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Prologue

First Nick

 

Brandon watched grimly as dozens of Sangue soldiers poured out of the backs of trucks parked in the foothills below, on the eastern edge of the Manti-La Sal range northwest of Emery. The closest they could get to the mountains before being forced to continue on foot.

All he could say was, it was a good thing he'd kept his skirmishers back to cover the retreat of Brady Everett's convoy.

Brady's group, which included every single pack animal they could get their hands on and as many strong backs as they could spare, was probably safely back in Camptown by now. Them, and all the precious weapons, explosives, medicine, and other supplies they'd captured from the joint attack on Sangue occupied Emery by Gray's militia and Trapper's volunteers.

Those supplies would be a tremendous boon for the growing tent city hidden in the bowl valley in the high mountains, where the displaced residents of Emery, and now the Grand Junction refugees as well, were struggling to rebuild their lives. And now also the dozens of slaves freed from Emery, saved from a horrible fate and offered an opportunity to rebuild their lives.

But even though they'd all made it safely back to their mountain home, their troubles had only begun.

From the moment Brandon heard of the planned raid on Emery, he hadn't had any illusions about Sangue coming after them with a vengeance afterwards. Over the course of the southern invaders' entire campaign to take over what remained of the United States, he doubted many of their victims had ever had the stones, or the fighters and firepower for that matter, to raid one of their staging and resupply areas.

And he was equally confident that any that had soon faced the full fury of the bloodies; the enemy had an awful big advantage with their vehicles and modern military technology, after all.

As far as he knew, Sangue was the only group who'd survived the Ultimatum, the global thermonuclear war between NATO and BRICKS fifteen or so years back, with any sort of tech at all. Even outside the population centers devastated by direct nuclear strikes, turning most of the habitable land in the US and across the rest of the developed world into deadly fallout zones, the EMPs had flown fast and hard to send any survivors across the globe back to nineteenth century living.

If they were lucky.

But not Sangue. And they'd used their advantage to conquer most of South America, then up into Central America, across Mexico, and finally into the United States. And conquer they had, in the most brutal fashion imaginable; they spread with relentless efficiency, hunting anyone they found like dogs and torturing and murdering most of those they caught, enslaving the rest and dooming them to a fate worse than death.

Brandon had been one of those enslaved way back near the beginning of their invasion, along with the woman he loved and her brother and many of their friends. Even after five years, he still grit his teeth at the reminder of what Fiona had suffered; she still struggled to recover from the unspeakable abuses she'd endured at their hands, terrified at the prospect of being captured again.

His wife was back in Camptown now, depending on him to keep those monsters far from her and their newborn son Thomas, Trapper's namesake. And he fully intended to. No matter what hornet's nest Trapper and Mitchells and Gray, the leaders of the Emery volunteers and former Grand Junction militia, had stirred up with their raid, no enemy was coming anywhere near Camptown, anywhere near Brandon's family, as long as he drew breath.

Still, there were three squads down there.

Sixty soldiers, armed with fully automatic AK-47s and grenades and wearing helmets and body armor. That many enemies just for this one area, when Brandon was confident he'd covered Brady's tracks well. On top of that, Sangue shouldn't have even known where the raiding fighters had dropped off the supplies to be packed west to the bowl valley.

For all he knew, the dozens of men beginning their climb up the first true slope of the mountains were simply more scouts, diverted to searching for Camptown in the wake of the raid on occupied Emery. That Sangue didn't actually know this was the way Brady had come, and that they were practically following the footsteps the convoy had taken with their stolen supplies.

But whether or not that was the case, they were still moving westward in the general direction of the bowl valley. And from this location, they'd reach it sooner rather than later.

To make matters worse, the soldiers down there had dogs to sniff out trails, which they already had them doing. They even had horses, something Brandon hadn't seen from the enemy before, although he wasn't sure why he was surprised at that. Just because the enemy had trucks, no reason why they couldn't go low tech to operate in areas where vehicles couldn't go.

So much for Trapper's talk about what an advantage their own mounts were. An advantage they'd almost never used, now that he thought of it.

Either way, he was confident the bloodies couldn't have discovered Brady's trail yet; they were still a hillside or two away, and moved like people still setting up to begin a search, without the excitement of any discoveries made. But once they put those dogs to work, it wouldn't take long for them to see right past the meager efforts Brandon and his skirmishers had made to hide the signs of dozens of heavily laden men and horses moving through these mountains.

He had to strike first. It was time to see if all the training he'd put himself and his people through was worth it.

With a last slow inspection of the forces arrayed against him, threatening his family and friends, Brandon shimmied down the slope behind him. Then he scrambled up the steeper slope to the ridge on the far side of the valley, to meet up with the other two members of his team waiting just on the other side of it.

The ones who'd be making the first strike against the enemy forces with him. He hoped they'd kept planning out their escape routes while he'd been scouting ahead.

For that matter, he hoped the rest of his skirmishers arrayed in the hills even farther west of them, ready to cover their escapes before bolting on their own escape routes, had also been using the time well. It could mean all their lives in the coming minutes and hours.

Neal and Reina were waiting at the center point between all three of the sniping positions they'd carefully picked out, the moment they knew these bloodies were encroaching into the mountains. The two were clutching their rifles tensely as they waited for him to give them the final rundown on the enemy, at which point they'd deliberately set out to do everything in their power to tick those soldiers off and get them chasing them howling for blood.

Considering there were enough soldiers down there to kill them twenty times over, not to mention dogs to sniff them out and horses to run them down if things went wrong, they were right to be nervous.

It was only at this moment that Brandon considered the fact that sitting in a well prepared ambush position planned out over weeks, with a few dozen of Trapper's volunteers backing him up, did a lot for a man's confidence in a fight. So much so that it was easy to diminish the threat of what they were facing.

Then again, this wasn't supposed to be a fight. And for the sake of his skirmishers, he sincerely hoped it didn't become one.

“Remember,” he hissed as he joined his team members. “Three aimed shots, move a few feet to your new position, two more shots, empty the rest of your magazine at the biggest clump of enemies you can find, then we rabbit. Make every shot count, even the spray and pray if you can, then get out!”

“You ever wonder how we ended up in this situation?” Neal hissed back, although his words seemed mostly directed at Reina. “We should be back in Emery, serving drinks and cooking bad food for drunk patrons. What the blazes are we doing fighting a guerrilla war against overwhelming numbers of murderous invaders? We're not soldiers.”

“You're right, you're not,” Brandon snapped, struggling to keep his voice low. “You're skirmishers. So aim for the dogs first priority, then the horses.”

The bartender went white. “They have dogs?” he nearly yelped. “And we're still going after them?”

Reina had a different objection. “All these Sangue monsters to kill, and you want us to snipe the pup pups and faithful mounts? That's some messed up targeting priorities, Gerry.”

“Welcome to skirmishing,” Brandon shot back, although to be honest he didn't like the idea any more than she did; the poor animals didn't get to choose who owned them. But he liked the idea of being sniffed out by tracking dogs, who looked a lot more like vicious man eaters than like puppies, or being run down by horsemen, even less.

So he went ahead and briefly explained that to her.

The former barmaid grimaced. “Hard to argue the finer points of not wasting all that time we spent carefully preparing escape routes. Also, you know, not dying.”

Brandon glanced over his shoulder. The bloodies weren't exactly rushing as they started their search, but they'd be coming into view sooner rather than later. He curtly motioned for his team to move out to their individual positions, then suited his own words by angling back up the slope he'd just come over to his prepared ambush spot.

Behind him, he heard the soft rustle of the other two following suit; it eased some of his worries that a few rustles was all he heard, and then silence. Maybe they really did know what they were doing here, and this wasn't going to turn into a disaster.

Think positive.

The slope across the valley that he'd recently skulked down remained empty while he checked and double checked the position of his rifle, bipod resting securely on a fallen log, and made sure he could pan his scope across the entire area. Then he went still, just in case some Sangue soldier coming over the rise had eagle eyes and spotted his small movements even in his concealed position.

After waiting three or four minutes, he caught his first sign of motion as enemy scouts began flowing over the rise and down the slope, moving smoothly from cover to cover. They took no chances, even if it meant dropping to their belly and crawling in some places. That was worrisome.

Luckily his real targets, the dogs, couldn't handle stealth quite as well. Their trainers were cautious with them, of course, but in order for the tracking animals to do their job they had to range over the area, noses busy.

Brandon aimed his crosshairs at the spot where he'd been looking over the rise at the mustering enemy, tense and ready as a dog meandered that way, ears and tail alert. As it got within a few yards, it began to to show signs of excitement at possibly finding something, moving more quickly. It was pretty obvious when the beast found Brandon's abandoned hiding spot, as its entire body quivered in excitement. Its handlers noticed and turned to look closer at the animal, ready to follow its guidance.

Holding his breath, Brandon gently squeezed the trigger and put a bullet in the dog's chest, hoping to at least kill it quickly. Then he shifted his aim and fired at the closest handler. On the ridge to either side he heard more gunshots ring out as his team, following his lead, also opened fire.

He missed the handler with his first shot, bit back a curse and took a precious second adjusting his aim as the soldier dropped prone, and hit him with the next shot. He was already squeezing the trigger to put another bullet in the man, just to be safe, when he remembered his own orders to his team. Three shots, then duck and move.

The order proved a sound one, as only moments after Brandon began shimmying to his second firing position the ridgeline around him was ripped to shreds by a hail of incoming bullets.

His second position was a bit more protected from return fire, but even so it took most of Brandon's courage to settle his rifle into position, then peek up enough to look at the far slope through his scope. As he'd expected, all the enemy soldiers had gone to ground, and he caught only glimpses of rifle barrels and flashes of uniform and helmeted heads peeking out from cover.

And muzzle flashes, lots of muzzle flashes. Brandon took two carefully aimed shots at two bloodies that were closer together, then worked from memory to pinpoint the biggest clumping of enemy soldiers, confirming that the small thicket bristled with firing weapons. He poured the rest of the rounds in his magazine across the trees and underbrush in the thicket, then dropped flat again and shimmied backwards.

As he moved, he ejected the empty magazine and pocketed it, slammed a full one in, and held the rifle ready as he prepared to stand and get out of there. After checking to make sure he was below the ridgeline, he rose to a crouch and scurried away on his prepared escape route.

Even though he was fairly confident he was safe from enemy fire for the moment, that didn't stop him from ducking from cover to cover along the concealed trail down the steep slope, just in case.

Brandon was so focused on where he was going, on making the best possible speed without twisting his ankle on a rock or running face first into a low hanging tree branch, that he was only distantly aware of the two loudest sources of gunfire, thirty or so yards to the north and south where Neal and Reina were holed up, stopping in quick succession as they too made good their escape.

Reina would be headed south and a bit west, shaking off pursuit and then swinging wide around to rejoin them at an agreed spot southwest of their current position. Neal would be going almost due west, almost in the direction of Camptown, before veering off southwest to the meeting spot if he was able to shake pursuit, or northwards if he wasn't.

As for Brandon, he'd be going southwest, more or less towards the meeting spot along the route where the majority of the skirmishers were set up to cover their retreat. That was because his center position was the most likely to draw pursuit, and if it did he was pinned between his two team members and didn't want to risk drawing enemies their way.

On the other side of the ridge behind him, the slightly muted roar of gunfire gradually petered out as the bloodies realized their ambushers were likely making a break for it, not simply ducking and scrambling to a new location. Then he heard shouted orders in the distance and, more unnervingly, the baying of hunting dogs as the enemy took up the chase.

Brandon wondered if he couldn't use that in a future ambush, cutting off the gunfire to make it seem like he'd bolted, letting Sangue poke their heads out and really believe he and his people were gone. Then, just as the enemy threw caution to the wind and took up the chase, his skirmishers could let them have it and drive them back into hiding.

Risky, but worth considering. Some other time, when he wasn't in the middle of running for his life from enemy soldiers literally howling for his blood.

Even though he'd only used this path a couple times, he'd been very careful to familiarize himself with it in the time he had. That allowed him to arrow down the steep incline in spite of roots, buried rocks, branches, and other obstacles, so fast the wind roared in his ears as he neared the bottom of the valley.

Unfortunately, there were other animals faster and more surefooted than him, and the enemy had them.

A low rumble coming from the north solved the mystery of where the horsemen had been while Brandon was taking potshots at the scouts and tracking dogs. That sound was pretty much the only warning he had before a dozen mounted men, with a few dogs running alongside them like smaller, furry bullets, poured into view at the top of the valley, sweeping down into it like a tide of death that threatened to bury him in tons of horseflesh and flying hooves.

If that didn't brown a man's breeches, Brandon wasn't sure what would. Especially since the good news and bad news was that the horsemen seemed to have missed Neal, who'd either already gotten across the valley to the far slope and was making his way unnoticed through the thick trees there, or had gone to ground at the sight of the mounted enemy and was waiting for them to pass before continuing.

A dangerous trick, especially since the riders had dogs. Although it seemed to have paid off, which was the good news. The bad news was that it meant the unexpected pursuers had spotted Brandon farther down the valley; they came straight for him, racing to cut him off as he picked his way across the treacherous ground on the eastern side of the small stream cutting along the bottom of it.

He forgot caution and sprinted headlong for the protection of the densely forested western slope, just across the meager trickle of water. The thunder of gunshots joined the thunder of hooves somewhere off to his right, making him wince and nearly trip while leaping the stream.

As Brandon landed he heard sharp whines all around him, and saw sparks fly from bullets striking stones. He practically dove towards the first trees at the bottom of the slope, desperately grabbing a branch to swing himself behind two split trees growing from a single trunk. The rough bark scraped and scratched his palm, but he barely noticed or cared as he sagged back into the impromptu shelter.

Before he had a chance to breathe easier about the cover he'd found, he was spurred deeper into the forest as pale slashes appeared on trees all around him, lighter wood exposed as bullets slammed into them and sent the outer bark flying. A sliver kicked up by an impacting bullet even stung his cheek as he ducked past a trio of trees, which had suddenly started vibrating with a woody noise as if they were being attacked by a giant woodpecker.

Or someone emptying the magazine of an automatic weapon in his general direction with terrifying accuracy.

Then the hail of gunfire abruptly stuttered, the angry shouts of men and baying of hunting dogs joined by warning cries and yelps of pain. Brandon heard the steady crack of semi-automatic weapons from the slope above him as Mer Ellison and Ray Mickelson, up in their own ambush spots atop the western ridge, opened fire on the charging horsemen.

And the dogs, he hoped; now that he was running for his life with those four-legged critters in hot pursuit, he suddenly had a desperate fear that he was about to be bowled over from behind mid-step at any moment. At which point he'd find wicked teeth savaging the back of his neck.

Compared to that deep, primal terror, even the prospect of getting hit by a bullet didn't seem so frightening.

The slog up the equally steep, heavily forested western slope choked by deadfall and undergrowth was far slower than his breakneck sprint down the eastern one. Although in the adrenaline-fueled panic of dogs snarling somewhere behind him and bullets shredding trees to all sides, it felt like it passed in moments.

Nightmarish, eternal moments, sure, but somehow before he knew it he'd reached the top.

Only a few steps more to put the ridgeline between him and the horsemen still milling at the bottom of the valley below, searching for shelter and struggling to return fire at an unseen enemy. All the while shouting loudly in Spanish and Portuguese, screams of pain and warnings and orders. And, from the tone since that's mostly all Brandon understood of the foreign languages, he guessed they were also arguing about whether to try to find a way to get up to the ridge on their horses, or whether they should dismount and join the pursing Sangue on foot who no doubt had to be catching up to them by now.

That reminder, that there were dozens more soldiers where the horsemen had come from, put a bit of extra speed in his steps as he chugged past Mer's and Ray's positions, distantly aware of the sharp crack of their rifles continuing to cover his retreat.

With that sound ringing in Brandon's ears, a surprisingly large part of him wanted to find some cover and rejoin the fight. But that wasn't the plan, and certainly wasn't how he'd trained his skirmishers. Not to mention that, tactically speaking, digging in his heels would be disastrous for the very people his instincts were screaming at him to help.

So he kept going.

Rather than the terrain dropping down into another valley beyond the ridge, it formed a shallow saddle leading to an even higher ridge angling northwest to southeast. Brandon pushed himself to keep up the pace, grateful for how hard he'd worked the skirmishers to get them all into peak shape as he raced across the saddle and up the moderately steep slope to where an outcropping jutted out.

It was probably that hard work that kept him from emptying his guts when he reached his destination. That, or pure stubborn determination; he forced himself to breathe slower and deeper as he scrambled up to his first fallback position.

As he'd discovered on the way through here escorting Brady's group with the supplies, that outcrop overlooked not only the saddle but also the forested slope on the eastern side of the ridge Mer and Ray were on. The moment he reached the good firing position he'd scouted out earlier that day, he dropped down and settled his rifle on its bipod in a secure position.

It took bit longer for his exhausted arms to steady enough to hold the weapon straight, his painting breaths to calm enough that his head wasn't bobbing all over the place as he tried to look through the scope. Although the crosshairs still wobbled drunkenly as he began snapping shots off at the horses laboring up the steep, heavily forested slope, and the smaller shapes of dogs darting through the trees.

Especially the dogs.

Off to either side he caught glimpses of Neal and Reina disappearing towards their own fallback positions, a bit farther back than Brandon's. Neither of his team members were following the saddle up to the higher peak; it was an uninterrupted slope where Neal came up, while Reina was circling around the peak entirely to reach the next valley.

He soon heard his team members open fire, and almost immediately afterwards saw Mer and Ray bolting from their ambush spots and taking their escape trails. That was Brandon's cue to go as well, and he scrambled down from the outcrop and continued up the slope to the peak above.

From there things got a bit more confused. With all his skirmishers set up along the way to the meeting spot, he was able to go a lot farther under cover before his next fallback position. And the farther and farther he and the other fleeing skirmishers fled, the more people would be covering them in fallback positions and new ambush spots at any given time.

And all the while he and his skirmishers would know the terrain around them and the routes they'd be fleeing along, as well as their own numbers, while the bloodies in pursuit would be stumbling across unfamiliar ground and unsure of how many enemies they faced, or if they were being led into a trap.

Even so, it wasn't all smooth sailing. In fact, in spite of all their careful preparations and knowledge of the terrain, Brandon and his skirmishers were barely able to stay ahead of pursuit; with the horsemen able to move more swiftly and potentially cut them off, his carefully planned retreat was more like a headlong flight. Running exhausted from one fallback position to the next, while enemies flanked him and his people and dogs bayed in the distance.

Although fewer of those; he wasn't the only one doing his best to pick off the dangerous trackers.

Thankfully, just about at the point he was about to collapse from sheer exhaustion, forced to hunker in a fallback position and try to hold it for long enough to really catch his breath, the pursuit finally let up a bit. Brandon wasn't sure if attrition had finally ate away enough of the enemy to make them more cautious, or if their pursuers on foot were too exhausted to keep up the chase, or if the horsemen had finally encountered terrain where they couldn't move quickly enough to keep flanking, or some combination of multiple factors.

But at some point, the people in the fallback positions behind him started taking longer and longer after getting into position to begin firing. Which suggested that Sangue was taking longer and longer to give them targets; they were finally making good their retreat.

None too soon, since the meeting spot was only a few hundred yards away.

That was cutting it pretty close, since Brandon had selected the place to be three miles away from where his team had first hit the enemy, over rough terrain that took at least twice as long to traverse as flat ground. He'd thought Sangue would be eating their dust, stumbling around blindly chasing their own tails miles back, by the time they reached the meeting point.

In the same way that he, Neal, and Reina had been the first to fire on the enemy, they were also the first to reach the secluded clearing in the middle of a dense thicket of old evergreens. That gave them a few glorious minutes to sprawl in complete exhaustion, while they waited for the rest of the skirmishers to join them.

That, and listened for the signal that something had gone wrong and their friends needed help. Brandon dreaded that possibility, even as he kept his ears pricked over the thunder of his own panting breaths for any desperate whistles from his people ringing through the mountain valley he'd just crossed.

“How many you think we got?” Reina gasped, huddled on a patch of grass nearby. Neal was off in the trees puking his guts up.

Brandon literally had no idea. “More than zero,” he wheezed back. “Definitely got a lot of their dogs, and more than a few horses.” He paused to suck in a few more desperate breaths, chest burning and muscles so rubbery he could barely flop over onto his back. “You see any of our people run into trouble on the way?”

The former barmaid shook her head. “I was too busy just keeping ahead of the barking and hoofbeats.”

A few minutes later, just as Brandon was finally getting his breath back and Reina found the energy to drag herself over to check on Neal, Ray stumbled into the clearing. Like the rest of them, he was barely staggering along, face gray with exertion and thinning hair plastered to his head with sweat. He took a page from Neal's book and stumbled over to a tree to puke, then shoved away and collapsed onto his back a few feet away.

Brandon pulled himself to his feet and limped over to the older man. “Where's Mer?” he demanded, peering through the dense trees.

Ray, surly even at the best of times, didn't even bother to respond. Although his glower spoke volumes; like Brandon's own preplanned escape route, the skirmishers in the fallback positions all had routes of their own planned out. Ray hadn't been involved with helping Mer pick hers, and once she rabbited down it the responsibility would've been on the skirmishers in the farther back ambush spots to make sure her escape was covered.

