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  CHAPTER ONE

  
  







The Buick swallowed the dark road at forty miles an hour, tires humming over cracked asphalt, and nobody said a word.

Buck gripped the wheel with both hands because it gave him something to do besides think. His knuckles had gone pale, bloodless, the same color as the porch light bulb that had shattered somewhere behind them an hour ago. He could still smell the gunpowder in the fibers of his shirt, sharp and chemical, laced under it the copper stink of blood that wasn’t his own. Three men had bled out on his living room floor. A fourth had bled out in a gravel driveway two counties back, in a nightgown, with a broken leg and her son’s name on her ruined mouth.

He kept his eyes locked on the twin cones of the headlights and refused to look anywhere else.

Charlotte had finally stopped crying, worn down into a raw, hiccupping sleep against her mother’s shoulder in the back seat, one small fist curled into the fabric of Lucy’s shirt like she meant to hold onto her even in her dreams. Lucy stared out the side window at nothing, at black shapes of trees strobing past, her face lit gold and then dark and then gold again every time they passed beneath a working streetlamp, one of the last few still burning on this stretch of county road.

Miguel sat up front, shotgun laid flat across his knees, muzzle pointed safely at the floorboard, a balled-up dish towel pressed hard against the gash at his temple. Blood had dried in a dark crust along his jaw and down the collar of his shirt. He kept working his mouth like he wanted to say something and kept deciding against it.

“We need gas,” he said finally.

“I know.”

“I’m just saying it because the needle’s under a quarter.”

“I know, Miguel.”

“I’m not trying to nag you. I just don’t want us stalled out on some back road with those things wandering around.”

Buck didn’t answer that one. He didn’t have an answer that wouldn’t come out sharper than Miguel deserved, not after the man had put a foot through a dead man’s chin an hour ago and probably saved Buck’s life doing it.

The dashboard clock had quit working sometime around the parking garage, its little green digits frozen at a time that no longer meant anything, but the sky behind them had started to change. Buck caught it in the rearview mirror every few minutes: black shading to the deep purple of a fresh bruise, then to something almost the color of a healing one, gray creeping in at the edges. Morning was coming, whether or not any of them had earned the right to see it.

He eased his foot off the gas at a bend in the road and felt the car float wide before he corrected, a half-second of pure gut-drop panic before the tires bit back into the pavement.

“Careful,” Lucy said, quiet, from the back.

“I’ve got it.”

“I know you do.” She didn’t sound convinced.

Buck reached down without taking his eyes off the road and thumbed a knob on the lower half of the dashboard, below the factory radio. It wasn’t part of the car. It was smaller, black, boxy, government-gray plastic with a toggle switch and a volume dial worn shiny by some dead trooper’s thumb — the same trooper whose cruiser had given up its trunk full of gear two hours back, the AR-15 and the shotgun and the road flares Miguel had dragged out into the dark like a kid raiding a piñata.

Static hissed out of the little speaker, thin and directionless.

Buck turned the dial the way his father had taught him on a hunting trip half a lifetime ago, back when the worst thing that could happen to a man was a late frost killing his corn. Slow. Patient. Chasing a signal instead of a deer.

The static broke apart into a human voice, fractured, half-swallowed by interference.

—epeat, this is not a military checkpoint, this is a civilian aid station, food and medical, women and children priority, repeat—

Buck’s hand froze on the dial.

“What was that?” Lucy sat up so fast the seatbelt caught her, and the sudden movement jostled Charlotte awake with a startled whimper.

“Shh, baby, shh.” Lucy folded her back down against her chest, rocking, murmuring nonsense syllables into her hair.

Buck nudged the dial a hair to the left, chasing the fading carrier wave.

—Fairview fairgrounds, that’s Fairview, on Route 9, we have beds, we have doctors, if you are out there and you can hear this, come to the fairgrounds—

The signal dropped into static and climbed back out of it thinner than before, the voice more tired, like whoever manned that microphone had already read the same lines a hundred times through the night and had a hundred more in him before dawn.

—this is not a trick, I know how that sounds after everything, we are not military, this is Baptist Relief and National Guard medical, come to the fairgrounds, we will not turn anyone away—

Miguel leaned toward the dash like he could pull the man’s whole body out through the speaker grille.

