a disapproving glare.

	Beck clarified. “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. I’m just wondering.”

	Turtle’s expression softened. “It’s a fair question. The issue is refueling. Like I said before, it’s hard to find places to refuel. I do know of a place in Albuquerque where I can get fuel for the return trip. If I go all the way to Los Angeles, however, there’s no guarantee I can find any fuel.”

	Turtle’s eyes widened. “That city is a whole different world. I can’t afford to get stuck there. Not to mention the fact that it requires a lot more fuel to fly a loaded plane than it does an empty one with just a pilot. The best bet is taking you to New Mexico, fueling up, and coming back here alone.”

	Beck nodded his understanding. “We will take what we can get. Beggars can’t be choosers.”

	Turtle flagged a thumb at the hangar. “So are we ready? Shall we get the show on the road?”

	“Let’s do it,” Millie said. “Can I put the truck in the hangar to keep it out of sight? At least we’ll know exactly where to find it on our way back.”

	“Okay by me,” Turtle said. “It’ll be safe there.”

	With a broad grin he led them to the hangar closest to them. He opened a combination lock and lifted the rolling metal door to reveal a small plane. Beck hoped it was big enough for all of them to fit inside.

	“What kind of plane is this?” Lucy asked.

	“A Cessna 206. It’s a six-seater. The plane is a workhorse. Nothing fancy like an M350, but she gets the job done and has room for all of us plus your bags. I love this plane.”

	“It only has one engine?” Lucy asked.

	“Yes,” Turtle replied. “It’s a single-engine aircraft. But it’s well maintained, I promise. You have no need to worry, sister Lucy.”

	Lucy appeared pale, her eyes stretched with worry. “What happens if that one engine fails?”

	Turtle removed a block from underneath the front wheel. “It won’t fail, sister Lucy. The engine does not have that many hours on it, and like I said before, it’s maintained. I do it myself. So you can be sure it’s done right. I was an airplane mechanic before the Coming. I know what I’m doing. You’re in good hands.”

	He moved along the length of the aircraft, stopped, turned around, and faced Lucy. He studied her before a revelation widened his expression.

	“Have you ever been in an airplane before? You’re giving off the vibe you’ve never been in an airplane before.”

	Lucy glanced at the others, seemingly apprehensive about wanting to admit something she had not said before. “No. I’ve never flown in an airplane.”

	It should not have been surprising to Beck. Lucy was young and had been a child on D-Day. Chances were good she had not experienced a lot of things she might otherwise have done had her world not changed so dramatically. He pitied her in that moment.

	For Beck, there was a before D-Day and an after D-Day. He’d lived most of his life with electricity in a civilized society. He’d made his living off of helping suck fossil fuel from the Earth. His livelihood had centered on providing power to the masses. Then it had ended. His life had changed. He’d found a new purpose, a new crusade. But that made up only a small portion of his life. For Lucy, and for others her age, it was the opposite. They’d had almost no life experience before D-Day. Their existence was forged primarily after the attack.

	“It’ll be okay,” Beck said. “It can be a little scary when we take off, but once we’re in the air, it feels like you’re on the ground. Nothing special. Like riding in a solar truck.”

	Lucy chuckled. “I doubt that.”

	“Well,” said Beck, “you’re about to find out.”

	Regina limped with the help of her cane to Lucy’s side and put an arm around her. “I’ve never flown in an airplane either. We’ll do this together. We can hold hands and comfort one another.”

	“You’ve never flown?” Beck asked. “Because you’ve traveled all over the place.”

	“It was always in a car. I guess sometimes in a train, and I went on a couple of cruises. I never flew on a plane, though. Looking back on it, I’m not sure why. It just never happened. Truthfully, since D-Day happened, I never thought I would. I’m actually kind of excited about this.”

	Regina smiled at Beck with a girlish grin, and he returned the warm expression. The five of them loaded into the Cessna 206. Beck was impressed with its condition. The seats look new, and the instruments appeared modern and immaculate. Turtle really did take care of the aircraft.

	After Turtle did his preflight check, he edged the aircraft from the hangar to taxi to the runway. He positioned the plane at the end of the runway and checked over his shoulder. “Everybody ready?”

	He spoke through a headset. Everyone had their own so they could speak with one another. Turtle explained the headsets were an upgrade.

	“We’re ready,” Beck said. At Regina’s insistence, he sat in the copilot’s seat. Regina and Lucy sat behind them. Millie was in the back.

	Turtle accelerated. He gained speed as he moved the plane along the runway. As they neared the end of the strip, Turtle pulled back on the controls, and the Cessna’s nose lifted. They rose gently and were off the ground, the aircraft pushing skyward. Its pitch steepened as they climbed. Lucy squealed in the headset. Beck turned to look at her to make sure she was okay. Aside from her white-knuckle grip on Regina’s hand, she appeared fine.

	Regina’s grin was plastered on her face. Her expression reminded him of a child riding a roller coaster for the first time. It was part pure excitement and part raw fear. Beck chuckled to himself. Though he too found his gut tightening as the aircraft lurched, dipping for an instant before returning to its steady climb.

	“We will settle in at about ten thousand feet,” Turtle said. “No need to go any higher than that, and at that altitude, we’ll be cruising at about one hundred sixty miles per hour.”

	“A lot faster than a solar truck,” Lucy said.

	“A lot faster,” Turtle agreed. “Only caveat is that our range is roughly eight hundred miles. The trip to New Mexico is close to twelve hundred. So that means we have to make one pit stop.”

	“To refuel?” Lucy asked.

	“Exactly,” Turtle said.

	Beck eyed the arced instrument cluster in front of the pilot. Most of the dials meant nothing to him, but he recognized the altimeter as the instrument spun clockwise to indicate their ascent.

	“Where will we do that?” asked Beck.

	“Wichita, Kansas. It’s a little more than six hundred miles, so that gives us a nice cushion. I never like to push the fuel limits.”

	“You’ve refueled there before?”

	“Yes,” Turtle said. “On my last trip, I was able to get a full tank there. I bartered some of our product.”

	“Weed?” Regina asked.

	“Yes. Just like the stuff you’re holding. I have some with me now. That’s how we’ll pay for it.”

	“Six hundred miles at one hundred sixty per hour,” Beck said, “that puts us there in less than four hours.”

	“Yep,” Turtle said, “more or less. It’ll be dark when we get there. Depending on the weather conditions, we might catch some Zs before we take off again. I don’t want to take any unnecessary risks. Flying IFR is more challenging, and since I haven’t done it in a while, I’m a little rusty. It’ll come back, though.”

	Beck’s stomach clenched. That last bit of information was not comforting. Beck was accustomed to small aircraft. He had traveled in small planes and choppers countless times for work. It had been years though, and the claustrophobic nature of a single-engine six-seater made him uneasy. He took his eyes from the gauges and instruments and focused his attention on what lay ahead. The blue sky was more of an ombre at their altitude. It grew darker as they climbed, and Beck thought he could see stars beyond the atmosphere.

	Turtle pushed forward on the controls, and the plane’s nose leveled. They were at altitude.

	“Everyone hanging in there?” Turtle asked over the headset. “Sister Lucy, are you okay?”

	“I’m good,” Lucy said. “It’s not too bad.”

	“My stomach’s in my throat,” Regina said, “but I’m fine. It’s wild.”

	When Millie did not respond, Beck checked over his shoulder. His daughter was fast asleep. Her head was against the window, and her mouth was open. He smiled, glad to see her getting some rest.

	“What about you, brother Beck?” Turtle asked. “Are you feeling okay? You look green.”

	Beck feigned a smile. “I’m okay. I’ll admit I’m a little nauseous. Nothing against your piloting. That was a smooth takeoff. It’s just been a while since I was in the sky.”

	Turtle laughed. “No offense taken. It is strange to be up in the air after being flatfooted for so long. I guess it’s not unlike getting your sea legs back.”

	“Good analogy,” Beck said.

	He had been waiting for the right opportunity to use that word. Analogy. He had read it more than two years ago in Gabe’s dictionary but had never found the chance to use it. He smiled to himself and looked out the window.

	Aside from the occasional wisp of clouds, the sky was clear, and Beck could see to the ground ten thousand feet below. The land looked like a patchwork quilt from that height. Rectangular blocks of green, tan, and brown sewn together in an endless parade of flatland. Roads and highways stretched like threads. Residential developments clustered next to the roads, and Beck wondered if anybody lived in those communities or if they were as abandoned as the roads.

	From ten thousand feet, the world appeared peaceful. None of the strife, the violence, or the clawing for subsistence was evident. Beck liked this. It was not unlike looking up at the stars and imagining a different time and place.

	The airplane jumped and drifted. Beck clutched his armrests.

	“Sorry about that,” Turtle apologized. “A little air pocket. Happens sometimes. I will say the skies ahead look clear, and the satellite isn’t showing any—”

	“Satellite?” Beck asked. “You have a working satellite connection?”

	Turtle tapped a large screen in the center of the console. “Sure do. No radar. Those are ground based, and they died during the attack. But most satellites are still working okay. GPS is intermittent, but in the right conditions, it’s available. There are geostationary satellites that hover above the equator, and then there are the POES. They still work too.”

	“POES?”

	“Polar Operational Environmental Satellites,” Turtle explained. “Like I said, sometimes connections are intermittent. But I can get pretty decent weather data up here even without radar. It can overlay on my navigational display. See the green? That means we’re clear headed south toward Wichita. Nothing scary between here and there.”

	“That’s high tech.”

	“Yeah, it is. It’s an upgrade for this aircraft. It cost a pretty penny at the time. But in retrospect, it was well worth the money.”

	“It’s weird seeing electronic equipment function like this,” Beck said. “I had no idea.”

	“Most people don’t,” Turtle said, “and the people who have an idea about it don’t like to share it with the rest of the world. They like to keep the info to themselves. Otherwise, there would be a mad dash, like Black Friday at Walmart.”

	Beck chuckled at that analogy. He had not thought about Black Friday, Cyber Monday, or Giving Tuesday in years. They were relics of the past, just like the various months that celebrated various histories or called attention to the myriads of disease.

	“Hey, if you want to rest your eyes, I’ve got this,” Turtle offered. “I appreciate the conversation, brother Beck, but you don’t have to feel obligated. Everyone else is out cold.”

	Beck looked behind him. Lucy’s head was on Regina’s shoulder. Regina was stuffed into the space between her seat and the rounded hull. Her head bobbed with the motion of the aircraft. The two of them held hands as they slept.

	“I don’t sleep,” Beck said.

	“You don’t?” Turtle asked. “How is that possible?”

	“It’s not like I don’t try, but I never get past that part where you’re about to fall asleep but you can still hear everything going on around you. I don’t typically dream.”

	“When did that start, if you don’t mind me asking?”

	“When I was in jail.”

	“What?”

	“Long story.”

	“We’ve got time.”

	Beck sighed. He told Turtle his sordid life story, and the pilot listened with interest but without judgment. Beck was unsure why he chose to unload on a virtual stranger, but it felt good. He felt lighter in his seat, as if he had removed weight from his shoulders.

	By the time he had finished, they were beginning their approach to Wichita. The sun had long since dipped below the horizon. They were cloaked in the obsidian of night, no lights on the ground to guide them or give them a sense of their altitude.

	“This is the fun part,” Turtle said after thanking Beck for sharing his story. “Landing a plane at night with only instruments to guide me. It could get a little hairy, but we’ll be fine.”

	Light from the instruments bathed Turtle’s face as he focused on the descent. He flipped some switches and adjusted himself in the seat. He took the yoke with both hands and leaned forward. Humor evaporated from his expression as he focused on the task at hand.

	Beck watched the altimeter spin counterclockwise as the nose dipped, and they descended toward the fertile brown dirt of Kansas. He steeled himself as the Cessna drifted.

	They were at eight thousand feet.

	“Are we almost there?” Lucy asked over the headset, her voice ragged with sleep. “It feels like we’re dropping.”

	“We’re close,” said Beck. “He’s started his descent. We should be on the ground pretty soon.”

	“I slept for a while,” Lucy said. “I guess I missed most—”

	“Don’t mean to be rude,” Turtle cut in, “but I need to turn off the headsets. I’ve got to concentrate and can’t have conversations going on in my head. Okay?”

	“Sorry about—” The headset shut off and cut short Lucy’s apology.

	The engine’s rumble grew louder in Beck’s ears. He looked out the window to his right. It was pitch black beyond the glass. Beck could not tell where the sky ended and the ground began. He could not fathom how Turtle would land the plane.

	Five thousand feet.

	The descent steepened, and Turtle’s expression tightened. His eyes danced across the instrument cluster in front of him. He muttered to himself, but Beck could not read his lips. The pilot’s intensity was both comforting and unnerving.

	The plane bounced, and the nose pitched up for an instant before the wings fluttered. The altimeter slowed and then sped up in its counterclockwise spin. The engine whined, and Beck felt the tug of his seatbelt press against his shoulder and hips. They were descending at a more rapid speed. Beck clenched his jaw. He glanced at Turtle and saw stress painted across the man’s strained features. His lips moved. He was repeating the same word or words over and again. The pilot’s hands tightened on the yoke, and he pulled back before pushing forward again.

	Two thousand feet.

	The plane shifted again. This time it shimmied from side to side as if about to spin in a flat circle. Beck resisted the strong urge to grab the copilot’s yoke in front of him. He closed his eyes. He did not pray, figuring that if God wanted him dead in a plane crash, it was going to happen whether he asked for forgiveness or not.

	The propeller whined, and the nose dipped again. Beck used the armrests to hold himself in his seat. He checked over his shoulder and saw Lucy’s face buried in Regina’s chest. Regina’s eyes were closed. She was praying as she held Lucy tight.

	Behind them, Millie was still asleep. Apparently, his daughter was unfazed by the danger and might dream through her harrowing, final moments on this planet. He thought about trying to wake her, but with the headsets off, couldn’t think how to do it. He envied her ability to sleep.

	He again looked at the altimeter.

	Five hundred feet.

	Sweat glistened on Turtle’s forehead. Rivulets of sweat beaded at his temple and rolled along his cheek, carving a path along the outside of the headset. He flipped a switch, and two narrow, penetrating beams of light fanned out ahead of the aircraft.

	Beck’s pulse pounded. He held his attention straight ahead. With the landing lights illuminated, the landing strip ahead came into view. It rushed toward them, and Beck braced himself. The Cessna rattled and hit the runway hard as the rear wheels touched the ground. The plane lifted, hit again, and Turtle lowered the front wheel. He braked hard, and the aircraft slowed to a roll on the strip.

	Turtle reactivated the headset. His breathy voice blared through the speakers. “Easy peasy,” he said. “Welcome to Wichita. The local time is—”

	“Why did you wait until the last second to activate those lights?” Beck interrupted. “I thought you were landing blind.”

	Turtle worked the pedals, navigating the Cessna closer to a darkened terminal. He offered a nervous chuckle. “I forgot about them.”

	“What?”

	Beck’s question came out with more force than he intended. He immediately amended his tone. Turtle had, after all, gotten them here safe and sound.

	“Sorry,” Beck said. “Did not mean it that way. How did you forget?”

	“They’re aftermarket lights. Soloy made them, and they were an add-on to complement the standard wing lights, which are not as bright. These LED ones are so much better, but I hadn’t used them in a while, so I forgot I had them. My bad.”

	“I’m just glad we’re here,” Lucy said. “I survived my first flight.”

	“As did I,” Regina said. “Nice flying, brother Turtle.”

	Turtle smiled. “Thank you.”

	He taxied off the runway and past a single-story metal building. Ahead of them, the LED landing lights shone on a trio of identical rectangular blue hangars. They were four times as long as they were wide. Next to the blue hangars were two matching white and gray hangars, which rust had ravaged. One of the hangars was without bay doors. The other’s bay door was askew on its tracks. An abandoned white Dodge pickup truck, lifted with thirty-seven inch tires, sat parked in front. Its driver-side door was open.

	Millie’s voice entered the conversation. Her voice stretched with a yawn. “We’re in New Mexico already?”

	“No,” Turtle answered. “We’re in Wichita.”

	The sleep dissolved from her voice, and she sat forward behind Lucy. “Kansas?”

	“Yes,” Turtle said. “We’re actually at a private airstrip owned by Cessna, southeast of the city center.”

	“The place looks abandoned,” Millie said, fully awake.

	“It might be,” Turtle said. “If it is, that would speed things up.”

	Turtle leaned forward, pressing his chest against the yoke. He squinted and stopped the aircraft thirty yards from the closest blue hangar. “Is that…?”

	“Is that what?” Beck asked before he saw it.

	Underneath the crooked hangar door on one of the rusted gray and white buildings directly in front of them, a body lay in a pool of blood.

	




Chapter 17

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 8 DAYS

	WICHITA, KANSAS

	 

	“Turn off the lights,” Beck said. “We need to deal with this.”

	Turtle flipped the switch, and the aftermarket LED lights went dark. “What do we do?”

	“First,” said Beck, “we don’t know how long that body has been there. There might be absolutely no threat to our safety.”

	“Or,” Millie countered, “there could be a dozen people lying in wait, ready to attack as soon as we exit the airplane.”

	“What do we do?” Turtle repeated, his speech accelerated. “What do we do?”

	Regina and Lucy readied their weapons. Millie did the same. Beck scanned their surroundings. He spotted no movement, but it was so dark, an army might have been surrounding them and he would not know it.

	“How long does it take to refuel this thing? And can you do it without any power?” Beck asked.

	Turtle swallowed hard. “It holds ninety-two gallons. It can take a while. Plus, without power I have to find the fuel container and then let gravity do its work, so that takes even longer. It might be an hour. Why? What are you thinking?”

	“You’ve been here before. You know where the fuel tanks are. Why don’t you handle the refueling while the rest of us get out and figure out what’s going on,” Beck suggested. “Can we make it to New Mexico without a full tank?”

	“More or less,” said Turtle. “The tanks are over there by the three long blue buildings. The fuel is in fifty-five-gallon drums, assuming they have any left. I would have to get three-quarters of a tank as a minimum. That might shave off ten or fifteen minutes’ worth of time. I will need one of you to help me, though. Using gravity, it’s more than a one-person job.”

	“I’ll help him,” Lucy offered.

	“Who’s going to watch their backs?” Regina asked Beck. “If they’re busy refueling, they’ll need another set of eyes.”

	“Good point,” Beck said. “You help them out. That okay? That way you’re stationary and not moving around too much on your bum leg.”

	“Will do,” Regina said.

	“Millie, that leaves you and me. Let’s hop out and figure out what’s going on here.”

	“Good deal,” Millie said. “I’m in.”

	“What do we do if there isn’t any fuel?” Turtle said. “There should be, but with that dead person over there and the blood, I don’t know. I’m just—”

	“Think positive,” Beck said. “Put good vibes into the world, and those vibes come back, right?”

	Turtle flashed a worried smile. “That sounds like something sister Aspen would say.”

	“Then it must be true,” Beck said.

	Without waiting for a response, he climbed out of the aircraft and then held out a hand for Millie. Instead of taking his hand, Millie offered Beck a rifle, which he took.

	“It’s loaded,” Millie said as her boots hit the asphalt. “I checked.”

	“Thanks.”

	Father and daughter moved away from the aircraft. Crouched low, they crossed the distance in unison as if they had practiced the approach countless times. They slowed when they reached the rusted building, its damaged door, and the body on the ground. It belonged to a man who was flat on his back, his limbs extended in such a way he resembled the fabled Vitruvian Man. Blood pooled around his midsection, leaching onto the ground from underneath his bullet-riddled torso. He had also taken a round to his cheek.

	Beck crouched beside him. “The blood is fresh. I don’t think it’s more than a couple of days old.”

	Millie waved at the buzz of several flies around her head. “Any maggots?”

	“No. The body isn’t too bloated either. It’s warm enough outside that if this man were dead much longer than a couple of days, he would be more swollen.”

	Neither of them were coroners, but they had seen enough dead bodies to have a working knowledge of decomposition. While the flies could swarm within hours, maggots could take a week or more to appear. And the lack of an odor, which took around four days depending on the weather and temperature, told them both the kill was relatively fresh.

	Beck peered under the half-open bay door and into the dark cavern beyond. He took a couple of whiffs. “I don’t smell anything coming from in there. Whatever happened here was in the last day or two. Three at most.”

	“That’s a wide window,” Millie said. “Whoever did this could be long gone.”

	“Or not.”

	The Cessna distracted him as the engine spun louder. Turtle steered the aircraft past them toward the blue hangars. The plane puttered past, and he stood.

	“This could be a random killing,” Millie said. “It might not be worth investigating. We could be more use if we went to help them fuel up. What do you think?”

	“I think we’ve got trouble.” Beck motioned over Millie’s shoulder. She whirled around, partially blocking the distant beams of light coming toward them. Beck counted four headlamps, two vehicles. They were on the far end of the twelve-hundred-foot asphalt runway, the sounds of their engines masked by the Cessna’s proximity. They likely had not even reached the runway yet. That bought them a few minutes.

	“I think we have our answer,” Millie said, “and we probably know who the killers are.”

	Beck and Millie ran stride for stride toward the Cessna. They reached it as Turtle powered down and began to exit the aircraft. He met their approach with wide eyes and a jerk of his head. His whole body twitched before he stepped onto the asphalt.

	Fear pricking his voice, he asked, “What’s going on?”

	“You need to start refueling now,” Beck said. “We’ve got company, and we don’t know how long we’re going to have before things start getting crazy.”

	Lucy and Regina spilled out of the aircraft and onto the asphalt. Regina held her walking stick under the crook of one arm but held her rifle with purpose. Her trigger finger rested on the guard.

	Lucy narrowed her gaze. She saw the approaching danger. “Who are those guys?”

	Beck checked over his shoulder. As the vehicles got closer, it was evident from their circular headlights they were Jeeps. The round lamps were unmistakable. “I don’t know. Military maybe. Didn’t there used to be an Air Force base around here?”

	“I didn’t think there was a military anymore,” Millie said. “Whoever they are, they saw us land. It’s too coincidental. Those landing lights were a blessing and a curse. Without them, we would’ve crashed, but because of them, we’re facing a firefight.”

	“What happened to the positivity?” Turtle asked.

	“Shouldn’t you be refueling?” Beck snapped, no patience in his voice. “Lucy, can you help him, please? We’ll handle what’s coming.”

	Beck swept his surroundings. To the left, behind one of the rusting hangars, there was a rolling cantilevered ladder. He motioned to Millie. “Take your position there. You’ll be elevated and in the dark. They won’t see you. Don’t open fire unless I do.”

	Millie offered a quick nod and hustled to the ladder.

	The Jeeps were five hundred yards away. They had less than a minute.

	“What do we do?” Regina asked.

	“You get back in the plane,” Beck said. “You’re injured.”

	Regina started to argue, but climbed back into the plane. Beck hustled to the lifted pickup and took a position behind the front passenger tire. The truck’s wheel was turned so both front tires sat at forty-five-degree angles to the front of the truck. It provided enough cover while giving Beck decent visibility. He rested the rifle’s barrel on the top of the tire and watched the twin pair of headlights grow larger.

	Beck’s muscles tensed, and he worked to control his racing pulse. His finger touched the rifle’s trigger but applied no pressure. He debated whether or not to open fire without warning, without cause. Failing to do so had cost his friend young Lucas his life in Memphis two years earlier. But it was Lucas who had warned him of the danger of pulling a trigger without cause.

	He tried to shake loose from the indecision that gripped him as the Jeeps squealed to a halt twenty yards from him, their lights blinding and hiding the numbers of soldiers who rode in each of the vehicles.

	An artificially amplified voice called out, “Who are you, and what are you doing here? This is private property, and you are trespassing.”

	Beck glanced over his shoulder. Turtle was atop the Cessna, starting to refuel from a drum strapped to a handcart. Lucy held the cart. He needed to buy them time.

	“We are refueling on our way to New Mexico.”

	“Who are you?”

	Beck was surprised. The men in the Jeeps had not exited the vehicle. They had not demanded Turtle stop refueling.

	“We are travelers from Canada on our way to New Mexico. We—”

	“No,” the voice said. “What are your names?”

	Beck was certain the speaker was using a megaphone or some other sort of electronic amplifier. How did these people still have vehicles and access to working electronics?

	Beck tried to take aim at a target, but the headlamps were too blinding. He stalled. “Did you kill the man over there by the hangar?” he asked.

	A pause.

	“He was a threat,” said the voice.

	It was a man’s voice. From its tenor, Beck guessed the man was his age. There was the scratch and resonance of someone who had lived. There was something familiar about it.

	“Who are you?” the man asked again.

	From behind the headlamps, shapes moved. Soldiers took position. As best Beck could tell, three on either side of the Jeeps. Six total. He tapped his finger on the trigger.

	“We just want the fuel,” Beck said. “Then we’ll be on our way. We can pay.”

	Another pause. Impatience leaked into the soldier’s voice. “What. Is. Your. Name?”

	“What’s yours?”

	“Are you a threat? I see you are armed. I see the woman on the ladder is armed. The woman hiding in the plane is armed.”

	Beck cursed under his breath. He saw no choice but to play the game.

	“My name is John Beck. I’m with—”

	“John Beck?” the soldier repeated. Recognition pinged his tone.

	Beck cursed again. His reputation had preceded him. It could be good or bad. Either way, it could complicate things. “Yes. John Beck.”

	“Men, lower your weapons. I know this man.”

	Beck did not take his finger from the trigger even as the lights dimmed on the Jeeps and the deployed soldiers lowered their aim. A large figure got out of the vehicle on the left and took several steps closer. Beck shifted his aim and leveled it at the mountain moving toward him.

	“Beck,” he said, “point that thing elsewhere. You’re not going to shoot me.”

	How could this man know what Beck was going to do? So many in the post-D-Day world thought they knew him. They had read the comic books; they believed the legend and thought they had a personal connection with him. That was rarely the case.

	“You may know me,” Beck said, pressing his finger steady against the trigger. “I don’t know you.”

	The man laughed. It was a loud, hearty laugh that came from his gut. He stopped and raised his hands. “That’s where you’re wrong. You do know me.”

	Beck twitched. He eased his finger from the trigger.

	“You probably don’t recognize me. It’s been nearly seven years.”

	Beck edged away from the cover he’d kept behind the tire. The dim headlamps backlit the man, casting him in shadow.

	“Who are you?” Beck asked.

	“Hugh Castor. Your old rig manager. From the Charybdis.”

	Hugh Castor? Was he serious? Hadn’t he drowned the night of the storm on D-Day? Wasn’t he among the casualties out in the Gulf?

	“Aren’t you dead?”

	Castor laughed. “Hah, ten times over. But that’s beside the point.”

	He turned away from Beck and pointed at the Jeeps, telling his men to turn out the headlamps. The lights snapped off, and the man’s features came into focus as Beck’s vision adjusted to the dark.

	“John Beck. As I live and breathe. I cannot believe my eyes. What in the world are you doing on my land in the middle of Kansas?”

	It was Hugh Castor. No doubt. The man was still as bald as a cue ball and every bit the meaty six-foot-five Beck remembered him to be. He had the same thick and wiry mustache between his wide nose and hidden upper lip. It was gray now.

	They had worked together on the rig off the Alabama coast. Castor had been the manager when the Chinese jets had flown overhead, knocking out the rig’s power ahead of a nasty storm that forced them to abandon the deep-water rig. What was he doing in the middle of Kansas?

	Beck lowered his weapon as Castor wrapped him in a bear hug, lifting him from the ground.

	“Dad?” Millie called out from the shadows. “You know him?”

	Castor laughed again. He backed away from Beck and shielded his eyes to get a glimpse of Millie. “Is that the Millie Beck? Mercy sakes, did I hit the mother lode or what?”

	“What are you doing here?” Beck asked. “How did you get to Kansas?”

	“My people are from Wichita. My old man worked for Trans Pacific Oil. Had two uncles who were with Vess. I fell into it, ended up doing the deep-water drill.”

	“So you came back?”

	“It took a month of Sundays, but I made it back. Hooked up with some former guardsmen, and we formed a little patrol. We keep the peace in and around this part of Wichita. What about you? And Millie? And these other people who are still siphoning fuel without asking permission?”

	Castor jutted a chin toward the Cessna. He waved at Turtle and winked at Beck before he playfully punched him on the shoulder. What were the chances? Of all the people in the world, running into someone he actually knew before D-Day had to be so unlikely.

	“We’re on our way to find Gabe,” Beck said. “You remember him?”

	“Vazquez? Hell yeah, I remember him. You two were like peas in a pod, and you couldn’t stand that other fella. What was his name?” Castor snapped his fingers in thought. “Goose. You hated that dude.”

	Millie joined them at the pickup truck. “What about Goose?”

	Castor lifted an eyebrow. “You knew Goose?”

	“I did,” Millie said. She offered her hand to Castor. “I’m Millie Beck.”

	“I’m Hugh Castor; pleasure to meet you in person. I feel like I know you. Well, like I knew you. Your dad would never shut up about you.”

	Beck’s cheeks flushed with heat.

	Millie smiled, then furrowed her brow. “What about Goose?”

	Castor shook his head. “Nothing. I just remember he and your dad didn’t like each other. At all.”

	“Let’s talk about something else,” Beck said. “Like how we pay you for the fuel. We’re taking about ninety gallons.”

	Castor considered this. He tilted his head and eyed the Cessna. “It’s free. One friend to another.”

	“Really?”

	“Yeah, really,” Castor said. “You were always a good worker, Beck. The fuel’s on us.”

	“Thanks,” Beck said. “We’re happy to pay. We’ve got—”

	Castor raised a hand and then put it on Beck’s shoulder. “Wouldn’t hear of it. You hungry? Would love to catch up some if you’ve got time.”

	Beck checked with Millie. She nodded. Behind him, Regina exited the plane. She walked with the stick but left her rifle in the cabin.

	“You want to tell Lucy she can stand down?” Beck said to Millie. “I’ll be back in a minute to help Turtle, and we can all take a breather.”

	“Will do.”

	Millie and Regina brushed against each other as they passed. Regina smiled at her before she directed her attention to Beck and Castor.

	“Apparently I’m missing a reunion of some kind,” she said.

	Castor smiled graciously. “I’m an old friend of Beck’s. I’m guessing you’re a new one.”

	Regina reached them and leaned on the stick. “I am. So is Lucy back there. Turtle is our pilot. We met him yesterday up in Wisconsin.”

	“Madison, right?” Castor asked.

	“How did you know?” Regina asked.

	“That plane has been here before. I recognized it. It’s the only reason we didn’t open fire. Beck here was evasive enough that under normal circumstances, we would have had to take a less friendly approach.”

	“I was never one for conversation,” Beck said.

	“True enough,” Castor said. “C’mon, I’ll have my men finish fueling you up. That way, all of you can take a breather before you head out. Better to leave once the sun is up anyhow, am I right?”

	“Probably,” Beck said. “Thanks again.”

	Castor led them toward the Jeeps and instructed three of his men to help with the Cessna. Then he told a driver to pick up Millie, Lucy, and Turtle and bring them along.

	“Hop on in,” he said. “It’s a short trip to the base.”

	Beck helped Regina into the Jeep. They sat in the back with Castor. Two soldiers sat up front. The Jeep peeled out and sped away from the hangars.

	“Can’t believe it,” Castor said. “John Beck. I’ve heard tales about you. Thought they were bull, to be honest. Figured somebody made up all those stories about you being a killing machine bent on vengeance for the downtrodden.”

	“They weren’t made up,” Regina said.

	The wind whipped through them in the open-air Jeep. It was a warm wind that reminded Beck they were the farthest south they had been in two years. His mind skipped to the lakeshore in Canada.