Only Brandon couldn't remember seeing the young woman retreat past the last fallback position he'd taken before the meeting point. And if the man who'd been on the same ridge as her was already here but she was nowhere in sight, that suggested that something had happened.

Something bad. His stomach began to churn queasily as the awful possibilities began to rampage through his head. He could never forgive himself if Mer had been killed, but what truly made him feel sick was the possibility that she might've been captured.

Again.

She'd already suffered one day in Sangue's brutal clutches. Not all that long ago, either; he sometimes heard her cry out in her sleep at night, the sheer torment of the sound making him grit his teeth so hard they hurt. And even more commonly, he tried to pretend he couldn't hear the muted sounds of her sobbing in her tent for her family and friends, who she'd had to watch tortured and killed right in front of her.

More than once during training, he'd seen her with that thousand yard stare. The one he'd seen so often from Fiona and Logan and their friends from Simon's convoy, after Trapper had saved them all from Newpost. He'd recognized she was trapped back in memories of that hell, and felt helpless to offer any sort of comfort.

And now she might be right back there again, because of him.

Brandon grit his teeth and stepped past Ray, staring back the way he'd come. He caught glimpses of other skirmishers making their way to the meeting spot, Zeke and Bill and Evan who'd been in the next positions after Ray's and Mer's.

But no sign of the tall, dark blond teenager.

He never should've let her come! Granted, she'd known what she was getting into and had fiercely insisted on joining the skirmishers anyway. And if anyone had a right to want to hit back at the bloodies, it was her. But even so, what kind of monster was he to put her in a situation where she could end up in their hands again?

The skirmishers trickling in hadn't seen any sign of her, either, and Brandon's worry grew by the minute. He was practically climbing the nearby trees by the time the last two skirmishers, who'd served as rearguard and scout at the last fallback positions, arrived: old Luke Pine, their explosives expert, and Brandon's friend Andy Warrens.

He immediately hurried over to them. “Mer?” he demanded.

To his relief and further worry, by their expressions they at least had an answer for him. Andy shook his head grimly. “She got cut off by a couple horsemen. They didn't see her, but there was no way for her to keep coming . . . last I saw she was haring due north.”

Brandon bit back a curse. He wanted to go after her, but there was an entire force of bloodies between them and the young woman. At least their skirmisher training had accounted for being cut off from their team or the entire squad; if that happened, they were supposed to focus solely on escape, no fancy attempts to get the enemy following them or find opportunities to hit at them again, just straight up evade pursuit.

If they managed it, their next step was to get back to Camptown, ready to rejoin the skirmishers the next time they checked in. Best to let Mer do as she'd been instructed, and focus on their own problems.

Because even if the rest of them had made it to the meeting spot, that didn't mean they were out of the woods yet. Sangue was probably still hot on their trail, and that was actually a good thing since it meant the skirmishers could draw them away from Mer and make her escape easier.

Also, of course, the fact that their very purpose for being here was keeping the enemy's attention on them, rather than heading for Camptown and their loved ones.

Pine confirmed Brandon's speculations while he was still stewing over his missing skirmisher. “Bloodies slowed down a bit with all the ambushes we kept leading them into, but they're still coming,” the older man reported. “They've also spread out like crazy to try to circle around us.”

Neal had finally got over his misery and stumbled into the clearing to join them, just in time to hear that bit of news. And of course, the man could never pass up an opportunity to piss and moan. “Fantastic,” he grumbled. “We barely had a chance to hit them, we were so busy running away as they literally hounded us. At this rate we'll probably have to keep running ourselves ragged for days before we shake them, and that's if we're lucky.” He hefted his rifle as if considering hurling it to the ground, then seemed to think better of it and simply set it aside.

Probably a good idea; Brandon would've beaten the tar out of him if he wrecked his weapon when they were fighting for their lives. In spite of his worry over Mer, he forced himself to keep calm for the sake of the rest of the skirmishers gathered around listening. “At least we walked away from this one. Sometimes you get the bear, sometimes the bear gets you.”

“Pretty sure the bear only needs to get you once,” the bartender muttered, almost under his breath.

That wasn't what any of them needed to be thinking about at the moment. “You know the saying “the squeaky wheel gets the grease?” Brandon snapped. “You probably haven't heard the end of it, “but it's also the first to be replaced.”

Neal rolled his eyes. “Oh please, don't force me to go home so I no longer have to risk my neck in suicidal attacks against enemies that outnumber us two or three to one on a good day.”

He grit his teeth against the insult he wanted to snap back; the guy had a knack for pissing him off. Instead, he turned to the rest of the skirmishers. “We all chose to be here, because we know what's at stake if the bloodies get to our loved ones in the valley. So if there's a lesson to learn from this, it's “don't be Neal.”

Reina laughed. “Lesson? That's practically my motto.” That drew laughter from the rest of the skirmishers.

It was also pretty harsh criticism, considering the woman had once been a barmaid and, ah, lady of purchasable affections at Neal's bar, and she knew the man better than anyone. Especially since she was now the bartender's girlfriend, although Brandon constantly wondered just what had possessed her to make that choice.

Neal scowled at the laughter directed his way. “Oh yeah, let's all laugh at the guy pointing out facts, like that the bloodies are at best a half hour away from putting bullets in all of us. Those they don't keep alive long enough to have some fun with, that is.”

That killed the laughter pretty quick. Especially for Reina and Toni, the other woman among the skirmishers, and especially with Mer out there and her fate unknown. Brandon knew the bartender was probably talking about torture as much as the . . . other horrific atrocities Sangue committed against their prisoners, but he still wanted to punch the man for his tactless remark.

Instead he took a deep breath and forced himself to sound confident. “The enemy's chasing us howling for blood? Good!”

At first the skirmishers all looked at him like he was crazy. But after a few moments realization dawned among his people.

This was what they were here for, to keep Sangue occupied so they never found Camptown. Hitting them was satisfying, whittling down their numbers would make the job easier, but ultimately the only thing that mattered was leading them on a merry chase away from the skirmishers' loved ones back in the bowl valley.

And Brandon intended to lead them on the merriest chase possible. “Let's keep going to Trapper's Gorge,” he said quietly. “We should get there by dark. If they're still on our trail, we can spend the trip planning how we'll hit their camp tonight.”

 


Chapter One

What Has To Be Done

 

It turned out that, ah, “unofficially requisitioning” food in a camp full of starving people was more than a little challenging.

Normally, Skyler would've laughed off such concerns. He was fully confident in his ability to survive in the mountains long term, hunting, fishing, trapping, and foraging for what he needed. Especially since feeding yourself was almost laughably easy to do at this time of year, if you knew what you were doing.

But the situation wasn't in any way normal. He was going out skirmishing, which meant he was going to be constantly on the move, seeking targets to hit or running away from pursuit. There wouldn't be much time for looking for food in the middle of all that.

Even if he made the time, a snare would be a clue Sangue could use to discover his location, and needless to say shooting game would bring every enemy soldier within earshot running his way. As for fishing, there weren't many good spots for that in the area, unless he wanted to head up to Joes Valley Reservoir where bloodies were swarming thick as flies. Anyway, fishing was usually too time consuming.

Foraging for edible plants, maybe even bugs, he could and should do, when the opportunity presented itself, to supplement his food stores. But even that took time he probably wouldn't have, and anyway would be a distraction from his purpose keeping Sangue away from Camptown.

Skyler needed food, enough to last him weeks.

Unfortunately, he couldn't get any from his family. There just wasn't any food he could take that wasn't needed more by his mom, little sister Molly, his friend Brandon's wife Fiona, and the women he'd rescued from the Sangue camp at Joes Valley Reservoir. Even though the summer retreat group was better off than most, he refused to even consider taking any of it.

Likewise, the caches Brandon had set up for the skirmishers felt off limits, even if Skyler was technically a skirmisher himself. Or at least, unofficially one. For a while he'd entertained the idea of taking supplies from the Sangue he took out, before dismissing it as impossible; while skirmishing, he'd be hitting a few targets in a larger group then running away. He wouldn't even have a chance to try to strip the soldiers he shot of anything useful, he'd be too busy evading pursuit.

Considering the whole point was to keep the bloodies chasing him rather than finding Camptown, that wasn't exactly a bad thing.

Sheriff Gray, leader of the Grand Junction militia, had already sent out three more squads of skirmishers to work to the north, south, and west, since Brandon's skirmishers were already operating to the east. Of course, those squads had all left laden with enough supplies to last them as long as they needed.

The sight of it had actually kind of ticked Skyler off.

If his parents, especially his mom, weren't being so stubborn about keeping him a perpetual baby, he could've joined one of those squads and wouldn't have to worry about any of this. As it was, he was already resigned to the fact that he'd have to operate even farther out than Camptown's skirmishers, or they might end up accidentally shooting him thinking he was Sangue.

No easy solutions to his food dilemma were presenting themselves, short of raiding Camptown's storehouses for some of the supplies they'd brought back from the attack on Emery. Which he wasn't planning to do; it would not only be incredibly difficult, but would also be stealing food from a bunch of people who desperately needed it.

Even though what they'd taken from the Sangue supply post looked like a lot, split among over a thousand people it still wasn't enough. Camptown's residents were going to be starving not too long into what was looking to be a harsh winter in the high mountains, if not even sooner.

Skyler had no intention of making their situation even worse.

Since for the moment he was stuck on the food issue, he put it aside while he focused on an equally important one: training Sulky, the younger and wilder sister of his previous mount Surly, to be an ideal mount for a skirmisher. Since the mare had hardly even been trained to the saddle before he began, he had his work cut out for him. Especially since he also needed to get her accustomed to gunshots, particularly ones from him shooting from her back.

That was easier said than done, but it helped that she'd spent months now corralled or pastured within a few hundred yards of the range, so she heard the far off noise of gunshots all the time. Now he just needed to get her used to deafening noises coming from right next to her head, and he was set.

No problem.

As for saddle training, Trapper had made training Surly Skyler's responsibility when he gave him the young gelding, and he'd done a fairly good job with the mountain man's help. Now he was confident he could turn that knowledge to training his new mount by himself. Especially since Sulky was actually pretty good about not balking, aside from when nearby gunshots still made her dance.

At this rate, Skyler thought he'd be able to head out in a few more days, maybe five or six days after he'd gotten started just after they returned from Emery. And who knew, if he was lucky maybe he'd even find the Sangue who'd stolen Surly and could steal his horse back.

His preparations hit a huge stroke of good luck on the afternoon of the fourth day, when Brady Everett, formerly owner of a trading post in Emery and now Camptown's quartermaster and long term planner, swung by the retreat leading a laden packhorse. His visit was a surprise, since Trapper was still gone hunting down those Sangue riders who'd nearly caught them on the way back from the attack on Emery. That meant Brady wasn't looking for Skyler's adoptive dad, so this probably wasn't official business.

Actually, it turned out it kind of was.

Skyler had been in the field nearby, teaching Sulky to respond to unspoken commands, which seemed important when he was trying to sneak around the mountains. At the trader's approach, he put that training to work and turned the mare towards the retreat, wanting to see what Brady wanted.

He got there at about the same time his mom and Fiona came outside to greet the man, with Fiona holding her infant son Thomas, Trapper's namesake, in one arm. With the other she held the hand of Skyler's two-year-old sister, Molly.

“Good to see you, Brady!” his mom called, although Skyler thought she looked more tired and stressed than happy to have a visitor. Especially when she unobtrusively tried to knuckle her lower back to ease the ache of carrying a baby that was about eight and a half months along.

“Sorry to intrude, Mrs. Miller,” Brady replied politely, removing his hat and nodding to her and Fiona, then Skyler when he noticed him riding up.

“Nonsense, always a pleasure,” his mom replied. “What brings you around?”

The trader lightly tugged the reins of the packhorse, looking a bit sheepish. “Well, folks in town have been deliberating on all the help you've given us, what with sharing the dairy from your animals and letting us butcher most of them for meat. We thought it only fair that, seeing as how we've got what we took from Emery now, we try to offer at least some gesture of thanks.”

“That's not necessary,” her mom protested, although her eyes were fixed on the horse's bulging packsaddle; they'd given up a lot of their food stores to feed the Grand Junction refugees, and while they were still better off than most, their own circumstances weren't terrific.

“Well to be fair, you're also feeding Mrs. Gerry and the women your boy rescued from Sangue,” Brady said stubbornly. “Winter might still be a ways off, but it'll sneak up on us quick.” He made his way over to the packsaddle and began undoing the ties. “This is just a token, unfortunately, but with the baby almost due we thought you should have one less thing to worry about.”

Skyler's mom looked torn for a moment, before reluctantly joining him to see what he had. “I suppose so. Thank you, Brady. And give my thanks to the others, too.”

“Will do.” The man pulled open the pack to reveal heavy boxes of dense Sangue rations. It wasn't the most appetizing fare, but it beat eating bugs and there was a whole lot of it.

Skyler couldn't help but eye the packsaddle intently. There was enough in there to feed everyone at the retreat for a few weeks, if he was any judge. And, to be fair, if he stayed here he would be eating these for every meal anyway, right?

So what was the harm in taking his share with him to go out skirmishing? This was exactly what he'd needed.

Brady didn't stay long to chat, no surprise considering how busy his duties left him, and how little time he had to spend with his own wife and young children. Skyler helped him unload the packhorse, then he and the women saw the trader off before getting to work hauling the unexpected windfall into the front room of the retreat.

Coincidentally, the room where Skyler slept. Although with all his free time since being “confined” to the valley, he'd nearly completed a lean-to against the side of the building to use as his room. Not that he planned to use it anytime soon.

Once they'd got the rations stacked up near Skyler's bed, also convenient, he headed back out to resume his training with Sulky. And now he had extra motivation to get her ready as soon as possible.

Because ready or not, he was going to leave before first light, the morning of the day after tomorrow.

* * * * *

Tom watched nervously as Jonas pulled the rocket-propelled grenade launcher out of its case and began loading a grenade. “You sure you know how to use that thing?” he hissed.

The militia lieutenant gave him a half amused, half condescending look. “I'm one of the few people not wearing a bloody uniform who does, old man. Just sit back and watch . . . you're going to enjoy this.”

Tom glanced doubtfully down at the thirty or so Sangue riders making their way up the meadow below, what was left from the group that had chased him and Gray a few days ago. After he and the Grand Junction leader and his men managed to slip away in that treacherous cliffy area, the riders had circled the long way around to the north and continued searching west of Camptown.

Likely assuming that since their quarry had fled this way, that's where their home base must be.

That assumption might, possibly, keep them away from the bowl valley. But at the same time, out of the hundreds of bloodies now swarming the area looking for Camptown, these few dozen mounted men were by far the ones closest to it. It would only take one suspicious sign, one hint of a trail leading back to Camptown, and this group might get closer to discovering the valley's location than Tom was comfortable with.

Not to mention there was a good chance they'd eventually run into another group of searchers coming the opposite way, and turn in a dangerous direction to continue their search.

Gray had argued, and he agreed, that it was best to deal with them now. And, thinking like a veteran campaigner who'd spent years fighting this enemy, the former sheriff had decided the best way to do so, while also maximizing the number of fighters held in reserve ready to deal with other threats, was to send Tom to guide Jonas and two other militia fighters here to lob a couple grenades at the enemy horsemen.

If that didn't make them turn tail and run, hard to say what would.

Assisted by the two other militia members, the lieutenant got the launcher ready to go and got in position perched behind the cover of a shallow dip in the hillside. The plan was to wait for the riders to reach a spot where the meadow narrowed between two dense stands of evergreens, which would hopefully force them to pack a little closer. Ideally, Jonas wanted to take out as many as possible with each grenade, not just for the casualties but for the shock and awe value. Hopefully that would convince the rest to get the hint and get out of there.

“Shame about the horses,” Benny, one of the militia fighters, said. He was young and green, from what Tom had heard just recruited into the Grand Junction militia when the city fell. Although the grueling death march that had ultimately brought his group of refugees to Camptown had aged and hardened him somewhat.

Jonas snorted. “Kind of hard to lob high explosives at a bunched enemy without hurting the mounts they're riding on.”

“Well yeah,” Benny shot back defensively. “That's why it's a shame. It's not their fault they have to carry a bunch of rapist, murderous SOBs.”

“Shut up,” the lieutenant snapped. “It's about time for this party to start.”

Benny grabbed the remaining grenade from the case, holding it ready to assist Jonas with a swift reload. The other fighter and Tom both moved to their firing perches, closely watching the massed enemy below and ready to pick off anyone who tried to shoot Jonas as he launched the grenades.

In spite of his diligence, Tom couldn't help but watch as the lieutenant popped up, launcher couched firmly against his shoulder, and fired. There was a heavy whump as the grenade was shot from the tube, traveling a safe distance before the rocket on it ignited and sent it arcing down towards the enemy below. In the blink of an eye it crossed the remaining distance and hit, exploding with a force that sent men and horses flying, their sickening screams heard even over the deafening blast.

Tom snapped his eye back down to his scope, forcing himself to view the grisly sight; he would've been more awed by the sheer devastation wrought by such a deceptively small and simple explosive if he didn't have to see it so up close and personal; as it was it just made him want to empty his stomach.

He tried not to let his eyes pause to really see anything as he panned his crosshairs along the front edge of the milling tangle of horses. Many were galloping away, not all under their riders' control, while some soldiers firmly kept their mounts in check as they raised their weapons, searching for the source of the attack.

He got to work making sure none found it, while Jonas dropped back down and reloaded with Benny's help. On the other side of the two fighters, he heard the other fighter's rifle rattling with automatic fire, pouring bullets down into the confusion.

The lieutenant's second grenade was away in an impressively short time, although the devastation it wreaked wasn't quite as impressive with most of the riders dispersed. Still, it wiped out a clump of several bloodies, which was enough to send the rest galloping away. Some tried to follow their fellow soldiers, although unsurprisingly they avoided clumping up, while many just wanted to get away with no thought to where they were going, bolting in every direction.

That was Tom's cue. He backed away and slung his rifle over his shoulder. “Time to disengage.”

The others were already packing up, Jonas wedging the launcher back into its fitted foam outline in the case while Benny prepared to slam the lid shut and work the clasps. The moment he had the launcher secured they all followed Tom as he ran south, staying out of sight of the valley below and making for the roughest terrain he could find to deter pursuit on horseback.

Not that he expected any; if there was a Sangue out there who wasn't halfway out of the mountains by nightfall after what they'd just been through, he was either monumentally brave or suicidal. Tom had seen iron discipline from these invaders from the south, even if their leaders allowed them to commit atrocities whenever they had the opportunity, but courage was something different.

Either way, whether or not any riders stuck around was a problem for Gray to sort out; unless Tom caught sight of some of them literally riding straight for Camptown and needing to be stopped, he intended to lead his small group back to the bowl valley without any further tangling with the enemy.

It would take at least a day to circle around Camptown enough that he'd feel comfortable heading in, assuming nobody followed them. But he could content himself that the four of them had probably taken out at least a score of enemies, and the rest had more to worry about than continuing the search.

Back in the bowl valley, he hoped, Gray would be putting the rest of their fighters to equally good use, keeping Sangue far from Tom's family.

Because if what the Grand Junction leader's people had overheard on their captured radios was true, there were hundreds of enemies swarming the mountains between Emery and Highway 29. Combing every peak and valley with their usual doggedness, determined to avenge the attack on their supply outpost.

This group of riders Tom had chased off was just the first.

* * * * *

Things were going good so far.

Skyler had already counted out the captured Sangue rations he'd need for a few weeks of skirmishing, unobtrusively of course, then checked his saddlebags to see how much room they'd take up, and how much he'd have left for ammo, camping gear, and other necessities.

He'd spent hours going over his gear: first and foremost his AK-47, the same one he'd taken from the body of one of the Sangue soldiers who'd attacked them outside Newpost five years ago, the night he'd saved his mom. He'd carefully cleaned and maintained it, making sure the strap hung well and the scope was well calibrated. Then he'd taken similar care on the Glock 9mm, and made sure his combat knife was sharpened and oiled.

He spent a bit longer on the flak jacket he'd been given by Sheriff Gray after the attack on Emery, a sort of unofficial “thank you” for saving him and his men as they were fleeing back into the mountains. “Although I don't expect you'll be using it for a few years yet,” the leader of the Grand Junction militia had told him when he presented it to him, eyes twinkling.

The man obviously meant Skyler wasn't old enough, not to mention his parents vehemently opposed him putting himself in danger. But he might as well have been talking about the body armor's size; it hung on Skyler as if he was ten years old and wearing a man's overcoat, so ludicrously oversized that Tabby had fallen over laughing when she'd seen him wearing it.

It fit better now, after some work cutting it down and stitching it. He'd worked plenty of leather since coming up into the mountains, working with his mom and Trapper both to make clothes, pouches, and other things. Resizing his flak jacket was simple enough in comparison; he just hoped it didn't come apart at the seams the first time he got in a serious fight.

One of the last preparations he needed to make involved working up the audacity to ride Sulky right up to the firing range on the north end of the valley for a new sort of training, during one of the few times it wasn't occupied by some of Gray's new recruits.