“Fairview,” he said. “That’s what, twenty miles? Twenty-five?”

“Something like that.” Buck’s jaw worked side to side, a habit he’d had since basic, grinding down worry instead of speaking it. “Could be a trap.”

“Could be a trap,” Miguel agreed. “Could also be food that isn’t out of a can and a bed that isn’t a car seat.”

“Could be soldiers with a checklist and a captain who shoots people for asking the wrong question,” Buck said, harder than he meant to, and regretted it the second Lucy’s eyes found his in the rearview mirror.

“Buck—” she started.

“I’m not saying it isn’t real. I’m saying I’ve spent the last three days finding out what happens when men in uniform decide they’re in charge of who lives.”

“Rush isn’t the only man in uniform in this country.”

“No,” Buck admitted. “He’s just the one I know for a fact went crazy.”

The car rolled through a shallow dip in the road and the signal stuttered, dissolved into static, and came back on the far side of the valley, still repeating, still patient, a lighthouse keeper who had stopped believing in ships and kept the light burning anyway because it was the only thing left to do with his hands.

“She needs a bed, Buck.” Lucy’s voice had an edge in it now, something Buck hadn’t heard from her in eight years of marriage — not when her father died, not during either delivery, not once. Something that had grown teeth sometime in the last three days and hadn’t gone back to sleep since. “She needs food that isn’t out of a can with a pull tab. She needs to stop sitting in a car with three dead men’s blood soaked into the upholstery under her.”

Miguel looked down at his own knees at that, and winced, and said nothing, because his knees were, in point of fact, dark with exactly that.

Nobody spoke for almost a full mile.

Buck watched the road unspool ahead of the headlights, watched a mailbox lean drunkenly out of a ditch where someone had clipped it and never stopped to check the damage, watched a shape that might have been a deer or might have been something worse freeze at the tree line and then bolt away into deeper dark before he could tell which. His hands had started to shake, he noticed, a fine tremor he couldn’t will away no matter how hard he gripped the wheel. Delayed. That was the word the Army had for it. The adrenaline burned off and left the shaking behind like sediment settling out of floodwater.

Miguel broke the silence first, working the shotgun’s action open and shut, checking the shell in the chamber by feel instead of sight, a habit Buck recognized because he’d started doing the same thing with the rifle strap across his own chest, running his thumb along the safety every few minutes without meaning to.

“How many shells you got left?” Buck asked.

“Four in the gun. Maybe a dozen loose in the bag.” Miguel thumbed the action closed with a solid metallic clack. “You?”

“Full mag on the AR. Half mag on the pistol.” Buck did the math without wanting to. Not enough for a war. Enough, maybe, for whatever came at them one or two at a time in the dark. “We’re not an army, Miguel.”

“Didn’t sign up to be one.”

The road straightened out of the curve and ran along a stretch of harvested cornfield, stubble rows ghost-pale under the last of the starlight, a rusted grain silo standing sentinel against the horizon like something out of a photograph nobody had bothered to develop in forty years. A shape flickered at the tree line — a raccoon, maybe, or nothing at all, gone before Buck’s eyes could commit to an answer — and his hands tightened on the wheel by pure reflex before his brain caught up and told them to relax.

“We were going to the hills,” he said finally, quiet, almost to himself, trying the plan on again and finding it didn’t fit the way it had twelve hours ago.

“The hills don’t have a doctor,” Lucy said. “The hills don’t have walls. The hills have you and Miguel and two rifles between us and everything out there, and I love you, Buck Atkins, but that math doesn’t work forever.”

“The math doesn’t have to work forever. It has to work until we figure something better out.”

“And if this camp is the something better?”

Buck didn’t answer right away. He looked in the rearview mirror instead, at his daughter’s face, at eyes gone huge and dark-circled exactly the way her mother’s had looked through a laptop screen three days and one entire life ago. Charlotte wasn’t crying anymore. She was watching him the way she’d started watching him sometime after the farmhouse — quiet, patient, waiting to see what the grownups decided, the particular stillness of a kid who had learned, hard and fast, that the adults in her life did not actually have all of this figured out.

“Daddy,” she said, small. “Are we gonna get breakfast?”

The question landed somewhere under Buck’s ribs and stayed there.