	Castor elbowed Beck. “Seriously? That stuff in the books and around the campfires was true?”

	“Not true exactly,” Beck said. “It was exaggerated. But I did do a lot of—”

	“So you’re like some sort of Robin Hood. Except you kill instead of taking gold.”

	“I hadn’t thought of it that way, but I guess that’s not wrong.”

	Beck looked over his shoulder. The lights from the other Jeep were close behind. In the distance, Castor’s men worked on the Cessna. Could they be this lucky?

	“Tell me about Gabe,” Castor said. “What’s up with him? Why are you hunting for him?”

	“He ended up in Los Angeles,” Beck said. “From what we’ve heard, he’s trapped there. I owe him a lot. He stuck with me after D-Day, so—”

	“D-Day?”

	“That’s what I call the day the planes dropped the EMPs,” Beck said.

	“Good name for it,” Castor said. “I just call it the day the planes dropped the EMPs.”

	“Funny,” Beck said without laughing.

	“How did you two meet?” Castor asked, aiming his question at Regina.

	“In the woods,” Regina said. “He snuck up on my camp. I nearly killed him. Then I decided he was worth keeping around. Now he follows me like a puppy dog. I can’t get rid of him even when I try.”

	Castor laughed hard and slapped his thigh. Beck thought it was forced. He had heard Regina tell people the same story before, and it always drew smiles or chuckles. Rarely, if ever, did it elicit belly-shaking laughter.

	The Jeep slowed and pulled into a parking lot adjacent to a single-story building with a faceless sign out front. A neon sign that read “Dorothy’s” flickered in the window, and when the driver turned off the ignition, the hum and rumble of a generator cut through the night air.

	“Where are we?” asked Beck.

	“It’s our mess hall,” Castor said. “Old diner. Kitchen still works with the generator. Nothing fancy, but we can cook up the basics. We have a tornado shelter that doubles as a root cellar out back that keeps things cold. Like an old-fashioned refrigerator.”

	The other Jeep pulled alongside them. Millie, Lucy, and Turtle were crowded into the back seat. Two soldiers sat up front.

	Both Jeeps unloaded, and the group of ten filed into the diner. Castor flipped on the lights, which illuminated with a dim yellow glow that resembled a night-light more than a traditional ceiling light. The four soldiers made their way past the long counter and into the kitchen. Castor pointed to a long booth at one end of the restaurant and took a seat with the five travelers.

	Once in the booth, he drummed his palms on the table. “Never in a million years did I ever think I would be breaking bread with John Beck. Never in a million. What a crazy world it’s turned out to be.”

	Beck flashed a half smile, not wanting to appear creepy. He was not successful.

	Castor wagged a finger at him. “I’d forgotten you have a weird smile. Totally blanked on that. But now I remember it. You never smiled because people said you looked weird.”

	“I still do,” Beck said. “Enough about me, though. Tell us about you. What’s it like here? How are things? I’ve traveled a lot, but never through this part of Kansas.”

	Beck could not remember in that moment if he had traveled to Kansas at all. Oklahoma City kept flashing in his memory. He tried to erase it. It would not go away.

	“Well, it’s a long story,” said Castor. “Kansas is not all good. Not even all of Wichita is good. There are pockets of evil everywhere. Everywhere. It’s the strangest thing too. I’ll find out about some warlord on the Nebraska border and then come to learn the guy was an insurance salesman or bank teller. It’s never the ones you think who end up pulling the strings. Like you, Beck, I never would’ve figured you for a justice-seeking vigilante, a gun for hire.”

	Beck tried to recall the last conversation he had shared with Castor. The night of the storm, he had been in the comms center aboard the Charybdis with Gabe, their friend Radio, and another comms operator named Ed. Castor had barged in and kicked them out. He had then called for an all-hands meeting in the mess hall.

	“You know me,” Castor had said at that contentious meeting. “I tell it like it is. We have a rule. No BS in, and no BS out. We’re in a world of hurt. They’re saying they hit our grid. We’re told the power is out everywhere, East Coast to West.”

	Castor was the first one to tell Beck what had become of his world. He was the straight shooter who said the hard things when they had to be said. Beck remembered that about him now. The boss had always told the unvarnished truth. He wondered if that was still the case.

	The four soldiers returned with steaming porcelain bowls. They placed one in front of each of the guests.

	“It’s bone broth,” Castor said. “Looks plain enough, but it’s really good for you. It’s a staple for us here.”

	The beef-scented steam warmed Beck’s face. He inhaled the aroma, which made him realize how hungry he was. He had not thought about food all day, but now with it in front of him, he was starving.

	“How do we eat it?” Lucy asked.

	“Use your hands,” Castor said. “We don’t have spoons. Sorry.”

	“Our hands?”

	Castor smiled, perhaps understanding her confusion. He made a show of holding the bowl on both sides, lifting it, and blowing the steam from the broth.

	Lucy blushed. Regina mimicked Castor.

	“Thanks for the food,” Millie said, nodding at Castor and the soldiers.

	Turtle had the bowl to his lips and tested the heat. He grimaced and smacked his tongue against the roof of his mouth.

	“It’s hot,” Castor said. “Might want to let it cool. We like to boil it before we serve it.”

	“How did you get here?” Beck asked.

	Castor set his bowl on the table. He leaned on his elbows and folded his arms. “On foot. Horseback. The trains weren’t up and running yet. I never got lucky enough to hitch a ride in an old truck or anything.”

	“Were you with anyone?”

	Castor’s expression flattened. He rubbed a hand over his bald head. “I was. Couple of guys from the rig. Ed was one of them. You knew him, right?”

	“Comms guy?”

	Turtle slurped his soup. Millie tested a sip. Regina had her hand on Beck’s leg under the table.

	“Yeah,” Castor said. “He didn’t make it. Neither did the others. We got ambushed outside of Hattiesburg about two weeks after we made it to shore.”

	The soldiers sat with their bowls at an adjacent booth. They carried on their own soft conversation.

	Castor looked at Beck, but his attention was elsewhere. Beck figured he was lost somewhere in central Mississippi, replaying the violence.

	“I’m not a Pollyanna,” said Castor. “Never been the type to think positivity saves the world. But I always believed in the decency of people. Heck, even though I saw stuff on the rig that put that in doubt sometimes, I never really thought people were bad at their core. But the way the world dissolved so fast…”

	He trailed off, and the table grew quiet.

	Castor blinked and shook his head. “I just didn’t think things could get so bad so fast. It was like that old movie.”

	“Which one?” Although Beck was not a movie buff, and the title of the film likely would not add to the story, he asked anyway.

	“The Purge,” Castor said. “It was actually a series of movies. They made a bunch of money off the first one, so they went for the money grab.”

	Beck did not remember the franchise. Regina did.

	“Were those the movies about anarchy?” she asked. “One night each year the government allowed people to get away with any crime they committed?”

	Castor pointed a finger at Regina. “That’s the one.”

	“I don’t get it,” Millie said. “What’s the connection?”

	“The lawlessness,” said Castor. “It’s like I realized that society is so fragile, all it takes is the absence of consequences and a lot of people will do a lot of bad things.”

	Castor picked up his bowl. He drew a long sip and licked his lips. Beck watched him for a moment and took his own taste of the broth. It was good, and he found it difficult not to guzzle the entire bowl.

	“So you made it here,” he said. “Then what?”

	Castor wiped his chin with the palm of his hand. “Once I was alone, it took me a lot longer to get here. Three months. I was afraid to travel out in the open, so I took a pretty circuitous route to get here.”

	Circuitous was a word Beck had heard but could not remember its meaning. Context clues told him it meant something akin to winding.

	“By the time I got here, my people were gone.”

	“What do you mean gone?” asked Lucy.

	“Vanished. No clue as to what happened to them or where they went. My parents’ house was abandoned. My uncles shared a place on the west side of town. Squatters were in it. They had no info on where my uncles were. I was alone again.”

	Lucy looked sad. “You never found out what happened?”

	Castor shook his head. “Not that I didn’t try to find out. At a certain point, the only thing unanswered questions are going to do is drive you insane though. I decided to stop asking and start doing. That’s when I found these guys.” He gestured to the soldiers at the other table.

	They acknowledged their leader by raising imaginary glasses in a mock toast.

	“All of them lost family too. They were alone. We sort of found each other and decided together we could provide some security for our hometown.”

	“That’s what you do now?” Millie asked. “Provide security?”

	“More or less. We roam around. If people need help, we help them. If they’re in trouble, we do what we can. We try to make just enough noise that predators know to stay away. We’re a very localized, non-traveling version of what your dad does.”

	“Did,” Beck said. “I don’t do that anymore.”

	Castor took another long draw from his bowl and licked his lips. “No? Then what are you doing here? This seems like a traveling mission. Heck, you even have a plane.”

	Beck sat up straight. His eyes darted from one person at the table to another. “It’s not like that.”

	Castor put down his bowl and held up his hands. “Hey, Beck, I don’t mean anything by it. No judgment. It just seems to me that you’re on a crusade like you were in those comic books. Instead of looking for your daughter, you’re hunting for Gabe.”

	“I’m not helping people now,” Beck said. “Not anymore. I’m done with that part of it.”

	“Huh,” Castor said. “That’s the thing I admired most about what you do. I mean, what you did. What you don’t do anymore.”

	“What’s that?” Beck asked.

	“Well, even in the middle of all you had going on, you still found time to help others. Who cares if it was for information or some sort of trade? You did what you had to do. For the people you helped, it was a lifesaver. I respected that. I still do. Just sorry to learn you’re out of the people-helping business. With all of the darkness, I thought of you as a light.”

	Beck did not know what to say to that. The demons, silent as they were then, had always suggested his crusade was anything but benevolent. It was self-serving. Beck only helped those who could help him. That was how he had thought about it. Yet was that actually true? Did he only help those who had something to offer? He could not remember now. It had been too long, and too much had happened. Perhaps he’d blocked it out, wanting to forget the violence he’d forged and the blood he’d spilled.

	“I thought of it that way too,” said one of the soldiers. “I’ve read a bunch of those books. They’re great time killers. No offense. I’ve got a stack of them under my bunk. You’re a hero, Mr. Beck. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

	Beck had not realized the others recognized him. The relative fame was something that always took him by surprise. “Thank you,” he said to the soldier and finished his broth.

	“This was really good,” Regina said. “I can’t thank you enough for the food, the conversation, and the free fuel.”

	The other travelers piled on their gratitude.

	Castor was gracious. “We’re very happy to be of assistance.”

	“I’m surprised there’s any fuel left after six years,” Beck said. “I didn’t know there were any working refineries.”

	“Really?” Castor said. “There are several refineries in Canada and in Mexico. Wichita is not far from one of the north-south trade routes. We trade some of our goods for fuel, and then we flip the fuel for other things we need. I’m not directly involved in the trade per se, but we provide protection during some big deals. Big for us, anyhow. We do those deals at the airport a lot of the time. Nice wide-open space. Easy for everybody to see everybody. I think how any community survives nowadays is trade. Money is worthless for the most part. It makes sense to store the fuel there rather than move it around.”

	“What about the dead man at the airport?” asked Beck.

	“What about him?”

	“Was that a deal gone bad?”

	“No. He was a bad seed. He wanted to get an in with a black-market group that traffics in anything of value. Tried some funny business. Picked the wrong place and the wrong time. Just so you know, he fired first.”

	“Black-market group?” Millie asked. “Which one?”

	“Black market?” Lucy echoed. “As in people trying to trade and sell stuff they stole or got illegally?”

	“That’s what a black market is,” said Millie.

	Lucy frowned. “I know that.”

	“Good point, though,” Castor said. “There are a handful of them. I think this one was the Mercado. They work the West Coast and supply hard-to-find goods to the major cities. Word is they started in Oklahoma. Farmers who decided to go big time and make the most of the city life.”

	“The…Mercado? How would they know about your stash?” Lucy’s color drained from her face.

	Beck filed it away. It meant something.

	Castor shrugged. “Word gets around. Like I said, we trade the fuel for things we need. It’s not a secret. If the Mercado is extending its reach farther east, which the rumors are that it is, it makes sense they would want a piece of what we’ve got. We’re not interested.”

	“Got it.” Beck nodded. “Makes sense.”

	Castor pushed his bowl away and slapped his stomach. “I, for one, am full. It’s time we get you all some shut-eye and then see you off at first light. Sound good?”

	“Sounds good,” Millie agreed.

	The others echoed the sentiment, and after they cleaned up, Castor and his men gave them a ride back to the airport. There were cots in one of the blue hangars, which served as beds.

	All through dinner, Beck had expected Castor to pull out a pistol and shoot him. He was on guard for the soldiers to take them hostage or to commandeer their plane. He could not wrap his head around the idea that someone, even a coworker from years ago, would freely give them food and fuel. Was that how low his opinion of humanity had sunk?

	Yet that was exactly what Castor did. He gave without asking anything in return. On top of that, he praised Beck, told him how much he admired his post-D-Day crusade.

	Hugh Castor had always been an honest man. Tough but fair. He did not pull punches. That Castor, though, was the man he had been before D-Day. A man unburdened by the hellscape of an apocalypse and the eternal mystery of his loved ones’ disappearances.

	If after all of that he remained true to his word and gave without expectation, perhaps there was hope for this world. The serendipity of Beck’s reunion with his old boss was a good thing. It gave him the boost he needed to continue on the long, arduous crusade.

	Beck was in a cot next to Regina. She was already asleep, snoring.

	Millie’s eyes were closed, but he could not tell if she was actually asleep. She was good at pretending to sleep. Lucy and Turtle were both unconscious. They were nearly identical in their postures, curled into the fetal position on their respective cots. Their mouths hung open; their nostrils flared and shrank.

	Beck could not stop thinking about Hugh Castor, about the tentacles of a black-market operation slithering across the lower forty-eight, and about the long journey still ahead. In his experience, there was always darkness with the light. The yin needed a yang. And for everything good that happened, something bad was on the horizon.

	




Chapter 18

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 9 DAYS

	WICHITA, KANSAS

	 

	Hugh Castor stood with his hands on his hips. He stared down at Beck; a smile pressed beyond the fraying edges of his gray mustache. The morning sun reflected off the front of his bald head.

	The air was cooler than the night before, though this was the coldest of the day. Beck was on the asphalt behind the tail of the Cessna. The aircraft was fully fueled, and Turtle was in the midst of his preflight walkaround.

	“Don’t be a stranger,” Castor said. “If you’re ever on your way through these parts again, please make sure you stop to say hello. Plenty of bone broth to go around.”

	“I’m grateful,” Beck said.

	He was. Hugh Castor had, for the time being, renewed his hope in people. Not everyone was a pirate or a marauder or a wannabe gangster affiliated with black-market cartels. At least there was his old boss and the young soldiers he’d recruited as his post-D-Day family. They were good. They were the light.

	“You should be.” Castor laughed heartily and opened his arms for a hug.

	Beck obliged, and the two men embraced. Castor squeezed too hard and almost sucked the breath from Beck’s lungs, but he played it off. “If you’re ever in Canada, you’ve got a place with us.”

	“It’s beautiful,” Millie said. “We’re on Lake Superior right on the southeastern shore. Plenty of fish to eat and fantastic sunsets.”

	“Sounds like heaven,” said Castor. “And while I don’t see myself ever leaving Wichita, if somehow the compass points north, I’ll be looking for you.”

	“I’d like to repay you somehow,” said Beck.

	“Not necessary.” Castor shook his head. “But if you really insist…”

	“Anything.”

	“Find your friend. Gabe’s a good guy. He was a hard worker like you. Had less of a temper, if I remember, and was more into movies.”

	Beck chuckled. “Good memory.”

	“Those were good times. We should’ve enjoyed them more. That’s always how it is, isn’t it? You don’t know what you’ve got until it’s gone.”

	“Wasn’t that a song?” asked Beck.

	“Probably.”

	The men hugged again. The others said their goodbyes and gave their thanks. Castor and his men stood watch while Turtle steered the Cessna down the runway and lifted it off the ground.

	Beck looked out the window as they ascended into the sky. Castor shrank in size until he and his men looked like specks on the ground far below.

	Turtle arced the aircraft to the west and then south as he found his course toward New Mexico. He adjusted his headset with one hand and kept the other on the yoke, and the plane climbed at a steep pitch that pushed Beck against his seat back.

	“We’re a little less than six hundred miles away,” Turtle said. “The weather is clear until we hit New Mexico. There’s some activity west of the Manzano Mountains, but I think we’ll be okay.”

	“Four hours?” Beck estimated.

	“Between four and five. Depends on the winds.”

	“Where are we landing?” Lucy asked. “What’s close to Torreon?”

	Torreon was the village nestled on the western edge of the Manzanos. It was a longtime home to Navajos and predated the arrival of the Spanish in the sixteenth century. That was their destination, the place where they would reunite with Rebecca and plot their California incursion.

	“There’s an airstrip about fifteen miles from Torreon in a town called Estancia,” Turtle said. “It’s not much more than a long dirt road, but assuming it’s still there, it’ll work.”

	“Assuming?”

	“I’ve not been there. I’ve flown to Albuquerque. I can refuel there, but that’s too far from Torreon to drop you off. We’ll try Estancia.”

	“Fifteen miles,” Beck said. “We can walk from there.”

	“Or hobble,” Regina said.

	Beck smiled. “I’ll carry you.”

	“Funny. I’d have more luck carrying you than you would me,” Regina said, and the others laughed. Beck winked at Regina. “Probably true,” he admitted.

	He was getting better about laughing at himself. That was something he had never been able to do before D-Day. Actually, it wasn’t until Regina that he had begun to take himself less seriously. Not much, but some. An old dog could learn new tricks.

	The Cessna’s nose leveled, and Beck looked through the spin of the propellor. It was like watching a ceiling fan. Every now and then he would catch a momentary glimpse of the individual blades before they disappeared. The plane fell silent aside from the hum and rumble of the Cessna’s turbocharged Lycoming TIO-540-AJ1A. The engine, as Turtle had excitedly explained during his first walkaround in Madison, could produce three hundred and ten horsepower, which he said might not sound like a lot, but it would do the trick for the small six-seater.

	Several minutes passed; then Millie sighed into the mic attached to her headset. “Are we not going to talk about what happened last night?”

	“What happened?” Lucy asked.

	“Everything,” said Millie. “That was weird. Straight out of a novel or a B movie.”

	“What do you mean?” Beck asked without turning to face his daughter.

	She rode in the back of the cabin again, and it was challenging to twist around far enough to get a good look at her. It was just as well. He did not want to look at her. This was easier. It was like having a phone conversation where facial expression did not give away anything to the person on the other end of the conversation.

	“Where do I begin?” Millie asked rhetorically and immediately answered her own question. “It could be with the fact that of all the places we could land, it happened to be in a place where they have readily available fuel. Really?”

	“Canada and Mexico,” Beck said. “We have fuel at our place on Lake Superior, right?”

	“Yes, but not an infinite supply of it. It’s a scarce, expensive commodity. Not only did they have plenty of it, they gave it to us.”

	“That’s because they knew us,” Beck said. “Well, Castor knew me. It was a favor for an old friend.”

	“How good a friend could he have been?” Millie asked. “I’ve never heard you mention his name once. Not even when you worked offshore, when we would have those video chats, did you ever mention Hugh Castor. He was like a nonplaying character elevated to pivotal plot status.”

	“It’s coincidence,” Beck said.

	“Dad, be real. We traveled around this country for four years. How many times did you see a plane in the sky? How many times did you run across a fuel depot?”

	“I never did.”

	“Exactly. It’s mind-blowing to me.”

	“I told you about the planes, sister Millie,” Turtle interjected. “They’re not as uncommon as you might think. And there is a huge fuel trade. Canada and Mexico are still producing energy.”

	“He’s not wrong,” Beck said. “The Canadian tar sands in the Pacific Northwest and the Chicontepec Basin and the Golden Lane along Mexico’s east coast were huge production spots.”

	“Then why hasn’t the lower forty-eight become more modernized?” Millie asked. “It’s been nearly seven years.”

	“Mexico and Canada like the United States not being the United States anymore,” Turtle said. “They like controlling the energy. Plus, people in the lower forty-eight can’t get their act together. If they were all a little more like sister Aspen, then—”

	“Then everybody would be high all of the time,” Regina cut in.

	“It can’t be that simple.” Millie shook her head. “That doesn’t make sense, does it? Wouldn’t Mexico and Canada benefit from a strong United States? Why wouldn’t they help the country get back on its feet, rebuild the infrastructure? Think of the jobs that would create for all three countries.”

	“That’s great in theory,” Regina said, “and if the lower forty-eight had any central government left, it could work. But think about it, Millie. You have seen it firsthand time and again. People don’t want a central government anymore. They want to rule themselves. They want to live like nomadic tribes, unbeholden to the rule of law. You can’t help someone who doesn’t want the help.”

	“True enough,” Millie conceded. “The whole thing struck me as too strange to be real, that’s all. I have a healthy skepticism about things when they look too good to be true.”

	“You got that from your father,” Regina said.

	“That and a lot of other things.”

	Beck considered questioning the jab. Instead, he managed to reposition himself so he could get a look at her. Millie had her forehead against the window. Her attention was focused on the building clouds that surrounded the aircraft at its ten-thousand-foot elevation.

	They traveled for more than an hour in relative silence before Turtle spoke.

	“Families,” he said. “They’re something, aren’t they? They bring out the best and worst in us. They challenge us to be better while continually searching for those buttons that trigger our insecurities and recognition of our shortcomings. Blessings and curses.”

	The pilot gave Beck a knowing, wistful glance. Beck took the bait.

	“You have family left?” he asked.

	“All of my brothers and sisters in Madison are my family,” Turtle said. “They’re the ones who keep me going. Sister Aspen most of all. She is a guiding light, I tell you. Without her wisdom, so many of us would be lost. She really created a sense of community and took away the daily worries that plague a lot of the settlements nowadays. Though I hear the one you left in Canada is quite nice. Is that right?”

	“It is. Millie started it. She did a great job. It’s self-sustaining with a little help from trade. It gets cold, and that aggravates my old bones, but it really is a good place.”

	“But you left?”

	“I did.”

	“To help a friend?”

	“Yes. He would do the same for me. He did do the same for me, really, spending years on the road helping me look for Millie. I owe him this.”

	“You’re a good man. A good friend.”

	Beck sensed Turtle’s gaze but could not look at him. He had trouble with compliments. They tended to stir the demons.

	“I would have liked to have you as family,” Turtle said.

	Beck was unsure how to respond. “Thank you. That’s kind of you.”

	Turtle regripped the yoke and stared through the windshield.

	“Did you have family before D—I mean, before the Coming?”

	“Not really,” Turtle said. “No wife. No children. My parents died when I was younger. My dad when I was in middle school, my mom when I was in flight school.”

	“I’m sorry to hear that.”

	“It’s okay. It was a long time ago. Plus, sister Aspen says the things that don’t kill you make you stronger. We need tribulations in our life. Without darkness, there is no light, right?”

	“Right.”

	All six aboard the aircraft were privy to the conversation, but it felt like it was between Beck and Turtle. The others did not engage or interrupt, only listened.

	“I dropped out of flight school when my mom died,” Turtle said. “It was too much at the time. I wanted to be a commercial pilot. Instead, I became a mechanic.”

	“Commercial? Like for a major carrier?”

	“That was the goal. I would have started with a cargo carrier first, then maybe charter stuff, regional carriers. You’ve got to earn a lot of flight hours to become a transport pilot. It was fifteen hundred back before the Coming. That can take a few years.”

	“I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Beck said, “why do you call the attack on the United States the Coming?”

	“You mean the day the power went out?”

	“Yes.”

	Turtle checked his instruments. He tapped a touchscreen and adjusted something.

	“We call it that,” Turtle said, facing Beck with a raised eyebrow, “because it was the day we got what we had coming.”

	Beck almost fell from his seat. Lucy chuckled. Regina grunted. Even Millie reacted with something close to a gasp.

	“What does that mean, exactly?” Beck asked.

	“Well,” said Turtle, “what do you call it?”

	“D-Day.”

	“Like the invasion of Normandy in World War II?”

	That question surprised Beck as much as the reason for the name “the Coming”. Turtle was smart, but Beck had not taken him for a history buff.

	“Yes.”

	“What did the D mean?” asked Turtle.

	“Well,” Beck said, “most people think it meant day, like day day. Some suggested it meant disembarkation. Others thought it was for departed date or even decision.”

	“Ahhh.” Turtle tapped his display and then swiped his finger across the screen.

	Beck edged closed to Turtle. “Now tell me about the Coming. Why it means what it does.”

	Turtle tilted his head to one side, regarding the question. Beck believed the man had to have answered the question before. Perhaps he was trying to think of the most eloquent way to describe it.

	“The conversation we had a bit ago pretty much sums it up,” he said, “in that our country had gotten to a bad place. We argued over everything. People were perpetually impatient and unkind. Social media was a cesspool of nastiness and division. Our elected leaders kept getting more and more extreme. Before the Coming, we were at a place where we were so distracted by the unimportant things, the petty things that divided us and made us angry, that we forgot what mattered. We didn’t deal with the big things, the important things. That’s why we failed to stop the attack. That’s why we couldn’t recover, why our failing government did not rebuild itself. It had stopped serving the people, so the people decided enough was enough. We got what we had coming to us.”

	After a long moment of silence as those in the plane digested Turtle’s assessment, Millie was the one who spoke.

	“I buy it,” she said. “It makes sense. We should’ve been able to recover faster, right? But if you’ve already got a crumbling foundation, how can you rebuild on top of it? You can’t. It’s a pretty dark view of the world, but I can’t disagree with it.”

	“Me neither,” said Lucy.

	“As fatalistic as it is,” Regina added, “I understand the thinking.”

	Beck was the only one among them who did not respond. He looked out his side window and got lost in the clouds. They were thickening and growing darker beneath the aircraft. He motioned to a roiling bank of gray clouds in the distance.

	“Do we need to worry about the weather?” he asked, changing the subject.

	Beck noticed that a lot of post-apocalyptic conversations never reached the conclusions. Other things, like life and death, tended to cut the discussions short.

	“Actually, now that you mention it, brother Beck, it is a problem. I’m not sure we’re going to be able to land the plane.”

	




Chapter 19

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 9 DAYS

	EN ROUTE TO TORREON, NEW MEXICO

	 

	They were thirty miles from their destination, and Beck’s gut told him they would not make it.

	Lightning flashed in the low clouds beneath them. Ahead of them, thunderheads blossomed toward the higher atmosphere like stalagmites. They appeared like a gauntlet between the Cessna and the dirt landing strip of Estancia Municipal Airport east of Torreon.

	The plane drifted and pitched as if rudderless in a stormy sea. Lucy white-knuckled the arms of her seat. Regina had her hand on Lucy’s wrist, likely holding it as much for Lucy’s comfort as her own. Millie muttered prayers under her breath. Beck resisted the unwise urge to take the yoke in front of him and somehow guide them safely to the ground. Of course, he knew nothing of aircraft and could not have landed the plane under the best of circumstances, let alone the lightning storm in which they now found themselves.

	“I thought I could avoid it,” Turtle said. “It moved faster than I thought, and the heart of this storm is—”

	Lightning flashed, and a simultaneous deafening crash of thunder accompanied the bolt. An instant later, a blinding flash of light and teeth-rattling boom forced Beck to cover his eyes and look away from the instruments in front of him. The plane pitched, and Beck felt the strain of his seat harness holding him in place.

	Lucy screamed. Millie’s prayers accelerated. Turtle cursed.

	“What is it?” Beck asked, blinking past the afterimages burned into his eyes. “What’s wrong?”

	“The avionics are messed up. Lightning hit us.”

	“What does that mean?” Lucy asked. “Are we going to crash?”

	“No,” Turtle snapped. “I can reboot it. It’s going to take a minute.”

	The plane tilted to one direction, and Beck felt it glide as if on ice. His stomach lurched when it lifted and dropped again. More lightning flashed outside. His eyes adjusted again, and he pivoted in his seat to face Lucy, Regina, and Millie.

	“We’ll be okay,” he said, half trying to convince himself. “We’ll make—”

	Another boom and flash and the plane’s engine whined. Beck’s gut twisted. Lucy cried out again before the headsets muted.

	“Turtle,” he said, “can you hear me?”

	The pilot did not acknowledge Beck. He pressed his body closer to the yoke and focused his attention through the rain-splattered windshield. The display in front of him flickered and went dark. Seconds later, it was back on and rebooting.

	Clouds raced past the windshield as if the Cessna sliced through them with its single engine and propeller. Beck’s chest pounded with anxiety as that engine whined. The screen in front of him flashed again. Turtle cursed.

	Beck could not hear the pilot, but he could read lips enough to know a curse when he saw it. Turtle’s pallid color, the sweat drenching his shirt collar, and the wide-eyed fear that creased his expression told Beck the situation was going from bad to worse. The display flickered and went black again. Turtle swiped sweat from his brow with his palm and licked his lips. He pushed forward on the yoke. The Cessna’s nose dipped. He flipped on the LED wing lights. They worked, and they cut a sharp blade of light through the curtain of rain and clouds.

	Lightning strobed and illuminated the clouds from behind or above. Beck could not tell, but he swallowed his nerves and looked for the altimeter. He could not read it. They had to be close to their destination. His gut told him they had been losing altitude for minutes. Despite the toss and tumble and the shimmy of the small single engine in the swell of the blast and downpour from the storm, Beck innately understood they were close to the ground.

	Turtle confirmed that suspicion when, at the last moment, he pulled back on the yoke, and they cut through the floor of the dense cloud cover. Ahead of them, no more than two hundred feet below, was a dirt runway. Somehow, Turtle had found their target destination. He laughed and grinned in triumph.

	Beck braced himself for the landing. They were coming in too fast for the short runway. He exhaled as a gust of wind shoved the plane off course. Turtle recovered and realigned the Cessna. He flipped switches and decelerated as the nose dipped toward the runway. The plane’s engine whined. Heavy drops of rain splattered on the glass, but Turtle kept his course.

	He bit his lower lip and worked the yoke, appearing to struggle as he manipulated switches and pedals whose purposes were lost on Beck. They were close to the runway, but the plane still felt too fast. Beck held his breath as they lost altitude and reached the front edge of the dirt runway.

	Turtle straightened his arms and pushed down before gently pulling back on the yoke. The plane hit the earth with a heavy thud and immediately skidded, its back end drifting to the right.

	Turtle tried to correct, and the Cessna spun like a top on the mud-slick runway. Then it caught a divot, and weightlessness lifted Beck from his seat for an instant before gravity slammed him hard back into place. The world turned and tumbled. Metal crunched. Glass shattered. Cold rain hit Beck’s face. He heard loud screams and wondered in the confusion and chaos of the crash if he was the one crying out.

	The plane skidded to a stop and wobbled before it tipped to one side on its broken high wing. Beck hung upside down, still strapped into his seat. The cord from the headset was tangled around his chin and neck. He worked free from it, his hands shaking and bile creeping down his throat, and shifted to see Turtle’s back turned to him. The pilot was unmoving, and his body was curled into an unnatural position against the crumpled fuselage.

	Behind him, cries drew his attention to Lucy. She was conscious and in one piece. A thin line of blood ran from her cheek to her hairline.

	“Regina, Millie,” Beck said, “are you both okay?”

	“Been better,” Millie said.

	Regina nodded. “I’m okay. My leg hurts.”

	“Stay where you are. I’ll get myself down and then help each of you. Okay?”

	Beck braced himself with one hand and his shoulder as he uncoupled his harness. His weight dropped him onto his upper back with a crash. The strong odor of fuel stung his nostrils.