There were over a hundred of those, many of them volunteers from the slaves they'd rescued from Emery, the rest stepping forward from the Grand Junction refugees or drawn from the pool of Camptown defenders. All of whom wanted to take a more active role in defending their families and new home, once they were informed of the increased Sangue threat.

Between them, the volunteers, and Gray's militia all needing to train whenever they had a spare moment, finding an opening when the range wasn't in use was actually more difficult than he would've expected. He had to wait until the lunch break, when everyone had gone back to Camptown or the new Grand Junction settlement going up farther south in the valley.

There was no guarantee he'd even have the full lunch break to train, since people would probably be coming back to sneak in more practice time, so he had to work fast. He wasted no time tying Sulky's reins to one of the shooting benches, climbing up into the saddle, and unslinging his rifle.

“Fair warning, girl,” he told the mare, “this is going to scare the blazes out of you. Just don't buck me into tomorrow until you've had a chance to get used to it.”

Sulky nickered, somehow making it sound sullen. Well, she was Surly's sister; hopefully in spite of her personality quirks, she'd prove to be just as faithful once properly trained. Starting with seeing how she did with having a gun go off just a few feet from her head.

Skyler grit his teeth, clamped his legs as tight as he could to the saddle, and raised his rifle towards one of the distant targets.

He hit it a hair short of dead center. No sense doing anything other than his best, even if the purpose of this training was mostly for Sulky's sake. After all, he could always stand to get more training firing from the saddle, too.

Or, for that matter, staying in the saddle of a wildly dancing horse.

Sulky snorted and leapt sideways, all the way to the end of her tether, which jerked her to a stop so suddenly Skyler nearly lost his grip on his rifle. He bit back a curse and fumbled one hand free to grip the saddle horn, crouching as low as possible over his mount's neck as she continued to dance and paw the ground within the confines of the tether, nearly smashing the shooting bench to splinters in the process.

“Whoa!” he called. “Easy, girl! It's just a gunshot, you've heard them before. Plenty from almost this close.”

The mare's responding whinny sounded less than complimentary.

Skyler waited a few seconds for her to calm down, but not completely. This was probably going to suck, but as long as Sulky wasn't out and out panicking he needed to keep going. So he clenched his jaw and raised his rifle again, struggling to hold the target as his mount skittered beneath him. Using a lot of the same techniques Trapper had shown him for firing while running, or while riding a moving horse for that matter, he struggled to catch a moment of stillness before squeezing off a shot.

He wasn't sure if he hit the target, because almost as soon as the shot went off Sulky really went nuts. The next thing he knew he was headed for the ground.

Falling off a horse is no joke. People had broken their necks or other parts of their body doing it. And it was even less of a joke when the horse was still dancing in a near panic, hooves flashing just inches from Skyler's head.

He'd fallen off a horse before, and he'd also practiced for how to land if it happened. That only helped so much in the heat of the moment, and he nearly bit off his tongue as he slammed into the ground on his side, only halfway getting his leg under him to absorb the landing. His shoulder hit next, and he had to desperately push off in a sideways roll, not only to bleed force away from the hard landing but to get him farther from the mare's stomping hooves. He didn't stop until he was well out of range of Sulky on her lead.

From somewhere nearby he heard a distinctly feminine gasp of worry and alarm. Then, after a few seconds as Skyler recovered from his surprise and struggled to a sitting position, he heard a familiar voice break out into peals of laughter.

Trying not to glower, he pushed to his feet and started brushing himself off with one hand, while he checked the rifle he'd somehow managed to keep his grip on with the other to make sure it wasn't damaged.

His friend Tabby Knudsen was standing ten feet away, doubled over in laughter, with her long golden hair nearly obscuring a round, friendly face swiftly reddening with mirth. “I shouldn't laugh!” she gasped in halfhearted apology. “But that was just too . . . holy crap, Sky, are you okay?”

“Fine,” he growled. As Trapper was fond of saying at times like this, nothing hurt but his pride. Although certainly plenty of injury to that, and in front of just about the last person he'd want to make a fool of himself in front of; Tabby had never really made much of a deal of the fact that she was almost a year older than him, but at times like this he certainly felt like a clumsy, foolish kid.

While his friend struggled to suppress her laughter, he made his way cautiously around to Sulky's head and began soothing her. By the time the horse had begun to calm down Tabby was mostly composed as well, self-consciously smoothing her clothes as she made her way over to join him.

She looked really nice today, although he didn't know what the occasion was; she was wearing her good shoes and the cornflower blue dress that matched her sparkling eyes. She only wore it to more important parties and holidays so he'd only seen her in it a few times. To go with her nice clothes her blond hair, normally in a ponytail or simple braid while she worked helping Skyler's family care for the livestock or doing chores, looked freshly washed and was carefully brushed and hanging loose in a golden waterfall down her back, although now it looked a bit tussled after her fit of laughter.

It looked cute that way, though.

In fact, all in all Tabby looked far too clean and pretty for this trampled field. Looking at her, Skyler was keenly aware of just how long it had been since he'd done more than the simple washing up his mom demanded for meals. Or the fact that his clothes were stained with sweat and dirt, and smelled like fire and gun smoke, horse, and unfortunately more than a bit of BO.

It was one of the very rare times that he felt self-conscious around his friend. Although he tried not to act like it as he finished calming Sulky and turned to her. “You, um, look great, Tabby. What's the occasion?”

Her fair skin, already scrubbed pink, went a bit pinker as she fidgeted slightly. “Oh, well, thanks. Mom decided it was past time for all the kids to properly wash up, ourselves and all our clothes, and this was my only clean outfit.” She plucked glumly at her pretty dress. “I think I'm outgrowing it, though, and it's going to be a long time before I can get a new one. If ever, with Sangue breathing down our necks.” Brow furrowed, she smoothed where she'd plucked the cloth earlier. “Maybe I can adjust the seams?”

Before Skyler could reply she abruptly brightened, raising the basket she held in one hand. “Anyway, I figured I'd bring your lunch out to you. Your mom mentioned you'd been skipping meals, and I wanted to make sure you weren't going hungry. I brought my lunch, too . . . we can have a picnic!” He doubtfully glanced at her clean dress, and she laughed lightly and added, “Maybe up on the hillside where there's still grass, although I also brought a saddle blanket to sit on.”

“Planned this out, huh?” he teased.

To his surprise she jumped slightly and began fussing with the basket, biting her lower lip. “Oh, well, as much as I needed to.”

The smell of fresh bread, cheese, and meat wafted up from the basket, and Skyler's stomach rumbled in response. He'd mostly been taking his meals to eat while he worked with Sulky, but his friend was right that he had skipped one here and there. Which the hollow hole gnawing its way through his gut was now sharply reminding him of.

He glanced at his horse and bit back a sigh. Maybe he'd resign himself to not being able to shoot at enemies from horseback for now. Seemed like a reckless thing to do anyway. So he tethered Sulky in a more comfortable spot, then graciously took the basket from Tabby and walked with her up the lower slope of the northern peak overlooking the valley.

There was a good tussock a little way up, which offered them a view of the retreat, Camptown, and the new Grand Junction settlement below. Skyler shook out the blanket and Tabby helped him spread it across the grass, then she got to work digging out the food and setting it out in a nice arrangement.

For a few minutes they ate in comfortable silence. Or maybe not so comfortable; his friend kept fidgeting and glancing at him out of the corner of her eye, as if she wanted to say something. Or maybe wanted him to say something. But Skyler was only dimly aware of her attention, most of his focus on the food, and the rest on all the things he still needed to do before heading out in the morning.

“How you doing, Sky?” she finally asked. Then she coughed, and he saw her covering a smile with her hand. “I mean in general, not just how you're feeling after deliberately spooking your horse and getting thrown. What were you thinking, anyway?”

Skyler just grunted noncommittally. Usually he enjoyed talking to his friend, and honestly lately he'd been looking forward to spending time with her more and more. But all his focus was on skirmishing at the moment, and he didn't have time for distractions.

Speaking of which . . . he tried not to flinch as Tabby abruptly reached out and gently touched his cheek, just below his left eye, where he'd been hit by a flying rock chip from a ricochet in that box canyon days ago, while saving Trapper and Gray and his people from the Sangue riders. Trapper had cleaned the cut, and it had scabbed over and was healing well without too much sign of inflammation.

“Think it'll leave a scar?” she asked quietly, lightly tracing just below the cut.

Skyler resisted the urge to pull away. It wasn't that it felt uncomfortable, actually it felt kind of soothing, but it made him feel self-conscious. “I dunno.”

His friend bit her lower lip, blue eyes darting up to his for a moment before returning to the cut. “It would look sexy if it did.” Now he did jerk away slightly in surprise, and she hastily pulled her hand back. He could swear her cheeks were flushing. “That is, you know girls dig scars, right?”

Okay, now this was definitely awkward. He wasn't a complete idiot, and knew that she was giving him a clear signal he should make a move, at least try to flirt a bit. And if his heart didn't already belong to Lisa, he would've been happy to; he liked Tabby and felt comfortable around her, and she was one of his closest friends. Not to mention she was really cute, on top of being one of the sweetest people he knew.

But his heart did belong to the girl who'd left him to go north with her family. It wasn't just that he'd known her since they were both little kids, his oldest friend in the world, although that was certainly a big part of it. They'd shared some of the best and worst times of their lives together. He'd been there for her as she struggled to move past the horrors she'd witnessed in Newpost.

That was a bond that touched more than the heart: it connected their souls, if that was a thing. He loved Lisa Hendrickson, and wanted nothing more than to spend the rest of his life with her. Even if he had to search the entire Northwest to find her again.

If they all survived their current predicament, that is, and he ever had the chance. For now, though he faced the dilemma of gently letting Tabby down without hurting her feelings. Which was the last thing he'd ever want to do.

Well, when all else failed, there was always making use of the fact that girls thought guys were completely oblivious. So he forced a laugh and reached up to touch the scab. “Maybe you're right. Think it'll improve my chances with Lisa when she comes back?”

Maybe he really was oblivious, or at least hadn't been as tactful as he'd hoped, because he saw hurt flash across Tabby's round, friendly face. She leaned back, obviously forcing herself to smile. “Definitely.”

An even more uncomfortable silence settled, and Skyler wrestled with his guilt about how he'd handled that. Finally he decided he owed his friend something, to show her he really did care about her, even if it wasn't in that particular way. So, after glancing around warily even though they were obviously alone on the hillside, he lowered his voice and leaned closer to her. “I'm going skirmishing.”

Her big blue eyes got even bigger, and she stared at him in shock. “With Brandon? Your mom actually said yes?”

Skyler hesitated. “No, on my own.”

Tabby reached the obvious conclusion from that, surprise turning to alarm. “Skyler, no! Don't tell me you're running off against her wishes, and Trapper's. Again. You'll get yourself killed!”

He hunched his shoulders, hurt. “You really think that?”

It was her turn to hesitate. “Well no. I mean, you're amazing . . . you saved Jenny and Mer and the others from that camp, snuck right in and then snuck them out again. And you saved Trapper and Sheriff Gray Tucker himself on the way back from Emery. If anyone could sneak around in these mountains giving the bloodies headaches, it's you.”

Skyler felt his cheeks flush at the unexpected praise. “That's why I have to do it, Tabby. To protect Mom, and Molly, and the new baby, and-” he stumbled slightly, then continued, “and you.” At her surprised and pleased look he realized she might take that the wrong way, romantically that is, and hastily continued. “And everyone else in the valley. There are hundreds of bloodies out there looking for us, and I need to keep them from finding this place.”

Tabby nibbled her lower lip again, looking torn. “I don't know, Sky. I know your mom will probably never change her mind, but this just seems like a really, really bad idea. You'll be all alone, specifically avoiding all our own people so they don't make you come back. If something went wrong there'd be no one to help you.”

He looked away, trying to hide his frustration. The frustration he'd carried for a long time now, as his parents treated him like a child even when his help might be the only thing standing between them and the monsters coming for them. “I don't see what choice I have,” he growled.

They finished their food and packed up in silence. Skyler was keenly aware of his friend shooting troubled glances his way the entire time, and half expected her to try to keep changing his mind.

But she didn't. They headed back down to the shooting range, where recruits were back at target practice. Sulky seemed resigned to the nearby gunshots, barely flicking her ears at them by this point, which Skyler took as a good sign.

He climbed into the saddle, then offered Tabby his hand and pulled her up behind him. Although he hadn't considered her dress; she was forced to perch awkwardly, holding him tightly for balance. “This is why I hate wearing dresses,” she groused good-naturedly. “Mom asked if I wanted to learn to ride sidesaddle, and I told her I'd rather be tied across the back of the horse.”

Skyler snorted. “So basically, about how you're sitting now?”

She poked his back in response. “Let's see if you've trained this half-grown filly to walk smoothly on the way back to town.”

He did his best. Sulky even cooperated for the most part, too.

“When are you leaving?” Tabby asked halfway there, hair tickling his ear as she leaned closer.

“Tomorrow,” Skyler immediately answered. Which he supposed cemented the timing; his food situation was solved, at least as much as it was going to be, and although Sulky wasn't ready, she also wasn't going to get much benefit out of just a few more days of work. He could keep training her while he was out there, and eventually she'd be as good a mount as Surly had been.

Besides, Camptown didn't have any more time for him to twiddle his thumbs here; Gray had already had to send out two separate groups of fighters to divert Sangue scouts, neither of which had returned yet. The five hundred bloodies scouring these mountains for the people who'd raided their Emery outpost were getting closer by the day, and there were more enemy soldiers out there waiting to join the fight if they ever discovered Camptown's location.

Tabby sounded surprised by his answer. “That soon? I figured you'd spend longer preparing. Is Sulky even ready?”

“Maybe, maybe not. I don't think I have any more time, though.” Skyler hesitated, then twisted in the saddle enough to meet his friend's gaze. “You won't tell my mom, will you?”

Her blue eyes flashed indignantly. “Of course I won't tell her! Not after you trusted me like this. Even if I think it's a bad idea, if it's what you have to do then she won't hear anything from me to make her stop you.” She squeezed his arm. “And I'll be here, praying for you to stay safe and keep us safe, too.”

Skyler felt a surge of relief. “Thanks, Tabby.”

He stopped outside of Camptown, dismounting to help his friend slide down too. Although she didn't really need the help, dress or no dress. For a few seconds they stood looking at each other uncomfortably, as he tried to think of how to say goodbye before going off to do something really dangerous.

Something he might not come back from, although he didn't like to think about that.

Tabby suddenly rushed forward and threw her arms around him, hugging him tight. He froze in shock, especially when he felt her soft lips brush his cheek. “Be careful out there, Skyler,” she whispered. “Please, please be careful.”

Skyler tentatively hugged her back. “I will. I promise.”

“Good.” She pulled back enough to give him a tremulous smile, and he just had time to see the tears glimmering in her big blue eyes before she abruptly turned and ran down Camptown's main street towards her family's cluster of cabins, her golden hair streaming behind her.

He stared after her, absently touching his cheek where she'd kissed him. Then he climbed back on Sulky and headed to the retreat to make his final preparations.

 


Chapter Two

Runaway

 

Tom was no stranger to running around these mountains. He'd been running around them for years, explored just about every peak, ridge, and valley from I-70 to Highway 6. And a fair bit of the area north and south of them, too.

Of course, there was a world of difference between running and running, and he'd been doing far too much of the latter lately. Most of it without sleep: late nights preparing for the raid on Emery, then of course the nighttime attack on the ranch and march to the town for the attack at dawn. Then moving right on to marching north up past the ranch, only to get pursued almost immediately and having to keep going without rest until they shook the pursuit.

And then finally getting back to Camptown, only to learn that Sangue planned to swarm the area with scouts to find them. Having to head right back out to chase down men on horseback and scare them off or blow them up, then make himself scarce in case any surviving enemies decided to try to track his group.

Just thinking of the last nine days, or was it ten now, made Tom want to slump to the ground right where he was and fall asleep. But he was almost home, almost back to his own bed and his wife's arms, and with any luck a blissful few days straight of unconsciousness uninterrupted by any crisis that demanded his attention.

He should've realized by now that he should stop hoping for much in the way of luck; he'd used up his entire lifetime's share finding Kristy and getting a chance to have a family with her and Skyler, and then Molly and the baby to come and hopefully more in the future.

More luck than an old mountain man had a right to, as far as he was concerned. Although that didn't stop him from grousing at trouble when it came.

Especially when it always seemed to come from the same source, lately.

It was just past sunrise on the sixth day since leaving to go after the riders, after an early start at first light following a late night to go the final distance to Camptown, before he and the Grand Junction militia members finally made their wearily into view of the settlements springing up in the bowl valley.

They looked even bigger than when Tom had been there last, more houses going up even in the short time he was gone. A good thing, as long as they could keep Sangue from finding them and didn't have to flee.

Jonas, Benny, and Buck, the other militia fighter, all split off towards the Grand Junction settlement, leaving him to keep on alone across the valley to where the retreat nestled near a couple small cabins and a corral, looking sadly empty with only the horses and the few remaining milk-producing cows and nanny goats, along with the animals too young to be slaughtered for food.

A depressing sight, thinking how long it would take to regrow those herds; it had taken over four years to get them as big as they'd been before needing to give them over to feed the Grand Junction refugees.

Tom was occupied staring at them as he limped the remaining distance to his new home, grim thoughts making him so bone-weary that his waiting bed loomed larger and larger in his mind. Which was why he didn't notice Kristy until she slammed the retreat's door behind her.

He was more than a little alarmed to see that she looked frantic with worry, which in turn sent a surge of worry through him. Was it the baby? Was something wrong? He rushed to meet her, mostly to keep her from further exerting herself in her condition; she was more than eight months along, and if the problem wasn't the baby, if she panicked and stressed like this it might become that.

“What's going on?” he asked in the calmest, most soothing voice he could manage under the circumstances, taking her into his arms. She clutched him desperately, trembling and seeming a bit weak-kneed.

His wife looked up at him with frightened blue eyes. “Tom, have you seen Skyler today? Did he go out to meet you on your return?”

Tom scratched at his head beneath his hat. “That'd be a trick, since I don't see how he could've known I was back.” He rubbed her back soothingly. “What's going on?”

“He didn't do his chores this morning.”

He couldn't help but blink at that. “You're going straight to panic over that? In your condition? After all the balking he's been doing lately?”

In spite of her state, she paused to give him an exasperated look. “You know he's always been good about caring for the animals, even when he was mad at us. But it's more than that . . . he's been spending almost all his time since you've been gone training Sulky.” She lowered her voice ominously. “Mostly to not shy at gunshots.”

Son of a . . . Tom had seen the kid at that before he left, but had hoped Skyler was just thinking ahead when it came to what Sulky might need to be trained for in the future. But if his son had been at it nonstop, then pulled a vanishing act and left his chores behind, that spoke to something more ominous.

“And to top it all off,” she finished grimly, “his stuff is gone! His pack, his guns, his gear, and weeks worth of Sangue rations Brady gave us as thanks for our contributions to the town.” Her eyes darted to the corral. “I was just coming to see if Sulky was missing from the corral when I saw you were back.”

His frown deepened, and his worry spiked up another notch. Although he couldn't help but think that she should've led off with the kid's gear being gone; and sure enough, the little chestnut mare Skyler had taken as a replacement for Surly was nowhere to be seen.

“I'm guessing he went off hunting,” he said, trying to work some conviction into his tone. “He knows our food situation is still grim, even with the supplies we took from Emery.”

Kristy's expression showed she didn't believe that for a second. She was looking more panicked by the moment. “Which was why he took enough food to last him for more than three weeks? To go hunting?” She grabbed him by the head, staring into his eyes fiercely. “We need to find our son, Tom! Find him before he does something stupid!”

He rubbed her back soothingly some more, although it didn't seem to calm her any. “I will, Kris. I promise I will.” She opened her mouth, but he continued firmly. “You need to calm down, honey. You running around frantically in your condition isn't going to be good for you or the baby.”

She gave him an incredulous look. “You want me to sit back and relax, put my feet up, when Skyler's run off who knows where?”

“That's exactly what I want.” He hugged her tighter, kissing the side of her head. “I know it's not easy, but you need to let me handle this while you take care of yourself and the baby that's due any day now.”

He felt her tense in his arms, on the verge of pulling away, and kept going. “Kris, if Skyler did run off he wouldn't have done it without telling someone, or leaving a message. And if he comes back, it'll be to the retreat. So go back inside, look around to see if he left a note on his pillow. I promise I'll scour every square inch of the bowl valley looking for him, in case he hasn't left yet or had some other plan in mind. And I'll ask around with anyone he might've told his plans to.”

Tom started to guide his wife back to the retreat, but she stood firm for a second, once again holding his gaze fiercely. “Promise me, if he's gone you'll go right back out to get him.”

Just the idea of that made him want to pass out where he stood, even if it only earned him the sleep he'd get between here and the ground. But he was nodding before she finished speaking. “You didn't even have to ask, honey. If he's gone, of course I'm going after him.”

His wife nodded reluctantly. “I'll check his sleeping area again,” she whispered.

As she made her way back inside Tom turned and strode towards Camptown. There were plenty of people Skyler might talk to about his plans, but of them most were either already out fighting Sangue, like Brandon with the skirmishers or Fiona's brother Logan who was likely out with the volunteers chasing off enemy scouts, or they lived at the retreat and would surely already have told Kristy if they knew anything, or . . .