“Yeah, baby girl,” he said, and his voice came out rougher than he wanted it to. “We’re gonna find you some breakfast.”

He eased off the gas as the road opened into a crossroads, a leaning stop sign riddled with old shotgun pellets from some long-forgotten teenager’s boredom, a single blinking yellow light swinging dead and dark on its cable overhead. Route 9 branched east under a faded green sign, reflective paint peeling at the corners.

“Okay,” Buck said. “Fairview. We look. That’s all we’re committing to right now — we look.”

“Okay,” Lucy said.

“First sign of trouble,” Buck went on, and he made himself say it out loud so it would count, so it would be a promise instead of just an intention, “first sign, we’re back in this car and gone. No debating it, no waiting to see if it gets better. We see something wrong, we leave.”

“Deal,” Miguel said, too fast, too relieved, already halfway to hoping out loud.

“I mean it, Miguel.”

“I heard you. Deal.”

Lucy didn’t say anything, but she reached forward between the front seats and rested her hand flat against Buck’s shoulder for just a second, the kind of touch that used to mean I trust you back before either of them had any reason to test that trust against gunfire.

Buck turned the wheel east.

The Buick groaned into the curve, tires chirping once against old pavement, and picked up speed toward Route 9 and whatever waited at the end of it. Behind them, miles back now, past two counties and a burning FOB and a farmhouse full of dead men, the fires from three days of dying were still finding new things to consume, and Buck understood, in some low animal part of himself that hadn’t stopped calculating threats since the moment Lucy’s face first froze on that laptop screen, that he was not driving toward safety so much as driving away from certainty, and hoping the difference wouldn’t cost him anything else he couldn’t afford to lose.

The radio crackled through its loop again, tinny and patient in the dark car.

—come to the fairgrounds, we will not turn anyone away—

Buck reached over and turned the volume down, not off, just down, low enough to murmur under the engine noise instead of filling the silence, and drove on into a morning none of them had decided yet to trust
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The needle sat under a quarter tank and dropping by the time full daylight found them, and Buck had started doing the math on miles-per-gallon in his head the way he used to do it on deployment, converting distance into a currency more honest than dollars.

They found the truck before the math ran out, which felt like the first stroke of luck since the phone call three days ago.

It sat nose-down in a drainage ditch a few miles up Route 9, back tires still turning slow and lazy in the morning air, like it had rolled there sometime in the night and whoever was driving had simply gotten out and walked away into the dark without looking back. An old Ford, the kind with a bench seat and a toolbox welded into the bed, rust creeping up from the wheel wells in orange lace patterns. A farm truck. The kind that outlived its owners by design.

Buck eased the Buick onto the shoulder behind it and killed the engine, and for a moment the silence rang in his ears louder than the road noise had.

“I’ll get the hose,” Miguel said, already reaching for the door handle.

“I’ll cover you.”

“You always cover me. Let somebody else cover somebody for a change.” Miguel popped the door and swung out before Buck could argue, the dish towel still knotted at his temple, dark and stiff now with dried blood, a badge he hadn’t asked for and couldn’t take off.

Buck got out anyway, rifle up, and swept the tree line out of habit more than expectation. A split-rail fence sagged along the pasture to the east, wire gone slack between the posts, and a single black cow stood behind it chewing with slow, magnificent indifference to the end of the world, tail flicking at flies that didn’t care about outbreaks either. Crows worked a furrow in the middle distance, black commas against the pale gold of cut hay. Somewhere off to the west, wind moved through a stand of dead corn left standing since last season, a dry rattling hiss that raised the hair on Buck’s arms before his brain caught up and told him it was only stalks.

“You good?” he called.

“Getting there.” Miguel had the truck’s fuel door open and a length of clear tubing fed down into the tank, one end already in his mouth. He drew hard, cheeks hollowing, spat a mouthful into the weeds with a grimace, and got the siphon running a half-second later, gasoline gurgling into the empty gallon jug they’d scavenged from the Buick’s trunk.

“You’re good at that,” Buck said, when the jug had filled enough to gurgle instead of trickle.

“Rich uncle had four classic cars and not one of them ran right. Guess who was the only nephew willing to get his hands dirty crawling under a Nova at fourteen.” Miguel wiped his mouth on his sleeve, leaving
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