	“John?” Regina said.

	“I’m okay,” Beck said. “It sounded worse than it was.”

	Beck kicked out the remaining glass in the windshield and managed to climb through. He caught his arm on a shard lodged in the frame, and it snagged his shirt, but he escaped further injury as he clambered free of the plane, getting his first real look at the damage.

	He staggered for a moment, gaining his balance. The plane was upside down, its tricycle undercarriage absent two of its three wheels. It lay tipped onto its left side, the pilot’s side. The front end of the aircraft had sustained the most damage.

	He took a half step, hesitated, and then closed the distance to get a better look at Turtle. The pilot’s eyes were fixed open in a distant, frightened gaze. His neck swelled on one side as if he’d swallowed something too big for his gullet. Blood dripped from his lips and nose onto his temples. Brother Turtle was dead.

	Beck said nothing about it until he had freed his companions, their gear, and their weapons from the wreckage.

	“Why isn’t Turtle moving?” asked Lucy. “What happened?”

	“He didn’t make it,” Beck said.

	“How? We’re all fine. None of us hurt really at all. I don’t get it.”

	“He broke his neck,” Beck said. “It was bad luck for a good man.”

	The four of them stood in the rain for several minutes, saying a collective prayer for the man who had safely gotten them to within hiking distance of their destination. He had done it without asking anything in return.

	When they were done with their eulogy, they began their trek west, having decided that burying him would be next to impossible. They did, however, take the bags of drugs, which they believed they could barter if needed.

	“I hate taking the weed but leaving his body in the wreckage,” Lucy said. “It seems cruel.”

	“I don’t like it either,” Millie said, “but there is something poetic about leaving him in the plane. He died doing something he loved, even if he didn’t want to die doing it.”

	“If we don’t take the drugs, somebody will happen across this place and take them. They’re not doing anybody any good if we leave them,” Regina reasoned.

	Nobody disagreed.

	They walked west from the dirt road and followed a sign that directed them toward a state highway that would take them north of Torreon.

	Regina’s limp was worse than it had been before the crash. All of them were worse for wear. It became more apparent with each step. The crash had weakened them if nothing else.

	“How far is Torreon?” Regina asked.

	“Fifteen miles,” Beck said.

	He considered making a joke about the drugs. She was the one holding the weed from Madison, and she had been the one to make the case for taking Turtle’s stash aboard the Cessna. When she grimaced from the pain in her leg, he decided against it, though he filed it away for use at a later time.

	Regina sighed. “At this pace, I’m guessing it’ll be a seven- or eight-hour hike?”

	Beck nodded. “Could be. We could go for an hour to get clear of here and then camp for the night.”

	“Good idea,” Millie said. “We need the rest.”

	“I don’t disagree,” said Lucy. “I think once we get home, we’re going to hit the road pretty fast.”

	When they reached State Highway 55 and its paved two-lane thoroughfare, the rain stopped. The clouds thinned, and the late afternoon sun made a cameo. Beck hoped this was a sign of things to come. They had survived the storm and the darkness. There would be brighter days ahead.

	That was what he hoped. It was not what he believed.

	




Chapter 20

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 10 DAYS

	TORREON, NEW MEXICO

	 

	Torreon, New Mexico, was as Beck remembered it. Straddling Highway 55, the village was little more than eight square miles, nestled against the eastern slopes of the Manzano Mountains.

	They passed Boomer Road, the site of the final battle in which Beck had helped free the town from the marauders who had terrorized its peace-loving citizens. Beck recognized the spot where he and Gabe had first met Lucas. The young gun had been tasked with being a sentry at the town’s northern entrance. He had not been much of an obstacle, though he had proven a good tour guide and, ultimately, close friend. Beck missed Lucas. He missed a lot of people.

	The pall of Turtle’s death still cloaked the quartet. They had talked about him on and off during the preceding hours. Beck worked to keep the demons silenced, but they persisted.

	“Another person drowned in your wake,” they whispered in his ear. They clawed at his senses. “You’re responsible for Turtle’s death. If not for you, he would be living his life peacefully and without worry. You dragged him into your mire, and it sucked the breath from him as he sank.”

	The demons were incessant. They picked at the scabs of guilt, which never quite healed. The pain was relentless. Beck managed to suppress the demons’ incendiary diatribes by the time they reached Torreon. He kept reminding himself of the good he had done, of the good he could still do. Unlike the single-minded path of destruction he’d carved in his search for Millie years earlier, this crusade was selfless. Any loss was for the greater good, was it not?

	“It’s certainly smaller than I imagined,” Regina said. “I always thought of it as being more expansive when you talked about it.”

	“Me too,” Millie said. “I had this grand picture of the place in my mind.”

	“It’s definitely the people who make it grand,” Lucy said. “That’s why I love it here.”

	She walked ahead of the group, leading them south and into the heart of the community. It was early in the morning, and dew stuck to what little green dotted the shoulders of the road. The smell of the place was familiar. Thoughts of Gabe and Rebecca flashed in Beck’s mind. Images of the townsfolk flipped through his memory. Buford and Peter were both dead, having lost their lives in that battle for independence. Buford had died at the hands of a turncoat named Annaliese; Peter had been hanged outside the town cemetery. The image stuck with Beck as they turned right onto Rocky Street and made the loop toward the church. The church was the center of Torreon. It served as a place of worship and fellowship. Beck was anxious to see Rebecca. Now that he was here, in a place that felt familiar, a sense of calm washed over him. He missed Rebecca, and though he did not think of her as much as he probably should, she was an important part of his history. She was, after all, partly responsible for having brought Regina into his life. Had she not fallen from a train trestle into the water below and nearly drowned, Beck would not have jumped in after her. He would not have climbed onto the shore and happened upon Regina’s encampment.

	Beck held Regina’s free hand and carried her pack on one of his shoulders. The middle of his back ached from the weight of two packs and a rifle, but he did not complain. Regina was a trooper for having made the trip in good time, never stopping or holding them up beyond a pace slower than they might have otherwise employed.

	The passed the cemetery and reached the front steps of the small church. It had not changed in the more than two years since Beck had been here.

	Lucy stopped and faced the others. “Why don’t y’all wait inside while I get the others?”

	“Why?” Millie asked.

	“It’s early, and they really had no idea when, or if, we’d be back. I don’t want to shock anybody with a group of us showing up on a front stoop after sunup.”

	“Makes sense,” Beck said. “Go on. We can make ourselves comfortable.”

	Lucy opened the doors to the church, and Beck led the others inside. The scent of dried pine filled his nostrils as he trod the boards toward the rows of pews, which faced the modest pulpit.

	Regina took a seat in the back row and leaned her walking stick against the bench. Beck sat opposite her on the adjacent pew.

	Millie walked toward the pulpit. She studied the simple dais and turned back toward the pews. “I’ve got concerns,” she said, walking toward Beck and Regina.

	Beck motioned to a pew. Millie sat. “What are they? Talk to me.”

	“The good thing is we’re ahead of schedule, right?” Millie said. “We saved days, if not more than a week, by flying here. Maybe two weeks. So we’re way ahead of where I thought we would be. We have plenty of ammo, and we have the drugs to trade if we run into trouble or need something we don’t have. Aside from Regina’s leg, we’re in good shape. Cuts and bruises from the crash mostly. How are your ribs, by the way, Dad?”

	Beck had forgotten about the injury. He touched his tender midsection. “Sore, but good. Not an issue. You listed a bunch of good things. So what’s the problem?”

	“It’s a long way to California and back,” Millie said. “Even longer from here to Canada. Because we took the plane, we don’t have the truck. So as much time as we saved getting down here, we lose that time going back.”

	“Not if we take the train,” said Beck.

	Regina and Millie shot him identical glares as if they’d secretly planned them.

	Millie shook her head. “I don’t think the train is a good idea. People die on those trains. They’re notoriously dangerous and—”

	“Everything is notoriously dangerous,” Beck said, “and I’m telling you, if we make it to LA and back, we’re going to want to take a load off. The train can get us most of the way from here to there. Then we take the truck north of the border. I’m not concerned.”

	Millie seemed to accept his answer. Regina narrowed her eyes with skepticism. Rather than argue the point now, he decided it was better to wait until the decision had to be made. There was a lot of road between here and there.

	“We can talk about it,” Beck said. “There’s no need to finalize the path now. I’m only saying that we have options, okay? I’m trying to be optimistic. Isn’t that what I’m supposed to be?”

	He feigned a cartoonishly broad smile, which popped a hole in the tension and made Millie chuckle. Regina grinned slyly.

	The door swung open, and Beck’s attention shifted from his daughter and girlfriend to the two slim figures who stood backlit against the daylight from the outside. Cold air whipped past them and rustled dead pine needles across the floor of the church.

	Beck squinted against the light, trying to discern the dark features on their visitors. It was not until they stepped inside the church that Beck recognized one of them, if barely.

	Rebecca was much thinner than the last time he had seen her. Her limbs were wiry and her collarbone prominent underneath the hang of her oversized tank top. Her hair was longer, and frayed strands of it blew across her face. She looked older too, as if she’d aged in a time warp. The little girl Beck had met here more than two years earlier was gone. Before him stood a woman who, had he not known her, he might have thought was thirty. Post-D-Day, thirty-year-olds looked forty, if they were lucky.

	Veins pressed against the sun-darkened skin on her hand and upper arms. Creases ran deep like parallel dry creek beds along her forehead beneath the wisps of hair. She gave Beck the impression she had lived several lifetimes since they had last seen one another two years ago.

	Beck did not, however, recognize the man at all. He was young and fit with a spike of gray hair that ran wildly through a nest of otherwise pitch-black hair. It gave his head the appearance of a skunk nesting atop his dome. His brooding eyes sheltered underneath a heavy brow and rested upon high cheekbones. He had the reddish bronze skin of the indigenous people who had populated this part of the world long before anyone who looked like Beck first claimed dominion.

	Lucy bounded back into the church and skirted around Rebecca to stand at her side. Despite her exhaustion, she beamed, and she wrapped her arm around the taller, thinner woman’s waist.

	“Can you believe it?” Lucy said. “We found them, and we brought them back.”

	At first, Beck thought she might be talking to him, and he considered saying something. Quickly, it was apparent Lucy was speaking to Rebecca and the stranger. She was talking about Beck, Millie, and Lucy, not to them.

	When he understood this, Beck expected Rebecca to greet him. He thought she might ask about Millie or Regina. Instead she gave them each a hard glare and draped her arm across Lucy’s shoulder.

	“You brought them back, Lucy,” she said. “Chris didn’t make it. He sacrificed himself for this, and I am sorry. I am…so…sorry.”

	Rebecca’s melancholy surprised Beck at first until he remembered that she had just learned of Chris’s death. The rest of them had had days with which to cope with his loss. It felt like months. He understood her scowl and her lack of immediate hospitality.

	“I understand another man gave his life as well. The pilot of a plane? I am sorry for that too, even if I have countless questions about how you found an airplane.” She sighed. “But I am thankful you’re here, Beck, Milly, and Regina. I am very thankful. I am also anxious and ready to go back to Los Angeles. We should leave today.”

	Unsure of how to respond, Beck stood from the pew and walked up the aisle toward Rebecca. He stopped in front of her and held her gaze. There were stories in her eyes he imagined she would not want to tell. He offered his hand, not certain Rebecca would welcome a hug. There was a lot that day about which Beck was unclear. It put him off-balance. The reunion lacked the joy he had anticipated.

	Rebecca lowered her arm from Lucy. Lucy let go of Rebecca’s waist. Ignoring Beck’s hand, Rebecca smothered him in a tight embrace. He held her as her body shuddered, and she began to cry. She spoke, her face buried in his shoulder, and he could not understand what she was telling him or asking of him. After what felt like several minutes but was probably less than that, Rebecca pulled away and wiped tears from her eyes.

	“I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me,” she said. “I think it’s sadness about Chris. It’s also my worry about Gabe. And of course, I’m so grateful that you would make this journey. It was dangerous, and I know you’re risking a lot by doing this. I didn’t expect for you to bring Milly and Regina with you, though. I didn’t want to put so many people in harm’s way.”

	Beck tried to lift the heavy mood. “Well, what would life be without adventure?”

	His attempt at squashing his own discomfort with humor landed like a lead balloon or, more appropriately, like a Cessna 206 in the middle of a storm on a dirt runway in New Mexico. Rebecca frowned. Her eye twitched.

	“Sorry,” Beck said. “I was trying to… I don’t know what I was trying to do. But we’re glad to be here. I feel like I owe it to you and to Gabe.”

	“Definitely to Gabe,” Rebecca said. “You don’t owe me anything. I’m the one who owes you.”

	Heat flushed Beck’s cheeks. He stepped back and eyed the man next to Rebecca. “I’m John Beck,” he said, extending his hand. “Sorry I didn’t introduce myself sooner.”

	That was Beck’s attempt at avoiding the emotion of the conversation. He still felt a tremendous amount of guilt about Lucas dying in Memphis. Lucas and Rebecca had been thick as thieves. They were a young love worthy of Jane Austen but, instead, had become more Shakespearean. At least that was what Regina had told Beck. He had never read Jane Austen and could barely remember the Shakespeare forced upon him in high school. For some reason, the Ides of March stuck in his brain, the name Yorick, and an Italian merchant. Other than that, the bard was a blur.

	The young man took Beck’s hand and gripped it firmly. It was a strong handshake, the grip of a man confident and secure with himself.

	“I know who you are, Beck,” he said. “Everybody knows who you are.”

	“I don’t know about that,” Beck demurred.

	“I am Arthur,” the young man said, “and I will be leading our expedition into California.”

	Beck held Arthur’s hand as he tried to discern the man’s meaning. Arthur must have seen the confusion on his face.

	“There are several reservations between here and Los Angeles. Those lands are controlled by indigenous people. They’re safer than the surrounding paths west. I can guarantee you passage through those tribal lands on the way to California.”

	“Reservations? They still exist?”

	“Yes,” Arthur said, “surprisingly they do. We are so forgotten that not even the apocalypse has reminded outsiders of our claims. There were three hundred twenty-five reservations before the attacks. Most of them still maintain their authority.”

	“That is surprising,” Beck said.

	“Yes,” Arthur said, “though it does make sense when you think about it. The lands my people kept were not desirable.”

	“True enough.” Beck let go of Arthur’s hand. “Did you help Rebecca and Gabe when they went last time?”

	“No. I met Rebecca on her way back. She brought me here. We have become…good friends.”

	Rebecca’s cheeks reddened. Arthur suppressed a smile.

	Beck put his hand on Arthur’s shoulder. “Good. I’m glad Rebecca has friends. And thank you. I’m sure your help will be invaluable.”

	Regina stood from the pew. She leaned on her walking stick and worked to maintain her balance.

	Rebecca’s eyes widened. “Are you hurt? What happened?”

	Rebecca met Regina halfway up the aisle and left Beck to stand with Lucy and Arthur.

	“I’m fine,” Regina said. “I got shot in the back of my thigh. The meaty part, thankfully. It’s nothing too bad. I’ll survive. It’s just painful right now, though I’m getting better every day.”

	She had been getting better. The crash had aggravated her wound. Beck noticed the limp was worse than it had been, and Regina’s mood was noticeably flat. She was hurting. He wondered if she was going to be able to make the trip with them or if she might be better off staying in Torreon.

	“I’m glad you’re okay,” Rebecca said. “I’m glad all of you are okay. It’s incredible to me that you survived the plane crash unhurt, for the most part.”

	Rebecca had grown up. She was poised and carried a regal air about her. Beck had to keep reminding himself of who she was.

	Millie stood from her seat and joined the others in the aisle. She put her hand on Rebecca’s back. The three women gave each other brief hugs before Rebecca faced Beck, her hands clasped in front of her.

	“I know there are others who will be excited to see you. Let’s get some food and talk about our plan. Like I said, I’d like to leave later today.”

	“Okay,” Beck said. “Let’s do it.”

	He had his doubts about leaving so soon, but he also understood that every moment counted. Rebecca had been waiting on them, and now that they were in Torreon, she wanted to leave and find Gabe. Beck was anxious too, but for a different reason. He wanted to learn more about what had happened to Gabe and how he had become trapped in a city as unwelcoming as Los Angeles. When Rebecca told him the story, she did not disappoint.

	




Chapter 21
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	They sat around a table in the home from which Beck had rescued Rebecca during his last visit to Torreon. It was in the dirt yard out front where a marauder had murdered Rebecca’s mother. Now she was the woman of the house. It also seemed as if Arthur had quickly become the man of the house. Both were gracious hosts.

	They dined on tortillas cooked in a cast-iron skillet atop a wood-burning stove. There were eggs, and surprisingly, Rebecca brewed a pot of coffee. Beck was on his second cup and third tortilla when Rebecca recounted what had happened.

	“Gabe did not want to go,” she began. “He didn’t want to leave Torreon. He loves it here.”

	“Then why did he leave?” Beck asked.

	“He did it to save the town. I went with him because I didn’t want him traveling alone, and nobody else would go.”

	“What do you mean ‘save the town’?” Millie asked. She tore a tortilla in half and squirreled part of it in her cheek while she awaited an answer.

	“As you know, we are out of the way here in Torreon. Nobody much knows about us. Not since you were here last, Beck.”

	Beck took another sip of coffee. It was bitter but carried a kick, which came with the energy he needed. Regina sat next to him but ate little. It was obvious she was in pain and had no appetite.

	“Increasingly, we have visitors who don’t take no for an answer,” Rebecca said. “The most recent were the most persistent. They threatened our peace.”

	“Do you remember the people your friend mentioned in Wichita?” Lucy interjected. She had been so quiet, Beck had forgotten she was at the opposite end of the table from Rebecca.

	“The Mercado?” Beck said, recalling Lucy’s caginess in Wichita at the mention of the black-market organization and its attempt to get a foothold in that part of Kansas.

	Rebecca’s expression froze for a moment. She eyed Lucy before her attention darted back to Beck. “Someone else talked about the Mercado? Before you got here?”

	“Yes,” Beck said. “Coincidentally, we ran into a friend on our way here. He told us about the Mercado and how they were trying to make a play in Wichita. He told us they were a black-market organization reaching farther and farther east from Los Angeles. They started out as farmers in Oklahoma, then moved west. Now they’re going in the opposite direction.”

	Rebecca nodded. “That’s right. And they wanted to use our town as a base of operation. They thought it was convenient and well situated, but far enough out of the way that it wouldn’t draw too much attention. You’ve been to Oklahoma, right? Isn’t that where—”

	“I’d rather not talk about Oklahoma City, okay? Not my finest hour.”

	“It’s your claim to fame, though, isn’t it?”

	“Whatever that means,” Beck said. “Let’s get back to what matters. What does this have to do with Gabe?”

	“Of course we didn’t want this,” Rebecca said. “But they were very persistent. They also didn’t want a fight on their hands because they knew we would put up some resistance. We tried to reach an agreement with them. As part of that agreement, Gabe would go to Los Angeles to meet with some of their superiors, some of the people at the top of the food chain for the Mercado. They would negotiate something, and then Gabe would come back. Well…we both would come back.”

	Lucy spoke up again. “But that’s not what happened. They broke their end of the agreement.”

	“Hold up,” Beck said. “That’s not what Lucy told me in Canada. When I asked what had happened, she said that some people from a neighboring village had been kidnapped, and Gabe went to help. She said that Gabe wasn’t happy here and that he saw the mission as an opportunity to help people, to give himself purpose. Lucy said nothing about this having to do with a black-market deal.”

	Millie eyed Lucy with suspicion. “If you knew all of this when you arrived in Canada, why didn’t you tell us about that part of it?”

	“That was my doing,” Rebecca cut in. “I wanted to be the one to tell you what’s going on. Truth is, I didn’t think it would matter why Gabe was stuck in Los Angeles. I believed Beck would come help.”

	Millie frowned in disapproval. “It would’ve been nice to know, to let my dad make the decision with all of the information.”

	“Would it have made a difference if Lucy had told you the truth?”

	Beck regarded Rebecca, but answered honestly. He was too dumfounded to do anything else. “No. It wouldn’t have mattered. I owe Gabe. You could have been honest, though. You could have told me this was about business and not about some kidnapping. You used that to get to me, to make it familiar.”

	Beck took another sip of awful-tasting coffee and grimaced at the acidic bitterness. Still, in light of what he had learned, he wanted another cup. In reality, after hearing the reason Gabe had actually gone to Los Angeles, he might have preferred what Regina kept in her bag over the coffee.

	Millie was angrier than him.

	“Lucy, you could’ve told us when we were in Wichita, when Dad’s friend was talking about the Mercado,” Millie snapped. “You didn’t say a word. You kept up the lie.”

	Lucy picked at her fingernail. “By then, I figured it was too late. Since I’d made a decision not to say anything when we were in Canada, I didn’t think it was a good time to say something in Wichita. I knew you’d learn everything once we got here. I guess I’m having trouble understanding what difference it makes.”

	That made it worse. Lucy had lied and now felt no compunction about it. No apology. No mea culpa. Beck had his hands in his lap, hidden from view. His arms tensed, and he balled his hands into tight fists.

	Millie’s jaw clenched. She leaned forward on the table and rested on her arms. Her hands balled into fists. The apple did not fall far. “It makes all the difference. We’re putting our lives in each other’s hands, Lucy. The same goes for you, Rebecca. I don’t care how many people we’ve lost, because we’ve all lost somebody. Grief and fear are not reasons to keep information from one another. If we can’t be honest about our motives, then we can’t trust one another. If we can’t trust one another, then what do we have when the bullets start flying?”

	Millie stuffed the other half of the tortilla in her mouth and chewed. Beck half expected to see steam pour from her nostrils and ears.

	Rebecca raised her hands in a gesture that attempted to put a lid on the boiling tension. She tried a smile. “You’re right. We should have told you from the beginning. I should have instructed Lucy to tell you when she got to Canada. All of our cards should have been on the table. It’s my fault. I take responsibility. But please believe me, you can trust us. You know us.”

	“I don’t really know you. The two of you bolted before we made the trip to Canada. We are acquaintances, you and I. You’re not my friends, and I sure as heck don’t know you.”

	Rebecca inhaled, appearing to consider Millie’s point. She folded her hands in her lap. Lucy started to say something, but Rebecca stopped her with a glare.

	“You’re right again,” Rebecca said. “We are not friends. You and I don’t know each other. We made different choices. You’re also right in that your dad knows me, and he knows Lucy. I will leave it up to him. If you want to call this off, or if you don’t want to go, Millie, I totally understand. We’ve unfairly put you in a situation, and you can’t be blamed for the way you feel.”

	Millie snorted a humorless laugh. “You’re right. I can’t be blamed. I’m not the liar and the manipulator here.”

	Millie’s anger did not surprise Beck. The same qualities that made her a leader also made her consider people’s unspoken, ulterior motives. She was not as jaded as he was, but that was only because she had not yet lived as long. Millie was right to say something, to let Rebecca and Lucy, and everyone at the table for that matter, know how she felt. They could not expect to know her thoughts if she didn’t share them. Beck wished he had expressed them first, but he had a thin line to walk. He wished he could step away from the table and have a discussion with Regina about how best to proceed. She always knew how to calm him and help him find the clarity in a murky situation.

	In the heat of combat, Beck could make choices without thinking about them. He was inept around a breakfast table.

	“This is my crusade,” he said. “It always has been. Rebecca and Lucy are right that I would’ve come to help Gabe regardless of the circumstances. So it didn’t matter what the reason was. They should have been honest, though. From the very beginning, they should’ve told me the truth. It makes me question everything, really.”

	“Beck—” Rebecca started.

	Beck held up a hand. “Let me finish.”

	Rebecca closed her mouth.

	“Which is why Millie is also right. My friends should never be afraid to tell me the truth. Friends don’t wait until I have already risked my life before trusting me with that truth.”

	The demons reminded Beck of his failures. They told him he was a stooge. They also reminded him of what he had done for the women who sat with him and broke his trust.

	Beck pointed his finger at those women. “I’ve saved your lives. Both of you. Lucy, Rebecca, both of you would be dead if it weren’t for me. In both cases, I have risked my own life to save yours, yet you couldn’t do me the courtesy of telling me the truth?”

	Beck had a captive audience. Nobody ate or drank as he spoke. Everyone’s attention was on him and what he would say next. He realized the volume of his voice had amplified with every thought expressed. He tried to push away the demons. Regina’s hand rested on his thigh, trying to infuse calm into her man.

	“All of that said, and everything considered, I’m not turning back.” Beck sighed. “I’m going to save Gabe from whatever trouble he’s in. Whatever the reason he’s stuck in Los Angeles, I’ll get him back.”

	“So you’re doing this?” Millie asked.

	“John,” Regina said, “are you sure?”

	“I’m sure. Their lies have nothing to do with Gabe’s predicament, with my obligation to him.”

	“I don’t like this, Dad,” Millie said. “It doesn’t smell right.”

	“That’s the tortillas,” Arthur said. “There’s one burning on the stove.”

	Beck turned to see smoke curling from the skillet atop the stove. Lucy beat him to his feet, and she removed the pan. They had been so engrossed in their conversation, none of them had noticed the tortilla.

	Lucy waved her hand in front of her wrinkled nose. “That does stink. Sorry about that.”

	“You should be sorry about a lot of things,” Millie snapped.

	“Okay, I hear you, Millie,” said Beck. “We can talk about this. I’m going, though. I’ll leave with Rebecca and Arthur today. Millie, if you want to come along, that’s fine. I’d love to have you. If you don’t feel comfortable, I understand. You can stay here with Regina and keep her company while I’m gone.”

	Regina’s reaction was immediate. She withdrew her hand from his leg. “What?”

	“I don’t want you coming with us,” Beck said.

	She scowled. “You don’t get to tell me what I get to do and don’t do. I’m coming with you. End of story.”

	“Dad, you know better than to tell a woman what to do,” said Millie. “We have our own minds. We can make decisions for ourselves. Even if those decisions are based on the lies of other women.”

	She shot Rebecca and Lucy acidic glares that might have killed them if she had laser vision. Beck suppressed a smile. He did admire his daughter’s grit.

	“I’m not telling Regina what to do,” Beck said. “I’m asking her.”

	He pushed back his chair so he could face Regina, and he took her hands in his. She did not resist his touch, but she could not look him in the eyes as tears spilled down her cheeks. Her chin quivered despite her efforts to mask her emotions.

	Again, Beck wished he were alone with her. This was not the sort of conversation he wanted to have in front of others. However, he saw no other way.

	“Regina, I love you. You know this. I’m asking you to stay. Your injury is going to get better. You’ll heal. But right now, you’re a hindrance. You will slow us down and make it more dangerous for all of us.”

	Regina lifted her chin and searched his expression as if she were trying to read his mind. Beck expected her to argue, to plead her case, but she nodded almost imperceptibly. She knew the truth as much as he did. And if they still did not know the full truth of what Rebecca was asking of them, it would be even more dangerous.

	“We have an extra hand now with Arthur,” Beck said. “We’ll get in and out. I will be back. You’ll have time to heal. Then we’ll head north, where we can watch the sunset on the lake.”

	Regina looked down at their hands, and her thumbs nervously rubbed his. Tears dropped into her lap. She was a strong woman, and a show of raw emotion was rare. Beck had seen her cry once or twice that he could remember. Once was happy tears when he had told her he loved her for the first time.

	“I will stay here,” Regina said, her voice soft, almost weak. “I want to go. I want to be with you and help protect you, but I would only slow you down, and I don’t want to do that. I want this to be over and for us to go home. The faster you get to Los Angeles and get back here, the faster we go home.”

	Beck let go of her hand and cupped the side of her face. She closed her eyes and leaned into his touch. “Don’t you know?” he asked. “Wherever you are is my home.”

	Millie cleared her throat. “We’re all sitting right here, Dad.”

	That lessened the tension at the table. Everyone laughed, including Regina, who shifted uncomfortably in her seat and winced. The awkward movement only served to confirm Beck’s decision to leave her behind.

	He faced the table. “Sorry to do that in front of you. But I needed witnesses.”

	That drew more laughter, though Millie was again stone-faced. Beck would have to talk with her alone. They would need to get on the same page.

	A knock at the door shifted the conversation away from the lies and the difficult decisions still to come.

	“I’ll get it,” Arthur said too eagerly. He excused himself from the table and went to the door. A moment later, he returned with a familiar face.

	Fred was unchanged in the years since Beck had last seen the town elder. An initial skeptic of Beck’s violent techniques, the rotund man with the quiet wife had come to appreciate him. He smiled and brushed his chubby fingers across his bald head before pushing up his round eyeglasses onto the bridge of his bulbous nose.

	“John Beck, as I live and breathe,” he said. “They said you were back, but I did not believe them. Somebody, somewhere, I thought, would have exacted revenge on you by now.”

	Beck did not stand to greet Fred. Perhaps the man had not come to appreciate him as much as he’d thought.

	“Nice to see you, Fred. This is Regina and Millie.”

	Fred peeked over the tops of his eyeglasses at Millie. “This is the Millie, the daughter for whom you searched and why you came to our little town in the first place?”

	Millie checked with Beck, then greeted Fred with a half-hearted attempt at a smirk. He crossed the room and offered his hand. She accepted.

	“What a pleasure,” Fred said. “I’m so happy your father’s transactional benevolence yielded the results that he sought.”

	“I have no idea what that means, but he’s never mentioned you, so I can assume you failed to play an important part in his transactional benevolence.”

	Fred seemed dumfounded by Millie’s acerbity. He was interrupted by a second visitor. Beck recognized the young man as Ronnie.

	“Hi, Mr. Beck,” the young man said, leaning in the doorway in a shirt too big for his thin frame. “Nice to see you back here.”

	Ronnie had helped Beck navigate the fight that had freed Torreon from the marauders. Like Rebecca, Ronnie had aged, as if someone had pressed fast-forward on his metabolism.

	Among everyone in the room, Beck was most pleased to see Ronnie again. The kid was brave beyond his years. He had been there when Beck had found and left Goose to die in the mountains. Unlike Rebecca and Lucas, Ronnie had chosen to stay behind and grow up in his home village. In that moment, Beck wished that Rebecca and Lucas had followed Ronnie’s lead.

	“Ronnie, you look grown-up,” Beck said. “It’s good to see you, too. How are you?”

	“I’m good, but I’m bored. I was thinking maybe I could come with you?”

	Beck shook his head. “No, Ronnie. This is going to be dangerous. I couldn’t risk your life.”

	“It’s my life to risk,” Ronnie said.

	Beck could not argue with that. He checked with Millie. She signaled it was okay.

	“Okay then,” Beck said. “You’re on the team.”

	They finished breakfast. Beck offered to help clean up. Rebecca declined, and Regina led Beck outside. They stood in the dirt outside the house in the village’s southeast corner.

	To the west, the sun shone on the mountains and dulled their color. Beck had his hand under Regina’s elbow and steadied her as they talked in hushed tones.

	“I don’t like this,” Regina said. “They’ve not been honest with you. It could be a trap.”

	“It’s not a trap.”

	“How do you know?”

	Beck peeked at the house behind them. “Rebecca wouldn’t do that. Lucy’s always been squirrely, so I wouldn’t put it past her. Not Rebecca, though.”

	Regina leaned more heavily on the walking stick. Beck would have to find her a better cane. Something bejeweled. She would like that.

	“Okay then,” Regina said, “let’s say it’s not a trap. Let’s go with that.”

	“Let’s.”

	“Don’t try to be funny right now, John. We don’t have time to be funny.”

	“Sorry. Just trying to lighten the mood.”