Or was a kindhearted young woman whose crush on Skyler was so obvious that only the kid himself seemed unable to see it, who'd become his closest friend since Lisa left. Which was why Tom's first stop was at the Knudsen clan's cabins.

They were all at breakfast, eating it outdoors on sawn log rounds at simple but well made tables. Communal eating outdoors was a habit just about everyone in the bowl valley followed, saving the cramped cabins they'd managed to build so far for sleeping, usually with every square foot of floor space packed with beds or just bedrolls.

Tabby, bless her heart, was one of the most guileless people Tom had ever met. The moment she saw him coming she immediately buried her face in her plate of food, but one look at her expression before she hid it made it glaringly obvious that she knew something. And when her wide blue eyes darted up to meet his as he strode up to where her family was eating, it was obvious she realized the jig was up.

“I promised I wouldn't tell his mom before he left!” she wailed. “But I didn't say anything about afterwards! I was going to head to the retreat right after I finished eating, I promise!”

Conversation around the tables stuttered to a halt as her parents, siblings, and various cousins and other relatives all turned to stare at her in complete bewilderment. Then their gazes shifted to Tom, worried and questioning.

“Where is he?” Tom asked gently.

The young woman looked away, tears brimming in her eyes. “He went out skirmishing,” she whispered, hugging herself miserably. “I didn't want him to go, I wanted to tell his mom and stop him, but I promised. I couldn't break a promise, especially not to h-” she cut off, face flushing. “I just couldn't.”

He closed his eyes as dread sank low in his gut. He'd had a feeling that's what Skyler would be doing, but he'd hoped he was wrong. Curse that reckless, headstrong boy. He was going to get himself killed.

His eyes snapped open at the very thought, and he grit his teeth. Not if he had anything to do with it.

The Knudsen clan's tables were scarce on menfolk, and even some of the womenfolk, who were out defending the valley. But old Henry Knudsen, Tabby's grandpa and the patriarch of the clan, just didn't have the good health to be out fighting, much as he obviously would've liked to be.

Even so, he pushed grimly to his feet, although not without some effort. “You need some help with this, Trapper?”

Tom shook his head grimly. “Should just be a matter of finding out where he's gone and fetching him.” Which might be easier said than done; he'd taught Skyler everything he knew, and the kid had some tricks of his own. Finding him in these mountains was going to be a real challenge.

He turned back to Tabby. “He say where he was going?” She shook her head, looking even more miserable, and he sighed. “All right. I'd best go tell Kristy what's going on.”

Leanne, Tabby's mom, gave him a sympathetic look and stood. “I'll bring some food around in a bit, help her out with cleaning and whatnot and make sure she's not exerting herself too hard.”

The two women were good friends, and it was possible Leanne might even be able to help calm his wife. Which Kristy was certainly going to need once she heard this news; Tom dreaded the prospect of telling her. “Thanks,” he said sincerely. He gave the family a hurried nod in farewell and rushed back the way he'd come.

As it turned out, Kristy didn't need him to tell her anything. Which in a way was even worse.

He found her slumped against the side of the retreat, surrounded by a protective group of concerned women: Fiona and Keri and the others Skyler had saved from Sangue who hadn't joined the fighting. From the looks of it, his wife was so sick with worry that she'd thrown up, and now sat curled in a miserable ball around her heavily pregnant belly, sobbing weakly.

The sight broke Tom's heart. He immediately rushed to her, the other women clearing a path so he could drop to his knees and wrap his arms around her. “Kris,” he said gently. “Oh Kris, honey.”

She just shook her head and buried her face in his chest.

Fiona, looking grim, handed him a small scrap of old paper. “We found this between his bed and the wall. Must've fell down there while we were searching.”

Tom took the paper with shaking hands, reading the few lines of his son's sloppy handwriting scrawled across it with charcoal:

 

“Dear Mom and Dad,

I'm going out skirmishing against Sangue. Don't worry, I'll be fine.

See you in a few weeks,

Skyler.”

 

It didn't say anything he hadn't already known, but the bald announcement still hit him like a punch in the gut. He opened his mouth to tell Kristy about Tabby's admission, then decided there was no need to further drag the poor girl into this, when she hadn't told him anything Skyler hadn't admitted to in this note.

Skirmishing, of all things! Sure, the kid had had his sights set on that ever since he'd helped Brandon with the training, but to-

Tom abruptly chuckled as reason reasserted itself over his panic. Brandon, of course.

His wife looked up and glared daggers at him. “You better have something amazing to find funny about this,” she said in dire tones.

He hugged her tighter, ignoring her attempts to shove him away. “Kris. How exactly do you think he's planning on skirmishing? The only thing he could do is go join up with Brandon, and you honestly think our friend would let him stay?”

“He better not,” Fiona muttered fiercely.

“Of course he wouldn't,” Tom said confidently. “He'll send Skyler right back home, even if he has to tie him hand and foot.” Kristy kept glaring at him, not seeming convinced. “This is good news. We know where he is, and he's headed to where someone we trust can make sure he gets back to us safely.”

“Brandon's skirmishers are out in the middle of Sangue patrols, running for their lives,” Kristy said sharply. “Even if Brandon sends him right back, our son is going to be in who knows what kind of danger just getting to him.” Tom opened his mouth to offer more reassurances, but she continued relentlessly. “Besides, you know our son. Who's to say if the skirmishers turn him away, he won't just go off on his own looking for trouble?”

Tom nodded, cursing silently to himself. He thought the boy had grown past this after everything that had happened. “I'll head out to Brandon and get him. Fingers crossed I'll catch him on the way there and bring him back before he even reaches them.”

“Good.”

He kissed his wife and started to hurry off, but her voice called him back. “I know you had no part in Skyler running off, Tom Miller. But you bring him home safe all the same.”

Oh, he planned to.

Exhaustion forgotten, or at least shoved into the back of his mind in the face of more important matters, Tom made his way to the corral and snagged Horse, getting to work saddling the stallion; Kristy's horse was one of the strongest mounts they had, and he needed to go fast.

About the time he had Horse ready to go, Fiona and Keri approached with some fresh baked bread, fresh churned butter, and some of the last batch of cheese, as well as enough Sangue rations to last him a couple weeks if he stretched them.

“Just in case,” Fiona said solemnly, helping him load his saddlebags.

Tom nodded his thanks. “Look out for Kristy for me,” he said quietly.

The young woman's eyes softened, and she patted his shoulder. “Of course we will,” she said, as Keri nodded firmly. “Her and the baby both will be fine. You just focus on bringing Skyler back.” She hesitated. “And give my love to Brandon if you see him. Look out for him if you get the chance.”

“I will, I promise.” He pulled himself into the saddle, adjusting his rifle on his back.

But rather than just haring off after Brandon, he decided he should at least check in with the valley's leaders. Which was why he headed back towards Camptown, this time to the storage and command buildings at the center of town.

They'd come a long way even in the few days Tom had been gone. He supposed everyone had a motivation to better secure the supplies they'd captured from Emery, and an even bigger motivation to properly organize the fighters with hundreds of enemy soldiers out there howling for blood.

He found Gray Tucker, onetime leader of the Grand Junction militia and now leader of the small group of refugees who'd escaped the destruction of that city, in a cabin that had been repurposed for coordinating the fight. He was meeting with Parley Mitchells, Camptown's leader, Brady Everett, the valley's quartermaster, and half a dozen other leaders of the combined group of volunteers, defenders, and militia fighters. Including Jonas; the lieutenant had apparently shrugged off exhaustion just like Tom had, if for a different reason.

“Trapper!” Gray called as soon as Tom walked in, looking relieved. “Figured you'd ignore the lure of some well-deserved rest and jump right back into things. And a good thing, too . . . your volunteers were running around like chickens with their heads cut off while you were gone.”

Mitchells looked displeased at that. Probably since he would've stepped in to lead the volunteers with Tom away. “There've been some snags getting everything organized under your leadership,” he protested mildly, “I wouldn't say it was as bad as that, though.”

“When we've got an army of bloodies sniffing around these mountains searching for us, and two groups out fending off incursions along with whatever chaos our skirmishers are stirring up, we can't afford to take our time getting sorted out,” Gray shot back. His gaunt features were more testy than the situation warranted; exhaustion and the strain of leadership the sheriff had explicitly told Tom he didn't want.

Tom could sympathize, but he didn't have time for this at the moment. “Can't say as I'm back,” he said. “I need to get back out there, track down Brandon. I just wanted to ask a favor before I go.”

Mitchells frowned, irritation shifting from the Grand Junction leader to him. “You quit leading the volunteers at some point without bothering to tell me?”

He had to remind himself that Camptown's leader was also under a tremendous amount of strain. “For the next several days, assuming you don't decide to do me a favor and fire me for good. My son's run off to go skirmishing, I need to find him.”

“He's run off again?” Mitchells demanded. He swore and slammed his fist down on the hand-drawn map of the mountains the little group was gathered around. “You can't run off chasing that rebellious little snot every other day when we've got certain doom hanging over this valley. Over the rest of your family.”

“Now hold on, Skyler's not a rebellious kid,” Brady said quietly. At their incredulous looks he shrugged. “Not by nature, at least. Just think about it, though. Remember what it was like to be that age, take all the emotions you feel right now and dial them up by a thousand percent to what a teenager feels.”

“And feeling things that strongly doesn't make teenagers rebellious?” Gray asked dryly.

The trader waved that away. “Trapper, we've all heard that kid having shouting arguments with you and his mom about wanting to defend the people he loves. Imagine that you felt that desire to protect your loved ones enough to scream at your parents, the people you love and respect the most, trying to make them understand.”

Tom flinched, thinking of his own parents, and the regime they'd taken the side of in his hometown during the shortages before the Ultimatum. Of his own shouted arguments with them, trying to convince them that what they were doing was wrong. “I want to protect my family pretty blasted hard,” he snapped, trying to keep the heat from his voice.

“No less than your son does,” Brady shot back. “And because you feel it so strongly, can you imagine letting anyone, even those you love and respect most, keep you from doing it? Then accept that as a teenager he probably feels that ten times harder.”

He opened his mouth, then shut it, pondering that.

“You've kind of put him in a bind,” the trader continued relentlessly. “He can't do what he feels he has to without disobeying his parents and even breaking promises. That's got to tear him apart. Eventually he might decide he's only got one option, to do what he can. What no one can stop him from doing.”

A solemn silence settled over the small room. Tom finally cleared his throat. “You might be right on a lot of those points. But you're wrong about one thing . . .” he turned for the door, jamming his hat onto his head, “I'm going out and bringing my son home.”

“Now hold on a second, Trapper!” Mitchells protested, hurrying to cut him off. Tom paused, scowling, but the former sheriff stood his ground. “I know you're worried for your boy, and it sounds like you've got good reason. But you are in charge of defense of this valley, and now's not the time to be running off.”

Tom struggled not to let his worry and impatience show. “You and Gray can handle things here. Did it well enough while I was chasing away those riders.”

Camptown's leader ground his teeth in frustration. “Be smart about this. You've got no idea where he even went, and there's a lot of mountains out there for him to disappear into. It won't help anyone to go wandering off blindly, hoping to run into him. On the other hand, if you organize properly, have the scouts and sentries keep an eye out for him, get word to Gerry and Gray's teams of skirmishers as they come in, you might actually have a hope of finding him.”

“Those are all good suggestions,” Tom agreed. “I'd be obliged if you'd do them for me while I'm out looking in the spots he's most likely to be.” Mitchells threw up his hands, face darkening beneath his battered old cowboy hat, but Tom continued resolutely. “It's my son, Parley. I need to go find him, bring him home safely, or I can't call myself any sort of father. I'm trusting my family to your care while I'm gone.”

After a few long seconds the sheriff's shoulders slumped. “You know I'll have our people keep an eye out for your son, Trapper,” he said quietly. “And I'll look after your family and the rest of the valley. But I think you're leaving when we need you most.” In spite of that he held out his hand, offering Tom a crushing handshake. “Find him quick and get back here, before the bloodies bury this region in soldiers and stumble across Camptown by pure luck.”

Most of the others stepped forward to also offer him their best wishes. Including, surprisingly, Jonas, who hadn't seemed all that interested in making friends the few times they'd worked together, including the last several days hunting the riders. Tom gave everyone a last nod, then strode outside and hauled himself back into Horse's saddle.

In his haste he hadn't even considered asking Gray and Mitchells to look for Skyler, so taking the time to talk to them had been good for that reason. And it turned out to be good for another reason, since it had delayed his departure long enough to run into an unexpected arrival.

Coming from the northwest, where the bowl valley meandered down to a larger valley below, he saw a figure trudging along who looked as exhausted as he felt. It was Meredith Ellison, one of the women Skyler had rescued from the Sangue camp at Joes Valley Reservoir.

She'd been out skirmishing with Brandon, which was why Tom immediately nudged his horse aside to meet the young woman. “Mer!” he called, hopping down from the saddle as she slowed to a weary stop. “What's going on? Are the skirmishers with you?”

She grimaced. “Guess that answers the question of whether Brandon's been able to get word back here,” she said. At his questioning look, she quickly explained the situation with ambushing the Sangue squads at the eastern edge of the mountains, and getting separated from the others.

“Last I saw they were leading the bloodies on a merry chase southwest,” she finished grimly. “I had a couple horsemen and a dog on my trail for a while, so I had to swing far north.” She grimaced. “That was a nightmarish few days, I'll tell you what. But I lost them after I managed to shoot the dog and went into some rough terrain where they couldn't easily follow on their horses.” After an almost guilty hesitation she shot him a wary look. “I made sure I'd shaken them before ever heading back to Camptown, I swear.”

He nodded absently, eyes turning to look out across the mountains east of them. Skyler was already gone, so Mer wouldn't have been able to tell the kid where Brandon was, or at least had been and should be now. Still, if his son was heading east to check the skirmishers' last known location, he'd encounter either Sangue scouts pursuing them, or their trail leading the enemy away.

Actually, this could be a good thing; Skyler would be off chasing trails for the next few days to catch up with Brandon, while Tom could head in the direction the skirmishers were going and intercept them.

Even with the kid's lead of a few to several hours, depending on how early he'd started out, Tom might be able to get to Brandon before him. He could be waiting for the rebellious little skunk when he arrived, drag him back to Camptown by the ear.

Or at least, sit his son down and have a serious talk with him, try to figure out some way Skyler could contribute to the fight without haring off on his own to hunt bloodies in the wild and getting himself killed. Some compromise that would probably leave both Skyler and Kristy furious at him and sullen with each other, but unable to agree on anything better.

He'd just had to marry into the most stubborn blasted family in Utah, hadn't he? Sighing, Tom turned back to Mer. “I'm guessing you came back so you could find a way to rejoin the skirmishers?” She nodded. “Well it looks as if I'm going after them myself . . . I know you're probably dead on your feet, but if you want you can grab a horse and come with me.”

The young woman's brow furrowed. “Why you looking for them?”

He shook his head grimly. “Chasing a runaway.”

Her expression of exhaustion sharpened into sudden interest. “Skyler?” He nodded, and she snorted in disbelief. “That kid . . . I owe him my life, and I'll always be in his camp for that. But even so, he needs a few good thwacks with a belt from where I'm standing.”

Tom couldn't help but be amused by that, since Mer was only a couple years older than his son but acted like there was a vast gulf in age between them.

Then her face clouded with sudden pain. “Although it's a bit hypocritical of me to say so, since if he hadn't bucked authority and snuck into that camp I'd still be-” she cut off with a violent shudder, looking away.

Tom looked away too, respectful of the haunted look in her eyes; he'd seen it from plenty of friends, courtesy of Sangue. A reminder that in spite of the girl's youth, she'd experienced more than her fair share of the world's horrors.

After fifteen seconds or so the young woman took a deep breath and turned back to him. “Anyway, what's he up to now?”

“It looks as if he intends to go out skirmishing,” Tom replied grimly. “Speaking of which, I don't supposed he mentioned any of his plans to you when we were attacking Emery, did he?”

Mer stiffened, disbelief turning to complete shock. “Wait, he was at Emery?”

Well, Tom supposed that answered that. Although her not knowing wasn't really too surprising, since Brandon's skirmishers had stuck with Brady to escort him and then cover his trail, while Skyler had laid low up until he saved Tom and Gray and his militia fighters the next day. So he quickly filled her in on what had happened in Camptown since the skirmishers had last had a chance to touch base.

Once he finished, she wearily rubbed at the side of her forehead. “So he snuck his way into that mess down south, and now he's running away? Forget a few thwacks, you need to drag him behind the woodshed and really tan his hide.”

“Guess I'll figure out the parenting once I find him,” Tom said, motioning for her to hop up on Horse so they could head back and pick up another mount for her. Exhausted as he was, he could walk a little farther to give the poor girl a chance to rest some more. “Sooner rather than later, if possible.”

Before the headstrong kid got himself killed.

 


Chapter Three

Warm Welcome

 

When the gruff sergeant from the group of soldiers that had intercepted Lisa's family had talked about New Bozeman, she'd kind of pictured it as being a lot like Emery. Except, well, new: roughly built cabins like people had been building in Camptown, and freshly plowed fields struggling to eke out a first crop, and refugees settling in to try to start a new life.

Well, the refugee part was true enough, but with everything else she'd been dead wrong.

New Bozeman was huge. Thousands of people, at least. Maybe nothing like Grand Junction had been, but compared to any other settlement she'd seen, all scratched out of whatever inhospitable terrain was left outside fallout zones left behind by the Ultimatum, it was a bustling city. So much so, in fact, that the hundreds of refugees lined up at a checkpoint outside, being painstakingly processed by soldiers like the Northern League ones who'd pointed her family this way, seemed like a small crowd in comparison.

And the place had cars, and streetlights, and other signs of technology that Lisa had actually never seen before, outside of junked ones in ruins. And the few electric lights Grand Junction had been able to scrape together, of course.

But a city planned and built to include that technology, rather than having it haphazardly added on here and there, was something Lisa had only had described to her by her parents, who'd lost that world before she was even born. And of course the soldiers had their guns and radios and everything.

It still wigged her out a little to see working vehicles and not feel a spike of terror at the Sangue monsters who had to be driving them. Or at least, not quite as much terror, and only until her rational mind could take over and remind her that these vehicles were friendly.

She hoped.

Her dad led the way, wary hand on his rifle, ready to meet any threat they might encounter on the approach to New Bozeman. Or in the Northern League city itself, if it wasn't as friendly as it seemed; her mom was especially fearful that in spite of the friendliness the soldiers had shown them. She seemed convinced that the moment they arrived at this place, their livestock would be stolen from them and they'd be lucky if that was the worst that happened.

Lisa didn't think so. Or at least, she hoped that wouldn't happen. After all, they'd encountered some more soldiers on the border into Northern League territory, and those men and women had been polite and respectful and even helpful as they pointed her family along to their destination a few days away.

Still, precautions were always a good idea; some of those refugees might be desperate enough to try something, after all, even though they were within view of the checkpoint.

With her dad ready to intercept trouble up ahead, that left her and her mom, who was holding her four-year-old brother Bryant in the saddle in front of her, to herd the livestock. Although they also held their weapons ready.

Thankfully, none of the refugees waiting to be let through the checkpoint seemed inclined towards cattle rustling. Or at least, not within stone's throw of a bunch of soldiers. And of course the entire group of refugees didn't immediately turn and come howling for their blood, the way Lisa's mom had seemed to fear they would.

Her family certainly drew plenty of attention as they came into view and approached at the meandering speed of weary livestock, and she saw a few hungry stares. Some more hungry than she would've liked, truth be told, but nobody tried anything.

That didn't stop her dad from stopping them a fair distance away from the huge crowd, looking a bit at a loss about what to do next. He obviously wanted to get in line, since cutting ahead just because they had animals was bound to irk those already waiting.

At the same time, any drover with five minutes of experience or a lick of common sense knew not to bring livestock close to crowds. The animals would get antsy, liable to bolt in all directions, and then it was no end of effort to get them back together. Even at this distance, the herds were already showing signs of nervousness at so many people nearby. Especially the goats, who were sneaking away behind the safety of the larger horses and cows. Lisa moved to cut them off, but this situation was going to get irritating at this rate.

Thankfully, some of the soldiers at the checkpoint took pity on them; maybe they knew enough about livestock to know that they didn't mix well with large crowds, and wanted to sort out the potential problem before dozens of horses, cows, and goats scattered into what already looked to be a chaotic situation in the line, further adding to the confusion.

Two men approached casually, taking no action that would spook the animals, and talked to her dad for a few minutes while Lisa and her mom focused on keeping the livestock from wandering. Then one of the soldiers raised a radio to his lips and spoke into it, not quite loud enough for her to hear what he was saying.

After half a minute or so of conversation, the man motioned to her dad and started off at a brisk walk, the other soldier keeping pace. Her dad, in turn, motioned for them to follow, and whistled and wheeled his horse to get the herds moving to the west, away from the refugees and the checkpoint.

Before long Lisa realized they were moving away from New Bozeman as well, and with a surge of concern wondered if there was a problem. If so her dad didn't look worried, although her mom certainly did.