	“Your attempts at that never work. Just listen to me, okay?”

	Beck nodded.

	“What if it’s not a trap, but it’s more dangerous than they’re letting on? What if they’re holding back some critical information that could cost you your life?”

	“Yeah,” Millie said. “What if?”

	Beck and Regina turned to find Millie standing on the stoop at the entrance to Rebecca’s house. She had her hands on her hips and concern stenciled onto her face.

	“How long have you been standing there?” Beck asked.

	Millie descended the steps and joined them in the dirt yard. “Long enough to agree with Regina. There’s a better than one hundred percent chance there’s more they’re not telling us.”

	Beck shook his head. “I don’t know about that.”

	“Since when did you become naïve?” Millie said. “Weren’t you always the one who said ‘distrust and verify’?”

	“I don’t think I ever said that.”

	“Well, somebody did, and whoever it was, was absolutely right. They’re not trustworthy, Dad. I don’t care about your past with them. Something’s off.”

	“Listen to us,” Regina said. “Don’t go. We can turn around now and head home.”

	Beck did not disagree with them. Something in his gut told him Rebecca and Lucy were holding back. He could not prove it, nor could Millie and Regina. Still, it was there.

	“Okay,” Beck said, “you both have good points. There’s more to this crusade than they’ve told us.”

	“Good,” Regina said, “so you’re not going. We can—”

	“I didn’t say that.”

	Millie scowled. “Wait, what?”

	“I’m not going back to Canada. I’m going to California to find Gabe. The mission is still the mission. Gabe is missing, he needs help, and I’m going to help him.”

	“Dad,” Millie said, “you’re missing the point. How do we know Gabe is even in trouble? That could be a total scam.”

	“Have you seen Gabe here?”

	Millie’s face screwed with confusion. “What? No.”

	“Then he’s not here. He’s somewhere. And I’ll tell you this much, Lucy and Chris risked their lives—Chris gave his—to come find me. I don’t think they’d do that if there wasn’t a good reason behind it.”

	Millie gaped at him. “Who are you?”

	“What?”

	Regina steadied herself and reached out to touch Beck’s arm. “I think what your daughter is asking you is why you would continue with this crusade when so much of it is obviously wrong. What are the chances you’ll find Gabe in Los Angeles and bring him home?”

	Beck looked away from them, scanned their surroundings, and let out an exasperated sigh before again focusing his attention on his daughter.

	“What were the chances I would find you?”

	Millie’s eyes popped wide. She pressed her lips together.

	“I have to do this,” Beck said, “and I will come back.”

	“What if you don’t?” asked Regina.

	Beck put his hands on her shoulders and rubbed them with his thumbs. “If I don’t come back, know I died a happy man.”

	The door to Rebecca’s house swung open, and Lucy stepped out onto the stoop. “We’re loading up. Rebecca wants to leave in an hour.”

	“An hour?” Regina echoed.

	Lucy nodded. “Give or take.”

	“I’ll be ready,” Beck said.

	Millie offered a half-hearted wave at Lucy. “Me too.”

	“So you’re coming?” Beck asked.

	“Of course, Dad. Somebody has to look out for you.”
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	“It’s nearly nine hundred miles,” Arthur said. “A twelve-day journey on foot. We might be able to cut some time off when we get to Arizona. I know a ranch there where we could get some horses.”

	They stood at the northern edge of Torreon on Highway 55. Rebecca had them well supplied with water and food. Whatever injuries she had sustained on her trip back from Los Angeles were healed, and she appeared annoyingly energetic, almost anxious.

	“Let’s do this,” she said. “Let’s say our goodbyes and hit the road.”

	Rebecca might as well have been talking to Beck. He was the only one who had someone to bid farewell. Regina stood alone, leaning on her walking stick. She held her shoulders back and her chin up, doing everything she could to quell the inevitable emotion.

	“I’ll be back,” Beck said. “Take care of these people while I’m gone. They’ve never met anyone like you, and neither have I.”

	“Is that you telling me you love me?” Regina asked.

	Beck pulled her close. “This is me saying I love you.” He kissed her passionately, with complete disregard for the audience who uncomfortably awaited the end of their embrace.

	“I love you, too,” Regina said. “Hey, don’t forget this. It could come in handy.” She handed him a pack full of Turtle’s last gift, enough weed to buy themselves into or out of most situations. He took the pack and slung the strap across his chest. Beck was loaded for bear.

	“You keep enough for yourself?” he asked. “For the pain?”

	“I’ve got plenty. And there’s enough for the trip back to the lake.”

	“Good,” he said. “I’ll miss you.”

	“I’ll miss you, too.”

	“You saved me,” he said.

	“You saved yourself,” Regina said. “And remember, no fear.”

	“No fear.”

	Beck backed away from her and joined the others, then he turned around and walked north. He debated whether he should look back at her as the distance between him and Regina grew.

	At first, he resisted the urge, fearing some biblical punishment for turning around. But he could not do it, and he spun around, walking backward as he waved goodbye.

	Regina blew him a kiss and returned the wave. She grew smaller as they walked, until she pivoted away from him and limped back into town. Beck’s chest was heavy, and he worked to regulate his breathing.

	“You okay?” Millie asked.

	“I’ll be fine.”

	“You sure?”

	“What choice do I have? We have a job to do. It needs my focus.”

	They were a caravan of six now. Beck and Millie joined Lucy, Rebecca, Ronnie, and Arthur. Arthur guided them along the highway for much of the first few hours. They deviated from the highway toward the late afternoon and stopped to eat and drink.

	Beck sat on a rock next to Millie along the shoulder of a two-lane road. Rebecca and Lucy sat together on the sandy ground, Ronnie next to them. Arthur sank into a squat in front of them. Each of the five was quiet, nibbling and drinking, perhaps too tired from the long trek to speak.

	Arthur wiped his mouth with the back of his arm, took another sip from his bottle, and gestured with it toward Millie and Beck. “You don’t trust us,” he said.

	Beck lifted a brow in appreciation of Arthur’s direct approach.

	Millie snorted. “No, we don’t.”

	“Why?”

	Beck studied Arthur. He’d asked the question without any anger or malice. He seemed genuinely curious, if not completely unsurprised by Millie’s answer.

	“I think it’s pretty obvious,” Millie said. “You lied to us about how this whole thing started.”

	“I didn’t lie to anyone,” Arthur said. “I’ve never even spoken to you before today.”

	“You know what I mean,” Millie said. “I’m talking about them.” She pointed at Rebecca and Lucy. The women also seemed unsurprised.

	“I didn’t lie,” Lucy said. “I just didn’t tell you the whole truth.”

	“That’s lying,” Millie said.

	“Then why did you come?” Rebecca asked. “If you don’t trust us?”

	“Because my dad came.”

	Beck felt everyone’s gaze converge on him. This meant it was his turn to speak. He did not want to speak. He liked walking and sitting in silence. So far, in the first few hours, their journey had been uneventful. That was good. This was not.

	“As for you, Arthur, I don’t know you,” said Beck. “I cannot trust somebody I don’t know. Maybe we break bread together again, break a few skulls; then I begin to trust. You have to earn it.”

	“What about us?” Rebecca said. “We’ve broken skulls together. We’ve never given you reason not to trust us. We’re like family, Beck.”

	“Even families can have weaknesses.” Beck stole a glance at Millie. “And it’s not that I don’t trust you per se—”

	“I don’t,” Millie cut in.

	Beck raised a hand. “Okay, Millie, we get it. But how you feel is not how I feel.”

	“How do you feel?” asked Lucy.

	“Yeah,” Rebecca said, “how do you feel? Is it worth continuing?”

	Is it worth continuing? If Beck had a dime for every time someone had asked him that question through the years, he would have had enough money for it to almost be worth something. The answer was always yes. It was always worth continuing. Was that not the point of a crusade?

	“Look, here’s how I feel,” he said. “The truth is, I don’t know what you’ve been doing the past couple of years. In these times, two years is like five lifetimes. So to say I can unequivocally trust the motive of anyone I’ve not seen day in and day out is just not true.”

	Beck took a drink of water. All of a sudden, he was thirsty.

	“I feel like you wouldn’t be here with us if there was something nefarious going on,” Beck said. “You’re as much at risk as we are. I put that into the equation. And you’re spot on, Rebecca. We have had each other’s backs in the past. That counts for something. When I do the math, and I take everything into account, I lean toward doing what’s right.”

	“And what’s that?” Rebecca asked.

	“Finding Gabe and getting him home. It’s as simple as that. Let’s move past this trust/distrust stuff and work as a team. Let’s get where we need to go and put everything else aside.”

	“I’m good with that,” Lucy said.

	Ronnie spoke for the first time during their respite. “Me too.”

	Rebecca raised her bottle. “Same.”

	“I’m with Rebecca,” Arthur said.

	“I’m with my dad,” Millie said.

	That was the end of that conversation. They finished their break and got back onto the road. They walked past sundown and camped along the highway, taking shifts as they slept. Beck’s sleep, as it was, did little to rejuvenate him. His mind was awhirl with countless concerns about the journey ahead.

	For the next four days they walked, rested, occasionally sang songs, and talked about their lives over the past two years. Beck was certain Rebecca’s and Lucy’s stories were selective. They left things out. By the glances Millie shot him as they listened, he believed she remained skeptical as well.

	Beck should have turned around and gone back to Regina. This was his realization by the time they reached Gallup, New Mexico, at the end of the fourth full day. But he was committed, and the idea that Gabe was, in fact, captive in Los Angeles and needed his help to escape was what drove him to continue. Plus, as much as he dwelled on the thought as he studied the stars in the sky at night, he could not formulate a reason why Rebecca and Lucy would betray him. That, more than any of the doubts, stuck with him.

	They stopped at the entrance to the town. A worn sign still stood to the right of the road. It was dingy but featured an American flag and declared itself “the most patriotic small town in America”, and boasted a population of 21,678 at an elevation of 6,512.

	“One out of three ain’t bad,” Beck said.

	“What’s that?” asked Ronnie.

	“Well, I gather we’re still at sixty-five hundred feet, but there’s no way there are twenty thousand people living here, and there’s no America anymore. Nothing to be patriotic about.”

	“Want to take a poll?” Millie asked.

	“Funny,” Beck said, surprised his daughter had any idea about the town’s namesake survey. “Very funny.”

	“I don’t get it,” Ronnie said.

	Beck waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it.”

	“We can camp here for the night,” Arthur said. “Tomorrow, we’ll cross into Arizona and pick up the horses. That’ll make the trip faster.”

	“Speaking of gallop,” said Beck.

	“Now you’ve got jokes,” Millie said.

	Ronnie looked confused. “I don’t get it.”

	“Don’t worry about it,” Millie said. “Arthur, have you been here before?”

	“No, not since the power went out. Before then I did. My family spent a night here.”

	“Where in town you think we should set up shop?” Lucy asked.

	“There are some old motels along Route 66,” Arthur replied. “If there aren’t squatters in them, we could try that. Or we could just camp off the side of the road like we’ve been doing.”

	“I like the idea of a motel,” Beck said. “It’s going to rain soon. I’d like to be out of the weather.”

	Lucy furrowed her brow. “Rain? How do you know that?”

	“First off, my arthritis is acting up. The joints ache ahead of low pressure. Second, take a look at the storm clouds up ahead.”

	Everyone’s attention stretched west, where columns of dark clouds were building in the distance. They moved closer, threatening to force an early nightfall. The sun was low in the sky and already burned close to the horizon.

	Arthur pointed at a sign ahead on the right, which read “Lariat Lodge”. “Let’s try that one up there.”

	They marched toward the motel from a bygone era. Underneath the sign was a placard that told prospective guests the rooms were $29.99 per night and included HBO, a phone, a microwave, and a refrigerator. There was even air conditioning in the one-story L-shaped building, which partially wrapped a parking lot, but like most commercial properties post-D-Day, it had seen better days.

	“Doesn’t look like any of the rooms have doors,” Lucy said. “Or windows.”

	“We don’t have to stay here,” Arthur said. “I’m not married to it. I just thought it might be a shelter from the storm.”

	Beck motioned toward one room in the corner of the lot. “That one’s got a door. And most of a window.”

	As a group, they crossed the lot toward the one room with a door. They passed the other open rooms, which appeared stripped of anything of value. No carpets, no beds, no televisions, and certainly no microwaves or refrigerators.

	Beck tried the door on their room of choice, and it opened. He pushed it in, and it revealed an odor both familiar and revolting. He immediately backed away and covered his face with his hand. “I don’t think we’re staying here. We’re better off camping.”

	“What is it?” Arthur stepped forward across the threshold and stood there for a long moment, his hands on his hips, surveying the grisly tableau. “Someone got pretty angry in here.”

	Beck coughed. He never had gotten accustomed to the smell of death.

	Arthur wiped his nose with the back of his hand and stepped back. “That was violent, right? Not natural causes. Not starving or dehydration.”

	“It was violent,” Beck said. “The splatter on the walls makes that apparent.”

	“Could be suicide.”

	“Could be.”

	“How long you think?” Arthur asked. “A week?”

	“At least,” Beck said. “Probably more.”

	“Can I see?” Ronnie asked.

	Beck looked at him. “Why?”

	“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I’m curious.”

	“You don’t want to see this,” said Beck.

	“I’ve seen dead bodies,” Ronnie said. “Remember? I’ve seen people die.”

	“Could we go?” Lucy asked. “I’m not feeling this. We should camp, maybe even get past the town. I don’t—”

	“Who are you?”

	The voice boomed from across the parking lot. Beck saw a squat man with a long gun in his hands. His dark hair wrapped his oval head like a bird’s nest, contrasting sharply with his white beard. He wore tattered denim overalls, but the most distinctive thing about him was his pink rain boots.

	Millie cursed under her breath and started to reach for a weapon. Beck dissuaded her and took a step forward, his hands in front of him.

	“Hi, friend,” Beck said cheerfully. “We’re on our way west. Just looking for a place to rest for the night and get out of that storm.”

	Pink Boots was unmoved. “This ain’t your property. You’re trespassing.”

	“The motel?” Beck asked. “Like I said, friend, we—”

	Pink Boots held his ground. “Not the motel. Gallup.”

	“I’m sorry, what?”

	“You’re trespassing in Gallup. This is not your town.”

	“Look, friend—”

	“I’m not your friend,” the man growled. “You’re strangers, and you’re trespassing.”

	“Okay then,” Beck said. “We can leave. It’s not a problem. We’ll just be on our way.”

	“It’s not as simple as that.”

	The man’s eyes flitted over Beck’s shoulders, and he checked behind him to see a half dozen people standing outside the motel’s rooms. They too were armed and looked as uninterested in negotiation as Pink Boots.

	Millie cursed again. Lucy joined her. Rebecca said nothing. Arthur and Ronnie stayed close to the motel room door with the dead body inside.

	They wore vacant expressions along with clothing in various states of disrepair. Most of them were barefoot, and all of them were filthy. Beck was unsure how many of them were men and how many were women.

	“You don’t want to do this,” Millie said. “This will not end well for you.”

	Pink Boots’s face stretched into a maniacal grin. He laughed.

	“People don’t come through Gallup and leave without paying a toll,” he said. “These are the facts.”

	“The facts!” one of the others shouted from behind them. Two or three others echoed it.

	“Well,” Millie said, “people don’t mess with us and leave with their lives. These are the facts.”

	Beck might not have tried to antagonize them as had his daughter, but he could not fault her. They were exhausted, and they needed rest. These people wanted a fight. Snark was fully appropriate.

	The grin disappeared from Pink Boots’s face, but still he did not raise his weapon. None of the would-be attackers did.

	“What is it you want?” Rebecca asked.

	That would have been Beck’s question had he not been preoccupied with trying to formulate an escape plan. Perhaps they could get out of the place without bloodshed. If they had to give up some of Turtle’s weed or a few bottles of water, it might be worth it to avoid a firefight.

	“Everything you’ve got. The packs. The weapons. The girl.”

	His eyes found Lucy. His brow lifted with lascivious interest.

	“The girl?” Rebecca asked. “What do you want with the girl?”

	Pink Boots sneered. “That’s none of your concern.”

	“It’s totally our concern,” Millie shot back.

	Beck shook his head. “You’re not getting the girl.”

	Pink Boots raised his weapon and leveled it at Beck. The minions mimicked their leader.

	“The five of you need to get on your knees,” he said. “Then put your hands flat on the ground.”

	Five?

	There were six of them.

	Beck checked over his shoulder. Lucy, Millie, Rebecca, Ronnie. Wait. Where was Ronnie? He did not see the boy. And then he did.

	Ronnie stood inside the dead-body room, hidden in the shadows beyond the threshold. He had a rifle in his hands, the butt pressed against his shoulder and his eye to the scope.

	“Okay,” Beck said. “We’ll do what you want. We don’t want any trouble. Just let us go when you get what you need.”

	“You’re certainly more sensible than—”

	A rifle cracked, and Pink Boots’s mouth dropped open. A hole appeared in his forehead above his right eye an instant before blood drained from it in a single bright red tendril. He staggered for a moment, everyone but Ronnie stunned at the unexpected development; then chaos erupted.

	Beck dropped to a knee and withdrew his pistol from the small of his back. The weight of his gear dragged him off balance, but he still targeted one of the minions. A pair of quick shots staggered the man or woman, and they fell face-first to the ground.

	The exchange of gunfire took seconds. Dozens of rounds zipped back and forth, a violent cross-stitch of bullets until all of the enemies were down.

	Ronnie emerged from the room, stalking to the dead and injured with his rifle pressed against his shoulder.

	Beck got up. The scent of spent ammunition hung in the smoke that floated above the parking lot. “Everyone good?”

	One of the enemies cried out in an inhuman cry that sounded like a cat in heat. Ronnie ended that life with a single shot.

	Beck repeated his question, this time with more urgency. “Is everyone okay?”

	Beck pivoted and saw Rebecca cradling Lucy in her arms. Lucy was a rag doll. Her eyes were closed, and blood stained her shirt.

	Rebecca rocked Lucy back and forth. Millie stood over them, her hands over her mouth with disbelief. Ronnie and Arthur stood to one side. They held their weapons at the ready, but neither man spoke. Nobody did. What was there to say?

	Lucy, the feral fighter, was not breathing. The stain on her shirt spread. Rebecca cried softly, whispering to Lucy or praying to the heavens. Perhaps both.

	Beck eased next to Rebecca, and after a long moment, he put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

	“I’m the one who’s sorry,” Ronnie said. “If I hadn’t shot the guy in the boots—”

	Beck stopped him. “Don’t do that. You did the right thing. They weren’t letting us walk out of here.”

	“It’s not your fault,” Millie echoed. “You did what you thought was right.”

	Arthur nodded his agreement. “You probably saved some of us too. Don’t blame yourself.”

	Rebecca was the only one among them not offering young Ronnie absolution for his preemptive attack. It was either because she did not feel the same as the others, or she was too consumed with her own grief to pay attention. Beck gestured to Millie, who put a hand on Rebecca’s back and tried to draw her from her trance.

	“We can’t stay here,” said Millie. “We need to find a place to pay our respects and move on. We’re not safe.”

	Rebecca blankly swept her attention across the others. “Right,” she said without emotion. “Let’s take their extra ammunition, whatever supplies we can find. We should go and find a place to put Lucy.”

	Coping with death was not new to any of them. Nor was it easy. All of them had lost family and friends. They had also witnessed the countless deaths of strangers and acquaintances.

	Some of the deaths hit especially hard. For Beck, it had been Debbie and Radio in the early days post-D-Day. Later on, Lucas’s death had been tough. It still haunted him and was a frequent topic of conversation for the demons, who refused to let go. He imagined Lucas was also a significant loss for Rebecca. The two of them had forged the beginnings of a romance when Lucas died. He was the one to whom Rebecca had clung after the death of her mother.

	Now the other person closest to Rebecca was gone. Together, along with Regina, they had survived the gladiators’ arena in Kentucky and had chosen to go their own way along with Chris when everyone else had headed north to Canada.

	It had been Lucy whom Rebecca had trusted to recruit Beck for this mission, who had risked her life, ultimately sacrificing it at Rebecca’s request. Beck wondered if along with grief, guilt stabbed at Rebecca’s psyche.

	Beck offloaded his gear, splitting it up amongst Millie, Ronnie, and Arthur, while he carried Lucy’s body over his shoulder.

	Rebecca walked close to Arthur, ambling without direction, as they marched through Gallup toward the border. Millie, Ronnie, and Arthur had their weapons ready for any antagonists who might challenge them.

	Beck saw no other threats as they passed motels and diners, gas stations and roadside museums. None of them served those roles any longer, and only one or two appeared to house any inhabitants.

	They were a mile past the western edge of Gallup’s main thoroughfare, west of where Route 66 joined with the interstate, when Rebecca stopped and pointed to a spot she claimed on Lucy’s behalf.

	“Here,” she said. “I like this spot.”

	The spot was as drab as any other in the desert topography. There were no shade trees or even shrubs to shield Lucy’s remains from the heat, but there was a cross staked into the earth on the southern shoulder of the road. It appeared that the location had once housed the local Catholic diocese, and as a marker, someone had planted a crude symbol into the sand amongst the sparse cacti and scrub.

	It was unspoken amongst the survivors that they would not bury Lucy. There was no time, they did not have the tools, and the ground was too hard for the task. Beck lamented this, but it was common to leave bodies unburied, as he had his ex-wife and Radio when they’d died in Tuscaloosa.

	Rebecca stood next to the cross, which stood three feet tall. It was lashed with twine to hold the horizontal plank against the vertical stake. She eyed Beck, and he carried Lucy’s remains to the cross. He crouched into a squat and gently lowered Lucy onto the ground, careful to cradle the back of her head as he did. He knelt beside her to straighten her legs and position her hands.

	Ronnie stepped forward with a bouquet of white flowers. He closed his eyes, whispered, and laid the flowers atop Lucy’s chest.

	“Where did you get those?” Rebecca asked.

	“I picked them along the way, on the roadside. I thought they were pretty.”

	“They’re common yarrow,” Arthur said. “They are good for fever and can be made into a poultice for rashes. As a tea, they can help upset stomachs.”

	A smile flickered on Rebecca’s face. She acknowledged Arthur and jutted her chin at Ronnie. “Thank you, Ronnie. They’re beautiful. Lucy would have loved them.”

	Ronnie blushed and stepped away from Lucy.

	Arthur took his place beside her body. He knelt beside Lucy and put his hands on hers. He lifted his head, fixed his eyes on Rebecca, and he prayed. “May the sun bring you new energy by day. May the moon softly restore you by night. May the rain wash away your worries. May the breeze blow new strength into your being. May you walk gently through the world and know its beauty all the days of your life.” He let go of Lucy’s hands and stood.

	“Thank you,” said Rebecca. “Lucy would’ve loved your prayer. It was as beautiful as the flowers.”

	“Yes,” Arthur said. “But the prayer was not for Lucy. It was for you, the one who grieves her loss the most.”

	Rebecca blinked back tears, speechless at Arthur’s gesture.

	Instead of kneeling beside Lucy’s corpse, Millie stood beside Rebecca and put her arm around her. “Lucy was a warrior,” she said. “She died a warrior’s death. Though I didn’t know her well, her spirit was obvious. I owe her a debt of gratitude, as do we all.”

	Millie embraced Rebecca, who returned the warmth with a long hug. Beck could not help but feel good about their reconciliation after the tension early in their trip. When the women separated, Beck understood it was his turn to pay his respects.

	He was already next to the body, and before he spoke, he remembered the first time he had seen the spunky pugilist in Holly Springs National Forest in the middle of Mississippi more than two years earlier. Lucy’s family had tried to rob and kill Beck’s traveling party. Lucy was the lone survivor. Rebecca had held her at knifepoint in the aftermath of a bloody confrontation. Although Beck had told the girl he did not want to hurt her, his reputation had preceded him, and she feared his wrath.

	“You’re that Beck,” she’d said. “John Beck, the killer.”

	He had assured her he would not harm her. Not if she calmed down.

	“Right,” Lucy had said with bare-knuckled defiance. “That’s why everybody I know is dead, because you don’t want to hurt me.”

	Beck had not hurt her, and though it had taken a long time to both gain her trust and trust her, something that her recent dishonesty had tested, he was thankful to have known her.

	“Lucy wanted to kill me when we met.” He chuckled. “She wanted to kill all of us.”

	Rebecca laughed through her sadness.

	“That passion never waned,” Beck continued. “She was uniquely prepared to thrive in an apocalypse. Her family trained her well, and we benefited from that training. I’m thankful for what she did in Kentucky to keep Regina and Rebecca alive. I’m in awe of her persistence and her ability to push against the odds. I thought her invincible. And while her physical presence is gone, I believe her soul lives on in all of us.”

	Beck realized how trite the last sentence sounded after he spoke it aloud, but he could not take it back. He considered what else to say and came to the conclusion it was best left where it was.

	“Amen,” he said.

	“Amen,” the others echoed.

	The sun was low in the sky. They had no more than thirty minutes of daylight. Beck did not want to be in the town once night fell.

	“Thank you, everyone,” Rebecca said. “Your words and your flowers are so kind. And all of you were right, Lucy was a warrior. She was passionate. That girl saved my life more than once on our way to New Mexico, and there was nobody, other than Beck maybe, who I would want with me in the middle of a fight. I loved her like a sister.”

	Rebecca choked back her emotion and knelt down beside Lucy. She kissed her on the forehead, whispered in her ear, and kissed her again.

	“We should get going,” Beck said.

	Millie helped Rebecca to her feet, Beck reclaimed his gear, and the quintet restarted their journey west. It was dark when they stopped and camped on the southern side of the highway, behind a cluster of collapsing structures.

	The temperature had dropped twenty degrees or more. Beck had forgotten how diametrically opposed the day and night could be in the desert. Still, his worries about an attack concerned him enough that he would forego comfort for safety.

	“No fire tonight,” Beck instructed. “We’ll deal with the cold.”

	“You sure?” Arthur asked. “We’re far enough from the town. Nobody will come for us.”

	“We can’t be sure of that,” Beck said. “Better cold than sorry.”

	“Agreed,” said Millie. “We can huddle together and use body heat to stay warm. A fire’s not worth the risk. Just in case we were followed and didn’t see it.”

	“That’s fine,” Rebecca said, unrolling a blanket. “I don’t think I’ll sleep much anyhow.”

	They did as Millie suggested and huddled close to one another to fend off the chill. A half hour after Beck thought everyone else might be asleep, Ronnie whispered to him.

	“Beck,” he said, “can I ask you a question?”

	“Sure.”

	“Rebecca is the one leading us to Gabe, right?”

	“Right.”

	“She’s the only one who knows exactly where in Los Angeles we’re going?”

	“Right.”

	“Then what would have happened if she had died today instead of Lucy?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“If something happens to Rebecca,” he said, “how do we know where to go?”

	Beck was stunned into silence. How had he never considered the obvious? Rebecca was the only one who could guide them to Gabe. That was why they’d come to New Mexico in the first place, losing time and risking safety.

	“Did you hear me?” Ronnie asked.

	“I heard you,” Beck replied. “I just can’t believe nobody has thought about that until now.”

	“What do we do?”

	“We wait until sunup, and then we have a serious conversation about where exactly Rebecca is leading us and to whom.”

	




Chapter 23

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 15 DAYS

	ARIZONA-NEW MEXICO BORDER

	 

	If it weren’t for the sign announcing their arrival in the Grand Canyon State, Beck would never have known they had crossed from New Mexico into Arizona. The landscape was as barren and drought plagued as it had been the previous day. They were a good three days or more from the waypoint in First Mesa, Arizona, the spot where they would pick up their horses. Arthur had relatives there who would help them without question. Having the horses would shave off two days of the close to six hundred miles they would travel between First Mesa and Los Angeles. Until they had the horses, they were on foot. Beck’s lower back protested the weight of his packs and weapons, but he had no choice. The job called for sacrifice at every level. His was a small price when compared to what Lucy had given.

	The storm clouds from the previous night had never materialized into any rain. They marched in a dry, dull heat that was warm enough to draw beads of sweat along Beck’s brow. He wiped them with the back of his arm and licked his lips.

	Beck walked next to Rebecca, rehashing the conversation that had begun their day hours earlier. Millie, Ronnie, and Arthur walked up ahead of them. There was a lot about what she had told the group that did not add up for Beck. He wanted to press Rebecca one-on-one and had instructed Millie to keep the others occupied while he got to the bottom of his concerns.

	He knew where they were headed now. That was good. But what was still unclear was why.

	“The Getty Villa?” Beck asked. “I still don’t get it.”

	“That’s where I last saw him,” she said. “It’s where the Mercado keeps people.”

	“Like a prison?”

	“Basically. That’s where I was too.”

	“You said that this morning,” Beck said, recalling her explanation as they’d packed up their campsite outside of Gallup. “You escaped.”

	“Sort of,” Rebecca said.

	The sunrise chill had given way to late morning warmth. Beck unhooked his water bottle from one of his packs and uncapped it. He took a long swig and swished the tepid water around in his mouth, hoping it might stave off dehydration.

	“What does that mean?”

	“They didn’t want to let either of us go. There were others they were holding at the same time.”

	“Why were they holding you? You didn’t explain that.”

	Rebecca produced a shiny, folded piece of paper. She opened it up and handed it to Beck.

	“What’s this?”

	“It’s a map of the Getty Villa. Sort of map. It’s actually a guide for tourists. I found it in a stack of old promotional material near what I guess was a gift shop or something. That’s what Gabe called it.”

	Beck studied the diagram. It gave an overhead view of the mountainside mansion. “This place is huge.”

	“It is,” she said, “but it’s a pretty simple layout. They held us here. And this is where the guards patrol the perimeter. There’s a long drive that leads up to the main entrance. More guards are there and there.”

	She pointed to two spots near a wide entrance at what the diagram showed as a garden. Beck noticed there were multiple levels to the property, which sat perched on the mountainside with an unobstructed view of the Pacific.

	“This is where they get their power,” she said. “It all ties into this electrical box.”

	“They have electricity?”

	“Yes.”

	“How?”

	Rebecca pointed out another spot on the map. “The leadership gathers here. Once we clear the perimeter security, there isn’t much interior resistance until you get to the prisoner level. Four or five guards rotate in and out.”

	“How many prisoners?”

	“When I was there?” Rebecca looked up as she tried to recall. “Four, including me.”

	“What were they there for?”

	Rebecca lifted her shoulders. “I don’t know. I did overhear an argument though that might give some insight.”

	“What?”

	“One of the leaders whose name I can’t remember, but he had red hair. Like fiery red. He was all for expansion. He wanted to push east and be in places before they got power so that when the lights come back on and real commerce starts again, they’re already in position to dominate the competition.”

	“What was the argument?”

	“The other guy, plain-looking but with mean eyes, didn’t want to expand,” she said. “He liked running the goods out of LA to the places they currently had connections. But I got the distinct feeling his voice was not as strong as the ginger’s.”

	“That’s who Gabe met with?”

	Rebecca shook her head. “Gabe had a meeting with one of their mid-level people. It didn’t go well. They wanted to wait for somebody else to come in and negotiate. They wanted to make sure Gabe understood he didn’t have any say-so in what happened. He would have to agree to their terms.”

	“What terms?”

	“They want to use Torreon as a distribution point. They want to store goods there, have their couriers come and go. We didn’t want that.”

	“If that’s what they wanted,” said Beck, “why wouldn’t they just do it? They’re powerful enough to take over the town, aren’t they?”

	“They thought they could, until Gabe told them something that was not entirely true.”

	“What was that?”

	“That you lived in Torreon.”

	Beck stopped. Rebecca took two more steps before she realized Beck was no longer beside her.

	“What?” she questioned, feigning ignorance.

	“Why would he do that?”

	“Because of who you are.” Her expression morphed into something akin to condescension. “Do you not realize the effect the mention of your name has on people?”

	Beck considered this, and he began moving again. Part of him wanted to turn around. Millie had forewarned him more lies would bubble to the surface. If Rebecca and Lucy had been selective in what they’d told Beck from the beginning, what was there to prevent them from lying about all of it?

	Despite that, something told him that Gabe was trapped. His friend did need him regardless of the circumstances.

	When he reached Rebecca, they began walking alongside one another again. Millie, Arthur, and Ronnie were far ahead of them now. They appeared engaged in their own conversation.

	“Invoking my name is one thing,” said Beck. “It carries the assumption that somebody is going to know who I am. That’s not always the case.”

	“It is more than not,” Rebecca said. “Those little books went far and wide. You know there was a rumor for a while that a publisher in Canada was the one who mass-produced them?”

	“I hadn’t heard that one.”

	“Yeah. The idea was that by making everybody think the United States was the Wild West, it would help politicians in Canada in their fight to slow immigration from the south. You were already a superhero in those books, so they made you even more super and made sure anyone and everyone could get a copy.”

	“Where did you hear that?”

	“Gabe told me.”

	“Where did he hear it?”

	“Somebody who passed through Torreon. No idea who they were. It’s just a rumor, but there’s no denying that a lot of people know your name, even if they don’t know your face.”

	“Maybe so. But that doesn’t give you the right to be using my name without my permission.”

	“I didn’t,” Rebecca said. “Gabe did. He wanted to prevent the Mercado from coming to town and said that you were in charge. That there was no way you would ever let it happen and that if they tried, you would kill them like you killed the marauders before them, like you killed everybody.”

	The whistle of a train cut through the dry desert air. To the north, puffs of smoke chugged along an unseen railroad track that stretched across the country from Chicago to Kansas City, through Albuquerque and Flagstaff, and ended in Los Angeles. It ran close to Route 66. While faster than walking or riding horses, it was a far more dangerous mode of transportation.

	Beck’s attention was drawn toward the chug of smoke and its contrails, which drifted upward like spirits toward the heavens. Another blow of the whistle and Rebecca looked north too.

	Ahead of them, Millie and the boys strained to try to catch a glimpse of the coal-fired engine and its passenger cars. The plumes of smoke choked west, the train moving far ahead of them.

	“Let me get this straight, Rebecca,” Beck said, refocusing on the conversation, “you had Lucy tell me that Gabe tried to save somebody but got stuck in the dystopian hellhole that is southern California. That was the carrot?”

	She looked away from him and slid her thumbs under her pack straps. “Yes.”

	“That was one lie.”

	“It wasn’t a lie. It was—”

	“It was a lie.”

	Silence filled the space between them for almost a minute before Beck continued with his recap.

	“After that lie, you told us about the Mercado and that Gabe went to Los Angeles to try to negotiate some sort of truce to keep them from taking over Torreon, but that wasn’t entirely true either, was it?”

	“He was trying to negotiate a truce.”

	“Was he? Or was he using my name to prevent a takeover?”

	Again, Rebecca had no response. She had to know where this was going.

	“You didn’t escape from the Mercado like you claimed,” Beck said. “They let you go.”

	This time, Rebecca stopped. “I never said I escaped. Not exactly.”

	Beck kept walking. “You never denied it either, Rebecca. I was born, but not yesterday. You play with words to make it seem like you’re being honest with me when, in reality, you’re twisting them to cover up lies.” He stopped and faced her. “Are you coming?”

	Beck waited until Rebecca had caught up to him before he spoke again.

	“Don’t act like I’m the bad guy here, because I’m not. What I don’t understand is how you became the bad guy.”

	“That’s not fair,” said Rebecca. “I’m not the bad guy. I’m trying to help your friend.”

	Beck laughed. “My friend? I thought he was our friend.”

	“He is. He is our friend. But you get my meaning.”

	Ahead of them, two blackbirds swooped low over the highway and across the desert beyond. One flapped its wings and climbed, riding the warm air. The other waited and then shot up like a missile to catch up. Blackbirds were an omen. Beck believed that. Some thought the birds brought good luck. Others believed their appearance foretold of bad luck or death, messengers that might haunt the soul for eternity.

	Beck did not need tormenters in the afterlife. He had plenty in this life. His demons were quiet at the moment as he trudged west. That was something. Because every other sense in his being told him the truth of this crusade. Even though Rebecca had not revealed it, Beck could read between the lines.

	“I’m bait,” Beck said. “That’s why I’m on my way to Los Angeles.”

	Rebecca, perhaps tired of the game, did not argue or equivocate. “Not exactly.”

	“No?”

	“No. Gabe is the bait. You’re the fish.”

	“That makes you the reel.”

	“I guess it does.”

	They walked another twenty minutes without speaking. Beck had a thousand questions for Rebecca, but as they walked, he could not decide which one to ask. He suspected he innately knew the answer to many of them, and they were answers he would just as soon not hear. Other questions he could not fathom the response, and as such, he did not want to hear those answers either. The boil of betrayal heated his gut. Waves of nausea rolled through him. He was alternately angry and sad, disappointed and filled with rage. Beck could not reconcile his emotions, yet he kept moving west, toward their destination. Something unseen pulled him in that direction as if destiny had him in its grasp.

	The longer he and Rebecca went without speaking, the more he could tell it unnerved her. She was waiting for the other shoe to drop. Millie glanced over her shoulder several times but gave them their space. She must have sensed that Beck was not finished with the conversation. Rebecca did too, because she was the one who finally broke the silence between them.

	“What do you want to do?”

	“I want to ask you why,” Beck said. “Why would you sacrifice Lucy and Chris for this? Why would you send them to me, coax me from my new home based on lies, and then continue to lie to me once I had agreed to do your bidding? Why would you continue with the charade once you realized I had brought Regina and Millie with me? They’re innocent in all of this, yet you’ve put them in danger. Why?”

	“Self-preservation.”

	It was so matter-of-fact and devoid of sympathy that the response almost caused Beck to stumble.

	“We have worked so hard to keep Torreon a safe haven,” Rebecca said. “It’s the only home I’ve ever known, and it’s the home Gabe came to love. He never wanted to leave. None of us do.”

	“So you dragged me into it?”

	“It was Gabe’s idea,” Rebecca said. “I don’t think he thought it through when he told the Mercado you were in charge of Torreon. He just said it; then it snowballed. It became this thing. I don’t think any of us meant for what happened to happen.”

	“Of course you did,” Beck said.

	His voice was sharp enough that Millie glanced back. He gestured that everything was fine. His daughter knew that was not the truth.

	“No, we didn’t. It’s like any lie, I guess. It starts small and gets out of hand. Then it’s too late to go back.”

	“So what is the truth, then? Is Gabe even in Los Angeles?”

	“Yes,” Rebecca said, as if she could barely believe Beck would doubt it. “Of course he is. And if I don’t show up with you before time runs out, they will kill him and send a team to overtake Torreon. The whole town will suffer.”

	There it was. Whoever these Mercado people were, they wanted him in exchange for Gabe and Torreon’s freedom.

	“How do I know it’s true?” he asked. “Most of everything else you’ve told us is partially untrue.”

	“It’s the truth,” Rebecca said. “I swear it.”

	“Who’s to say that once they have me, they don’t kill Gabe anyway and take your town? I don’t see the motivation for them to bend on what they want just because you deliver me on a silver platter.”

	Rebecca’s eyes flitted toward the ground. Her expression twisted with the confusion of never having thought about that possibility before.

	“You’re not that naïve,” Beck said.

	“No, I’m not. I just never considered the possibility of them taking you, because the plan was to fill you in on everything once we got to Los Angeles, but before we met with the Mercado.”

	“Whose plan?”

	“Gabe’s. Mine. Lucy’s and Chris’s, I guess. It’s what we all discussed.”

	“Does Arthur know?”

	“Yes.”

	“What about Ronnie?”

	“No.”

	“And you let him come along?”

	“I didn’t let him come,” Rebecca said. “You did.”

	Another minute of silence prompted Rebecca to repeat her initial question. What did Beck want to do?

	Did he want to turn around and head east back to Torreon to get Regina before heading north to Canada? That was the prudent decision. Leave the liars to their fate. It seemed like an obvious decision.

	However, Beck was never one who chose prudence, especially when someone for whom he cared was in danger. If he left Gabe alone in Los Angeles, chances were his friend would die there, one way or another. That was, if he could trust that part of Rebecca’s winding story was true. It had to be true, didn’t it? She would never risk herself, risk her own preservation, to go to Los Angeles if Gabe wasn’t there. Would she? Or was he the fish even if no bait existed? And how could he go back to Torreon to collect Regina and face the good people there, knowing his choice would leave them vulnerable?

	It was a tsunami of information. Too much to tread through. Beck would have to consider his options. He would need to make a decision about how best to proceed, and he could not do that without telling Millie everything.

	




Chapter 24

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 15 DAYS

	APACHE COUNTY, ARIZONA

	 

	Beck had never heard so many curse words strung together in one sentence. Or two. Or five. Millie was incensed, and he chose the better part of valor by sitting quietly in the shade while she unloaded on Rebecca and Arthur. Ronnie sat off to one side, snacking on dried corn kernels, wide-eyed at the explosion of expletives.

	“We need to turn around,” Millie said. “We’re not too far along. Let’s head back to Torreon, get Regina, and go home. I told you this was a bad idea, Dad. As soon as we knew this little weasel was lying about one thing, it was only a matter of time before we learned she was lying about everything.”

	“I’m not a weasel,” Rebecca said. “That’s not—”

	“Rat, then,” Millie spat. “Snake. Turncoat. Liar. Judas. Benedict Arnold. Whatever. Take your pick.”

	“Who’s Benedict Arnold?” Ronnie asked.

	“A traitor,” Millie said. She whirled on Beck. “And you, how could you be so nonchalant about this? She was going to walk you in there and hand you over to those Mercado goons like it was nothing. I don’t get why you’re not more upset. Why am I the one who’s angry?”

	They were parked beneath the canopy of several large pines that separated the road from the remains of a former government building. Beck waited a beat before answering Millie, wanting to make sure she had finished the diatribe of righteous indignation. She had not.

	She jabbed a finger at Rebecca. “I should put a bullet in you for doing this. Think of the lives you’ve already lost. Chris and Lucy. Regina got shot. That pilot. Turtle died when we crashed. We trusted you, and you betrayed us. So did you, Arthur. You knew about this charade, and you allowed it to happen. Poor Ronnie here, he came along thinking this crusade was one thing, and it’s something else altogether. How, in good conscience, could you let him come, no matter what my dad said? Neither of us were dealing with actual facts when we made decisions about this trip.”

	When it was clear she had finished, Rebecca raised her hands as if to acknowledge Millie’s outrage as legitimate.

	“You’re right about everything you said. We lured you from your home under somewhat false pretenses and—”

	“Totally false pretenses,” Millie snapped.

	Rebecca corrected herself. “Totally false. Except that Gabe is in trouble. He won’t survive if we don’t show up soon.”

	“How soon?” Beck asked.

	“Dad,” Millie snapped, “what does that matter? We’re not going.”

	Beck held his daughter’s gaze before he shifted his attention back to Rebecca. “How soon?”

	“They gave us ten weeks. We’re down to the last two. I don’t know exactly how much time, but I know we’re on schedule. I figured it out.”

	Millie rolled her eyes. “You figured it out.”

	Beck looked at Rebecca. “What happens if we’re late or don’t show up at all?”

	“Dad.”

	Beck held up a hand. With a paternal expression, he urged his daughter to give him leeway without interruption. Millie huffed and folded her arms across her chest. She scowled and clenched her jaw.

	“Rebecca. What. Happens?”

	“He dies.”

	“How do you know that?”

	“They told me before they let me go. Actually, they were going to keep me and send Gabe. He wouldn’t hear of it.”

	Millie snorted. “What a gentleman.”

	“He stayed. I left. They said that if I didn’t come back, Gabe would die, and then they would come for me. They would take Torreon and kill everyone in the town who refused to work for them.”

	“I don’t buy it. None of it. We should turn back, Dad. I’m telling you, no good can come from this.”

	Beck rubbed his jaw and considered the options. “Arthur, why are you involved in this? What do you get out of it?”

	Arthur and Rebecca exchanged glances. Rebecca nodded at her friend, giving him permission to say whatever it was he was unsure about sharing.

	“Revenge,” he said.

	“Revenge?” Beck questioned.

	“The Mercado’s powerful, and they are also very persuasive,” said Arthur. “My people don’t have much. They never did. Not for a long time. And so when the Mercado came calling, many of my people decided to join. Those who didn’t were kicked out of their homes or worse. This has happened for more than two years across Arizona. They are now in New Mexico. Only a couple of places have remained free from their control.”

	“First Mesa?”

	“First Mesa is one of them, yes.”

	Beck rubbed his jaw. He nodded slowly, his decision formulating in his head, and gestured to Millie. “We need to talk alone for a minute.”

	He led Millie back toward the highway. She stood close to him, with her arms folded across her chest. Millie reminded him so much of her mother and the way Debbie used to look at him. It was an expectant glare somewhere between contempt and pity. Neither of those appealed to Beck, even if he did deserve them.

	“I want to keep going,” Beck said. “I get that it’s probably stupid and—”

	“Probably? These people have lied at every turn. I don’t know who you think Rebecca was, but she’s clearly not that person anymore.”

	“Keep your voice down, Millie. I don’t want them hearing our discussion.”

	“I don’t care if they hear me. They already know how I feel. If Regina weren’t stuck in Torreon, I would head north from here. Right now. No question about it.”

	“But Regina is in Torreon. We can’t head straight home. At least, I can’t. You can go. Head north, take Ronnie with you.”

	Her glare narrowed. “Are you serious?”

	“Yes.”

	“No, you’re not. You wouldn’t leave me alone, even though I can handle myself.”

	“True.”

	“So you’re not serious.”

	“I am serious about continuing on to Los Angeles and getting Gabe out of whatever jam he’s in. I owe him that.”

	“They lied to us. They would’ve walked you in there and handed you over.”

	“That wasn’t going to happen.”

	Millie’s eyes glistened with burgeoning emotion. “How can you know that, Dad?”

	“Because they’ve told us the plan,” said Beck. “Rebecca told us what’s going to happen. She didn’t wait until we’re there and under the Mercado’s thumb.”

	“Only because you pushed for the truth, and for all you know, there’s still more about this she hasn’t told you.”

	“We can’t know the things we don’t know.”

	“Dad,” Millie said, “now is not the time for stupid sayings. It’s time to make a choice.”

	Beck heard his daughter. He listened to her plea and considered what she had said about Rebecca. It was true. Whoever he had thought Rebecca to be was not who she actually was. But was anybody truly who others thought them to be? And was she any more manipulative now than Beck had been for years when he’d offered protection and resolution as a quid pro quo but nothing more?

	Despite the lies and possibility of more dishonesty yet unspoken, the tug that dragged Beck into the crusade was as strong as ever. Destiny called him west. It was his fate to go there and rescue his friend regardless of the cost. Maybe if he did this one selfless act, it would rid him of his demons forever.

	Beck could not admit this to himself, but it was that drive, the secret play for internal absolution, that drove him despite the misgivings he and his daughter shared. He could not turn back. Not now.

	“I’m going with them,” Beck said. “I feel an obligation in my gut. I want you to come with me.”

	“What about your fear?”

	“What about it?”

	“You were afraid to leave Canada. You were concerned about your age and the rustiness of your skills.”

	“I’ve cleaned off the rust,” Beck said. “That’s not a concern.”

	“And neither is the fact that you’re putting your trust in liars?”

	Beck smirked. “See, that’s where you’re wrong. I’ve never put my trust in others.”

	“No?”

	“I trust myself. I trust you. We’ll do this together.”

	Millie searched his expression, perhaps trying to think of one more concern to express, something that would change his mind. Beck figured she realized that was not going to happen because she unfolded her arms, and the tension melted from her features.

	“I don’t like this,” she said. “For the record, I’m against it.”

	“Duly noted.”

	“You’re trying to prove something to yourself, Dad. I can sense that. You have nothing to prove, though, and if this goes sideways, I won’t be happy about it.”

	Beck did not deny her assertion, nor could he argue with her misgivings. Neither of those things mattered. What mattered was that they were together in this.

	“But you’re going with me?”

	She huffed. “Yes. I’m going with you.”

	“Good. Let’s go see a man about a horse.”

	




Chapter 25

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 19 DAYS

	FIRST MESA, ARIZONA

	 

	Black columns of smoke rose above the mesa. The acrid smell grew with intensity the closer they drew to the community that had promised them hope of a faster journey west.

	They first noticed the smoke hours earlier when they’d passed through Keams Canyon along State Highway 264 some dozen miles from their destination.

	It was late morning after another sleepless night, and despite facing no trouble during the last seventy-two hours of their trek, weariness plagued Beck and the others as their initial fears materialized into a grim reality.

	With each step closer, Arthur’s posture stiffened. He forced himself to have the resolve to continue the climb. Beck wanted to say something to him, to soothe the coming pain, but he could not find the words. Nobody could as they marched closer to the inevitable.

	First Mesa, which rose fifty-eight hundred feet above sea level, had been home to three Hopi tribes before D-Day. More than fifteen hundred people had lived there. After the power went out and civilization collapsed, the mesa became a refuge from other reservations. People came and went, and more than six years after the attack, Arthur said fewer than two hundred lived atop the mesa, spread out amongst its villages.

	By the time they passed the tribal courthouse on the eastern rim of the mesa, the stink of burned flesh and hair was eyewatering. Arthur led them west, across the smoldering remains of what Beck could see had been a thriving community.

	“Who would do this?” Ronnie asked. “I don’t understand.”

	It could be any number of gangs or collectives that slithered across the open land in search of conquests. But this seemed personal. To burn a place to the ground?

	“The Mercado,” said Arthur. “It has to be them.”

	“You think?” Rebecca asked. “Why would they burn everything and everyone?”

	“My people would never surrender to them. They would not allow it.”

	Fires burned along the roadside. Some of them gave off enough heat to warn Beck and others away. Others were little more than glowing embers.

	Not a single person, or what was left of them, moved. Animals lay strewn across the road and in the dirt. Turkeys and chickens. Dogs. Horses. Nothing lived. Some charred remains were unrecognizable as human or animal. Though, given the depravity of what the attackers had done here, Beck conflated the two. Despite their elevation, the depths to which man might go to achieve an aim were painfully obvious.

	More than two miles into their journey along the mesa, Arthur turned south toward a cluster of homes. Beck assumed that was where they must have been. Several structures of similar size were clustered together along a narrow path that led toward the southern rim of the mesa.

	“My people lived here, in these homes,” Arthur said. “This is where they stayed, keeping to themselves. They farmed; they ranched; they minded their business. My people were no threat to anyone.”

	Arthur waded through the piles of ash and debris, covering his face with the crook of his arm. Rebecca followed him. Beck and Millie stayed back, both out of respect for Arthur’s loss and as a way to keep an eye out for any potential threats.

	“Oh no!” he cried out and dropped to his knees. “Oh no!”

	Rebecca squatted next to him, her arm draped across his shoulder while Arthur rocked back and forth. He cried out again, calling the names of people Beck did not know.

	“This is awful,” Millie said. “It’s as bad as anything I’ve seen.”

	Beck choked back the acrid air. His eyes stung from the particulate. “Me too,” he said. “Me too.”

	Arthur prayed for his loved ones. Rebecca stayed with him. Ronnie stood at the edge of the collapsed frame, taking all of it in with detachment. As uncomfortable as it was for Beck to watch a grown man discover the remains of family or friends and openly grieve their loss, it must have been more difficult for Ronnie.

	“You got this for a minute?” Beck asked, and Millie nodded.

	Beck moved to Ronnie and stood next to the boy. “You okay?”

	Ronnie blinked and wiped his upper lip with the back of his long-sleeved T-shirt. He tried a weak smile. “I’m okay.”

	“You sure? This is a lot.”

	“If I’m being honest with you, I’m worried,” said Ronnie.

	“Yeah?”

	“If this is the Mercado like Arthur thinks, then what does that mean when we get to California? What are they going to do to us?”

	That was a valid question born from legitimate concern. Beck wanted to ease the kid’s fear, but knew better than to sugarcoat the answer. Ronnie was young, but he was savvy enough to spot someone shoveling excrement.

	“They’ll try to hurt us. I don’t have any doubt about that, Ronnie. If we don’t give them what they want, and even if we do, they will try to hurt us. But I’m going to do everything in my power to stop that from happening. So is Millie. And, I believe, so are you.”

	Ronnie regarded Beck. His dour expression eased, and he smiled. “You’re right about that. I’ll do everything I can to help you get Gabe back home. He’s a good man. I wish he hadn’t gone there. I really do.”

	“Me too.”

	“But if he hadn’t,” Ronnie said, “this could’ve been Torreon. We could be ashes and dust.”

	“So you knew Gabe was leaving to save the town?”

	Ronnie shrugged. “Everybody did. We had a big town meeting. We talked about what to do about the Mercado. Some people, like Fred, wanted to let them use the town for their trade. He said it was safer for everybody.”

	“Gabe disagreed?”

	Beck and Ronnie spoke without looking at one another. Both of them had their eyes fixed on Arthur. It was hard not to watch the man perform some sort of prayer ritual neither of them understood.

	“Everybody disagreed,” Ronnie said. “We voted to send Gabe to California to try to negotiate a way out of it. Rebecca volunteered to go with him so he wouldn’t be alone. When she came back without him, everybody was worried Gabe had died.”

	“But he didn’t, right?” A breeze drifted past them and carried with it the scent of burned hair. Beck coughed and covered his nose.

	Ronnie sniffed, drew phlegm into his throat, and spat on the ground. “Not that we know of. The adults all talked about what to do. She told them the same stuff she told you about Gabe being held hostage, but I didn’t hear anything about tricking you or anything. Maybe they talked about it, but I didn’t hear it. Like I said a few days ago—”

	“How did you hear anything?”

	“Me and a couple of my friends eavesdropped. It’s not fair. Rebecca is only four years older than me, but she acts like she’s a grown-up. I can do things, you know.”

	“Of course you can,” Beck said.

	“Next thing I know, they’re sending Lucy and Chris to go find you and bring you back.”

	“Why didn’t you tell me this before?” Beck asked.

	Ronnie looked away from Arthur and furrowed his brow, as if the answer should be obvious. “Nobody asked me.”

	Beck knew the kid was right. Nobody had asked him his opinion or his thoughts or about what he might know.

	Arthur and Rebecca started back toward the road.

	“Thanks, Ronnie. I apologize for not asking you any questions.”

	“Don’t worry about it,” Ronnie said. “You’re John Beck. You’ve got a lot on your shoulders.”

	Truer words were never spoken. Beck did have a lot of weight on his shoulders, but he felt better knowing that at least some of what Rebecca had told him lined up with Ronnie’s version of events.

	Beck offered his condolences when Arthur and Rebecca reached him at the edge of the building’s frame. They met Millie at the road.

	“I’m really sorry,” Millie said. “I know how hard this is.”

	“Thank you.” Arthur sniffed back tears. “We need to keep going. There is much to do.”

	The road on the mesa stretched for more than eight miles. They were close to the center of the mesa when Arthur stopped again. He stood still for a long moment, confirming his bearings. He spun in circles before he paused and pointed north.

	“The stables were up here,” he said. “That’s where we would get the horses.”

	“I don’t see any horses,” Ronnie said.

	Arthur frowned. “I don’t think they’re there.”

	“We should go look,” Rebecca said.

	Arthur started north, toward the area to which he’d gestured. Beck and Millie followed several steps behind. Both of them had their weapons out and ready.

	“I don’t think it’s been that long since they were here,” Millie said. “Whoever did this could still be lurking.”

	Beck moved alongside her. The soles of his boots crunched on the char and ash. It was everywhere. Flakes of it drifted in the air, spiraling like the fallout of a distant volcano.

	They reached the blackened shell of what was once a small stable. It was little more than the charred framework of the structure. The good news, if there was any, was that Beck saw no animal remains. Arthur noticed it too.

	“They must have taken the horses with them,” Arthur said. “They were smart.”

	Rebecca sighed. She wiped the back of her hand along her brow and left a black smudge. “What do we do, then? I don’t think we have time to walk all the way to LA. It’ll take too long.”

	“Then there’s only one choice,” said Millie.

	Beck cocked his head. “What’s that?”

	“We take the train.”

	




Chapter 26

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 22 DAYS

	FLAGSTAFF, ARIZONA

	 

	“I don’t like this,” Beck said. “I don’t like this one bit.”

	“What choice do we have?” Millie asked. “You wanted to go west. This is our best option without the horses.”

	“I agree, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

	Beck and Millie’s conversations had been a variation on a theme during the three and a half days it took them to walk from First Mesa to Flagstaff. Although neither they nor Rebecca, Arthur, or Ronnie were excited about the prospect of riding the train for the final four hundred and fifty miles of their journey, it was the best of two options.

	Other than Arthur’s spoken distaste for the train, he said very little during much of the trek, mourning the loss of his people in First Mesa. At times, he would ask for a moment to grieve and would wander off their path to sit alone. Nobody pushed him, though Rebecca would offer to listen as he spoke about his loss. By the end of the third day, he began to open up. He engaged in conversation with the others. Beck had discovered that everyone mourned in their own specific way, and while they would need Arthur on his game and focused by the time they reached Los Angeles, if not before, the seventy hours of lamentation was not an imposition.

	“I don’t like the idea of riding the train,” Arthur said on the fourth day of their travel, “but my feet are tired enough that I agree it’s the best option. We all need the break, not to mention the extra time the train will buy us.”

	“I’m glad you’re okay with it.”

	It did not really matter whether Arthur was okay with it or not, but part of being a good leader, Beck had come to discover, was making people feel they were empowered even when they had no control. Arthur was either with them or he was not. That choice was his, but if he chose to stay with them, his only option was the train.

	Absent the train, walking through the desert and across the Coachella Valley to LA would take them another week or more and subject them to countless threats along the way. Taking the train would cut the trip to less than fifteen hours and have them in Los Angeles by the next morning.

	The station was red brick. Its composite shingle roof was in good shape, its doors and windows trimmed in bright green paint. It was as well-maintained a structure as Beck had seen in the lower forty-eight in a long time.

	They approached carefully, merging into the crowd of passengers at the platform between the train station and the tracks. Beck figured there were dozens ready to ride the rails, though he did not count. People of all ages clustered in groups large and small, awaiting the train’s arrival.

	“How much were the tickets?” Rebecca asked.

	“A couple of bags,” Beck said. “And a box of ammo.”

	“That’s steep,” Millie said. “I doubt everyone paid that much.”

	“Probably not,” Beck said. “I wanted a private room for the five of us, though. Less chance of any problems if we have a door between us and the rest of the car.”

	“Nice thinking,” said Arthur.

	“Here’s water,” Beck said. “I took the liberty of filling up everybody’s bottles.”

	“Thanks,” Ronnie said. “Hey, Arthur, you ever ride the train?”

	“Once,” Arthur replied. “It wasn’t fun.”

	Beck half listened to Arthur regale the others with his train story. He was busy picking out potential threats from among those who gathered on the platform. He spotted a lot of families with young children. A few men and women stood close as couples. While some were older than Beck, most were young. There were also men traveling alone. They piqued Beck’s interest more than the couples or the families with children. While it was true that anyone could be a threat on the train, the men who appeared to travel by themselves were likely the bigger risks. Beck studied them, trying to discern if the individual travelers were conspicuously avoiding the other single riders.

	Millie sensed his surveillance. “You spot anything? Anyone give you bad vibes?”

	“Strangers always give me bad vibes,” Beck said, “but I don’t see anything too obvious at this point.”

	“Me neither. I was watching that one dude in the black hat.”

	She gestured toward a tall, thin man wearing a black fedora. He stood close to the tracks with a long duffel bag at his feet. He was twitchy and kept leaning toward the tracks to try to spot the arriving train.

	“I saw him too.” Beck glanced at her. “Certainly a possibility. Especially with the bag. But I don’t see anyone else with similar bags or nervous like him. Probably a one-off.”

	“Still worth keeping an eye on him,” said Millie. “I’ll pay attention when the train pulls up. What car are we in?”

	“Fourth of six,” Beck said. “I wanted to be as close to the middle as possible. Dining car is the third from the engine, so fourth was the best I could do.”

	“Good to know.”

	“How much longer until the train gets here?” Ronnie asked. “I’m tired.”

	“Not too much longer,” Beck told him. “The ticket counter told me it would be within the hour. The train’s usually on time. It’s coming from Albuquerque.”

	Ronnie slipped his pack from his shoulders, dropped it to the bricks, and sat on it.

	Arthur did the same, as did Rebecca. Beck considered following their lead, but decided he was better standing. They would be sitting on the train for a long time. He might as well stretch his legs.

	“I’m going to wander,” he told Millie. “Get a better lay of the land.”

	“Sounds good,” Millie said. “I’ll do the same. Meet back here in a few?”

	“Deal.”

	Beck shrugged his packs higher onto his back. Though days of consuming rations and trading goods for train tickets had lightened the load, the twin packs were still a strain on his shoulders. He twisted his neck from side to side and tried to stretch the tension from his muscles. Weaving through the growing crowd, he guessed there were more than one hundred people loitering on the brick platform, with more filtering in from the station and the ticket office inside.

	The train only went through Flagstaff twice a week. They were fortunate to arrive on an arrival and departure day. It was luck. They could not have planned it, despite having walked and hiked for more than fifteen hours a day from the time they left First Mesa.

	As the crowd grew and the space between people shrank, the stench became more acute. Beck had not smelled so much body odor since his time in jail long before D-Day. He wrinkled his nose and tried to sneak a whiff of his own pits. A strong, musky scent told him he was part of the problem. There was nothing to do about it now. He would have to wait until they were on the train and hope it had running water in a lavatory. If not, he would stink to LA and back. By then, he would be decidedly ripe enough to kill everything in his path. The Mercado would not stand a chance.

	Beck chuckled to himself at the thought and maneuvered to the far end of the platform. He stood back and let his gaze sweep across the thickening crowd of would-be passengers, but nothing stood out to him beyond the lone fedora-wearing man, who still waited anxiously by the tracks.

	He was focused on the man when the crowd became restless, and the volumes of conversations rose. Someone shouted that the train was approaching, and Beck mimicked the fedora-wearing man and leaned toward the track to get a good look east.

	The train was several hundred yards away, but the arm of black smoke from its coal-fired engine told Beck it was closing in on the station.

	He worked his way through the agitated crowd, pushing and cajoling toward the spot where he and Millie had left their leg-weary partners. He found them at the same moment Millie arrived from the opposite direction. Rebecca, Arthur, and Ronnie got to their feet and donned their packs.

	“Find anything interesting, Millie?”

	“Nothing. Not that I could tell. It got too crowded.”

	“Same,” said Beck. “Let’s hope that’s a good sign.”

	The train rolled to a stop. A few passengers disembarked before the hordes surged into the six train cars. Beck and his gang found their private cabin at the front left of the fourth car. He entered the space last and slung his packs from his shoulders onto the threadbare carpet.

	“That feels better,” he said, stretching his back. “Everybody good?”

	“All good,” Millie said.

	The car was cramped, but did provide enough space for the five of them and their gear. Two benches faced one another on opposite sides of a grimy window, which offered an opaque view of the train platform. In some ways, the cabin reminded Beck of an old gas station restroom with scrawled messages carved into the walls along with colorful graffiti. It held the odor of stale cigarette smoke and mildew.