As it turned out, the soldiers were just leading them to a nice pasture a stone's throw from the city, where they apparently had permission to graze their livestock.

That was a nice, familiar task, one Lisa could practically do in her sleep, and it calmed her nerves while they waited for someone to come process their request to enter the Northern League as refugees. She even had plenty of time to gawk at New Bozeman, admiring the clean, modern buildings and well fed, happy looking people, and trying to spot new and interesting technologies.

Before long two vehicles drove up to the pasture, one the usual League military truck painted in the standard grayish-gold color, the other a formidable looking car that even Lisa, who had no real knowledge of vehicles, knew looked nice enough it had to be carrying someone important.

She supposed their herds, humble compared to the Miller family's, were still large enough to warrant a warmer welcome than most destitute, desperate refugees received.

A few more soldiers piled out of the truck and car to join the two who'd escorted her family. They were obviously an honor guard, given the clear deference they gave the older man who finally emerged from the car. He was probably in his 40s, tall and rugged looking with neatly trimmed graying hair, and wearing some sort of dress uniform similar to what the other soldiers wore but fancier, with a few medals and a rank insignia she didn't know.

It wasn't a mystery for long, since the officer immediately approached her dad and offered his hand. “Major Crenshaw,” he growled.

“Bob Hendrickson,” he replied, shaking the older man's hand firmly, then motioned back towards where Lisa and her mom were still keeping the herd in check. “My wife Vicky, daughter Lisa, and son Bryant.”

Crenshaw did a bit of a double take at the sight of her brother's light brown skin, courtesy of his unfortunate origins, and then at her parents' comparatively pale complexions. But he didn't comment on it, simply turned towards the livestock.

“Well, I'm not going to beat around the bush,” he said, tone brisk. “Most folks we get coming north fleeing the Panteras don't have much more than the clothes on their backs, so anyone who can fend for themselves is a welcome sight. Needless to say, the Northern League offers your family its hospitality.”

“Thank you,” her dad said. “Panteras what you folks call Sangue up north?” Lisa nodded wordlessly at that, also wanting to know.

The major shrugged. “Sangue are part of the Panteras, or Panthers, regime. Sure, Panteras gave themselves a pretentious mouthful of a name once they seized power, but everyone still calls them that, even their own people.” He shifted impatiently. “Don't worry, you won't have too much trouble finding someone willing to tell you what information we have on the enemy. Later.”

“Later,” her dad agreed. He shifted uncomfortably. “Since we're not beating around the bush, what, ah, sort of taxes will the League be asking for?” He looked a bit resigned as he asked the question, and Lisa could understand why; even if the soldiers had been polite enough to not just steal their animals, the League was in the middle of a war and needed supplies.

Their price of entry into New Bozeman might end up being most of their livestock after all.

Crenshaw blinked. “The normal amount for all citizens,” he said slowly. “Usually deferred for new arrivals, at least assuming they're not well off and are having the expected trouble getting their situation sorted out.” He glanced at the livestock with a slight smile. “Doubt you'll be able to argue that point, but taxes aren't due until fall.”

“So you're letting us in without asking anything?” Lisa's mom asked, sounding equal parts relieved and disbelieving.

The older man coughed. “Well, I imagine you'll need to rent pastureland from the city. Aside from what you use today, which is gratis. It's not like good grazing land is exactly in short supply, though, as you're likely aware since you've been riding across it for long enough, so I'm sure the prices will be reasonable. As for settling your situation in New Bozeman, lodgings and the like, that'll cost you whatever it costs.”

Well, Lisa had to admit that was about the most generous offer they could've expected. Probably better than they would've gotten anywhere else.

Her parents seemed to agree. “Thank you,” her mom said warmly. “We can't tell you what it means to us to have a place where we'll be safe from Sangue. Any further generosity is more than we could've hoped for.”

Crenshaw shrugged. “Well, I'm happy to accept your thanks on behalf of the League.” He turned back to her dad. “Let's sort out some of the finer details of your arrival, the usual paperwork. Then you folks can get back to living your lives and prospering.”

The processing for their arrival to New Bozeman took about ten minutes, mostly just providing their names and where they'd come from and listing their assets and, if applicable, what assistance they might need in the way of food, medicine, or anything else. Something Lisa's family wasn't eligible for, of course, since they could afford those things on their own.

Then the soldiers packed up and headed back to their vehicles. But before walking away, the major paused to give them a solemn look. “I need to make one thing clear, just so you don't have any mistaken expectations.”

Lisa perked up at that, feeling a surge of dread. What could he have to say to make him take that ominous tone?

Her dad also seemed worried as he replied. “We're listening.”

The officer nodded once, curtly. “I'm sure you've already been told that the Northern League is reclusive. We take great pains to keep our existence a secret, and have almost no dealings with outside groups. That's a philosophy that's served us well ever since the Ultimatum, and we don't mean to abandon it now.”

He gestured vaguely towards the crowd of refugees still waiting to be processed. “We can't ignore the people who've come to us for help, in the wake of the Panthers' wave of terror down south. We sympathize with you, and we want to do what we can. But even for folks like you, who can support yourselves, our offer isn't a permanent one.”

Lisa's mom spoke up quietly. “You're saying you plan to kick us out at some point.”

Crenshaw hesitated. “Very likely,” he agreed, voice equally quiet. “Once the enemy's dealt with, if they're dealt with, it will be safe for you to return to your homes. We just want to warn you in advance that you'll probably be asked to do so when the war is over. Don't put down roots.”

Her dad looked weary but resigned. “Is there some way we could convince you folks otherwise? Earn our way in somehow?”

Another hesitation from the major, who looked distinctly uncomfortable about being the one to have to discuss this with them. “That's really not for me to say, I'm afraid. I encourage you to ask around, see what you can manage. Just . . . don't get your hopes up.” He glanced at Lisa and her mom, who was still holding Bryant. Whatever he saw in their expressions made him look away guiltily. “Sorry.”

Without another word he walked off.

* * * * *

After around two months of feeling like she was on the run, fleeing from Camptown into a dangerous world swarming with Sangue in vehicles who might swoop in at any minute, as well as bandits and desperate, possibly hostile refugees, and even townspeople in the communities they passed who might decide to rob them, Lisa was surprised at how uneventful settling into New Bozeman turned out to be.

The first step was securing the herd. Under most circumstances they would've made a temporary corral close to the pasture they were using, or even just kept watch during the night to bring in strays, until they could build something more permanent. But it didn't take a genius to realize that even though the Northern League seemed fair and decent, with so many displaced refugees wandering around, not all guaranteed to be good people, a bit of caution was wise.

Not to mention that crime was always a worry in even the most stable society, and even if the League did their best, it wasn't a stretch to assume that if a New Bozeman citizen decided to rob them, the authorities might be less interested in seeing justice done on behalf of strangers who'd come hat in hand, to the detriment of their own citizens.

So all things considered, her dad decided they should find a stable or corral and pay to house their animals there. Luckily, they found a friendly business who offered them decent rates, something that wouldn't impoverish them until they could find a better arrangement or build their own housing for their animals.

As for Lisa's family, they camped out same as they'd been doing this entire time. Until they could find a better arrangement, of course. And even with their livestock safely housed, her dad still insisted on them taking turns on watch through the night, same as they had while traveling north.

“It might even be more necessary now that we're around people,” he said grimly. “I hold out the hope that this place is as peaceful and safe as it looks, but that's no reason to let our guard down.”

So they slept in tents in the pasture they'd rented, and every morning and evening spent hours bringing their animals out to graze and then back to the corral. Lisa's dad left watching the animals to her and her mom a lot of the time, so he could get to work building a sturdy fence and basic enclosure for the herds.

When they weren't busy with the herds, her parents wanted to go into town and talk to people as much as possible. It wasn't just socializing; her mom had dairy products from their cows and goats to sell, and her dad wanted to find out more about what was going on in the war against Sangue. Or the Panteras, apparently.

Even beyond that, though, her dad wanted to make friendly with the citizens in New Bozeman so they wouldn't always have to be looking over their shoulders. If they could befriend people in the community, the community itself would include them in its protection. Beyond that, he also hoped that if the people of the city welcomed them, it would be easier to get a permanent invitation to stay.

From what Lisa could see, that might be a challenge. New Bozeman's citizens were friendly enough, but reserved. And they obviously had strong feelings about the influx of refugees; the reclusive nature of the League was reflected in its people, and having so many strangers around made them distinctly uncomfortable.

She wasn't sure it was a good thing or a bad thing that her family, better off than most and able to contribute to the community, were in a sort of halfway zone where people didn't consider them quite refugees, but didn't exactly welcome them with open arms, either. So the townspeople were more likely to speak unguardedly in front of them, even badmouthing refugees at times, as if forgetting that's what they were.

It led to some awkward silences when people remembered, which her parents did their best to gloss over.

Even though the citizens of New Bozeman didn't exactly accept her family without reservation, Lisa had to admit it was nice to be around other people again. People who were mostly friendly and, as far as she knew, had no interest in robbing and killing them. She'd forgotten how much she'd missed the socializing since leaving Camptown, especially since so much of her time had been spent isolated up on the ranch anyway, with just her family and Skyler's and whatever ranch hands were helping them at the time, aside from the occasional visit.

There were even kids to play with here!

They were friendly enough, mostly wanting to hear stories about what things had been like farther south, in what they called Sangue territory. Which she supposed wasn't entirely inaccurate, even if she hadn't felt like Emery or the nearby mountains belonged to the enemy. It actually surprised Lisa how many kids her own age there were. Girls who welcomed her into their groups, at least superficially at first, and boys who snuck peeks at her when they thought she wasn't looking, obviously interested.

Not that she paid any attention, of course, since her heart still belonged to Skyler; one of the main things that had kept her going on the lonely, fearful journey north was her hope that eventually the fighting would end, Sangue would be defeated, and she could go home and be with him again.

It would happen. She believed that with all her heart. She even thought about what it would be like to ride back into Camptown to find him waiting for her, the shock on his face changing to delight as he ran to pull her into his arms.

He'd been there for her when she needed him most, after Newpost. Those awful nights when she woke screaming from nightmares and fled up the steep slope to the winter lodge to rap quietly on the door, waking him from his nook right next to it and begging him to come out and sit with her so she wouldn't have to be alone in the dark.

Those quiet moments under the stars, the mountain valley near silent aside from the occasional late night noises, with his dark silhouette seated reassuringly next to her. Some of the most peaceful times in her life, in spite of the initial fear that led to them.

Lisa could guess Skyler had probably wanted nothing more than to go back to bed. In fact, he'd fallen asleep right there on the ground beside her more than once. But he'd never complained or even hinted that he wasn't perfectly content to sit with her all night if she needed him. More than all the other endless hours they'd shared, doing everything from caring for the livestock to hiking the steep mountain slopes together, those peaceful nights of quiet, steady support had formed a bond deeper than friendship.

Skyler had been with her through the worst time of her life. Which was why she knew that she could count on him no matter what happened, that he'd always be there for her. Even if neither of them were adults yet, she felt with her whole being he was someone she could someday spend her life with.

She missed him so much it hurt, and felt bad about how little she thought about him after so long apart. She still had the beautiful ring he'd given her before she left; her mom had helped her sew it into a hidden pocket in her coat, since even though valuables were pretty much worthless for trade these days people did still think they were worth stealing.

It was impossible for Lisa to take it out and look at it, but she often brushed her fingers across the hidden pocket, remembering the boy she loved and longing to see him again. Wondering if she ever would.

Another good thing about socializing was that, unsurprisingly, the main subject everyone wanted to talk about was the war against Sangue.

The Northern League was doing unexpectedly well, in spite of being massively outnumbered and outgunned, and only recently ramping up to any significant levels of refined fuel production. Part of that was due to the enemy invaders overplaying their momentum, pushing to take territory they didn't have the strength to hold. All the while experiencing determined, even vicious, resistance in occupied territory from people who knew they had no choice but to keep fighting.

Sangue had left them no choice.

Even so, the enemy's strength was terrifying in spite of the opposition. Grand Junction, the only real power between the Northern League and the encroaching invaders, had been pretty much a speed bump the moment the Panteras turned the full might of their army on the large trading city. The Panthers had likely expected to crush the Northern League with the same ease, even if that nation was larger and better supplied than anything they'd faced up to that point.

But even beyond being the only opposition the bloodies had run into that had access to comparable technology, the League had other advantages. One was the simple fact that due to their reclusiveness, nobody knew anything about them. Sangue could torture as many innocent people captured outside the League's borders as they wanted looking for information, but no one could tell them anything useful.

The invaders had no idea how much territory the League held, where their cities and military outposts were, or even really what their numbers were. For all they knew, they could've just ran smack dab into an empire just as powerful as their own, one spreading down from the north instead of up from the south.

Another advantage was that the Panteras hadn't reacted well to seeing their advance stopped dead in its tracks, all along the northwest States from the Pacific Ocean to the Great Lakes, more thoroughly and decisively than Grand Junction had ever managed. It was the first time they'd ever encountered real resistance, and their tactic up to that point in similar situations had been to simply throw more and more troops and equipment at the problem until it was crushed beneath the sheer weight of numbers.

That had been failing spectacularly for them against the League; they threw their troops into what must feel like a void, watching them get swallowed up no matter how great the numbers or overwhelming the heavy weaponry. Even tanks got stopped in their tracks.

“Pun intended,” Lisa's dad said, making her and her mom groan and roll their eyes, shushing him in their eagerness to hear more from the shopkeeper they were currently talking to.

Of course, while it may have seemed to the Panthers like their mysterious enemy was a void devouring all their troops with ease, in truth the fighting was taking a brutal toll on the Northern League. They came ahead in their victories, sure, but always at a steep cost. One they couldn't afford to bear the way the Panteras with their conscripted horde of soldiers could.

But the northerners fought on, determined to drive the enemy back, and even more than that to prevent them from causing any more suffering to innocents.

Probably the most incredible thing about the League, even more than the technology or the obvious prosperity or the fact that it had remained a secret from pretty much everyone else in the country since the Ultimatum, was that they actually knew what was going on with Sangue's origins. As evidenced by knowing enough to identify the main army and leadership as Panteras.

Everywhere else, the invaders from the south had been a baffling enigma to their victims. They made no attempts to communicate, or to negotiate aside from demanding surrender, or to explain anything about themselves. Even Lisa's own family, who'd been prisoners of the enemy (with horrific results that still gave her nightmares to this day), had learned practically nothing about them while being held captive.

But the League seemed to know a shocking amount from their intelligence gathering over the last several years. And even better, they were happy to share that knowledge with their people, so they knew just what enemy they were fighting.

First off, solving the mystery of how the invaders still had technology, from what League spies and prisoner interrogations had managed to learn, there'd been a BRICKS force en route to South America when the Ultimatum struck. Their initial mission had been to meet up with reinforcements in Brazil, and take advantage of the shortages that had hit the United States and other NATO nations to begin posturing against neighboring South American nations, pressuring them to join up with BRICKS. The ultimate goal had been securing Venezuela and its precious petroleum industry, further escalating the shortages most of the non-BRICKS nations were suffering.

The Ultimatum had changed that, and the small fleet of warships, transports, and aircraft carriers had been caught in the middle of the Atlantic when the nukes flew, obliterating most of the developed world. They'd been overlooked in the chaos, spared any targeted strike and out of range of the EMPs that had blanketed most of the world's landmasses.

In spite of that good fortune of escaping the horrific fate so many others had suffered, in a matter of hours the fleet's entire situation changed.

Their homes were gone. Their families were gone. Their commanding officers and civilian leadership and entire nations were gone. Their allies in Brazil were gone, as were most of the people in the countries they'd been planning to pressure to join them. Their enemies were gone, too.

All that was left was to survive and rebuild.

So they did. The combined task force of Russian and Chinese troops searched until they found a place in Brazil, one that was out of the path of any fallout and that could still sustain life, then began gathering survivors and rebuilding. Not much different from anywhere else, aside from the fact that they had technology still. That made it easy to quell any civil unrest in the populations they encountered, as well as giving them a chance to hunt out petroleum sources that hadn't been taken out by nuclear strikes, and begin production once again.

They called their new country Novo Patria, New Homeland, in honor of the predominantly Brazilian population they were gathering, and for several years things were looking good.

Then a group of South American insurgents calling themselves the Panteras, or Panthers, began agitating against the BRICKS military leadership. They'd most likely been remnants of a criminal cartel or syndicate, or perhaps several banding together.

They began spreading propaganda that Novo Patria was run by a dictatorial regime that had conquered Brazil and the nearby countries as they were struggling to put the pieces back together. That the soldiers from overseas had established themselves as overlords, living lives of leisure on the fruits of the South American people's labor.

From the sounds of it, that wasn't a completely unfounded accusation, since Novo Patria hadn't sounded like the most pleasant place to live even before the Panthers took over. Unfortunately, as part of their agitating the Panteras railed against the fact that Novo Patria showed no interest in pursuing vengeance against the enemies who'd nuked their countries. The faceless NATO leaders who'd doomed hundreds of millions of innocent people across the territory Novo Patria controlled, including loved ones that pretty much every survivor had lost, to death by nuclear blasts, radiation sickness, and starvation, and sent everyone else back to the Stone Age.

The Panteras had insisted that simply rebuilding wasn't enough; they were in a strong position, and it was time to turn that strength on their enemies. If their BRICKS overlords didn't agree, they needed to go.

The revolution had been long and vicious, and resulted in nearly all the BRICKS military forces being wiped out, along with most of their new families and a healthy chunk of their supporters. After that, the Panteras had done their best to channel the chaos and momentum of the revolution into invading the territories around them, those who'd refused to join Novo Patria but had up to that point had a peaceful relationship with the growing power.

That campaign of constant war was probably the smartest and stupidest thing the new regime did.

Smart, because ripping out the power structure in their country and replacing it with a brutal military dictatorship obsessed with war was causing Novo Patria to implode. The only way they were going to survive without an even sharper decline and more violent revolution, ultimately replacing their regime, was by essentially robbing their neighbors and enslaving them to serve as free labor.

It was stupid because once they started down that road if the war ever stopped, if the influx of resources and slaves from conquered territories ever dried up, that was the end of Novo Patria. The ensuing revolution would make Panteras' own look like a spring festival in comparison.

In the end, though, as Lisa's dad had been quick to point out, war is tremendously destructive even for the winners. The Militares Panteras and Sangue troops were forced to become more and more brutal as time went on to keep occupied populations in check. Which was the reason, even more than their desire for harsh vengeance on the citizens of the former United States, that they had begun killing everyone they encountered, rather than trying to enslave them.

Most of what Lisa learned about the enemy and their history probably would've been over her head, way, way over, but her dad was eager to learn about the enemies who'd cost their family so much. It was almost an obsession with him, and he went out of his way to find out everything he could, then discuss it with them. Extensively, and in detail, so she gradually came to know the ins and outs of the invaders from the south as intimately as she'd ever learned about what the United States had been like before the Ultimatum.

Even more so, in some ways, since Novo Patria and the Panteras were still around, while the United States had faded to almost a pleasant dream in most people's eyes. Although the Northern League had done their best to model their own government structure after the US and its Constitution, treating each town and city that joined them as a diminutive state in order to create a smaller scale country.

Including having many of the same requirements for “statehood” with prospective new communities.

What Lisa liked to hear more than the details about the enemy were the stories, gathered secondhand from soldiers and New Bozeman citizens, about the League scouts and spies who'd managed to sneak behind enemy lines to gather this information. Of what they'd found in Mexico and Central America and the things they'd learned from the people living under Panteras' harsh occupation.

Even more exciting was the fact that the League was taking steps to support resistance groups in those occupied territories, giving them information and arranging to smuggle in supplies and weapons to help them fight.

But for all that Lisa's dad spent so much time talking about the southern invaders around the campfire at night, she could tell that her mom really didn't want to discuss them. Didn't even want to be reminded of the animals who'd done such terrible things to her. But she didn't object to the discussions, and if her husband noticed her discomfort he showed no sign of it.

But the best thing of all about living in New Bozeman came a couple days after their arrival.

Lisa and her dad had been out all day grazing the herds, while her mom and Bryant had been in town visiting a few women she'd befriended among the citizens. They'd originally come around looking to buy fresh milk, a welcome source of prospective income for Lisa's family, and after an amiable visit had invited her mom to come visit them in town, and even promised to ask around to see if others were interested in buying dairy and other products.

“Although I doubt it'll take much asking,” one woman had joked as she gathered up the jug of goat's milk she'd bought and prepared to leave. “We've been making do well enough since we jumped into this war with the Panthers, but fresh produce has been harder to find, and more dear, since then.”

When it was finally time to bring the herds in, Lisa's dad asked her to stay at the corral they'd rented and look over the animals carefully while he went and fetched her mom and sister.

“Past time we checked on them more thoroughly,” he said into her reluctant expression.

“Can't I go get Mom?” she asked, trying not to whine. She wouldn't have minded seeing if any of her new friends were around, maybe sneaking a minute or two to talk to them. Even if she didn't, going into the city to find her mom beat running her fingers over the coats of a bunch of cows and goats and horses, checking for hidden injuries or ticks and other parasites.

Her dad chuckled, looking oddly cheerful. “I'll find some way to make it up to you.”