	Arthur sat closest to the window facing the rear of the train. He sat next to Rebecca, who was between him and Ronnie. Arthur raised an eyebrow at Beck as he took a seat opposite him and beside Millie and some of the gear.

	“You paid extra for this?” Arthur asked.

	“I did.”

	“For the security,” Millie said, “not the ambiance.”

	Arthur did empathize with Arthur’s distaste of the space. It was gross. And they would call the confined quarters their home for most of the next day. Not ideal. It did not help that all five of them needed baths in the worst way. Beck was certain all of them stank, even if his own musk was nauseating.

	“I get it,” Arthur said. “Still, it’s not worth what we paid, I’m sure.”

	“If we get to where we’re going in one piece,” Rebecca chimed in, “it’s probably worth double what we paid.”

	“So, Arthur,” said Beck, “I’ve heard the rumors about these trains. You said you had ridden one before?”

	“I have.”

	“Are the rumors true?”

	“Depends on the rumor,” Arthur said. “But yeah, I wouldn’t sleep on the train. If anyone does fall asleep, we need to make sure we’re doing it in shifts. It’s too dangerous otherwise. Even in this cabin, we need to be aware of pickpockets or worse.”

	Worry flashed across Ronnie’s face. “Worse?”

	Beck leaned forward and tried to hold Ronnie’s frightened gaze. “Don’t worry. First of all, we’re here together. We’ve handled worse, right?”

	Ronnie nodded. “I guess.”

	“Second, we have the luxurious private lounge. We won’t be the first target of thieves.”

	“Okay,” Ronnie said.

	“But we do need to stay aware,” said Beck. “Be vigilant. Nobody goes out into the car alone. No dining car. No lavatory without a buddy.”

	“Good plan,” Arthur said. “There are people who pay to ride the trains back and forth just so they can take advantage of others.”

	“I think if we stay here in the cabin,” Beck said, “we’ll be okay. We have weapons, and we know what to do with them. Worse comes to worst, we get violent.”

	“Worse comes to worst,” Millie said. “That’s always what we do.”

	A knock at the door ended the conversation, and a voice called hello before the door slid open. An older man with a trim gray beard stood in the opening. His nose crinkled, and his face went sour before he adjusted to the scent. He scanned the occupants, settling on Beck.

	Beck aimed a thumb at Millie. “It’s her.”

	Millie slapped Beck on the arm. Ronnie laughed aloud. Rebecca smirked. Arthur pressed his lips flat, apparently unsure if he should react.

	The man’s tight expression relaxed. He wagged a finger at Beck. “No way that’s just one person. Before I vomit, could I get your tickets?”

	Beck reached into his jacket and pulled out the stamped tickets. He handed them to the man, who ripped them in half and handed them back.

	“Have a safe journey,” he said. He stepped back from the threshold and closed the door.

	Millie knuckle-punched Beck on the arm. “That was rude.”

	“That was funny,” Beck said.

	“It was funny,” Millie conceded, “but it was rude.”

	“For a second, I did wonder if maybe it was you,” said Ronnie.

	Millie rolled her eyes. The train lurched forward, the train’s whistle sounded, and the car chugged into motion.

	Beck wiped his hand on the glass, hoping to clear some of the film from his view. He leaned close to the window and watched the train station move from view. Fewer than a dozen people lingered on the bricks. The train picked up speed, and the wheels churned. Their movement rumbled under the floorboards and rocked the cabin.

	As they headed toward California, Beck caught sight of a familiar man at the edge of the platform. He wore a black fedora. He dipped his hands into his pockets as the train left. The man was alone, and his duffel bag was gone.

	Beck tapped the window. “Hey, do you see that?”

	“What?” Millie asked.

	“See what?” Arthur leaned to look out the window.

	“The guy,” Beck said. “The one with the fedora.”

	“And the big bag?” Millie asked.

	“Yeah,” Beck said. “He didn’t get on the train.”

	“Really?”

	“No. But his bag did.”

	“What does that mean?” Arthur asked.

	Beck shook his head. “Could be a lot of things, but it concerns me. Somebody puts a large bag on a train, but doesn’t board it? I don’t like it.”

	“I don’t like it either,” Millie said.

	“What do we do?” Rebecca asked. “Do we tell someone?”

	Beck stood and balanced himself against the window as the train gathered speed. He moved toward the door.

	“What are you doing?” Millie asked.

	“Telling someone.”

	Beck slid open the door, stepped into the narrow passageway, and closed the door behind him. He looked in both directions and spotted the ticket taker at the opposite end of the car. He started toward him when the door to their berth slid open.

	“I’m coming with you,” Millie said.

	“That’s not necessary.”

	“You said nobody leaves alone. You’re breaking the rule.”

	“It’s my rule.”

	“Whatever, Dad. I’m coming.”

	They sidestepped their way along the passageway to the far end of the car. The ticket taker was about to move into the fifth car when Beck called out to him. The man stopped and faced them, his brow furrowed with concern.

	“Yes?” he asked. “Is there a problem? You really should be in your seats.”

	Beck approached the man and got close enough to lower his voice. No need to alarm other passengers unnecessarily. He imagined everyone on the train was on edge. He noticed the man wore a brass badge with the name Labatut engraved. His coat lapel partially hid the badge.

	“We might have a problem, Mr. Labatut.”

	Surprise flashed across Labatut’s features before he recognized Beck had spotted the name tag. He pulled back his shoulders and lifted his chin. “Actually, it’s Doctor Labatut. Pronounced Laba-toot. Like a train whistle. Dr. David Labatut.”

	Beck offered a hand to the good doctor. “Doctor, I’m John Beck and—”

	He had said his name without thinking, and realized the mistake when Dr. Labatut’s expression shifted from pride to suspicion.

	Labatut stepped back. “I know your name, and I’ve read the stories. What are you doing on my train?”

	Beck raised his hands in a gesture of peace. “I’m a passenger. That’s all. I’m with my daughter and some friends. We don’t—”

	“You’re Millie Beck?”

	“Yes.”

	Labatut’s eyes darted between the two of them. “So the stories are true? You did find one another.”

	“We did,” Beck said, “but that doesn’t make all of the stories true. Look, we need to talk to someone in charge.”

	“Why?”

	The train shifted on the tracks, and Beck braced himself against the wall. The train’s movement was steady but not smooth. “I have a concern about a man who put a bag on the train but did not board,” he said above the rumble of the locomotive.

	“Who?”

	“I don’t know his name. I saw him on the platform. He was acting suspicious, and he had a large duffel bag with him. When we pulled away from the station, I saw him watching us leave. The bag was gone.”

	“You saw him put the bag on the train?”

	“No.”

	“Then how do you know it’s on the train?”

	“I guess I’m not positive, but I figured it was worth reporting it. I’ve heard about sabotage on these trains before.”

	Dr. Labatut shot a glance over his shoulder at the length of the otherwise empty corridor. He inhaled and sighed. “I’ve heard a lot of things about you too. But like you said, that doesn’t make them true.”

	“I don’t get the connection,” Beck said.

	“Because you’ve heard something, it doesn’t make it true. I’m not sure what you want me to do, Mr. Beck. You think there might be a bag on the train that might or might not be unattended? Can you describe the bag?”

	“Black.”

	“Like every other bag,” Dr. Labatut said.

	“So you’re not going to do anything? Is there anyone who could help?” Beck asked.

	Labatut pressed his expression into a condescending smile. “Look, before the end of the world, I wasn’t a ticket taker on a train. I was a licensed social worker and family therapist. I have my PhD in clinical psychology. To say I have met people like you more than once would be a gross understatement.”

	Beck curled his hands into fists. He resisted the urge to punch the man in the throat. “Good for you. Again, I don’t get the connection. I’m trying to help here.”

	“People like you see the world a certain way, Mr. Beck. You’re full of cynicism and darkness. You battle demons who shape your existence into a warped sense of reality, and you constantly doubt the goodness of others. You’re damaged, and to you, the world is damaged.”

	This was why Beck avoided shrinks. They were either totally wrong or too on the nose. Both things were useless. Beck realized he would get no help from this man no matter what he said or did.

	“You’re right,” Beck said. “I am damaged. I do see the world through a pretty dark lens. But that’s because it is dark, and when the demons come to drag you to Hell, you rely on people like me to pluck you from a fiery end. That’s why they wrote stories about me, why you know my name, and I couldn’t pronounce yours properly if you repeated it a thousand times.”

	Beck loosened his fist and put his hand on Labatut’s chest, pressing the man against the wall so he and Millie could pass him and move into the third car. Labatut’s chin quivered, and his mind roiled to try to find something pithy to say.

	“Where are we going?” Millie asked.

	“To find that bag before we all die.”

	




Chapter 27
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	The dining car’s aroma hit Beck as soon as he slid open the door. It reminded him of a greasy-spoon diner in Mobile called Big Time. He had loved that place and alternated between the fried crab claws and the BBQ sandwich made with chopped beef and the diner’s homemade sauce. If he took Millie with him, they would split one of Anna’s banana splits. If he was alone, he’d have a slice of Leon’s homemade peach cobbler. It was incredible to Beck that smell provoked the sharpest memories. It must have been the same for Millie.

	“This place smells like Big Time,” she said. “It’s crazy, right?”

	Beck would have answered her had it not been for the attention given them from everyone in the car. He counted seventeen people, including the two behind the counter and the one working a coal-fired grill. Every one of them had their eyes on Beck and Millie.

	Beck nodded a general greeting and avoided a smile. Millie offered a casual wave. The two of them moved through the center of the car, and those at the tables and the counter went back to their business.

	People sipped from porcelain mugs or cups, ate off of porcelain plates and bowls, and the flatware was forks and spoons. Beck did not spot any knives. All of the service was chipped or bent. It was well used, and Beck guessed it was hard to keep nice things in one piece on a train that traveled across the country in the aftermath of civilization’s downfall. It impressed him that any of the service had lasted that long.

	He caught whiffs of chicken broth and buttered toast. Beck could not remember the last time he had seen bread or smelled cooking butter. Despite being well fed in Canada, the food was bland aside from the garden-grown herbs they used to flavor their fresh catches of fish or occasional poultry.

	The dining car was incongruous with Beck’s post-D-Day experience, as if someone had picked it up from another time and dropped it into place along with the other train cars. He was glad to push through it and into the second car.

	Millie closed the door behind them in the second car, and an official-looking woman wearing an outfit similar to Labatut’s greeted them halfway up the aisle. Her brass name tag read Allez, and she was as cheery as Labatut was dour.

	She blocked the aisle, her posture subtly suggesting she would not let them pass, yet she did it in such a way that it was nonthreatening.

	“May I help you?” Allez asked.

	Millie took the lead before Beck could say anything that might get them turned around and sent back to their berth.

	She glanced at the name tag. “Miss Allez, is it?”

	The woman’s smile widened. The questioning expression in her brow relaxed. “Yes, and you pronounced it correctly. The French pronunciation. Most people get it wrong.”

	Millie offered her hand at the moment the train jolted to the left. The car shimmied as the cars entered an arcing curve along the tracks. She braced herself against the back of an unoccupied seat. Beck spotted only three empty seats in the car. It was warmer in the second car. More people, more body heat.

	“I’m Millie. This is my dad. We’re looking for someone who can help us. Someone in charge.”

	“You’re seated in which car?”

	“Four.”

	Allez’s brow lifted. “Was Dr. Labatut not able to assist? I’m sure—”

	“He was unable to assist,” Millie cut in.

	Allez pouted. It was an exaggerated expression that conveyed false disappointment. “That’s odd. Dr. Labatut is very skilled at helping our passengers. Let me lead you back to—”

	“We think the train might be in danger,” said Beck.

	Two men and a woman seated ahead of them turned around. The woman tapped Allez’s elbow from behind her.

	“Is there a problem?” the woman asked.

	Allez affected her practiced smile. “I hardly think so, madam. Don’t worry about anything.”

	The woman studied Allez for a long moment, shifted her narrow gaze to Beck, sighed, and turned back around to face the front of the car.

	Allez frowned at Beck and put a finger to her lips.

	Beck lowered his voice. “We saw something that we—”

	Allez again put a finger to her lips and motioned for Beck and Millie to follow her toward the front of the cabin. She led them into the first car. Like theirs, it was comprised of private berths and provided more privacy.

	“Please speak softly,” she said. “We don’t want to worry anybody unnecessarily. Now, did you share what you saw with Dr. Labatut?”

	Beck nodded. “He was unhelpful and chose not to believe what we told him.”

	“That does not sound like Dr. Labatut. He is skilled and very patient. I find it hard to believe that he would dismiss you out of hand.”

	“He did,” Millie said. “Can you help us or take us to someone who can?”

	“That depends on what you saw.”

	Beck and Millie took turns detailing their concerns. They told Allez about the man on the platform and the missing duffel bag. She regarded them with lessening suspicion the more they explained.

	When they finished, she pursed her lips and gestured toward the front of the first cabin. “The next car is the engineers’ retreat. Whoever is not at the controls is there resting. If you’ll wait here, I will tell the resting engineer what you told me. That’s the best I can offer.”

	“That’s fair enough,” Beck said.

	Allez tugged on the hem of her jacket and brushed imaginary dirt from her forearms. She turned on a heel and disappeared into the engineers’ retreat.

	“What do you think?” Millie asked.

	Beck scratched his chin. “This is a lot harder than it should be. Maybe we should give up and go back to our own cabin. Labatut has a point. We could be wrong, and even if we are right, how are we going to find the bag?”

	“Don’t doubt yourself, Dad. Don’t listen to the demons.”

	His daughter knew him too well. It did not matter how much time they had spent apart. She understood his strengths and his weaknesses. So did Regina.

	Few men were lucky enough to have one woman accept them for who they were. Beck had two in Millie and Regina. Counting Debbie, whom he should credit for having stuck with him as long as she did, he was blessed with three.

	“You’re right,” he said. “I’ll ignore the pompous ass.”

	The door at the front of the cabin slid open, and a stocky man in black overalls and a faded yellow Arizona State ballcap hobbled toward them. Allez walked behind him with her hands clasped in front of her.

	“Howdy,” the man said, extending his hand. “I’m Gerome, one of the engineers. Julia here said you had some questions.”

	Beck put together that Julia was Julia Allez, though the woman had never offered her first name. It was not lost on Beck that the ticket takers used their last names, but the engineer, the man getting his hands dirty, was more genial. He took Gerome’s hand.

	“I’m John,” Beck said, taking his daughter’s lead to avoid the use of his full name this time. “That’s my daughter, Millie. We both saw something that worried us and thought you should know about it.”

	Gerome adjusted the bill of his cap and wiped his palms along the breast of his overalls. He leaned against the interior wall and gestured over his shoulder to Julia Allez. “She filled me in and told me about the duffel bag. Thing is, it would be pretty tough to find the bag even if it’s on the train.”

	“Could we go passenger by passenger?” Beck asked.

	Gerome rubbed the ballcap’s bill with his thumb and forefinger and clicked his tongue. “That could get tricky. People don’t like getting searched. They’ve got their right to privacy if they’re not bothering anybody.”

	“How about we only search bags that match what we saw?” Millie suggested. “A black duffel.”

	Gerome chuckled. “Yeah, that would be about half the bags, I’m sure. I guess we could have our travel attendants knock on doors and ask people in the single seats if they see any bags near them that don’t belong to them. That might be a start.”

	Beck and Millie exchanged glances. It was something. They agreed and offered their help.

	“No, thanks,” Gerome said. “I don’t know how it would go over having you two asking about luggage and such. Be better if it looked all official. Let’s start with that.”

	“How many attendants do you have?” Millie asked.

	“Three. We’ve got Julia up here, there’s the doctor in cars three and four, and then we have Parsons in five and six. I’ll make my way back and explain everything to them.”

	“The doctor won’t be happy,” Beck said. “We already tried to get his help.”

	Gerome waved a dismissive hand and smiled, revealing a big gap between his two front teeth. “Aww, don’t worry about him, Mr. Beck. He’s never happy. He sees the world through a pretty dark lens for a shrink.”

	Gerome winked and edged past Beck and Millie. Julia Allez backed up to the front of the car. She gestured politely. “I’ll start asking here. You two go back to your seats. Car four, was it?”

	“Yes,” Beck said. “Right behind the dining car.”

	Allez blinked and pressed a smile. “I know where it is. I’ll come find you if there’s anything to report.”

	“Thank you,” said Millie. She took Beck’s arm to lead him back to the dining car. As they pushed through, weaving past a growing crowd of patrons and the stronger odor of smoke and grease, Beck chuckled to himself.

	“You thinking what I’m thinking?” Millie asked.

	“That either Allez knew who we were and told Gerome, or he knew on his own?”

	“Yep.”

	“Funny how that happens. People have a strong reaction to us no matter how we approach it, don’t they?”

	Millie chuckled this time. “They have a strong reaction to you, Dad. I’m just along for the ride.”

	They entered the fourth car and found Gerome talking with Dr. Labatut. If his glare could have killed, both Becks would have dropped dead where they stood. They both smiled at the shrink-turned-attendant and eased into their berth, careful not to give the man a chance to lecture them.

	Beck slid closed the berth door. When it shut, the noise awoke Ronnie, who’d fallen asleep on Rebecca’s shoulder.

	“You were gone long enough,” Rebecca said. “Any luck?”

	“We’ll see,” said Beck. “They say they’re looking into it, but who knows. Either way, we did what we could do.”

	“If we don’t hear anything in the next couple of hours, I’ll go back to the front and talk to the engineer,” Millie said.

	“Sounds good.” Beck took his seat, leaned back, and closed his eyes. He was not tired, but he needed a few minutes to rest and regain his energy. He tried to think of the last time he had managed any appreciable sleep and could not. Two days? Three? The trek blurred together, one day melting into the next. It felt simultaneously as if he’d left Canada hours earlier and years ago.

	He missed Regina, and he worried about her. She was better off having stayed in Torreon, but Beck needed her presence. She was a calming, rational influence, and perhaps she might have stopped him from pressing the engineer and attendants into service on a fool’s errand. Minutes passed, and Beck slipped into that space between consciousness and sleep. He was vaguely aware of his surroundings as his body shifted with the train’s rough movement along the tracks. Conversations among his traveling companions dulled, and his mind drifted. Beck kept himself from falling asleep, remembering how critical it would be for him to stay awake should something go wrong. But he could not keep his eyes open. Something would have to inject adrenaline into his system to jump-start his focus.

	As he drifted in that comfortable hypnagogic state, he hallucinated the discovery of the black duffel bag. It was stored in a forward berth, and the people responsible for it would not let the engineer search its contents. There were three men, all unshaven and impolite. Two of them looked like twins with dirty blond, shoulder-length hair and calloused knuckles tattooed with symbols Beck could not decipher.

	The third man, the one who held the bag on his lap, had a long scar along the right side of his face. His eyes were two different colors.

	“You’re not taking it,” Scarface threatened. “Try it and my friends here will make sure you never use your hand again for anything other than trying to wipe the drool from your chin.”

	Gerome tried to reason with the men. They refused any cooperation. The engineer looked to Beck for help.

	“Any ideas?” he asked.

	In a quick move, Beck smacked Scarface with an open palm. The slap was so hard it almost knocked Scarface from his seat. Beck reached down with the same hand and grabbed the bag from his lap. Then he swung it wide and delivered an uppercut to the twins across from him. Before any of the trio knew what had hit them, Beck and Gerome were back in the aisle with the berth door closed shut.

	“What now?” Gerome asked. “Mr. Beck, what now? We’ve got the bag. You were right about the bag.”

	Gerome repeated himself twice before a slug from Millie on Beck’s arm made him realize he was hallucinating. His eyes shot open, and he sat up straight. Gerome was, in fact, standing in the open doorway to their berth. A sour expression wrinkled his face.

	“Did you hear him?” Millie asked. “Gerome found the bag. He wants to know what you think about it.”

	“What’s in the bag?” Beck asked.

	Gerome checked over one shoulder and then the other. He took a breath and stepped inside the cabin, closing the door behind him.

	“Well,” he said, “it’s fair enough to say we’ve got a problem.”

	“I’d say you have more than one,” Arthur said.

	Beck turned his attention from Gerome. “What?”

	“We have more than one problem,” Arthur repeated. “Look outside.”

	Beck pivoted to get a better look through the filthy window. Beyond the grime, he saw Arthur’s concern. A half dozen men rode horses at a gallop, keeping pace with the coal-fired locomotive. The men wore masks, they were armed, and they carried bad intentions.

	Gerome joined Beck at the window. He cursed under his breath. “Great. It’s the Sullivan gang.”

	Beck had the adrenaline he needed. He was out of the seat and had a rifle in his hand. Millie and Rebecca both checked their weapons.

	Gerome put up his hands in front of him. “Whoa,” he said. “What are you doing?”

	“We’re going to help fight the—what did you say their name was?”

	“The Sullivan gang. They came out this way from the old capital by way of Pennsylvania. They’ve been terrorizing this route on and off for the last year.”

	“All right,” Beck said. “Let’s end the terror.”

	“No, Mr. Beck,” said Gerome. “We’ve got a team that can fend them off. I’ll get them activated. I need your help with the bag.”

	“Can’t I do both?”

	“That depends,” Gerome said.

	“On what?” Beck asked.

	“Can you defuse a bomb?”

	




Chapter 28

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 22 DAYS

	KINGMAN, ARIZONA

	 

	Beck had less than an hour to stop the bomb from exploding. He was in the first car; the black duffel lay on the floor between the benches in a private berth. Wires and what looked to him like plastic explosive packed the bag. He had a sense about an easy way out of the predicament without having to pull wires and risk blowing himself to smithereens, but he could not focus enough to find it. It was there, but it escaped him.

	“What have you done to try to stop it?” Beck asked.

	“Nothing,” Gerome said. “We came and got you.”

	“Why me?”

	Gerome shrugged. “You’re the one who tipped us off, and let’s face it, you’re John Beck. We figured if anyone could take care of it without blowing up the front car and derailing the entire train, it would be you.”

	Although Beck appreciated the confidence, he had never defused a bomb, let alone one with a timer on it. “What about the Sullivan gang?”

	“We can fend them off.”

	“Okay,” Beck said. “I’ll see what I can do.”

	Millie and Rebecca were at the front of the first car in the aisle by the door. Arthur and Ronnie stationed themselves at the rear. Their jobs were to keep everyone out of the car while Beck worked. The attendants had relocated all of the first-car passengers to other spots on the train.

	“How long do we have?” Gerome asked.

	“I don’t know yet,” Beck said. “This is a little overwhelming. I can’t believe you have nobody on here who can deal with this.”

	What am I missing? What is in front of me?

	“We’ve never had an actual bomb on the train before.”

	“That’s comforting.”

	Beck settled on his heels and pried open the canvas bag with his fingers so he could get a better look at the device. At first glance, it was not as complicated as he might have thought. The clock was analog, the old kind of alarm clock that wound and rang with a bell at its top, but instead of the number six at the bottom of the clock, there was a large screw drilled into the face. A wire wrapped around the screw and disappeared behind the clock face. A second wire wrapped the hour hand, which had passed the number five and was incrementally moving toward the screw. Two more wires led from the clock to what looked like a portable battery from an old pre-D-Day power drill.

	“This thing has a battery?” Beck asked aloud. “How does anyone charge a battery when there’s no electricity?”

	“There’s electricity,” Gerome said. “Some places are coming back online. It’s been, what, almost seven years? It’s about time.”

	Beck did not know. He had questions, though that moment was not the time for them.

	The more he looked at the bag, the less certain he was about doing anything to stop the bomb. A thought niggled in the back of his brain. There was a solution. Something easy and obvious, but he could not put his finger on it.

	Beck shook his head. “I can’t do this. This is way outside my expertise.”

	“Can’t you just find the right wire and pull it out?” asked Gerome.

	“I’m good at beating people up. I’m okay at strategy. Sometimes, not always. I’ve never been good at electrical engineering. Heck, you’re the engineer. If it’s so easy, why don’t you do it?”

	“I’m not that kind of engineer.”

	“I’m not any kind of engineer,” Beck said.

	Ronnie appeared at the door to the berth. “Hey, Beck, is it okay if I make a suggestion?”

	“Of course, Ronnie. You don’t have to ask permission.”

	“How heavy is the bag?”

	“Heavy,” Beck said, “but one person could lift it.”

	“Then why don’t we just throw it off the train?” Ronnie asked. “There’s nothing that says we can’t just throw it off the train, right? That would solve the problem, wouldn’t it?”

	Beck and Gerome looked at one another, and both of them instantly realized how stupid they had been. How stupid all of them had been. They did not need to defuse the bomb or figure out some way to slow it from detonating. All they had to do was throw it from the train. Then it would not matter what happened to the explosives.

	“Forest for the trees,” Beck said, recognizing the thought that had escaped him.

	“What does that mean?” Ronnie asked.

	Beck chuckled. “It means you’re brilliant, kid. All of us adults standing around and none of us thought of the most obvious answer.”

	Beck zipped up the bag. He lifted it, hefting it over his shoulder, and followed Gerome to the open platform between the first car and the engineers’ retreat. Before Beck could heave the bag from the platform, Gerome ushered Beck back inside the first cabin.

	“We should throw it off the back of the train,” Gerome said. “That way if the impact makes it explode, it’s behind the train.”

	“Good idea.”

	Beck had been so focused on finding the bag, consumed with the idea of a fight with the Sullivan gang, and the journey that lay ahead of them in California that he had missed the most obvious answers to what should be done with the bomb. The demons heckled him as he followed Gerome through the cars, across the adjoining platforms, and toward the caboose.

	As much as the demons reminded him of his stupidity and dying skillset, Beck levied his disappointment upon Rebecca, Arthur, and Millie. None of them had recognized the obvious solution either. None had offered Ronnie’s advice, so they would have potentially risked their lives, and those of countless passengers aboard the train, unnecessarily.

	Stress could do strange things. It might make someone ill or lethargic, lessen their immune systems, and fog their brains. He had seen it before, where the most obvious answer was ignored in favor of far more complicated choices. Stress has disabled the simple ability to see the forest despite the trees.

	However, Beck had expected more of his team. That one of them missed the answer was one thing, but for all of them not to see it was a genuine concern. They would have to be deliberate and focused when and if they reached Los Angeles. They would have to have all their ducks in a row before approaching the Mercado at the Getty Villa. Otherwise, as the demons assured him would be the case, everything would blow up in their faces, and all of this would be for nothing.

	On his trip through the dining car, Beck recognized what he’d failed to see during his previous visits. The people in that car wore nice, clean clothes. The women had their hair coiffed and makeup on their faces. They wore jewelry around their necks, on their ears, and on their wrists and fingers. Everyone had shoes and pants that fit, and carried leather bags stuffed with their belongings. These people had money, or what passed for it, and they made easy targets for would-be pickpockets, thieves, and gang members on horseback.

	He cursed himself for having been so clueless. Exhaustion and stress really had done a number on him. Now was the chance to make up for those indiscretions and set things straight.

	“Focus,” he told himself. “Focus and get the job done. No fear.”

	Beck and Gerome reached the caboose, where they met Allen, the head of security aboard the train. He was a stout man with forearms the size of Beck’s neck.

	Allen pointed at the bag slung over Beck’s shoulder. “That the bomb?” he asked in a voice that sounded like he gargled with shards of glass.

	Beck nodded. “It is.”

	“That’s a first,” Allen said. “I’ve been riding these rails since they started back up, and I’ve never seen a bomb.”

	“Me neither,” said Beck.

	“Appreciate your help. I’ve already got my people set up for the Sullivan gang, so it’s good to know we’ve got a man like you on board.”

	Beck was unsure how to respond. He equivocated before saying, “Thank you.”

	Gerome unlatched the rear door, and they stood on a small platform at the back of the train. The first thing Beck noticed, other than the fresh air swirling around them, were two members of the Sullivan gang. They rode horseback in tandem and kept a safe distance from the locomotive. Both wore fedoras and carried long guns across the fronts of their saddles near the horns. One of them pointed at the bag and shouted something to the other, who widened his eyes in obvious disgust, apparently upset at finding what Beck now knew was their plot having been foiled. Despite their masks, their displeasure was apparent.

	Allen came to the same conclusion. “Looks like we found the perpetrators of the bomb. Those Sullivan boys have been trying everything they can think of to derail us, slow us, stop us, and rob us blind. We’ve been pretty good about fighting them off. This here’s a new trick. Could have been rough for us if you hadn’t spotted something off. Like I said before, good to have a man like you aboard.”

	Beck nodded his appreciation.

	Gerome nudged him on the arm and pointed to the left of the tracks. “Make sure you throw it clear of the rails. Don’t want to cause more problems down the road, so to speak.”

	“Will do,” Beck said over the rattle of the train’s wheels on the heavy-gauge tracks and the swirling wind. “I’ll get it clear.”

	He considered tossing it toward the two gang members but didn’t want to harm the horses. They were innocent. Plus, if things went bad, he could use the horses to get to LA. Best to leave them be.

	He moved to the opposite side of the platform, grabbed the bag with both hands, and twisted like an Olympian hammer thrower to swing the bag across his body and let go. His momentum launched the duffel bag clear of the tracks, and it landed harmlessly amongst varieties of acacia plants that populated the arid desert landscape.

	Beck thumped Gerome on the chest with the back of his hand and gestured toward the gangsters. “I agree with Allen here. They did this. The bomb was a distraction. I don’t think they ever intended for us to find it. I’m not sure how much damage it might have done, but tossing it overboard definitely was not part of their plan.”

	“That explains why they haven’t attacked yet,” Gerome surmised. “Don’t you think?”

	Allen led the men back inside as the riders on horseback peeled off. Beck assumed they rode to tell the other gang members about their ploy’s failure.

	“They’re getting more aggressive,” Allen said, “which means they’re getting more desperate.”

	“Desperation is a dangerous motivation,” Beck said.

	Allen agreed. “You willing to help us out? I’d consider it an honor to defend good people alongside the likes of John Beck. Truth is, I’ve got men in place, but I could use more. You and your team up for a fight?”

	“Of course,” Beck said. “I’m always up for a fight.”

	The men hurried back toward the front of the train. When they reached the first car, Gerome introduced Allen to Beck’s team. They explained what they had learned about the bomb and the connection to the Sullivan gang. When he was finished, Gerome checked with the others in Beck’s party.

	“Everyone on board?”

	Mischief twinkled in Millie’s eyes, and Beck thought his daughter might make some sarcastic remark about being on board a train, but she did not. She and the others agreed to do whatever had to be done to stop the Sullivan gang from attacking the train and impeding their trip to save Gabe and the town of Torreon from the Mercado.

	“All right then,” Allen said. “We head outside and up top.”

	Ronnie tilted his head to one side like a confused puppy. “Up top?”

	“Some of you will be positioned in between the cars on the platforms,” Allen explained, “but I will need two of you on top of the train. That gives us the high ground.”

	“I’ll take the top,” Millie offered. “So will my dad.”

	Rebecca cleared her throat and asked, “We don’t get a choice?”

	“Why do you get to choose?” Arthur said.

	“We’re the only ones who’ve been honest and up front during this trip,” said Millie, “so that gives us first dibs.”

	“I’ve been honest,” Ronnie said.

	Millie glanced at him. “I wasn’t including you.”

	Allen held up his hands to play peacemaker. “We love the enthusiasm, but there’s no need to fight over how we fight. Mr. Beck, you and Millie will head up top.”

	“That’s fair,” Rebecca said. “Sorry. I just wanted to do my part.”