Grumbling, Lisa climbed into the corral and got to work as he hurried off. To her relief, it was only fifteen or so minutes before he returned to help her finish up. “Your mom took your brother back to camp to get started on dinner,” he said, eyes twinkling for some reason.

Lisa gave him a curious look. “What's going on?”

“Just another day in New Bozeman,” he said cheerfully. “Let's hurry up with this, I'm starving.”

Her dad seemed to mean it, too; they finished checking over the animals in record time, and were soon on their way back to the camp. Lisa noticed her dad sneaking glances her way, in a much better mood than usual, although he continued to cheerfully wave off her questions.

She found out why when they got back to camp, and found her mom bustling around the crude table her dad had made for eating. It was weighed down with delicious looking food, a feast compared to their usual meals, and obviously cooked on a proper stove and then brought back in covered dishes her mom must've borrowed. And to top it all off, under a clear glass lid dominating the center of the table was something that made her heart race.

It was a cake. A real cake, covered by rich dark frosting like Lisa had never seen before.

And suddenly, realization dawned. She hadn't paid much attention to the date, although she'd been vaguely aware it was August. Time must've flown faster than she realized, and it was now the 17th.

Her birthday.

She spun to face her dad, to find him grinning at her broadly. “Happy Birthday, sweetie,” he said, wrapping an arm around her and kissing the top of her head.

Lisa briefly hugged him back, then bolted ahead to throw her arms around her mom as well, leaving him laughing at her excitement as he followed. Even Bryant showed less of his usual reserve, laughing and enthusiastically hugging her around the legs so she nearly tripped and fell. She stooped to pick him up and kissed his little cheeks as he hugged her around the neck.

“A cake?” she asked her mom in wonder. “Did you make it today?”

Her mom nodded, smiling in delight. “I'll be honest, I was excited to try my hand at baking again,” she confessed with a laugh. “It was always so hard to find fresh eggs and sugar and good ground flour and all the rest when we were living back at the ranch, even when we were able to make the trip to Emery to shop. Not to mention chocolate.” She paused to look longingly at the confection in front of them. “Especially the chocolate . . . I haven't had a chocolate cake since before the Ultimatum. Maybe even before the shortages.”

If Lisa hadn't already been aware that this was something special, that would've tipped her off. With a pang, she realized where that chocolate had to have come from; her mom and probably her dad too must've saved their chocolate bars, the ones that gruff sergeant had given them, and donated them so she could have this cake.

That made her feel guilty about how she'd devoured the first bar from the soldier, and over the last week had steadily eaten the second. So she gently set Bryant down to hug her mom tight again, then threw herself into her dad's arms as he joined them. “Thank you,” she whispered.

Her mom rubbed her back fondly, while her dad chuckled. “It's not every day my little girl celebrates turning fourteen,” he said.

Lisa magnanimously decided not to protest being called little, when she was only a few years from being an adult.

The only thing that could ruin this moment was that Skyler wasn't here to share it with her, or Trapper or Mother Kristy or Molly or Logan or the Gerrys or Tabby or the rest of her friends back in Utah. But even so, for the first time in a long time she felt like her family really might have a hope for a decent future.

In the Northern League, of all places. Somewhere she hadn't even known existed a week ago.

She settled down at her usual spot at the table, grinning up at her family. “Well, I'm starved. Let's eat!”

 


Chapter Four

Snake in the Grass

 

Skirmishing was not a particularly honorable way of fighting. Something Brandon had made very clear to his people right from the start.

They did everything in their power to keep the enemy off-balance and constantly looking over their shoulders, wondering where the next blow would land. They attacked the bloodies while they marched, while they slept, while they ate, while they relieved themselves. They focused on hitting officers, radiomen, anyone who looked as if they had tracking skill, and of course dogs and horses.

They laid traps, sometimes something as simple as sharpened wooden spikes hidden beneath loose pine needles, or trip lines where the undergrowth was thickest to slow the enemy down and make them brace for a followup attack. They burned tents and supplies using rags soaked in gasoline from a single precious container of the stuff taken from the supplies captured from Emery, tied to crossbow bolts shot by their few hunting crossbows, or around rocks loosed from slings that none of them could aim accurately.

Their constant attacks over the last several days had taken their toll on the Sangue squads. The enemy was exhausted, demoralized, eating on the march and constantly trying to stay behind cover. They put a ludicrously large number of sentries on watch at night, and posted them farther and farther away from the camp. At least until Brandon, Andy, and a few of the other most daring skirmishers began sneaking up and picking off vulnerable sentries in the dark, then melting back into the night.

All in all, the skirmishers might have accounted for anywhere from a dozen to twenty bloodies, many of them wounded who had to either be left behind or escorted out of the mountains for extraction.

Brandon opted to leave the wounded alone, less out of ethical considerations than because seeing their injured buddies being ignored the moment they dropped out of the fight might encourage others to decide they were too injured to fight as well. Not to mention that treating injuries would slow the bloodies down and bleed off their numbers.

Unfortunately, the attacks had taken their toll on his people, too. In spite of their best efforts, Zeke Clay got hit in the head by a stray shot during an ambush. There was no choice but to leave his body behind, hoping that the infuriated and bitter enemy would leave it alone.

It was a vain hope; he didn't like to think about what the bloodies ended up doing to the corpse of his friend, in an attempt to demoralize his skirmishers and possibly anger them into doing something stupid. He was just grateful that at least Zeke hadn't been caught alive.

Far from goading his people into mindless rage, though, it had lit a cold fury in them that burned to this day, making it easier to continue to do what they had to in spite of exhaustion, grief, and the weary stain on their souls from inflicting such fear and suffering.

Even on monsters like Sangue.

Not long after that, Evan Sheffield had taken a bullet to the shoulder. Not serious enough to risk his life, fingers crossed, and he could still move well enough to get away. Brandon had sent the young man and his sister Toni back to Camptown for treatment, telling Toni to try to find Mer while she was there and return. Ideally with any reinforcements Trapper might want to send their way.

In spite of the success Brandon's skirmishers had enjoyed in diverting the enemy away from the bowl valley, and bleeding them of strength and exhausting and demoralizing them, the last several days had taken their toll on his people as well. The strain of being constantly hunted by a superior force, combined with the knowledge that there were more enemies out there, was weighing heavier and heavier on their shoulders.

His skirmishers desperately needed a break, a real chance to rest without worrying that there were enemies hot on their heels slavering for their deaths. A break they couldn't take as long as they had to lure the bloodies away from Camptown, keeping Brandon from even considering disengaging and trying to vanish into the mountains unless it was absolutely necessary.

He didn't want to stop, but he was afraid if he didn't, and soon, his people would make a mistake and they'd be caught and wiped out. That wouldn't help Camptown any, either.

As the days had dragged by, Brandon had harbored the hope that Sangue would break first. That they'd give up their pursuit and withdraw in another direction, giving his skirmishers a chance to catch their breaths before getting back to harassing the enemy, this time as the mouse chasing the cat. A more advantageous position for his people to be in.

In fact, without that pressure he might finally be able to get back in touch with Camptown, possibly even arrange with Trapper for a larger ambush to wipe these squads out or chase them out of the mountains again entirely.

Unfortunately, the bloodies seemed to know that too, and they refused to give up the chase. Which was why, after close to a week of skirmishing with the enemy, assuming he hadn't gotten the days mixed up in this eternal, exhausting conflict he'd dragged his people through, he decided to take a chance.

The merry chase he'd led the bloodies on had taken them meandering in the direction of Trapper's ranch, then past it deeper into the mountains to the west. Far from the area east of Camptown where he'd told Brady he'd be skirmishing, but hopefully Gray and Trapper had plenty of sentries and scouts out in that direction just to be safe.

In any case, he was now in territory he was very familiar with: a series of steep, narrow ridges and valleys like a heavily wrinkled blanket, many shooting off in all directions rather than in the generally north-to-south lines the terrain ran along in these mountains. It was an ideal spot to make good their escape if necessary, which was why Brandon had led his people here.

He'd had a stronger and stronger feeling as the days went by that it was past time to get gone.

Beforehand, however, he wanted to deliver one last solid punch to the bloodies. Maybe even knock them reeling after all, send them retreating back the way they'd come or towards Trapper's ranch and territory they held more securely.

It was a good time for that, he felt, since his skirmishers had been doing more and more running and less and less hitting with every passing day. Also, the bloodies had begun diverting less effort to trying to catch up to his people, and more to simply staying on their trail and fending off their increasingly infrequent attacks. Maybe hoping he'd lead them back to Camptown, accidentally or in desperation.

The main reason to really hit them now, though, was that Brandon knew of a spot where his people could ambush the enemy from well concealed positions, really get in a few good volleys and try to account for more than one or two of them. Then, assuming Sangue didn't finally break and run off, they could take trails he knew like the back of his hand and rabbit.

Fully disengage, hopefully in a way his exhausted, demoralized enemy couldn't follow.

Then sleep. Get a proper meal. Not be constantly shaking off the tremors from the last deadly conflict, or the dread of planning ahead to the next one. He knew he'd never be able to truly rest, truly be done with the fighting and go home to his wife and son, not as long as there was a single enemy in the mountains around their new home.

But it would be nice to stop for a day. Even half a day.

With the way the enemy squads had spread out in an umbrella to pursue them, almost as if they were herding the skirmishers west but more likely to prevent them from slipping away to run or hit them from a different direction, there were only so many places Brandon could've staged his ambush anyway. Luckily the spot he'd picked out was in their path, only a few miles ahead.

They reached it just before noon, a narrow ravine between two steep slopes that were both hard to traverse. He knew a trail that made it easier, allowing them to hurry ahead of their pursuit to the opposite ridge, where thick trees and rocky outcroppings made ideal cover for an ambush. Brandon could spread his people out along that ridge, and they could wait until Sangue had picked their way down the far slope and were out in the open, vulnerable to targeted fire and with no quick retreat route.

On the other hand, if the bloodies decided to try to go around the area, Brandon and his people could either shadow them along the far ridge, ready to open fire the moment they exposed themselves on the slope. Or, if it went that way, let the bloodies take a few hours finding a safer spot to continue westwards.

Which would give the skirmishers plenty of time to make good their escape.

They rushed along the trail, moving low and keeping to cover where possible but not allowing it to slow them down too much; they only had precious minutes to get in place and prepare their ambush. Exhausted as they were, going down the first steep slope was treacherous and up the second was absolutely brutal.

Brandon was panting like a bellows and stumbling on rubbery legs as he ducked behind an outcropping on the western ridge. He hastily gathered his ten remaining skirmishers around him, forcing them to stay on their feet when some, mainly Neal, tried to collapse to the ground.

“All right, folks, it's time to give these bloodies a last present and then disappear,” he wheezed. “I want to seriously hit them this time, try to break them and make them run, and then we withdraw and try to get away clean. No more dancing around trying to keep them on our trail to lead them away from Camptown, it's time to disappear. Then we'll finally have a chance to get some much deserved rest.”

A chorus of relieved groans burst from his exhausted skirmishers. Brandon gave them a few moments to contemplate that, then quickly laid out his plan of attack. When he was finished he clapped his hands briskly. “That's it, then. Spread out, teams twenty yards apart. Reina, your team is farthest north. Pine, yours next, then Ray's, then me and Andy.”

With one of his people down and three more hopefully regrouped back in Camptown, he'd had to rearrange the teams a bit, leaving three teams of three and him and his friend to make a fourth. Hopefully, eleven people with automatic weapons captured from the bloodies would be enough to send up to four times their number of enemies either cowering or fleeing.

It hadn't worked so well for Trapper in some engagements, in spite of having closer to even numbers; Sangue troops were well trained, disciplined, and bloodthirsty as anything. It was hard to catch them by surprise, and even if you managed it they recovered quickly.

But his people were well trained too, if less experienced. And they didn't have a bunch of recruits dragged into fighting before they were ready, who would break and run at the first sign of trouble and completely wreck the ambush. He also hoped that they'd managed to wear the enemy down enough to make victory possible, and their superior position and striking at the right time would make the difference.

If not, things could go bad fast.

“Scope out an escape route first thing, then find a good firing position,” he continued grimly. “You know the signals for when to open fire and when to withdraw.” He leaned forward to clap a few of the nearest people on the shoulder, then nodded sharply. “Get going.”

As the others hurried away, keeping the ridgeline between them and view of their enemies to the east, Brandon led the way south with Andy following close behind.

“I'm all for getting in a good ambush,” his friend said quietly, “but how far do you want to take this? We're not here for pitched battles.”

“Just long enough to see if this is the straw that breaks the camel's back for our pursuers,” he replied. “Believe me, I'm giving the signal the moment things don't look to be going our way.”

“I say we should've just used your knowledge of the terrain around here to get away clean, then finally taken the opportunity to pass out,” Andy grumbled. But that was the last he said about it.

Brandon found a good outcropping, swathed on either side with thick underbrush that was perfect for seeing through while remaining unseen. He and his friend briefly conferred on an escape route, Andy deferring to his familiarity with the area. Then they split up to take positions north and south of the outcrop, shimmying into the bushes and preparing to fire.

Once Brandon was set up with his rifle firmly planted, and he'd confirmed that his scope wasn't obscured by leaves and offered a good view of the valley below and the far ridge, he settled down to wait for the enemy.

He was unexpectedly nervous, going into this. It wasn't anywhere close to his first fight, of course, and in some respects that's all he'd been doing for the last few weeks, either fighting or preparing to fight. But at the same time, after following the strategy of hitting the enemy with the plan to immediately bolt, even if there was a possibility to inflict further damage with minimal risk, led to a certain mindset.

Getting ready to dig in and really try to gun down as many of the enemy as possible, only fleeing if forced to, required an unexpected effort to switch mental gears.

At least he didn't have to worry about whether or not Sangue would see the narrow valley and avoid the potential vulnerable terrain, since only a couple minutes later he saw the first enemy scouts appear on the far ridge. After another minute or so they began easing their way down, while more and more bloodies followed them onto the steep slope, spread across over a hundred yards in loose lines bolstered by a screen of scouts and flankers.

Brandon waited until the scouts were nearly to the bottom of the slope, and Sangue soldiers were still creeping up over the ridge and making their way down, before taking aim on a man in the line near the front. He was already picking out his next target, the soldier just north of the first in line, as he pulled the trigger.

His shot was the signal to open fire, reinforced by the shriek from the Sangue he'd shot and cries of alarm from the others. Then ten more rifles along his ridge, some distant enough to be slightly muted, began popping off their own shots.

He got off half a dozen shots on as many men, a few missing as the enemy sought cover or simply hit the dirt, before pausing to shift positions. As he did so he assessed the situation and picked out new targets. From what he could see things were looking good; the enemy squads were returning fire, a deafening thunder of automatic weapons chewing up the ridgline he was on, but many had yet to find good cover.

Unfortunately, after that good start was when things went terribly, terribly wrong.

Brandon had just opened fire on a new bunch of targets, soldiers sprawled on a grassy slope hoping that a smaller profile and their body armor would protect them. From the angle he was firing from, and at a steep slope no less, he was cutting through them like winter wheat, getting a couple shots into each and focusing on hitting around the body armor.

He was about to shift locations again, maybe swap out for a full magazine, when he abruptly paused to listen as the roar of gunfire around him seemed to double in intensity. He felt the hairs on his neck starting to rise, some six sense telling him this was a seriously bad thing.

Were they echoes, bouncing back from the opposite slope? It almost sounded like the gunfire was coming from behind them.

It didn't take long to determine that those weren't echoes, and his ears hadn't deceived him; someone was shooting from farther west, on the slightly higher ridge across the gully behind them. Before he could decide what to do about this unexpected development, he heard a familiar woman's voice screaming in agony from the direction of Neal's team farther north, abruptly cut off. It was almost immediately followed by the bartender yelling Reina's name.

That wasn't the yell of someone calling for help for a loved one. That was pure grief and loss, and Brandon's gut clenched. For critical seconds he sat there staring when he should've been acting, frozen in disbelief.

How? They'd been keeping a watch on the bloodies, and certainly would've noticed if enough of them had snuck off to make that much noise behind them. On the other hand, he hadn't scouted this area the way he should've, there just hadn't been time. Although he'd at least looked over the surrounding terrain as they planned their escape route, enough to reassure himself that there wasn't a single thing larger than a rabbit besides them and their enemies to the east moving anywhere within sight.

Unless of course these newcomers had known exactly where the skirmishers were. The bloodies had radios, something he'd tried to plan around, but that wasn't always easy to do since he'd never really used a radio. He just didn't have enough experience with them to properly consider them tactically.

Was that why the squads pursuing them had acted like they were herding his people this way? Had they called in another nearby force to the west, one that had been moving to intercept them beyond the ridge west of them, and in the face of Brandon's attack had moved to ambush the ambushers?

He cursed himself for the world's biggest fool. They'd been skirmishing with this group for long enough that he should've expected the bloodies to do something. They weren't idiots, in fact were frighteningly professional and adaptive, and it was only a matter of time before they tried, say, the oldest trick in the book, herding their prey towards a trap.

He began backing out of his sniping position, putting fingers to his lips to blow the signal for everyone in earshot to get the blazes out of there, covering each other as they went. They'd have to flee along the ridge, and most likely the teams farther north would decide to split up and go that way to maximize their chances for escape.

As he started picking his way south along the ridge, doing his best to find cover from both east and west and ducking bullets whipping past with every step, Andy caught up to him. “We're going south?” his friend demanded, giving him an incredulous look. “We're just going to split off from Neal and the others, after Reina's obviously been hurt and needs help?”

Brandon shook his head grimly, while urgently motioning for the man to keep up. “There's around two squads of bloodies we know about, and however many are west of here. Only a few of them need to maneuver around us to pin us down, and Neal and his people have that same narrow window to escape in the opposite direction. We need to get out, make sure Ray's team make it too if they followed us . . . until we get free ourselves there's nothing we can do for anyone else.”

Andy didn't like it, that was obvious, but he nodded grimly as they continued on.

Bullets whined around them, forcing them to scramble on all fours with the clumsy speed of the truly desperate. Brandon slammed against trees, scraped his hands on bark, skinned his knees on fallen logs, and at one time nearly gouged his eye out on a tree branch. All the while expecting a stray shot to slam into him, with his luck probably hitting something not protected by his body armor, and put him down for good.

Like Reina?

He couldn't let himself think of her, or his crushing guilt for leaving her and the rest of his people behind. They'd trained for this, they'd planned extensively for what to do if things went wrong, and the number one priority for each team was to get out, only covering their teammates. As for other skirmishers, if they were in sight and obviously in need of assistance of course help them, but only then.

Sitting around looking to see if someone needed help was a great way to end up shot yourself, or hunted down and captured. Callous as it felt, that wouldn't do anyone any good; they just had to trust that their teammates had their backs, and that the other teams were skilled enough to get out.

So he scrambled, not even trying to return fire and focused solely on getting himself and his friend out.

* * * * *

Tom could tell he and Mer had run into a real mess the moment he heard the gunfire in the distance to the west. Lots and lots of gunfire, and it showed no signs of stopping anytime soon.

They'd been following the trail of the bloodies who were supposedly pursuing Brandon's skirmishers, ever since finding it a day or so ago. Tom was actually a bit surprised how quickly they'd caught up to the enemy, even on horseback; skirmishers and bloodies alike must've run themselves ragged over the last week or so.

Not that he was doing much better, or Mer for that matter. Without Horse and Mary to do most of the heavy lifting in their hasty journey, they would've been stumbling along in pure exhaustion just like the people they were trying to find.

“Come on,” he hissed to Mer, nudging Horse into a trot to the south. He was assuming Brandon would try to lead the enemy away from Camptown as a first priority, which meant they'd be heading southwards if they had to flee whatever trouble they were in. With any luck he and Mer would be able to circle around the forty or so Sangue soldiers between them and their friends, and hopefully find an opportunity to help.

Although he hoped Brandon could manage to get away on his own, and all Tom would have to do was accompany his friend as they made good their escape. Two more guns wouldn't make that much difference in a fight, and the bloodies had already proven decisively that they knew how to use numbers to their advantage.

Even fighting even odds was a dubious prospect.

“Where are we going?” Mer demanded, urging Mary up alongside him. That was a risky move on the steep slope they were on, just one of many in this wrinkled blanket of a terrain, but the young woman's anger and panic were understandable.

Those were her friends down there. Then again, they were Tom's, too, and his son was possibly mixed up in this mess as well. Which was why his tone was more curt than it strictly needed to be when he replied. “Circling around the bloodies we've been trailing so we can help our friends.”

Mary snorted in mild alarm as a hoof slid on the slope, but Mer stubbornly kept up with him. “That might take too long!” she protested. “What if we hit the bloodies from behind, draw some of the heat off the skirmishers?”

For one thing, they weren't even sure the fighting up ahead was the skirmishers. Or at least Brandon's group. Considering the location and what Tom knew it seemed almost certain, but assumptions could be dangerous. For all he knew another group of refugees like Gray's people had made their way into these mountains, and that's who the bloodies were fighting.

Which was beside the point. “Better to take a few extra minutes to move to a position where we can help whoever's fighting up there, and also meet up with them if they manage to get away.”

“What if Brandon and the others don't have a few minutes?” she muttered.

Tom paused, ears picking up a decrease in the firing up ahead. Not by a whole lot . . . maybe a dozen or so weapons. As in Brandon's skirmishers breaking away from the fighting while Sangue kept shooting at them?

Biting back a curse, he urged Horse to the fastest safe pace on this slope, holding his rifle ready for use. Either to peer through the scope in search of the enemies ahead, or to return fire quickly if they came under attack.

After a few more minutes of tense riding, Tom caught sight of figures ducking from cover to cover on the ridge up ahead: Sangue soldiers, making their way south shadowing someone the next valley over. They were the source of the gunfire Tom continued to hear, or at least part of it since he heard more coming from farther north, and still more from farther west. Much farther, probably not the next slope over.

Had Brandon managed to get himself pinned between two enemy forces? If so, he was in bigger trouble than it had seemed. And it had seemed pretty blasted bad.

“Now?” Mer hissed. Her rifle was already braced against her shoulder, and she was maneuvering Mary to give her a good angle for shooting.

Tom looked around, then guided Horse behind a low rise and dismounted. The young woman with him eagerly hopped off her horse as well, joining him looking over the rise. “The moment we start shooting, those dozens of soldiers are going to be after us just as hard as Brandon and his people,” he whispered. “So make the shots count, then get ready to bolt.”

She nodded, face pale but expression determined, even fierce. “Let's kill some bloodies.”

Tom's priority was giving the skirmishers some breathing room so they could get away, but at the moment the two went hand and hand. So he aimed for one of the darting figures a hundred or so yards to the west, anticipated his movement, and squeezed off a shot at his lower back. The man dropped with a shriek of surprise and pain, but Tom was already shifting aim for another figure. Beside him he heard Mer join in at a slightly slower rate.

The nearby Sangue troops all ducked behind cover as if they thought the shots had come from Brandon's people, which left their backs exposed to Tom and Mer for several more critical seconds as they downed a few more people.

Finally, he saw soldiers beginning to figure it out, pinpointing the source of their gunfire through the deceptive echoes. They began to shout and find new sources of cover, turning to return fire.

Tom shot at a leg visible around a fallen log, not sure if the enemy yanked it back behind cover because he hit it or the man realized it was exposed. But he got his notice that it was time to go when he heard the whine of a ricochet off a nearby rock, loud and close enough to make the hairs on the back of his neck stand straight up.

He ducked down and started to shimmy down the rise, then paused when he realized his companion was still up there blasting away at the bloodies. “Mer! Let's go!”

She reluctantly slithered back and joined him as he ran in a crouch back to their horses.

They rode hard south down the valley, their surefooted mounts picking their way over difficult ground with impressive speed. It helped that he knew this area almost as well as the ranch valley, and Horse and Mary had been all over it. Tom watched their back trail the entire time, in case the enemy was more daring in pursuing them than any sane person would be, but he didn't see anything.

That didn't mean there was nothing there, so he wasted no time skedaddling and hunched low over Horse's neck to make himself a worse target.

At a high vantage a bit south by southwest of their position, Tom had them pause to scope out the terrain between them and where he thought the skirmishers would be. He caught his first sight of Brandon alive and well, moving along a ridgeline at a stumbling run while moving from cover to cover, and not even trying to dodge the sporadic gunfire coming their way from both east and west.

The sight of the young man was a huge relief, although tempered by the fact that Tom only saw three other people with him; where were the rest of the skirmishers? Had they been separated, forced to flee north while the others fled south?

If so, there wasn't much Tom could do for them now. He didn't like it, but all he could do at the moment was do his best to get these four skirmishers to safety.

Speaking of which, he was also able to see the Sangue pursuing him and Mer, as well as those chasing Brandon's group: maybe ten just north of Tom and his companion, hot on their trail, ten to the east and northeast of the skirmishers, and ten to the west and northwest of Brandon's group. The nearer groups of soldiers looked just as exhausted as the skirmishers, slowly falling behind, but the ten to the west were really hounding Brandon and his people hard.

Well, that made picking targets a bit easier. “Focus on the nearer group gunning for your people,” he told Mer, dropping behind a rock and setting his rifle's bipod for a solid mounting. “I'll get the guys on the other side.”

The young woman shot him a dubious look as she found her own covered firing position. The group she was targeting was roughly two hundred yards away, a fairly easy shot for Tom but probably stretching the limits of her abilities in combat conditions. The ones he was going after were over four hundred yards away.

Moving targets, half seen while ducking from cover to cover, and difficult to see even with the scope. Not to mention having to account for wind, bullet drop, and the fact that his scope might not be perfectly calibrated. Although that last was less of a worry, since Tom knew his weapon well and maintained it carefully.

This time Mer was the first to open fire, while Tom was still lining up his first shot. It missed, less due to his own poor aim and more to the man dodging at the last second, probably after hearing Mer's shot. He bit back a curse and fired again, hitting another man in the torso. In the body armor, although at least it stunned the soldier and temporarily took him out of commission.

Tom kept up his shooting for longer than was strictly safe, confident that his cover protected him from the nearer two groups of enemies, while the bloodies he was aiming for were far enough away that they'd have trouble matching his accuracy. He also shifted a couple feet to the side halfway through emptying his magazine, just to be safe.

Mer also kept up her shooting, at least until she suddenly yelped in shock, then began cursing frantically. Tom whipped his head around, then scooted backwards enough that he could see the young woman. She was clutching her upper arm, face pale as she watched the bright scarlet blood streaming from between her fingers.

He cursed as well and abandoned his firing position, helping drag the young woman back to safety. As she hissed panicked breaths from between teeth clenched in pain he pulled off his belt to yank tight around her arm above the wound, hoping it wasn't too high up for a tourniquet.

It wasn't; the stream slowed to a trickle, and he hastily yanked a roll of clean bandaging from his belt pouch and began wrapping it tight around the wound over her sleeve. Mer whimpered in pain as he worked, looking even younger than her seventeen years with her huge, frightened eyes looking up at him in search of reassurance.

“You should be fine,” he said gently. “Let's get out of here, get some distance from the bloodies so we have time to properly care for this. Can you ride?” From her uncertain look it was obvious she wasn't sure, but she nodded grimly and let him help her to her feet.

Tom got her up in Mary's saddle, then scrambled over to Horse and hauled himself up. He led the way off the high vantage point, pushing due south; his last view of Brandon had been of the young man leading his group with all speed south along the ridge, pulling ahead of their pursuers as Tom and Mer slowed them down.

They weren't out of the woods yet, but as long as the fresher group of bloodies wasn't recklessly aggressive in their pursuit, Tom was confident he could meet up with the skirmishers and get them to safety.

He hoped.

 


Chapter Five

Headstrong

 

It was all his fault.

Brandon had played with fire, spending that long luring the bloodies to follow his skirmishers. He should've known he was asking for trouble, that it was only a matter of time before the enemy did something to make him regret his reckless overconfidence. Especially when they'd eased up their pursuit to just dogging his heels, not trying to surround or catch his skirmishers or do anything but keep them moving in a predictable direction.

What had he been thinking? Sangue had all the advantages here, between numbers and radios and literally holding every square inch of land outside the mountains with their vehicles, and probably a healthy chunk of the mountains along dirt roads. Trapper had gotten the volunteers to take out the roads near Camptown when it first seemed like Sangue might become a threat, but they were still there up to the point they'd been taken out.

And easily fixable, for that matter; the enemy had plenty of slaves to make it happen, if they were so inclined. And given how ticked they must be about the raid on Emery, it was safe to say at this point they were.

Brandon had underestimated Sangue, in spite of all the evidence of how dangerous they were. Thanks to that Mason was dead, confirmed by Ray when the older man's group caught up to them. Reina was either critically injured or dead judging by Neal's cry of grief, and the other two teams were missing and possibly in even worse condition than his group.

Assuming he survived to the end of the day, he was going to have to live with his mistake for the rest of his life. Same as the friends he'd lost on that disastrous trip to take out Highway 29, also because of a mistake he was solely responsible for.

If there was a small silver lining to their current situation, it was that the ridge they were on was easier to traverse than the terrain their pursuers were struggling across. That, plus the unexpected aid of a couple shooters up on that high hill to the northeast, made all the difference; over the next half hour or so of stumbling, nightmarish running, struggling to keep rubbery legs moving beneath them while bullets flew all around, they finally got enough of a lead that the pursuing bloodies stopped firing.

Miraculously, none of them had been hit in that frantic pursuit. Even so, Brandon didn't allow his people to slow down in spite of the fact that it finally seemed over. If they did, it would only be a matter of time before the bullets started flying again.

On the other hand, they might drop dead if they kept this pace up for too much longer.

Still, they labored on, tripping over rocks and slamming into trees and bushes, panting like bellows. Ray, face ashen, even dropped to his hands and knees and emptied his guts, and Brandon had to practically drag him back to his feet and carry him under one arm for a dozen stumbling steps.

It was only a few minutes after that when their benefactors caught up with them, riding familiar horses. Brandon had been expecting it to be Toni, back from ferrying Evan to Camptown for medical treatment with Mer in tow, but he should've realized the siblings wouldn't have been that quick about things.

Mer was there, but it was Trapper she was with. And a more welcome face under the circumstances Brandon couldn't think of. Although he was alarmed to see his returned skirmisher's face was ashen and she had a bloody bandage wrapped around her upper right arm.

“You showed up just in time,” Andy called as the two rode up. “Really pulled our bacon out of the fire back there.”

The mountain man's expression was grim. “Still pretty hot from where I'm standing.” He nodded to Brandon. “This ridge peters off in another mile or so. We'll need to break due east, get away from the fresher group of bloodies who jumped you guys back there.”

He grit his teeth. He'd known that, although it was good to get confirmation of his analysis of the situation. “Did you see what happened to the others?”

Mer's expression was grim at the question, although that might've just been her wound. That faint hope was dashed when Trapper shook his head. “We headed south on a hunch as soon as we heard the gunshots. Weren't even in a position to see what happened to the rest of the skirmishers.”

Brandon cursed bitterly, sagging against a nearby tree as exhaustion finally overwhelmed him. The three remaining members of his squad had also dropped, in spite of the urgency of their situation. They just couldn't keep going any longer.

The mountain man sighed and slipped out of his saddle. He looked like death warmed over, but still fresher than the skirmishers. “Ray, Derrick, up. Brandon, you good to keep going?” Brandon wasn't, but he nodded grimly. “Then you're up on Mary with Mer, Andy. Let's get while the getting's good.”

Brandon looked dubiously up at the two horses. They looked almost as exhausted as their riders; riding double would be brutal on the faithful mounts. Still, getting caught by a bunch of Sangue who were more rested than any of them would be worse.

He wearily pushed back to his feet as his skirmishers mounted, Ray needing help from Trapper. Then the mountain man got a shoulder under Brandon's arm to help him, and he was ashamed to admit he needed it.

They got moving again, the horses setting a steady and determined pace. Andy was looking at Mer's arm as they rode, doing what he could for her in the saddle. Judging by Trapper's tense expression Brandon thought the man was worried about the young woman, and he motioned limply her way. “What happened?”

His friend blinked, as if his mind had been far away. “Took a bullet while we were covering you,” he said absently. “Doesn't seem serious, although you probably want to get back to Camptown sooner rather than later.”

That was the clear move here, not only because his group was in no condition to keep skirmishing but because it would give the rest of his people a chance to rejoin them.

The only question was, even if they found everyone they'd been separated from safe and sound back home, could he bring himself to head back out after this disaster? The threat hadn't disappeared just because he and his people had taken a beating, but the idea of finding more fighters to recruit as skirmishers and leading them out for more of this made him sick.

After a minute or so of stumbling along the mountain man passed Brandon a full canteen. He took a cautious sip between panting breaths, then tossed it back to Derrick. “What brought you to us, Trapper?” he asked. “Timely as your arrival was, I doubt you came because you knew we needed help.” A sudden fear hit him. “Is everything okay back in Camptown? Fi and the baby safe?”

“They're fine,” the older man replied with a wan smile. Then his smile faded. “I'm looking for Skyler. Judging by the fact that you didn't mention him, and you would've, I can only hope he wasn't involved in this fight.” He sighed, features slumping with concern and weariness. “But I was also hoping he would've come to you first. Have you seen him?”

Brandon shook his head. “I'm sorry, I haven't.” He glanced back at Andy, who also shook his head, then to the back of the group at Ray and Derrick, who both also just shrugged listlessly.

The mountain man cursed, looking suddenly older than Brandon had ever seen him, even back when he'd had his hair and beard long and unkempt in his mountain man getup, before he'd met Kristy. “He said he was joining the skirmishers. Or at least, he said he was going skirmishing. Where else would he go but to join you?”

He shook his head; he worried for the kid, of course, but faced with his worry about his skirmishers it seemed like a small problem. Although he could understand that to Trapper it would be foremost in his thoughts, since Skyler was family. “I don't know, but I can promise you we haven't seen any sign of him.” He hesitated, debating, then decided he was too tired to care. “I can tell you he approached me before we even headed out to start skirmishing, wanting to join us.”

Trapper gave him a sharp look. “And you didn't tell me?”

Brandon shifted guiltily. “I sent him packing, and he seemed to accept that. No sense stirring up trouble for him just for asking.” He rubbed his face wearily. “Although he might've, um, mentioned going off on his own if I didn't let him come.”

The older man cursed again.

“That was before we raided Emery,” he hastened to add. “Seeing how aggressively Sangue's been coming after us since then, he probably decided the best thing he could do to help out was go off on his own to cause trouble for the bloodies.”

“That's what the note he left said, more or less,” Trapper agreed. He looked off into the distance, gray eyes narrowed as if he could see every inch of these mountains in his mind's eye. “I'll need to find him before he gets himself killed.”

An uncomfortable silence settled. “Hey, I wouldn't count the kid out,” Andy said with forced cheer. “Never seen anyone ghost through these mountains like him . . . even you have trouble finding him if he doesn't want to be found, Trapper, and you're the best tracker in the Southwest.”

The mountain man didn't seem comforted. “I really, really wish he'd showed up here,” he said quietly.

Brandon laboriously leaned over to pat his shoulder. “He still might.”

“If he does, I'd be obliged if you'd truss him up and drag him back to Camptown with you. You can keep the horses.” The mountain man straightened slightly under Brandon's arm, expression determined. “I'm going to head off. I'll start hitting those fresh bloodies, keep them from catching up to you. Then I suppose I'll have to start looking for my son.”

Much as he would've liked for Trapper to stay and help them, Brandon could understand where he was coming from; if he'd heard Thomas was missing, he'd move heaven and earth to find him again. “I'd recommend looking far from any skirmishers. Skyler's not stupid, he won't try to join up with a group when he knows they'll just force him to head back home.”

“That's what I'm afraid of,” his friend replied, staring off into the distance again. “Lot of ground to cover out there. I've got a general idea of where Gray sent his skirmishers, so I'll avoid those areas for now.”

“We'll do what we can to find him when we get back to Camptown,” Andy offered. He chuckled. “Heck, for all we know we might find out the headstrong little skunk's given up this insane idea and come home before us.”

The mountain man snorted in disbelief. Without a word he gently disentangled himself from supporting Brandon and walked off, disappearing down the slope to the northwest to cover their escape.

Brandon couldn't blame him for being pessimistic; whatever Skyler might decide to do, he somehow doubted the kid giving up and going home was going to happen.

* * * * *

Perched atop a rise halfway up the slope of the peak overlooking Joes Valley Reservoir to the north, Skyler held his rifle rock steady with the scope's crosshairs trained on the chest of the Sangue soldier below. The man seemed to be in charge of the half-squad making their way along the shore of the lake a couple hundred yards away, on patrol from the nearby enemy camp.

None of them showed any sign they were aware of Skyler in his hidden position.

In the back of his mind he heard Brandon's voice again. This is going to be the ugliest sort of fighting. And he couldn't argue with that; killing people who couldn't fight back, who didn't even know he was there, then slinking away to safety to do it again, and again.

The idea nauseated him. But what made his gut churn even more was the thought that these monsters who were swarming the area since the attack on Emery might find Camptown. He knew what they did to the people they caught, and he had no intention of letting them come anywhere near his mom or sister or anyone else he cared about.

That was why he was here, around three days of hard travel away from the bowl valley and well outside the range of any of Camptown's scouts or even the skirmishers. Sangue had a camp here, and attacking the soldiers lurking around it would draw more attention to this area and away from his family to the southwest.

Besides, he didn't mind the idea of taking potshots at the soldiers in the camp who'd done such terrible things to Jenny and Mer and Keri and the other women he'd rescued.

So he let out his breath, held it, and after a final pause delicately squeezed the trigger.

The sharp report of his AK-47 dissipated across the lake, barely echoing, and his target went down with a cry. The other soldiers yelled in alarm and dove into the undergrowth along the lakeshore, their movements cringing as if they expected a bullet to hit them at any moment.

Skyler didn't shoot. He didn't try to slink away behind the cover of the rise, either. None of the bloodies had been looking his way when he fired, it was a bright day so the muzzle flash would've been nearly invisible, and a stiff breeze and the foliage he was hidden within would've dissipated the smoke from the shot.

It was almost impossible they knew where he was, and they certainly showed no sign of it; trying to run now would only give them clues. Besides, this spot was well protected from gunfire from below, unless an enemy got incredibly lucky and fired practically up the barrel of his rifle. He could withdraw as invisible and silent as a ghost if he wanted, but that wasn't the plan.

Taking any more shots at the moment also wasn't the plan, now that they were alert and would be looking for where those shots came from. The plan was to wait and see what they did.

At first, of course, they'd stay hidden. Their leader was probably dead, or at least dying, and none of them wanted to join him. But after a while, with no more shots coming at them, they'd have to decide what to do. If they split off and scattered to search for him, moving from cover to cover on the hillside below, Skyler really would sneak away, since the danger of staying would increase by the minute and he couldn't easily keep track of nine people trying to hide and move around at the same time.

On the other hand, if they decided this had been a hit and run attack, reformed their unit, and continued moving, maybe a bit more warily and with more haste, he'd risk another shot.

For a long time it didn't seem like they'd do anything at all. Minutes crept past agonizingly, almost no motion from the hidden soldiers below. Brandon had never mentioned during their training that the most difficult part of skirmishing would be remaining patient, even when his instincts were screaming at him that the enemy was lining up a shot on him and he either needed to start spraying fire to keep them ducking or get out of there.

Most likely, his friend hadn't considered that part of things himself. In fact, Skyler should've been the one to bring it up during training, since his own experience hunting so often involved just that sort of patience, waiting for the right moment to act.

That experience came to his aid now as he did his best to remain perfectly still, even ignoring a bead of sweat trickling down the side of his face; all his focus was on what he saw through the scope of his rifle.

He might've been tempted to worry the enemy had somehow snuck away without him noticing, but he had his rifle trained on the back of a soldier whose cover didn't protect him from the right angle. The man below was also keeping perfectly still, aside from occasionally moving his head slowly from side to side as if searching for the hidden attacker who'd shot his leader.

If the tension of this situation was crushing Skyler, when he had the initiative and was largely in control of this encounter, he could only imagine how the man below felt. Then he regretted contemplating the panic and sick dread the soldier must be feeling; the man was an enemy guilty of atrocities who threatened Skyler's loved ones.

Anything that made it harder to shoot him was probably a bad idea.

Not that Skyler shot him. He simply waited as time crawled by, until after what must've been fifteen minutes he heard the faintest hiss of whispered sibilants below, carried upslope on the breeze. Then one of the soldiers darted from cover towards the body of his leader, scrambling to snatch the radio from his belt.

Skyler could've shot that man, too, but he didn't. He kept waiting patiently as the Sangue scurried back into cover.

A minute or so later, after more whispered conversation and likely after reporting in to the camp over the radio, the soldiers below began moving with swift organization back the way they'd come. Towards the support of their buddies at the campground who were likely coming out to help.

It wasn't quite the dogged aggression he'd expected, or for that matter encountered previously from the bloodies deeper in the mountains. But maybe that made sense, considering this was only a half squad and they were basically glorified camp guards patrolling the nearby area.

They certainly were focusing completely on caution, instead of on finding him; rather than following the lakeshore, they moved into into the dense cover of a nearby stand of old evergreens, keeping together but cautiously spaced apart. Skyler caught glimpses of them as they circled the lake, growing farther away by the minute.

Two hundred twenty yards. Two hundred forty. Two hundred eighty. He was well practiced at hitting a target hundreds of yards away, but that didn't mean them getting more and more distant would make his shots any easier. Especially not through closely spaced trees, against targets that were moving as if they expected to get shot at.

In fact, he could honestly admit this was going to be a real challenge.

At around three hundred yards the soldiers reached a beach with no cover for thirty or so yards. They could've kept to the safety of the forest and climbed up the hillside, bringing them closer to Skyler's position, but the underbrush there was so dense it would make movement difficult. Considering their poor options, they paused in the trees for several minutes, debating, before finally deciding to bolt across the beach to the cover of a thicket of scrub oak on the far side.

Halfway across, Skyler opened up on them.

He hit the soldier in front first, almost missing due to a sudden gust of wind and hitting the man's arm instead of just below the neck. The Sangue still went down with a scream, which was enough to confuse and panic the men behind him. Half skidded to a halt and tried to scramble back the way they'd come, the rest put on a burst of speed and ran full out for the trees fifteen yards ahead.