	“Oh, you’ll do your part, no doubt,” said Allen. “Being on the platform is dirty business.”

	Arthur’s eyes lit up. “Is it?”

	Beck imagined the trip was more than a revenge tour for Arthur. The man had some anger he needed to exorcise on anyone who might cross his path.

	Allen nodded. “Of course. You make sure that the gang never gets close enough to board the train. You are the first and last line of defense. I put all my best people on the platforms. Fair enough?”

	Arthur smirked. “Fair enough.”

	Beck could not know if Allen was being straight with Arthur and Rebecca, but it was inconsequential to the task at hand. All of them had the same job: keep the train moving toward the coast and keep the Sullivan gang off the cars no matter what it took.

	Minutes later, Beck was riding atop the car used as the engineers’ retreat. He and Millie both had a clear vantage point of the desert expanse on both sides of the track.

	Each car had two men atop it, stretching from their position behind the engine, along the passenger and dining cars, to the caboose in the back.

	The wind was powerful as the train pressed along the tracks. Beck kept a wide stance to keep himself upright and in a position to take aim when the time came. He peered down between his car and the engine. Arthur stood to the left edge of the platform, the wind whipping his hair back off his face. Rebecca was to the right. Beck could not see Ronnie, but Allen had told him he was placing the kid two cars back with another one of their senior security guards.

	Allen had instructed them to wait until the gang got threateningly close. To this point, the horsemen kept far enough distance that any gunfire was as likely to hit the sand as it was any of the gang. Allen himself rode in the engine, protecting the engineers at all cost.

	Beck had learned that since the trains employed security, the instances of violence had plummeted in the preceding months. Riding the rails was much safer than it had previously been, but the rails’ poor reputation lingered. Beck could relate.

	He also learned that the reason for the increased security was because of the number of people migrating back to the big cities. Despite their autocratic restrictions, some of the cities now had limited or intermittent electricity. That was a draw.

	Dust plumed in the distance, signaling the latest approach from the Sullivan gang.

	“Did you have any idea about the power?” Beck asked over the wind.

	Millie was close enough to hear him. “What power?”

	“The electricity in Los Angeles. Did you know?”

	“No, Dad. I’ve been with you for the last two years, remember? I had no clue.”

	“It makes sense. The power had to come back on eventually, and it follows the big cities would get it first.”

	“Rebecca didn’t tell us.” Millie frowned. “Another lie.”

	Beck nodded. “Yep. Another thing we’ll have to talk about. It changes things a bit.”

	“That it does.”

	“Let’s get through this first,” Beck said. “Then we deal with that.”

	“Deal.”

	“All right,” said Beck. “Looks like the Sullivan gang is making its run. You loaded?”

	“Loaded and locked.”

	Beck smiled. He did not care if it was creepy. “That’s my girl.”

	




Chapter 29

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 22 DAYS

	MOHAVE VALLEY, ARIZONA

	 

	Beck checked the harness to which he was attached. It would prevent him from falling from the train should he lose his balance or get injured. It was essentially a shackle cuffed to his ankle and attached to a cleat along the front edge of the car. Millie also had one, as did the other members of Allen’s team tasked with protecting the train from the roofs of the train cars.

	He was thankful their position was far enough back from the locomotive’s smokestack to avoid the choking billows that clouded the air above them. Still, he did intermittently inhale the particulate, which dried his throat and tightened his chest. Beck’s heart rate accelerated as he readied himself for the fight to come.

	His knees and back ached from the constant vibration of the train as it thundered along the desert tracks. In the distance, a flock of birds flew in formation against the backdrop of a hazy sun. They rode the current and then arced as a group toward the train. They flapped in unison and flew directly above Beck before redirecting their path to the north. Beck cursed to himself, still believing birds were an omen, and not always a good one.

	Millie drew his attention back to the moment at hand, her voice loud. “Do you see them?”

	She had her rifle leveled at one of the approaching horsemen, tracking him like an expert marksman as his steed galloped in rhythm with the train’s speed. Beck widened his scope and tried totaling the number of gang members. There were far more than when Arthur had first pointed them out through their berth’s grimy window glass. Beck counted eighteen armed horsemen. All of them wore masks; some wore hats. They rode their animals with the casual posture of practiced equestrians. In the distance, he spotted the profile of a small town. He imagined that was the spot from where the additional would-be thieves had emerged.

	“I see them,” Beck said. “It looks like they’ve got an organized plan of attack. This is going to be over quick, or it’s going to be bad.”

	“It always is!” Millie shouted above the din of the rumbling train.

	The horses and their riders shifted their formations along the tracks the closer they came to the train. The Sullivan gang had clearly done this before. Beck wondered if they’d change their tactics or if this was a tried-and-true method they employed at every heist.

	Allen’s men gestured to one another atop the trailing train cars. They communicated with signals Beck vaguely understood. Their coordination eased his concerns as the Sullivan gang readied their attack. It appeared for a moment as if they might reconsider, given they lacked any surprise and the train was well defended. Whoever was in charge had clearly never read Sun Tzu. The great Chinese philosopher, about whom Beck had only learned after D-Day, had said, “It is unlucky to be stubborn in the face of insurmountable odds.”

	The gang spread out in a formation, half of them cutting across the tracks in front of the train so they might surround it. Two by two, they moved with the train like gulls hovering above the stern of a boat, keeping pace while also maintaining some distance. As soon as all of them had settled into their spots and they began to close their circle, Millie fired the first shot.

	Then all hell broke loose.

	Beck could not hear the exchange of gunfire above the train’s roar and the whipping wind, but he could see the muzzle flashes and the thin trails of smoke from the firefight. Although the Sullivan gang was skilled at firing their pistols as they rode, their skill could not match the advantage Beck’s quartet had given to Allen’s already formidable force. One after another, horsemen spasmed atop their mounts. Some continued to fight until a second or third round ended them. Others slumped in their saddles or fell from their mounts altogether. It was a bloodbath and something Beck imagined was straight out of the old west, with Butch Cassidy or Jesse and Frank James violently robbing a train carrying passengers or gold.

	Beck found his first target approaching the engine at ten o’clock. The rider was in front of him and crossed at an angle before running parallel to the tracks. He took aim and fired. He missed. Another shot missed the target, and the man was about to dismount his horse to climb onto the engine when, through the haze of coal-fired smoke, Beck fired a third shot, hitting the man in the rib cage. The attacker lost his grip on the train and fell, tumbling underneath the galloping hooves of his own horse. Beck swiveled and took quick aim at another target. He exhaled, steadied his focus, and drilled the attacker with the first shot. It sank into the side of his neck, and the man slapped at the awful wound as one would a bee sting. He pulled his hand away, looked at his blood-soaked paw, wobbled, and dropped from the horse. His momentum carried him under the train, and Beck closed his eyes as the man disappeared. He was not interested in seeing the resulting gore.

	He swung toward the front and edged close to the space between his car and the engine. The smoke was thicker here, and he coughed. His eyes burned, and he blinked away the sting in time to see Arthur grappling with a horseman who’d managed to climb aboard the platform. The men wrestled and clawed at one another. Beck tried to take aim but could not get a clear shot. He was as likely to kill Arthur as the enemy.

	Next to Arthur, Rebecca had her back turned, firing off rounds from her weapon toward approaching horsemen on the other side of the tracks. It was either too loud for her to hear the struggle, or she was too focused on a target of her own.

	Beck moved closer to the edge, slipped, and lost his footing. As he tried to balance himself, he dropped his rifle. It bounced off the edge and fell butt over muzzle to the ground below. At the last second, he caught himself and regained his purchase. Empty-handed, he crawled to the edge where Arthur still struggled. The man now had him in a chokehold, and Arthur’s color drained from his face. His eyes bulged as he tried to free himself.

	Beck could not think of anything else to do, so he screamed at the top of his lungs. It was enough of an odd, banshee-like wail to draw the horseman’s attention for a brief moment. That distraction tipped the scales and allowed Arthur to fist the man in the groin, drive an elbow into his gut, and kick the man from the platform.

	The gang member hung in the air for an extended moment, his fingers reaching for something to hold, before he fell back and underneath the heavy steel wheels of the train car. Bent over and gasping for air, Arthur looked up at Beck and gave him a thumbs-up.

	Beck returned the greeting and wiped the smoke-induced tears from his eyes. He backed away from the edge of the car, spun onto his rear end, and rested on his elbows. Atop the cars behind his, Allen’s men appeared to celebrate. They lifted their rifles over their heads and shook them in the air. Millie stepped close and offered a hand to her father. He took it, and she helped pull him to his feet. He wobbled but steadied himself.

	Millie smiled at him. “Whew,” she said and dramatically wiped the back of her hand across her brow before shaking free the imaginary perspiration.

	Beck stepped to his daughter, the cuffs still around their ankles, and embraced her. He wrapped his arms around her and held her, applying a gentle squeeze. She reciprocated, then pulled away and looked at him with a questioning gaze.

	“What was that for?”

	Smoke billowed around them and passed between them. Beck coughed, and Millie waved her hand in front of her face.

	“Nothing,” Beck said, suppressing a swell of emotion.

	Millie narrowed her eyes. “It was something, Dad. Are you okay?”

	He smiled, drawing a sour expression from Millie. Both of them laughed. He hugged her again with one arm.

	“I’m good,” Beck said. “I expect that’s the last we’ll see of the Sullivan gang.”

	Millie pursed her lips and took a step back to playfully punch her father in the arm. They both wobbled as the train jostled them, and grabbed each other for balance.

	“I love you, Dad,” Millie said.

	“I love you too, Millie. Now let’s get out of these chains and back inside the train like civilized people.”

	She laughed at that. “We were never civilized in the first place, were we?”

	“Good point,” Beck said. “Very good point.”

	Beck look west and saw the sun hanging low against thin wisps of clouds, which colored the sky shades of purple and orange. He had failed to notice the beauty of this place until then, having been too focused on the tasks at hand. Now, standing with his daughter after surviving another violent encounter in which he had helped keep innocent people safe, Beck admired the unblemished natural world around him.

	He decided Labatut, the great shrink riding the rails somewhere below, was wrong about him. He had to be, because Beck did have the capacity to see light in the world. And Labatut, had he been worth his salt, would have known seeing light was impossible without embracing the dark.

	After he and Millie helped each other unbind themselves, they climbed down the front of the car and onto the platform, joining Rebecca and Arthur.

	Arthur immediately expressed his gratitude. “You saved me. Thank you for that. I owe you a life.”

	Beck dismissed the notion. “Please, you don’t owe me anything. I’m just glad you’re okay. We need you when we get to Los Angeles.”

	The four of them slid back into the first car. Allen, Gerome, and a handful of Allen’s men stood in the narrow aisle. Beck recognized that he and his crew had spent more time outside their private berth than they had inside it. He lamented having paid extra for it.

	“We got them,” Allen said. “That was the easiest it’s ever been. We lost only one man, and while that’s regrettable, especially for him, we’re good otherwise. No passengers were hurt as far as we can tell, and the truth of it is we owe a lot of it to you, Mr. Beck, and your amazing team. Y’all are real fighters.”

	“We just did what we had to do,” said Beck, “though I wish we hadn’t paid so much for the private berth now. It was a waste.”

	That drew laughter from Allen and Gerome. Both men seemed lighter in their boots. A sense of relief permeated the space.

	“Tell you what, then,” Allen said. “Let me buy you a drink. A round for everyone. Maybe two.”

	“You have whiskey?” Beck asked.

	“Of course.”

	“Then on behalf of my fighting team, we accept your offer.”

	Gerome navigated his way toward the back of the car and led the group to the dining car. It was empty other than the three workers behind the counter. The tables were cleaned and the chairs pushed into their places.

	“Where is everybody?” Millie asked. “It was packed when we were here before.”

	“We moved the passengers back to their seats and berths,” Gerome said. “Then we crowded everybody in one location to make sure we could keep people safe. As far as they know, the dining car isn’t open yet. That gives us some time to enjoy the privacy and stretch our legs unencumbered by the demands of paying customers.”

	Allen swept his hand across the room at the array of empty seats. “Take your pick.”

	Ronnie raised a finger. “May I please ask a question?”

	“Of course,” said Gerome. “You have more than earned the right to ask anything you want.”

	“I don’t drink. Can I get something to eat instead? I’m pretty hungry.”

	“Of course,” Allen said. “Get whatever you want, on the house. The corn fritters are especially delicious.”

	Ronnie lifted an eyebrow. “On the house?”

	Allen laughed. “On the house.”

	Ronnie leaned on the counter. “May I ask another question?”

	“Go ahead,” Gerome said.

	“What does ‘on the house’ mean?”

	They all laughed at that. Beck explained the colloquialism’s meaning.

	They ate and drank, and for some time, Beck forgot about the dangers at the end of the line. He relished the banal conversation and the warm buzz that soaked through his body with each healthy sip of rye.

	He noticed it was dark beyond the windows. The sun had set on another day. He imagined they were getting close to their destination and might not be more than a few hours from Los Angeles.

	They needed rest and needed to talk about their plans. Like the fight against the Sullivan gang, their operation at the Getty Villa would have to be quick, or it would end badly.

	Beck already had ideas about how they could get the drop on the Mercado in their own backyard and how they could slip in and out, grab Gabe, and end the threat to Torreon. While he understood he was no tactician, the plan formulating in his rye-addled brain was creative enough to give him the confidence to believe the next day’s sunrise would not be his last.

	




Chapter 30

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 23 DAYS

	LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA

	 

	Beck found Union Station less impressive for its still-intact Art Deco/Mission architecture than for its electricity. Dim bulbs glowed inside the six massive brass chandeliers that hung from the carved A-line ceiling.

	It was the twilight before sunrise, and Beck had noticed other signs of power on their way into the city. Despite the decrepit conditions of the streets and buildings, many of them were alit from electric bulbs.

	The only thing more eye-catching than the relative abundance of artificial light along their path to the train station was the vast numbers of armed militia patrolling the City of Angels. They wore black uniforms and black combat helmets with reflective visors that hid their faces. Beck counted two dozen patrols before he stopped keeping score.

	The soldiers shepherded the passengers from the train and into the grand station, where they now stood in long lines. It reminded Beck of customs back when international commercial air travel was still a thing.

	“This building is amazing,” Rebecca said. “I can’t believe it’s still in such incredible condition. And I can’t believe it has power.”

	“It sits above hallowed ground,” Arthur said. “I find nothing magnificent about it.”

	“Hallowed ground?” Millie asked.

	They were at the end of the line. Ahead of them, soldiers hassled passengers. Beck saw people pleading their cases. Sometimes they were unsuccessful. More than once, a soldier led someone at gunpoint to an unseen room beyond a guarded door.

	“Indigenous ancestors, the first people, lived here in this place. This was their land, their home. The white man came and took it from them.”

	“I didn’t know,” Rebecca said.

	“The people were the Kizh or Tongva. They built a village here they named the Yaanga. They lived in peace until the Spanish came and enslaved them.”

	“This happened on this very spot?” Ronnie asked.

	“Yes,” Arthur said. “There is evidence. They found it when they built this train depot one hundred years ago.”

	They stepped forward in the line. Soldiers allowed the family at the front to pass through the exit and out into the city.

	“Much of Los Angeles was home to indigenous people the conquerors killed, enslaved, or forced to relocate,” said Arthur. “This is our history all over the United States.”

	“There is no United States anymore,” Beck said.

	“As it should be.” Anger and resentment barbed Arthur’s words. The pain of his recent loss had given way to a much deeper torment.

	“Can’t argue with that,” Beck said.

	“What’s with the soldiers?” Millie asked, changing the subject. “Why are they checking everyone?”

	An older, fragile-looking man leaning on a cane in front of them turned to face them. His long, narrow features framed deep-set gray eyes, and his raspy voice matched his wizened appearance. “They want to know who you are,” he said, barely above a whisper. “They want to know where you’re going. And they want to know what you’re doing here. If they don’t like any of the answers, they put you in a cell until they can put you on a train elsewhere.”

	Millie blinked. “Seriously?”

	“As a heart attack,” the man said. “And I’ve had two of those.” He chuckled until the exertion drained him of what little energy he had. He lifted the cane off the floor to point toward the door through which Beck had seen people forced. “You don’t want to end up there, so if there’s anything you think might set off alarm bells, you’ve got from now until the front of the line to come up with a good, compelling lie.”

	The man winked at Millie and turned his back on the group.

	Beck touched Rebecca on her arm. “Did you know about this?”

	“Of course.”

	“But you didn’t tell us, even when we talked about our plan of attack during those last hours on the train.”

	“I didn’t think about it, specifically,” Rebecca said. “We were focused on the plan. How you want to attack. That was a lot of information. A lot to discuss, right? I just didn’t think to mention this particular obstacle, that’s all. I wasn’t lying or withholding.”

	Millie glowered. “You didn’t think about it? You didn’t withhold? More like you kept it from us. Are you trying to sabotage us?”

	Rebecca’s features tightened defensively. “Of course not. I wouldn’t risk my life just to get you arrested or turned around. What good would that do anybody? I told you we would have to go through a checkpoint. Several checkpoints, actually. Remember?”

	She had warned them about military checkpoints, roadblocks, and makeshift containment cells the ruling junta had set up all across the city. Maybe they had not listened carefully enough.

	“You did say that,” Beck admitted.

	They took another step forward. Soldiers let another family pass at the front. As they exited, Beck caught a glimpse of the sky beyond the threshold. The sun was up. He noticed the thin shafts of light stabbing through the tall, narrow windows along both walls of the grand lobby.

	“Are you defending her?” Millie asked.

	“No,” said Beck, “I’m not defending her. What I am doing is acknowledging the truth of it. She did warn us, in vague terms, about the military oppression in the city and that we would run into checkpoints along the way.”

	The lights overhead flickered. They dimmed a moment, then returned to their full yellow glow.

	“The power does that,” the man in front of them said. “They may have electricity now, but it isn’t stable. It comes and goes unless you’re a bigwig.”

	“Thanks,” Beck said.

	“Look,” said Rebecca, “tell them you’re here to see your friend Gabe Vazquez. Give them the address I gave you. It shouldn’t be a problem. We look like a family. They’re far less likely to hassle families.”

	Beck eyed the man in front of them. He gestured to Rebecca to come close to him so he could whisper, “What about my name?”

	“Don’t give them that,” Rebecca said. “Too big a risk. Tell them…tell them Gabe is your brother. Use the last name Vazquez. Same with Millie. That should avoid any problems.”

	They waited impatiently while the line moved, the minutes ticking by as the soldiers grilled weary travelers. Sometimes the questions were brief, other times exhaustive. Beck figured eight out of ten got through the line without soldiers hauling them through the door to the side. He figured those were outstanding odds.

	After about two hours, they reached the front of the line. The old man in front of them had passed his quiz and was shuffling toward the exit when the first of three soldiers approached Beck’s group.

	The soldier’s mask made it impossible to gauge the man’s expressions or tone. It was intimidating and off-putting, which Beck suspected the masks were intended to be.

	“Names?”

	“I’m John Vazquez. This is my daughter Millie” —Beck pointed at each of them in turn— “my sister Rebecca, her husband Arthur, and their nephew Ronnie.”

	The soldier stood motionless for a moment. Beck imagined he was studying them from behind the mask, searching for tells his training had taught him.

	“Purpose?”

	“We’re here to see my brother,” Beck said. “He’s in Malibu along the PCH.”

	Another lengthy pause from the soldier unnerved Beck. He did his best to remain expressionless.

	“What’s his name?”

	“Gabe.”

	“Vazquez?”

	“Yes.”

	“Where did you say you were going?”

	“Pacific—”

	“Specifically,” the soldier said.

	“Malibu. 17985 East Pacific Coast Highway.”

	The soldier pointed at Ronnie. “What’s your name?”

	Ronnie pressed his thumb to his chest. “Me?”

	“Yes. You.”

	“I’m Ronnie.”

	“Ronnie what?”

	“Beck.”

	The soldier pointed at Rebecca. “Have you been to Los Angeles before?”

	“Yes.”

	“When?”

	“Last month.”

	“Why did you leave?”

	“I was visiting our brother, Gabe.”

	The soldier stood silent again. Beck wondered if he had an earpiece and microphone and that some unseen general was conducting the interview via proxy. Whether that was the case or not, the soldier motioned toward the front door. The exit.

	“You’re free to go. Remember the curfew. No violence. No praying in public. Your weapons are for self-defense only. Do not tamper with any source of electrical power. Violation of the emergency laws will result in incarceration, expulsion, or execution. Enjoy your time in Los Angeles.”

	Beck stood there for a moment. The fact that he’d passed the test did not register. He was stuck on the fact that he and his group would likely violate all of the rules before they left the city.

	“Go,” the soldier said. “Move along.”

	“Sorry,” Beck said. “Thank you.”

	Beck lifted his packs higher onto his shoulders and led the group across the lobby toward the exit. Ronnie hustled past him and leaned into the door, pressing it open with his shoulder. The group emerged into the early morning light.

	The sun was behind Beck as he looked west toward the destination. Green grass in the esplanade between the station’s entrance and adjacent streets appeared especially verdant given the number of days they had spent in the desert. Palms swayed in the breeze, their fronds matching the bright colors of the manicured lawns.

	“That went as well as could be expected,” said Rebecca. “Nice work, Beck.”

	“Yeah,” Beck said. “I’m glad they didn’t press too hard.”

	Millie glared at Rebecca but spoke to Beck. “Where now?”

	“It’s a twenty-mile walk to the PCH and the Getty Villa,” Beck said. “That’s going to take most of the rest of the day. We should reach our destination around sundown. Then we make sure what I’ve got in mind will actually work.”

	“Let’s hit it,” Ronnie said. “I’m ready to go. It feels good to stretch our legs and move after all the time on the train and in line.”

	Beck pointed west. “This way?”

	Rebecca nodded.

	They walked through what was once Little Tokyo, a never-ending stretch of three-, four-, and five-story twentieth-century flat-front buildings in various states of disrepair. Laundry lines hung between the structures, swinging with drying laundry. In front of the crowded tenements, street vendors sold their wares under the watchful eyes of black-clad soldiers.

	Past Little Tokyo was the old Toy District. Warehouses appeared uninhabited, with glass missing from their windows and pigeons nesting on the sills or congregated on the crumbling sidewalks out front.

	Despite the lack of residents along several blocks, platoons of soldiers patrolled on foot. They eyed Beck and his crew, but they were not stopped or questioned about their destination.

	The sun was high overhead, close to noon Beck surmised, when they emerged onto a thoroughfare with large Victorian homes. Once painted in bright pastels, the houses were in poor condition. People shouted from within the walls. Babies cried.

	The first time soldiers confronted them was outside a pink stone and glass building on West Pico. Brass letters above the building’s boarded entrance read “Museum of Tolerance”. There were other letters above the name of the museum, but too many were missing for Beck to make out the words.

	“Where are you headed?” a soldier asked, blocking their path west along Pico.

	“PCH,” Beck said.

	“Where along the Pacific Coast Highway?”

	The soldier wore the same reflective mask. All Beck could see was his own distorted image staring back at him. When he did not answer instantly, three other soldiers standing at the intersection closed ranks.

	“He asked you a question,” a second soldier said.

	“I heard him,” Beck said. “I’m just trying to remember the address.”

	“It’s 17985 E Pacific Coast Highway,” Rebecca said. “We’re going to see our brother. He’s expecting us.”

	“That’s a long walk,” the first soldier said. “You know about the curfew?”

	“Yes,” Beck said.

	“We catch you after dark and it’s a problem,” the second soldier said.

	“Are you following us to PCH?” asked Arthur.

	A third soldier stepped closer. “Oh, we have a smart guy.”

	Beck sensed the tension escalate instantly. The soldiers tightened their grips on their automatic rifles.

	“You’d better watch your mouth,” said the second soldier. “We’ll make an example out of you.”

	“We have authority out here on the streets,” the first soldier said. “You do as we tell you, understood?”

	Arthur raised his hands, waving off the soldiers’ aggression. “I’m not being smart, I’m asking. We wouldn’t mind the protection if you want to follow us.”

	That caught the soldiers off guard. At first, none of them spoke. Then one of them laughed, and the others joined in.

	“No, we’re not an escort service,” the first one said. “We don’t do those things. Just be inside before dark. Got it?”

	“Got it,” Beck said. “Thanks.”

	The soldiers shoved past them and kept moving. Beck led his team west.

	“Do you think they know what escort service used to mean?” Millie asked.

	Beck eyed his daughter with suspicion. “How do you know what escort service used to mean?”

	“Dad, I’m not that young. I remember what things meant back then.”

	“What was an escort service?” Ronnie asked. “Did it involve guns?”

	“No,” Millie said, “It was—”

	“Yes,” Beck interrupted. “It involved guns.”

	No need to ruin the kid’s innocence any more than the apocalypse had already. Better to let him keep a shred of ingenuousness as long as possible.

	“Nice save, by the way,” Millie said to Arthur. “For a minute there I thought we were going to have to throw down.”

	“I meant what I said,” Arthur said. “If they wanted to be sure we adhere to the curfew, they could go with us. I had no problem with that.”

	“Except that we’re not adhering to the curfew,” Rebecca said. “Right, Beck?”

	“Right. We do need to quicken the pace, though. We’re going to run out of daylight if we don’t move faster.”

	Everyone grumbled, but nobody argued. They sped up their pace, and by the time the sun began to sink over the Pacific, they were crossing the remaining section of the Arizona Avenue Pedestrian Bridge onto the Pacific Coast Highway.

	Beck swigged the last of the water from the bottle he had clipped to the outside of his bag. It did not satiate his thirst. “We need some water.”

	“Where will we get that?” asked Arthur.

	“Do we have time?” Millie asked.

	Rebecca nodded. “Probably. I’d say we’ve got two hours of sunlight at most. The Villa is about five miles north. Once we get off the highway, nobody will see us anyhow. We should be okay.”

	Arthur pressed Beck. “Where are we getting water?”

	Beck unzipped a side pocket of his pack and produced a four-way sillcock key. He had used the device through the years to divine water from fire hydrants, municipal buildings, and commercial properties with exterior water connections.

	“What’s that?” Arthur asked.

	“Magic.”

	Beck led Arthur to a beachside building that appeared as if it had once served as a restaurant or convenience store. On the side of the building, Beck found the nozzle and tried three of the key options before one fit. He turned it counterclockwise and worked it until a squirt of water splashed onto his boots. It burped. He turned the key again, and a steady, if weak, flow of water flowed from the spigot. Beck put his bottle underneath until it was full and motioned for Arthur to do the same.

	One by one, the others filled their bottles.

	“You used that tool in Hurricane, Mississippi,” Rebecca said. “At a grocery store. It was you, me, and Lucas. Regina was there too. She asked you about the key and how you knew to use it. You told her you had it because you lived in an old house and things always broke, so you bought the key instead of paying to fix the hose spigot.”

	“Good memory,” Beck said. “I had forgotten about that.”

	“I remember that house,” Millie said. “It was old. You had to hand-wash dishes all of the time because the dishwasher wouldn’t drain properly.”

	Beck chuckled. “Turns out that was good practice for a world without power.”

	“That guy Lane was there too,” Rebecca said, turning the conversation back to her recollections. “He was the one who led us through the forest where we met Lucy.”

	“I remember that,” said Beck. “Mississippi was an adventure.”

	“Why haven’t you used that to get us water before?” Arthur asked.

	“I did,” Beck said. “I used it at the train station in Flagstaff.”

	“I didn’t realize that.”

	“That’s how I filled up everybody’s water,” Beck said. “There was a valve on the side of the building outside the ticket office.”

	Beck walked back toward the highway and looked south. The Santa Monica Pier extended into the Pacific. The iconic Ferris wheel still stood, but the years and salt air had not been kind to it. Nor did they do any favors to the rust-brushed structures that remained atop the double-jointed wooden wharf and concrete pier, which stretched beyond the break some sixteen feet from shore. Beck spotted several people fishing off the pier’s end and along its side, their poles up and lines dropped into the roiling ocean.

	He inhaled, relishing the scent that hung heavy in the air. Beck had always loved the ocean and wished he had more time to enjoy the view.

	“It’s pretty, isn’t it?” said Millie. “Beats the Gulf.”

	Beck laughed. “Nothing beats the Gulf, Millie.”

	He lingered a moment longer, taking one last look at the pier, the fishermen, and the wide stretch of white sand. Beck turned north and followed Rebecca along California 1, also known as the Pacific Coast Highway.

	“We managed to avoid roadblocks,” Ronnie said. “That’s pretty lucky.”

	“It is, but we did take a path to try to avoid as many of the obstructions as possible,” Rebecca told him. “It was the same path I took with Gabe. He got the route from the Mercado.”

	Mountains rose against the highway to their right, with cliffsides absorbing the last of the sunlight. The steady ocean breeze rustled the sparse vegetation that clung to the cliffsides.

	“Why would they give him the route?” Millie asked.

	“They didn’t. They met us when we got to the city and then led us to the Villa. Their soldiers weren’t taking any chances with the government’s soldiers.”

	To their right, the sun dropped toward the horizon and bathed the Pacific in shades of gold. The surf ebbed, leaving its temporary mark along the beach before retreating amidst the remnants of foam and ribbons of yellow-brown bull kelp.

	They finished the last five miles of the trek at dusk, climbing the hillside toward the winding drive that led to the Getty Villa. They stopped short of the drive and used the thick waves of soft chapparal to disguise their approach.

	Two pairs of Mercado guards patrolled the drive, marching in opposite directions. Beck pulled from his pack a piece of folded paper. He opened it and studied it, squinting in the dying light, then pointed to marked positions he had shown the team while they were on the train.

	“These are the critical points,” he whispered. “Here and here. We stay together up until this point, and then we split up, looking for Gabe.”

	“I think we should stay together,” Millie argued. “I thought we decided that already? Splitting up makes all of us more vulnerable, and once we’re inside, we’re not in a rush against time. We don’t have to cover double the ground.”

	Beck regarded his daughter. Like him, she had survived on guile, wit, and luck. Despite his desire to split up, he had to take her concerns into consideration. Were the odds better if they stuck together as one cohesive platoon?

	“Okay,” he decided to defer. “We stay together. Once we make the initial hit, we stay on each other until we leave. The only thing that changes is this spot right here.”

	He studied the others, gauging from the expressions they understood the assignment and they were ready for whatever they faced on this final leg of the mission.

	“We stay here until it’s totally dark. That’s our advantage.”

	“So we wait?” Ronnie asked.

	“We wait.”

	“Then what?”

	“Then we do what we’re here to do,” Beck said. “We hurt the Mercado where they live, and we get Gabe.”

	“What if it doesn’t work?”

	“It’ll work,” Beck stated. “We’ve been over this several times. If the info Rebecca gave us is on target, we’ll be fine.”

	Ronnie’s nerves clearly had the best of him. “What if it isn’t?”

	“Yeah,” Millie said, sarcasm dripping, “what if Rebecca’s info is off?”

	“Then we die trying,” Beck stated.
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	Beck looked overhead. The moon was above them. It was a clear night, the temperature was dropping, and Beck was ready to go. Thankfully the sliver of waning moon cast little light. The dark would hide their approach until they reached the Villa.

	The patrols were like clockwork. The guards changed, but the timing never did. Rebecca had said they would be, and she was right. So far, so good.

	Beck had not slept, but the others took turns catching naps during the hours they hid in the chaparral, waiting for midnight. Ronnie was the only one still asleep.

	“Ronnie,” Beck whispered, “it’s time.”

	Ronnie blinked open his eyes and yawned. He sat up and rubbed the back of his neck. “It’s time?”

	“Yes,” Millie said. “We’re ready to go.”

	Beck nudged Rebecca. “Do you know how many of those guys we have to avoid between here and the Villa?”

	“I don’t know exactly,” Rebecca said after a long moment. “Like I told you on the train, there’s no avoiding them. We’re going to have to fight our way to the top.”

	“Check your weapons, people,” Beck said. “Millie, it’s you and me. You ready?”

	“Ready.”

	Beck stayed low, creeping closer to the driveway. He timed his approach and, at the right moment, stood, stepped onto the drive, and ambled up the private road until the first patrol stopped him. Both leveled their rifles at Beck.

	“You there,” one barked. “Stop where you are.”

	Beck kept his head down and walked toward the guards, stumbling as he did. They could not know he was counting his steps.

	“Hey,” the other, shorter guard said. “You. Are you drunk? Stop.”

	Beck stopped. He wobbled in place.

	“This is private property,” the short guard said. “You need to turn around and leave.”

	The other took two steps closer to Beck. “You know you’re out past curfew. You’re not supposed to be out.”

	Beck lifted his head. He smiled. Both guards’ expressions soured.

	“Creepy, dude,” said the short guard.

	“I’m not supposed to be out,” Beck slurred, mocking him.

	The taller guard cursed. “He is drunk. Why does this keep happening? How do the drunks always wander here during our shift?”

	“It’s your turn, man,” the short guard said. “I handled the last one. He puked all over me before I put a bullet in him.”

	The first guard huffed. “Fine.”

	Beck appeared to be off balance and only partially coherent until the guard got close. When the man reached out to touch Beck’s shoulder, Beck snapped into action. He grabbed the guard’s wrist, twisted, and spun the man around. The guard dropped his rifle, struggling when Beck wrapped his arm around the guard’s neck. He arched his back and pulled his right wrist back with his left hand. Out of the corner of Beck’s vision, a flash of movement preceded a grunt, a muffled cry, a gurgling sound, and the thud of a body hitting the asphalt.

	Beck held his man until Millie reached them and jabbed her knife into the guard’s chest and abdomen over and again. When he stopped struggling and went limp, Beck dropped him to the ground. Millie stood in front of him with her pink knife gripped tight in her right hand. Behind her, the other guard bled out from the gash across his throat.

	“You good?” Millie asked.

	“I’m okay. You?”

	She squatted and wiped the blade clean on the dead man’s shirt. “I’m fine.”

	“All right. Let’s get the others.”

	Beck hurried back to the edge of the drive and whistled for the others to join them. The trio emerged from the chaparral and marched up the drive, where they found the dead bodies of the two guards.

	“We have ten minutes to get to the gate,” Beck said. “Right?”

	“You’ve been timing it,” Rebecca said.

	“Every ten minutes, they pass,” Beck said. “We’ve got nine.”

	“Let’s go,” Millie said. “Every second we sit here is one we lose.”

	Beck tilted his head toward Rebecca. “You lead.”

	Moving in a tight formation, the five of them ascended the steep, winding incline toward the complex. Rebecca led them, with Beck and Millie flanked to either side and a step behind. Arthur and Ronnie were in the back.

	They faced no resistance until they reached what the map called the Arrival Plaza. To the left of a ramp in front of the tram station, three guards stood watch. They were out of position based on what Rebecca remembered, but it did not matter. They stood under a bath of light and made easy targets.

	Beck took the first shot. His rifle cracked, and he quickly fired two more rounds in quick succession. He dropped two of the guards. Millie took out the third.

	“They’ll be coming now,” Rebecca said. “They know we’re here.”

	Beck looked west. He saw the tops of several structures that made up the Villa Museum complex. All of them glowed with light. For now.

	They hustled to the three dead men and relieved them of their ammunition. Beck moved past the tram station, Rebecca in tow, while Millie, Arthur, and Ronnie trailed Beck and Rebecca by several yards, keeping watch for more hostiles.

	Behind the tram station, Beck hurried to the East Building. It was next to a structure marked STAFF ONLY.

	“Is this it?” Beck said.

	“Yes,” Rebecca said. “The other side.”

	Beck maneuvered around the building to its south-facing wall. Affixed to the wall was a series of electrical boxes. Beck studied them for a moment. Men shouted in the distance.

	“Hurry,” Rebecca urged.

	“Which one is it?” Beck asked.

	“I don’t know. All of them?”

	Beck checked the first box. It was unlocked. He found the breaker at the top of the panel and flipped it. Then, for good measure, he flipped the rows of smaller breakers that ran the length of the box’s interior. He repeated the maneuver three more times.

	“How’s it going?” Millie called. “They’re getting close.”

	Beck did not answer her. He tugged on the last of the boxes. It was the largest, and Beck imagined it was a main. It was locked.

	He cursed and tried again. No luck. He ran his thumb across the lock, and an idea popped into his head. Reaching into his pack, he pulled out the sillcock key. Not only common for water, the keys could be used for gas appliances, radiators, mechanical structures, and electrical panels.

	He tried the key. The second attempt fit. He twisted. The panel popped open.

	Inside the box, Beck found three large breakers marked 270/480. He flipped them one at a time and slapped the box closed. He locked it again and faced the others.

	“All right,” Beck said. “Good to go.”

	They emerged from behind the building to find five guards prowling the perimeter. Rebecca took out one while Beck checked the bodies of the dead men. Millie popped two of them as they ran down a set of stairs adjacent to the Entry Plaza. Ronnie took out one who charged at them, rifle leveled. The last one turned and ran back up the stairs, retreating into the darkness of the complex.

	“Step two down,” Beck said. “Everyone reload. Millie, you lead.”

	Millie smiled at her father, nodded, and marched the team up the stairs and into the museum entrance hall. Their bootsteps echoed against the solid floors of the oval, open-air hall and on the hard surface of the museum courtyard. Four rectangular buildings surrounded them.

	“Gabe was in the second one on the right,” said Rebecca.

	Millie moved in that direction. A flash of movement to the right stopped her in the instant before a barrage of automatic gunfire exploded. The incoming fire was from a sunken terrace between the two buildings on the right.

	The fusillade was indiscriminate. The enemy knew they were in the area but could not see them. Beck had managed to cut out power to most of the buildings on the eastern side of the campus. The only light came from the circular Research Institute on the northwestern corner of the property. It was likely on its own separate connection to Los Angeles’s fledgling grid.

	“I’ll go around the back,” Beck said. “Get them from behind.”

	“Coming with you,” said Arthur.

	“Stay here,” Beck told Millie. “As soon as it’s clear, make your move to Gabe. We’ll catch up.”

	Millie frowned. Beck thought she might argue against his suggestion, but she did not.

	“Okay,” she said. “Hurry. Be safe.”

	“Always.”

	Beck and Arthur backtracked through the open-air hall and emerged at the northern edge of the courtyard. They had the drop on the two guards cloistered in the sunken terrace amongst a collection of sculptures.

	Beck motioned with his hands to signal Arthur. They crouched, rifles in hand, and ran across the open space. Beck took cover at the outside corner of the open-air hall and took aim at the man closest to him. His first shot missed and drilled into one of the sculptures.

	That drew the hostiles’ attention away from Millie, Rebecca, and Ronnie, giving them room to advance, but it put Beck and Arthur squarely in their crosshairs. Beck saw the muzzle flashes and heard the repeated crack of their rifles as he took a second and third shot. He could not see his target, but one of the rifles silenced. That told Beck he had taken out the first of two.

	The other rifle also stopped, but the hostile was shouting profanities. No doubt he was reloading. Beck glanced toward Arthur, but he was not there. He spun around in a circle, but his comrade was nowhere close. Beck started toward the terrace when a scream cut through the silence, a keening that sounded inhuman. Beck dropped to a knee and took aim, waiting to see whether it was Arthur or the hostile who’d sent chills along his spine.

	He lowered his weapon when a blood-soaked Arthur emerged from the darkness. He carried his rifle in one hand, the muzzle aimed at the ground, and wiped the gore from his chin when he reached Beck.

	“What happened?” Beck asked.

	“Revenge,” Arthur replied.

	Beck decided to leave it at that. “All right, glad you’re okay; let’s join the—”

	A short burst of automatic fire came from the right, and Arthur’s head exploded. His eyes went wide, and his neck snapped to one side. His body twisted and convulsed as more rounds riddled his torso.

	Beck dove for cover and tried to control his breathing as he searched for the source of the gunfire. He found it twenty yards away. A lone guard stood in the pathway between two sets of hedges that separated the east from west campus.

	Beck returned fire, but the man disappeared behind the hedges and vanished. Arthur’s body lay crumpled next to Beck.

	“Oh, man.” Beck sighed. His stomach lurched, and a tinge of nausea crept into his gut. Arthur was unrecognizable. Too many high-powered rounds from too close a range. He was gone. Although Beck did not want to leave him here, dead and exposed, in an enemy’s lair, he had no choice. He apologized and thanked Arthur for his help. Then he ran to catch up with the others.
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	“Where’s Arthur?”

	Rebecca knew the answer without Beck having to say a word. If Arthur’s absence didn’t tell her, Beck’s expression must have delivered the answer.

	She bit her lip. “What happened?”

	“He got blindsided,” Beck said. “After we took out the guys at the terrace, another guard sniped him.”

	“You’re sure he’s dead?” asked Ronnie.

	“I’m sure.”

	Rebecca glowered. “How are you sure?”

	Beck again answered her question without speaking.

	She wiped the tears from the corners of her eyes. “Okay. Okay.”

	They stood inside a vestibule on the first floor of the multilevel structure in which Rebecca had told them they could find Gabe. No guards protected the entrance.

	Millie put her hand on Rebecca’s shoulder. “You good?”

	The gesture surprised Beck. Millie was not a fan. Perhaps it was her attempt to refocus a needed member of their shrinking assault team. Whatever her thought process, it appeared to work.

	Rebecca forced a smile, and she put her hand on Millie’s. “I’m good. Thanks. Let’s go.”

	She puffed her cheeks, exhaled, and directed them toward the stairs. There was an elevator, but they had cut the power. As they ascended the stairwell toward the top floor, Beck wondered why they were not encountering more resistance. That changed when Rebecca quietly swung the stairwell door inward and Beck stepped into the carpeted hallway. A quintet of armed guards stood facing him. Windows along the hallway let in enough light for Beck to make out their bulky forms. As far as he could tell, they had not seen him. He pressed his rifle tight to his shoulder and took aim. Two quick volleys dropped the guard closest to him.

	He ducked inside an open doorway, and Millie emerged from the stairwell, using the door frame for cover. Working together, they downed the remaining four in seconds. One of the men was still breathing when they reached the end of the hall. Beck kicked his weapon from his hand and put him out of his misery.

	“Which door?” Beck asked.

	Rebecca pointed to the one on the right. Beck tried the handle. It was locked. Beck stepped back and then kicked the door right next to the handle. A second kick loosened the door, and a third knocked it from its hinge.

	Beck stepped inside the room first, followed by Millie and Rebecca.

	“Keep an eye out, Ronnie,” said Beck. “Anybody comes up that hallway, you shout.”

	“Got it.”

	The room looked like an office of some sort. There were desks pushed against one wall. At the far end of the space, the window let in the dim moonlight and cast a gray light on a lone man sitting in a chair in the corner opposite the desks. His back was to them.

	“Gabe?” Beck said.

	The man lifted his head. He swiveled to face Beck and the others.

	It was Gabe. though he was almost unrecognizable. He was easily thirty pounds thinner than the last time Beck had seen him. His hair hung at his shoulders, and a mangy beard covered much of his face and neck.

	The man’s voice was raspy and little more than a whisper. “Beck?”

	Beck stepped closer to the chair. Gabe was bound to it at his wrists. The captive’s eyes studied Beck for a long moment without blinking, then shifted their attention over his shoulder.

	“Rebecca?”

	“It’s us,” Beck said. “We’re here to get you out.”

	Gabe smiled. “Took you long enough.”

	Millie stepped forward. “Hi, Gabe.”

	Beck began working on Gabe’s binds. He knelt in front of his friend, holding his breath. If anyone in the world smelled worse than John Beck in that moment, it was Gabe Vazquez.

	“Millie?” Gabe asked. “Millie Beck? Is that you?”

	“It’s me.”

	Beck loosened the first of the binds, and Gabe freed his hand. He flexed his fingers and then grabbed Beck’s shoulder.

	“So it was true,” he said. “You did find her.”

	“We found each other,” Millie said.

	“No time for talk,” Beck said. “We still have work to do.” Beck finished untying the second bind, and Gabe shook out his arm.

	He flexed both hands, balling them into fists and spreading his fingers wide. “They tied them too tight this time,” he said.

	“Can you stand?” Beck asked. “Can you walk?”

	“I can,” Gabe said. “They exercise me once a day. I’m good.”

	Still, he used Beck’s shoulder to lift himself from the chair. He wobbled but gained his balance and took two long steps to Rebecca and put his arms around her. “You came back,” he said. “You really came back.”

	Rebecca forced a grin. She looked away and averted her gaze.

	Gabe clapped his hands. “All right, let’s get out of here.”

	“We’ve got one more piece of business,” Beck said. “We need to cut off the Mercados’ head. We do that and they won’t come for Torreon.”

	“We don’t have to do that,” said Rebecca. “We could just go.”

	“Not after all of this.” Beck shook his head. “We need to finish the job.”

	“Okay,” Gabe said, his voice coming back. “I’m game. Give me a gun.”

	They moved into the hallway, and Beck reached down to take the rifle from one of the dead guards. He handed it to Gabe.

	“Good enough?”

	“It’ll do.”

	Beck led them back down the hall.

	When Gabe spotted Ronnie, he hugged him. “Thank you for coming to get me.” Ronnie beamed.

	They hustled down the stairs and outside, then raced between the hedges toward the circular building where the leadership stayed.

	They never got inside. The two leaders Rebecca had described stood at the entrance, waiting for them. Both were armed and flanked by a half dozen armed guards. This was not what Beck expected.

	The one with the dark eyes remained silent. The redhead spoke, his voice carrying across the open space.

	“So you’ve come,” he said. “Welcome, John Beck. We’ve been waiting for you. Haven’t we, Rebecca?”

	Rebecca lowered her head.

	The redhead smiled. “I have to give you credit, Rebecca. You told us you could deliver John Beck in exchange for a piece of the action in Torreon. My partner had his doubts. I never did.”
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	“Yes,” said the redhead. “She has betrayed you. Did you really think it would be so easy to breach our compound here? The power? The lack of resistance? You should have known better, John Beck.”

	“Let me kill her,” Millie said to Beck. “Let me put a bullet in her brain. I knew we shouldn’t have come here. I knew it.”

	“Your daughter has excellent instincts,” the redhead said. “You should listen to her more. No?”

	“Who are you, and what do you want with me?” Beck snarled.

	“This is my associate Luis Alvarez,” said the redhead. “But his name is not the one that should jog your memory.”

	“What name is that?”

	The man used his free hand to touch his chest. “I am Edward Booker, of the Oklahoma City Bookers.”

	Beck immediately lost his balance. How could this be? Booker? As in the man whom he had suspected of being a traitor, only for the man to sacrifice himself to save Beck’s life during the ambush that plagued Beck to that day?

	Edward Booker grinned. “I see the name registers with you. Good. I’m glad it does. This would be so much less enjoyable if you did not remember my father.”

	Booker’s son. It all began to make sense. Though Rebecca’s treachery was beyond him.

	“Your father was a good man,” Beck said. “He sacrificed himself.”

	“After you thought he betrayed you,” he said. “Isn’t this delicious? The way this comes full circle?”

	“I don’t follow,” Millie said.

	Booker reached into his jacket pocket, withdrew a booklet, and tossed it at Millie’s feet. She stared at it but did not move toward it, as if it were a snake that might strike her.

	“It’s all in there,” Booker said. “The story about the Oklahoma City ambush. It’s the most popular of the books about the famous John Beck. It’s the one where my father gave his life for your father’s. He should have trusted my dad. Instead, his distrust got them ambushed and cost my father his life. Flip it around, fast-forward, and now here we are. Someone your father trusted but should have doubted has delivered him to an ambush. This is where it ends for you and your good friend Gabe.”

	Beck’s world spun. He looked over at Gabe. “Did you know?”

	Gabe raised his hands. “No, I had no idea. I never knew their names. I came here to negotiate a truce.”

	“He’s not lying,” Booker said. “He did come here to save Torreon. But when I found out who he was, plans changed. I saw it as serendipity. I had one in the hand. All I needed was Rebecca to convince you to come here.”

	“No good deed goes unpunished,” Beck said.

	Booker grinned again. “Best laid plans, am I right? I thought for a time that Rebecca would not follow through. Cold feet and all that. But here she is. Better late than never.”

	“So what now?” Beck asked. “You’ve got me. Let Millie and Ronnie go. They’ve done nothing.”

	“Aside from killing a dozen of my men?” Booker asked.

	The book was still at Millie’s feet. She took a step forward, putting a boot on the cover. “Yeah, we’re not leaving here without my dad. Though I’d be fine leaving Rebecca here. I’d like to know from her how this happened.”

	“I would too,” Gabe said. “I don’t understand.”

	Beck looked at the traitor for the first time since Booker had appeared outside the entrance to his building. She was next to him, almost shoulder to shoulder, but he had not been able to bring himself to face her.

	“I…I…did it for Torreon?”

	Of all the answers she might have given, that was one Beck least expected. “What?”

	“I did it to save Torreon,” Rebecca said. “They promised us a great partnership if I did what they asked. They would protect us. They would keep us safe and supply us with our needs. We could sustain the peace and—”

	“This is a joke, right?” Millie snapped. “You betrayed Beck and Gabe for your backwater village?”

	Rebecca’s face reddened. Her jaw set. “That backwater village is my home. It’s always been my home. And when Beck screwed up and got Lucas killed, my home was all I had left.”

	And there it was. She held him responsible for Lucas.

	The demons cackled. They told him so. Their words sizzled as they chastised him for being so naïve.

	Then her anger morphed into something else. Something equally as primal. Was it sadness? Regret?

	“I’m sorry, Beck,” she said. “I wish I hadn’t done it, okay? But in the moment, when they made me the offer, I thought it was the right thing. It was for the greater good. You know? And I’ll always have to live with what I’ve done. You understand that burden, don’t you? More than most?”

	Beck wanted to say something in response. Perhaps he would offer her forgiveness, or maybe he would tell her how he understood what she had done. Before he had the opportunity, Booker clapped his hands together.

	“The chickens have come home to roost, Mr. Beck,” Booker said. “And as much as I have enjoyed this way too long explanation, it’s time. I have a mess to clean up and things to do.”

	Without warning, Luis Alvarez unholstered a pistol, leveled it at Beck, and fired a single shot at his chest. Beck expected the bullet to drill through him and end him then and there. A second shot, a rifle crack almost in unison with the handgun’s report, sounded. A hard shove knocked him from his feet, and he fell into Millie.

	Beck rolled onto his side and reached for his weapon. Beside him, Rebecca lay bleeding out. She blinked and tears streamed. Gunfire exploded above him.

	Beck got to his feet in front of Millie, blocking her and pushing her back. He turned around and saw one person standing. It was Booker. The guards and Alvarez were down.

	Booker was unarmed, somehow having lost his weapon in the sudden crossfire. He raised his hands above his head in surrender. A single shot gave him a third eye in an instant, and he dropped to his knees, falling face-first onto the ground.

	Ronnie stepped forward, a tendril of smoke swirling from the end of his rifle. For good measure, he put another volley into Booker’s back.

	Beck spun around. “Millie?”

	“I’m okay, Dad.”

	Millie was unhurt. Ronnie had graze wounds on his arm and on the side of his neck. Gabe had suffered injuries on his ear and the top of his scalp. His expression was contorted with pain.

	Rebecca was on her back, her eyes fixed and distant. A bloom of red spread across the center of her chest, and blood pooled from underneath her. The round must have gone through her.

	In a final twist, she had sacrificed herself for him. Her last act was to atone for her betrayal.

	“You okay?” Beck asked.

	Gabe touched his ear and winced. “Yeah. ’Tis but a flesh wound.”

	Beck chuckled. “Is that a movie reference?”

	“Absolutely.” Gabe smiled, and then his expression shifted. His eyes went wide.

	“What?” Beck asked. “What’s wrong?” He looked at Millie, who wore the same look of horror.

	She dropped her weapon, her hands covering her nose and mouth. “Oh, Dad.”

	“What?”

	Ronnie pointed at Beck’s torso. Beck looked down and saw it. A large red bloom stained his shirt and jacket. Beck did not understand at first. How had he been hit? His eyes drifted back to Rebecca. The bullet had gone through her and straight into him.

	“Oh, wow,” Beck said. “Wow.”

	That was when the pain surged. Sweat beaded on his forehead. His vision swam, and he stumbled forward. Ronnie caught him and held him up.

	“Dad,” Millie said, “we’re in a big city with electricity. We can get you help. We can get you fixed up.”

	“Okay,” Beck said. “Let’s go. Gabe needs help too.”

	He took one last look at the carnage around them. Somehow his daughter was unhurt in the point-blank-range firefight. She had survived. They had rescued Gabe. Torreon was safe.

	The crusade was over.

	




Chapter 34

	D-DAY + 6 YEARS, 7 MONTHS, 24 DAYS

	SANTA MONICA, CALIFORNIA

	 

	The first rays of sunlight sparkled on the Pacific Ocean. Beck’s hands worked the sand between his fingers. The pain in his chest, his gut, and in his leg all congealed into a single buzz of hot electricity. His eyes watered as he tried to focus on the beauty offshore. In the distance, close to the horizon, steel gray storm clouds gathered. Lightning flashed.

	To his left, the Santa Monica Pier extended into the shallows. The long-abandoned Ferris wheel leaned to one side. The midway of buildings were orange with rust from age and salty air. Beck thought of himself as one of those structures along the pier. Time and elements had worn him through. His thoughts skipped from the pier to the water to the stretch of mountains to his right. He could not maintain focus.

	“Dad,” Millie said, “Dad, you’re going to be okay. We’re going to get you out of here and get you the help you need. There’s a hospital on Sixteenth Street. It’s not far.”

	She was lying. He knew. She knew it. She knew he knew it. Perhaps it was not as much a lie as it was hopeful thinking. He had always wanted Millie to be less cynical. She’d picked a hell of a time to start.

	Rather than continue along the PCH and turn inland, Beck insisted on going to the beach. With Ronnie’s help, he’d navigated the soft sand until he found the right spot.

	“Sit with me,” Beck said. “Just sit with me while I rest. Look at the water. Watch the light dance on the waves.”

	Millie stroked his forehead and sat close to him. Gabe was on his other side and held Beck’s back upright. Beck was glad to have the two of them with him. He wished Regina were there. Where was Regina? Canada? New Mexico? He could not remember.

	“Where’s Regina?”

	Millie ignored the question. “We don’t have time to sit, Dad. We’ve got to get you some help.”

	There was no help. Where would they go? Back into the fray? Hitch a boat toward a distant shore? Walk to Arizona? None of that was happening. This was as good a place as any.

	“Millie, was I a good father?”

	“You are a good dad,” Millie said. “Don’t talk like that. Now come on, we need to get you up. Let me help you up so we can get you somewhere that’ll stabilize you.”

	Stabilize. Stable. Words with no meaning in an apocalyptic landscape. Instability? Unstable? Was it instable? What did the dictionary say? Beck could not remember. Countless words scrolled through his mind. They moved too fast, and he could not discern any of their meanings.

	Gabe shifted his hand to underneath Beck’s arm. He tried lifting. Beck did not attempt to assist.

	“Can you get up?” Gabe asked. “I can help you if you give me just a little…”

	Gabe kept talking, but Beck did not hear the words. Waves crashed on the beach. Sand squeaked between his fingers and against his palms. He imagined the Ferris wheel spinning on the pier. Was it spinning? Was that the laughter and delighted screams of children?

	“Dad,” Millie said, breaking through the noise. “Dad, help us help you.”

	Beck shook his head. “Millie, just tell me, was I a good father? I know I wasn’t a good husband to your mama. Debbie deserved better than me. I tried. I did try.”

	Tears blurred his vision, and he saw Debbie dying in his arms. He could feel her pain as if somehow his touch had transferred her wounds to him. She squeezed his hand and made him promise to watch out for their girl.

	“I promise,” he said aloud. “I promise you.”

	Beck blinked and tried to find Millie. She was too close for him to get a good look at her, but he could feel her body shudder against his and hear her whimper. She was trying not to cry. She reminded him of her mother. People had long said she was the spitting image of Beck, but Beck saw Debbie. That pleased him.

	“I think this is where it ends,” Beck said. “Where it all ends. At least for me. It’s a good thing. It’s a good thing.”

	“Don’t say that,” Gabe said, echoing Millie’s desperate denial. “You’re going to be okay, old friend, but we need you to get up. We can’t lift you without your help. You’re too fat.”

	Beck laughed. He was anything but fat. Living on the margins for close to seven years had assured his fitness. His laugh devolved into a cough that stabbed at his chest with sharp bolts of pain. He winced.

	“Thanks for everything,” Ronnie said. “I promise I’ll help take care of Miss Regina. I’ll make sure she gets back to Canada.”

	That was his one regret, that Regina was not here with him in these final moments. She was a strong woman, and she would get over him. Regina would live a good, long life. But he did wish she were here, that she would not have to learn of his death secondhand. She was a good thing in his life. So was Millie. So was Gabe. And so was the ocean. All of them had given him so much happiness throughout his life.

	Beck did not want to die here, on the beach so far away from Regina. She had magically gifted him a new outlook on life. He wished she could be with him in these last moments, but Beck was not afraid to die. In some ways, he welcomed it.

	How many times had he escaped death before and after D-Day? Beck could not even begin to count that number on all of his fingers and all of his toes, even if he had sensation enough to feel them.

	Beck had lived a long life. Shorter than some, but longer than most.

	He thought about his difficult youth, his fractured marriage, his time behind bars. He saw himself working aboard the Charybdis and fighting Goose. He recalled movie nights with Millie and the ambush in Oklahoma City. His first date with Debbie. His last moments with Regina. The memories swam through him out of order, but as his life drained from him, Beck relished each one and could place it in its moment, where it belonged in the timeline of his eventful life.

	He considered obliging Gabe and Millie, but he could not stand. He had lost enough blood that the sensation in his hands and feet was dulled. He was aware enough of that to comprehend his inability to stand. He would collapse again.

	This was it. There was no saving him, and he knew it. Millie knew it. Gabe had to know it. They just didn’t want to admit the truth.

	The calls of gulls and the wash of a rising tide tore at his focus. He closed his eyes and considered his fortune. He had made his mark on this world. For better or worse, he had done something of value. Had he not? Most people lived their lives wondering about the paths they did not take. They crawled toward death, or ran to it, burdened by the regrets of things left undone.

	Beck had no such curiosity because he had always taken the right path, even if it led him to the wrong places. He’d made his peace.

	John Beck was a legend. There was no denying that. From coast to coast and from Mexico to Canada, his name was whispered with reverence. Even those who could not abide his penchant for violence could not help but respect the work he had done and the people he had helped.

	Not only had Beck succeeded at one crusade, he had jousted windmills twice in his lifetime and hit the mark on both occasions. Milly and Gabe. His daughter and his friend. It was poetic that he would die here cradled by the two people whose lives he had sought to save.

	“Look at the water,” Beck said, his eyes still closed. “See how the sunlight hits it? See the light? That’s what you have to focus on in life, Millie. The light. If you spend years worrying about the darkness, you will never find that light.”

	Beck had no idea what he was saying, and there was a good chance it sounded nonsensical to Millie and Gabe as they cradled him and mourned him on the beach while he still breathed. But given how well both of them knew John Beck, the crusader, they also likely understood him and his meaning. He had traversed the wasteland again and again. He had encountered marauders, pirates, bandits, and even cannibals. Beck had bested them all. But on this final day, someone had bested him. They had put him in their sights and pulled the trigger. Their aim was true.

	“Regina…” he said, trying to picture her face. He could not. It was as if someone had used their thumb to smudge a watercolor. He could not recall her features even if he could somehow sense her presence. She was close to him. “Tell her I love her too.”

	“I will,” Millie promised.

	Gabe’s hands squeezed Beck’s shoulders, supporting him as he helped Beck lie on his back. Beck tried to open his eyes, but the sting of tears and sunlight forced them closed again. In the afterglow, he could see Gabe and Millie hovering over him, the dark outlines of their bodies backlit by the heavenly light behind him. He was trying to smile, not caring how creepy it might look.

	Beck chuckled. The pain in his body was gone. A warm sensation flooded his body. He chuckled again.

	“What is it, Dad?” Millie asked above a whisper. “What’s so funny?”

	Beck summoned one last bit of strength to answer his daughter’s question.

	“I love you,” he said.

	Millie took his hand with both of hers and squeezed. He was vaguely aware of the gesture.

	“And why is that funny?”

	Beck tried to shake his head. He was not sure whether he did or not, but he sucked in a ragged breath. “That’s not what’s funny. I just wanted you to know.”

	Beck felt as if his body were sinking into the sand. It was warm around him, like a cocoon. Waves crashed. Gulls called. In the distance, thunder rolled across the sky.

	Beck swallowed and licked his lips. “I’ll tell you what’s funny.”

	“What?” Gabe asked.

	Beck wondered how long he had been on the beach. Was it seconds? Minutes? Had he been here much of the day? Time simultaneously slowed and sped up.

	“Do you hear that?” Beck asked. “Millie, do you hear that?”

	“Hear what?” Millie asked.

	“You can hear it, can’t you?” Beck asked again.

	A gust of wind washed ashore with the tide. It swirled around them and cut through Beck’s body. It was cold against his face.

	He lacked the energy to answer Millie. He hoped, somehow, she might read his mind and understand. If she did, it would give her peace, as it did him.

	It was not what Beck could hear that made him laugh. It was what he did not hear that amused him, that comforted him.

	For the entirety of his life, the demons had conspired on his shoulders. They’d snarled and hissed in his ears. They’d clawed at his sanity while telling him what to do and what not to do. They’d divined from him the worst of his insecurities and the greatest of his fears. Yet as he lay dying, the demons were silent. They were gone.

	And then, with a final gasp, so was John Beck.

	The waves crashed. The thunder rolled. The crusade ended as it had begun, against the depths of an endless ocean.

	 

	 

	ENJOYED THE CRUSADER? EXPLORE TOM’S OTHER WORK AT

	TOMABRAHAMSBOOKS.COM

	[image: Image]

	 

	Go to Works by Tom Abrahams

	



	


Acknowledgments

	As another series concludes, I am so grateful to you, my readers. Your support has made this solitary pursuit so rewarding. Your notes, your DMs, tweets, and social media posts, comments, and mentions never fail to lift my spirits.

	 

	Thanks to my wife and children who are relentless in their advocacy of my work. I love you three immeasurably.

	 

	To my talented production team, Felicia Sullivan, Sebrina Jean, Pauline Nolet, Hristo Kovatliev and Stef McDaid, you make my work better. Thank you. And to the voice of John Beck, Kevin Pierce, thank you for sharing your talent with me.

	 

	To Steve Kremer, a Renaissance man and gameshow champion, you are the perfect Beta reader. I treasure your insight and friendship.

	 

	Stay tuned — the next series is on its way …

	 

	Go to Works by Tom Abrahams

	 


cover.jpeg
AUTHOR OF THE TRAVELER SERIES

TOM ABRAHAMS

AN Efvg POST- APOCALYP“C SURVf

5: ALL FOR ON









images/00006.jpeg
AN

PITON PRESS






images/00007.jpeg