He focused on the more vulnerable ones who'd stopped and turned back, quickly squeezing off shots with his AK-47 set to semi-automatic fire. A couple fell, either hit or pretending to be. He managed to fire at one last enemy before they reached the cover of the trees they'd just come from, and that one also fell, only feet away from safety.

With those targets behind cover, Skyler quickly searched the trees on the far side of the meadow. He spotted one Sangue peeking through a wiry brush of scrub oak branches and squeezed off a hasty shot at him; the man disappeared, although probably not because he'd been hit.

That seemed to be that. He checked the bodies in the meadow, putting a bullet through the lower back of the first man he'd hit, who'd managed to stagger back to his feet clutching his arm and was trying to flee to safety. He fired a last shot at another enemy who was still down moving in the dirt, then hastily slung his rifle.

Skyler was fairly confident he'd just taken out nearly half the enemies below, and there was every chance he'd be able to account for more if he stuck around. But Trapper had pounded into him the need to be careful; although granted, he'd already been more reckless than the mountain man, who probably would've gotten out of there after taking out the first soldier.

Still, it was time to go. The survivors might've called for reinforcements after he took out their leader, and they were certainly calling for help at this point. They'd also be desperate and feel cornered, more likely to try to fight back if he kept shooting at them.

No sense pushing his luck. Skyler eased back out of his concealed perch and scuttled along behind the cover of the rise, making his way around the peak until he was out of sight of the enemies below. Then he hurried down the hillside, making his way behind a rocky outcrop where he'd left Sulky.

The young mare was dancing nervously on her tether, probably less spooked by the gunfire than by being left alone out in the middle of nowhere, plus gunfire. Skyler was just glad she hadn't panicked and whinnied, or he would've been forced to flee immediately, probably with half a squad of bloodies hot on his trail.

He spent a moment soothing her, giving her a treat of a piece of carrot from his saddlebags. Then he mounted and set off at the fastest safe pace through the widely spaced aspen trees lining this slope, which provided terrible cover but allowed a man on horseback through.

When he reached a flat at the bottom of the slope he urged Sulky into a gallop, tearing towards a hillside ahead that should block him from the view of any pursuing bloodies, even if it was unlikely any had the guts to do so. Or at least, not until reinforcements arrived. The mare ran nimbly, mane whipping back at his face, and he couldn't help but smile in relief.

Brandon was right, it wasn't a good feeling to shoot men from hiding and see their fear and desperation. But he'd gotten away unharmed, and Sangue was going to be more cautious in this area from now on.

If they weren't, they sure would be by the time he was finished here.

* * * * *

Tom watched from a hidden position high on a mountain slope as the seven remaining men who'd been chasing Brandon's group pushed hard to the west. Away from the quarry they'd pursued so hotly for almost a full day.

He'd slowed them to a crawl in spite of their best efforts, taking potshots from a distance and then vanishing into the hillsides, only to pop up from another direction, or even from the same direction, to hit them again. Considering it was one against nine, or had been to start, he hadn't risked getting close enough to make shots he could be sure would hit something vital.

His only goal had been to slow the relatively fresh soldiers while Brandon's people got away. Which had been tense for the first few hours, as his exhausted friends struggled to keep ahead even with the help of the horses.

But now the bloodies were heading off, likely to rejoin their buddies who'd lagged behind, or even the group that had gone after the rest of the skirmishers who'd fled north. Fingers crossed the rest of Brandon's people had also managed to get away, even without the timely arrival of horses.

Either way, the skirmishers should be safe enough now, able to get back to Camptown on their own. It was time for Tom to get back to his own task: finding his son.

Brandon's experience leading the Sangue squads on a merry chase through the mountains for days had been a bit of an eye opener for Tom. He couldn't trust that wherever Gray had sent his skirmishers was where those squads would currently be; in fact, he hoped the Grand Junction leader wasn't relying on skirmishers to be the front line of Camptown's defense, since they were a porous screen that was easily diverted.

In any case, if he couldn't be sure where the skirmishers would be, then any place he searched had just as likely a chance of running into people Skyler would be trying to avoid as any other. Which meant he might as well start here and now, working his way northward along the mountains west of Camptown.

He just hoped Skyler had decided to head the same way. He didn't want to be stuck on a wild goose chase for weeks on end while Kristy was back home on the verge of having the baby, and Sangue was swarming the area and liable to stumble across the bowl valley at any point.

Tom was needed back home, desperately needed. Skyler needed him more, he couldn't argue that, but that didn't mean he wanted to be out finding the kid any longer than he had to be.

He wished he still had his horses.

 


Chapter Six

Audacity

 

Brandon knew he should've been more careful than he was, leading his tiny group back to Camptown.

It wasn't as if he just made a beeline for the place, and anyway he ran into a pair of Gray's scouts almost a day away from the bowl valley, who led him back past a group of defenders camped out permanently guarding one of the main approaches. There was almost no chance he'd put his loved ones and the people of Emery and Grand Junction, as well as all the slaves they'd freed during the fighting, in any danger.

But still . . . he should've done better than this. Usually would've, if he hadn't been so exhausted and drained of spirit.

The first words out of his mouth when he met the scouts were a question about his missing skirmishers. The news they had for him wasn't encouraging, and just made his leaden sense of despair sink in even deeper: of the six people he'd split up with after that disastrous fight three days ago, only Bill Cawley, a member of Pine's team, had made it back. The poor man had stumbled in half dead from exhaustion, reporting being separated from his team during the chaos and focusing all his energy on just getting away from his pursuers and making it back.

That left five skirmishers unaccounted for. Five friends, people who'd depended on Brandon to lead them well and bring them home safely. And he'd failed them. He could hope it was just taking them time to duck pursuit and return home, but it was a fleeting one considering how long it had taken his group to get back.

Needless to say, after the last ten or so days he felt close to half dead himself, even with them all taking turns riding Trapper's horses to get home. Or horse; Mer's wound hadn't gotten infected, which was an immense relief, but she'd still been too weak to walk, and had spent the trip home on Mary, riding double with other skirmishers. And it was a good thing she had, since there were times she might've fallen off without someone supporting her.

Infected or not, bandages mostly doing their job or not, the wound was no joke. The young woman needed to be looked at by Gray's medics, and it was doubtful she'd be heading out skirmishing again anytime soon.

Brandon almost envied her, although he felt selfish for it; actually, considering how Mer had suffered on the trip here, not to mention that his family was depending on him to keep the monsters far away, he felt like a real piece of work for even entertaining the thought of getting to ride the bench thanks to a wound.

Once in the valley they made a beeline for Camptown, taking their wounded skirmisher directly to the basic hospital Gray's people had set up, which made use of medical supplies looted from the raid on Emery. It was near the storehouses, the armory, and the command building in the center of the growing town.

They were halfway there, taking the main street past the rows of tents and newly erected cabins, when a familiar figure slumped against the side of a cabin down a side street caught Brandon's eye. He froze, shocked, then in spite of his frantic worry burst into a smile and hurried forward. “Neal! You're alive!” he called.

His skirmishers all jerked around at his outburst, even Mer, who was lolling in the saddle being supported by Derrick. They all craned to follow his gaze, calling greetings and questions about the fate of the others who'd been in the two northernmost teams with the bartender.

But their enthusiasm was dampened when the man barely even stirred. It was only then, in the fading twilight, that Brandon spotted the bottle Neal held in one limp hand. He couldn't be sure, but it looked like one of the top shelf ones Trapper had squirreled away in Miles Graham's scavenging stash.

As he recalled, the mountain man had refused to ever sell the bartender any of that stock; considering Trapper was out searching for Skyler at the moment, it was doubtful he'd had an opportunity to arrange a sale. Mother Kristy likely wouldn't have sold it in his absence, either.

Had Neal stolen the liquor? Taken it from the man who'd done more for Camptown, for each and every one of them, than anyone? Stolen it without even bothering to let anyone know that he was back and safe, or about the fate of his team members, then got plastered all on his own against the side of some random house?

Brandon turned to Andy. “Get Mer to the medics. I'll go see what's up with him.”

His friend nodded solemnly. “Give him my condolences. For, uh, Reina and the others.”

Reina. That offered at least some explanation for the man's behavior. Brandon made his way down the street to crouch beside his skirmisher, clapping him on the shoulder. “Neal?” he said gently. “Good to see you survived.”

The bartender barely stirred, although he burst into a fit of laughter that could almost be called giggles. “Yep, I'm alive,” he wheezed, words so slurred they were hard to understand. “Sure am. Whoop dee doo!”

Grief or not, it was hard not to be annoyed at the man's tone. Especially considering Brandon's own exhaustion and raw emotions. “What happened to the others. Did you see?”

Neal kept laughing for a few seconds, although it sounded almost like crying before he pulled himself together and took a gulp from the bottle he was holding. “After the bloodies surprised us and I watched Reina take one to the neck, I bolted straight back to Camptown. Didn't even care if anyone was following me.”

Brandon ducked his head at the news of the woman's death. She'd deserved better, and that was on his head. Although he couldn't ignore the rest of what the bartender had said. “Leading the enemy here was the one thing you're not supposed to do.”

The older man finally turned to look at him, rage flashing across his features. “What part of “didn't even care” was confusing you, Gerry?” he snapped. Surprised, Brandon leaned back a bit and opened his mouth to answer, but before he could Neal went on harshly. “You led us into an ambush! Ran us all ragged prodding the bloodies days after we should've slipped away, then when we were about to drop dead from exhaustion marched us right into a trap!”

The words hit him like knives, but he couldn't argue them. He let a heavy silence settle for almost a minute, while Neal wheezed a bit more sobbing laughter and took another pull of whiskey. “I messed up,” Brandon finally said quietly.

The bartender snarled. “No, “messing up” is when you accidentally spill a drink, or break a dish. You led us into an ambush!” He stumbled to his feet and flung the bottle at the wall of the cabin across the street, where it shattered in a spray of glass and liquor. The only consolation of that gross waste was it was already mostly empty.

After that outburst Neal seemed to deflate, dropping to his knees with his head slumped halfway to the ground. “You got Reina killed. She's dead.”

Brandon looked away. He could've protested that Reina had chosen to join the skirmishers, that she knew the risks. But the man's accusation wasn't wrong, and anyway that wasn't what Neal needed to hear at the moment. So he just rested a comforting hand on the man's shoulder. “I'm sorry, Neal. She was a good woman.”

The shoulder started to flinch away, then began to shake beneath his hand as the man broke into sobs. After almost a minute he spoke in a desolate voice. “I ran away from her. She wasn't even dead yet, although it was only a matter of time with the bullet she took. I didn't try to carry her out, didn't try to take her body for a proper burial, I just ran like a coward.”

Brandon could hardly judge, since that's exactly what he'd done, too. He felt like ten pounds of crap in a five pound bag. “Neal . . .”

The bartender abruptly yanked away, rolling clumsily to get a few feet of distance between them. “Don't, Gerry!” he snarled. “You think I want pity? From you?”

He hastily raised his hands and stepped back. But just that quickly the fight went out of Neal, and he sprawled on the dirt again, staring dully up at the sky. “I loved her, you know. Call me stupid for falling for one of my own working girls, but I did. Didn't even realize how much until after it was too late.” He made a low, miserable sound. “I never got a chance to tell her.”

“She knew,” Brandon said quietly. “You know it meant a lot to her that you joined the skirmishers, even though it was plain to see you didn't want to.”

“Yeah.” The bartender stared up at the late twilit sky, eyes empty. “Done with that, though.”

He'd kinda figured. “Come on, let's get you to bed,” he said, crouching to help the man to his feet.

Neal shook him off violently, with the suggestion he'd get aggressive if Brandon kept trying. “Not sleeping in an empty bed, Gerry. Go 'way.”

For a moment he stood helplessly, wanting to do something but unable to think of what. Then he decided he couldn't bring himself to figure it out; he was numb with his own grief, and if Neal wanted to try to drown his alone, that was his decision.

So he kept going to the hospital, wishing he'd left the bartender alone.

Mer wasn't the only wounded fighter in the small building. In fact, Brandon was dismayed to find that it was almost unhygienically crowded, and more wounded were being tended outside, and carried away presumably to their own homes. Andy and the others were slumped against the wall near the door, out of the way of the wounded and those helping them.

It was obvious his skirmishers weren't the only ones fighting, and not the only ones getting battered by Sangue, either. Brandon paused to say hello to wounded fighters he knew, learning that they'd just returned a few hours ago from a vicious fight to the northwest that almost hadn't gone their way. After a few murmured well wishes he continued inside to see Mer, who was sprawled on a bloodstained cot while a medic checked her shoulder and another prepared tools.

Orderlies were already draping sheets around her, for privacy and to ensure a sterile environment. Brandon didn't want to disrupt their important work, so he stayed just long enough to grip her good hand and tell her she'd be fine. She gripped his hand tight in return, eyes dull with fear and pain, and he stayed for a few more seconds until the medic told him to clear out so they could work.

When he got back outside, he found Gray with his skirmishers, getting a report from Andy.

That was reasonable enough, but for some reason it irked Brandon. He hurried forward to clap a hand on his friend's shoulder. “Go get some rest, see your families,” he told his people. “I'll sort things out with Gray.”

The others nodded and wearily pushed to their feet, but Andy just shrugged wearily. “I'm good. Don't mind just sitting for a bit longer. Besides, I kind of want to hear how things have gone here.”

Hard to argue that. Brandon sighed and settled down next to his friend.

The Grand Junction leader started to crouch to get on their level, then grimaced down at his knees and instead leaned against the wall beside them. “How things have gone?” he said heavily. “We're being pressed from all sides is how. Fighting pitched battles pitting our newfound weapons, knowledge of this terrain, and preparation against superior numbers and training.

“It's working for now, and you and the other skirmishers have unleashed enough chaos to keep the enemy off-balance so they can never push us hard enough in any one place to find us. To them it must seem like we're all over these mountains, fighting them everywhere with no base of operations at all. But even our best efforts can't hide the hole in their search pattern where Camptown has to lie, the area we've desperately kept them from looking in. It's only a matter of time before they focus all their efforts here, and finally push through and find the bowl valley.”

Gray sighed, face as ashen as his name from weariness and mounting despair. “And of course the area north of here is a nightmare. They're dropping off troops wherever they need to be, driving them just where they'll cause us the worst headache in spite of not knowing where Camptown is. So far we've been managing, but things are going to get awfully tense soon, and we'll soon be having one pitched battle after another, with the enemy getting constant reinforcements from the highway.”

“They've already fixed Highway 29?” Andy demanded, looking irked. “We dropped an entire hillside on it.”

The militia leader nodded, lips in a thin line. “We have confirmation, both over radio and from scouts, that it's long since up and running.” He shook his head in disgust. “Heck, they're pouring more troops than ever onto it to search for us, as well as to deal with some sort of unrest they're running into with people giving them trouble up in the mountains of northern Utah. Radio chatter is full of it.”

Brandon bit back a curse. Granted, it had been a while since he'd taken out the road, and it wasn't the first time they'd seen the bloodies drive in a bunch of slaves to fix damage and get a road back up and running at the fastest possible speed.

Even so, he'd been hoping his efforts up there would've slowed the enemy down for longer than this, considering the good men who'd died to make it happen.

Andy wasn't so shy about sharing his own opinion, cursing a blue streak. At least until Gray gave him a level look. Even then, his friend didn't completely subside. “Ever feel like we're that guy from the Greek legends or whatever?” At Brandon's blank look he waved irritably. “You know, the one who had to constantly push the stone up the hill, then just when it's about to get to the top it rolls back down and he has to do it all over again?”

Well, that was a poetic summary of the situation. “Wouldn't it be the other way around, though?” Brandon asked him. “We roll the stones down, then someone puts them back up and we have to do it all over again?”

Andy gave him a look of grim amusement. “Well when you put it like that, it sounds like we've got the easy part, and the bloodies have all the hassle. So what's stopping us from going and doing it again?”

Gray made a low sound in his throat. “The five hundred or so troops swarming this area, less those we've killed?” he growled. “The fact that in the last week our fighters have gone out and engaged Sangue in a dozen diversions and three pitched battles to turn them back, and in this last one we lost almost twenty people and had even more wounded before reinforcements could arrive to turn the tide?”

The militia leader swept a disgusted hand eastwards. “Or the fact that our skirmishers operating in the east were forced to divert a huge group of bloodies and wandered way off their territory, then got ambushed and nearly wiped out, so I'll have to send another squad of fighters I can't spare to replace them.”

Brandon stiffened, and Andy opened his mouth angrily, but Gray rolled right over them. “Or the fact that the skirmishers I sent north are days past when they should've reported in, and our scouts there report another force of bloodies almost a hundred strong that we're going to have to find a way to destroy or divert.”

Brandon was done.

Whatever spirit breaking demands the future had for him, he was at his limit today. The weight of responsibility had already crushed him, and the weight of guilt and grief piled on top was grinding him into the dirt.

Now that he'd seen that Mer got the help she needed, it was time to do what little he could for the skirmishers beyond help. The ones he'd failed.

He hauled himself to his feet and walked away without a word. His bed lured him forward like a siren's song, his wife and baby the only two people he wanted to see right now, but he couldn't go to them just yet.

Instead he wove his way through Camptown to where a few tents had been rigged into a larger and more permanent shelter. It was where the Berton family and a few of their friends were staying, one of the few groups who had yet to begin a cabin for themselves, because they'd been better off than most when it came to shelter and their men were all busy helping the rest of the town or fighting Sangue.

Brandon spent almost five minutes standing outside the modest structure, mustering his courage. Then he stepped forward and gently rapped on the entry flap.

A few moments later it was pulled aside, a woman a few years older than him holding a candle up as she peered out into the night. “Brandon?” she said, visibly brightening. “You're back!” She eagerly leaned around him, searching the darkness. “Come to personally bring Zeke home, so he doesn't go looking for Neal and a drink to unwind?”

Maybe it was his expression or the cold, lonely night he stood in, but even as she said the words he could hear the excitement draining from her voice. The torrent of emotions starting to creep across her face as she began to realize what this was.

Brandon swallowed hard, vision blurring from tears. “I couldn't bring him home, Lindsey,” he whispered. His voice caught, and he had to clear his throat to continue. “I'm so sorry.”

* * * * *

It took hours to make six visits.

For some, he was able to offer the family and friends of his skirmishers the feeble hope that their loved ones were simply missing. Although he had to make clear the grim situation they'd been in, and gently warn them to prepare for the worst.

For the rest, he had to report the deaths of those he knew had fallen in that disastrous ambush, and to offer what feeble condolences he could to good people as their worlds shattered around them. Then witness the grief and devastation, do his best to answer the halting questions as loved ones struggled to come to grips with a reality that didn't include husbands, fathers, sons, brothers.

To endure the fury and accusations of those who blamed him, and in many ways worse the understanding and kindness of those who didn't.

By the time he was finished with the duty he felt dead on his feet, in every way imaginable. His feelings had numbed to the point where he was left hollow, his weary thoughts able to process nothing but the need to get home to his family.

Their cabin was dark when he arrived, meaning Fiona was probably asleep and Thomas certainly was. Not surprising, considering the hour. Brandon entered as quietly as he could, which wasn't saying much for a door of saplings held together with twine on leather hinges; it gave a loud creak as he pushed it open, and somehow an even louder one as he pushed it shut.

“Brandon?” his wife's voice squeaked from the darkness, tight with barely restrained panic offset by the faintest thread of hope.

Of course, he should've known to say something even if he thought she was asleep; she'd suffered too many things in the past that would make her wake in terror at the slightest sound. If he hadn't been preoccupied with his own despondency he would never have been so thoughtless.

“It's me,” he whispered. “Just got back.”

“Oh thank God.” He heard a rustle in the darkness, then grunted and nearly fell over as Fiona slammed against his chest, throwing her arms around him and hugging him tight. “Are you okay?” she demanded between peppering his face with kisses. “Are you back for long?”

“I . . .” Brandon knew he should talk to her, that she deserved to know what had happened, but he couldn't bring himself to say the words. “I don't know, Fi.”

His wife knew him better than anyone, better than he knew himself he sometimes thought. At hearing his tone she gave him another hug, longer and full of comfort. Then without a word she helped him undress in the dark and settled him down on the bed, cuddling him and gently stroking his shoulder as he gave in to exhaustion.

But as tired as he was, sleep wouldn't come. Now that he was back in Camptown and knew the fate of Pine and the others who hadn't made it back, their faces joined the others he'd failed. The friends he'd gotten killed.

He knew they'd haunt his dreams if he closed his eyes.

He was hoping Fiona would fall asleep, even if he couldn't, but she sensed he was awake even though he did his best to pretend otherwise. “Too tired to sleep?” she whispered after what could've been minutes or an hour.

“I guess,” he said noncommittally. Since she'd broken the feigned silence of sleep anyway, he took the opportunity to shift position and move an arm that was falling asleep under even her slight weight.

His wife's tone gained a tentative, teasing note. “I know something that usually helps you sleep like a rock,” she suggested, kissing his shoulder.

Brandon couldn't think of a time he'd ever failed to jump at that offer, exhausted and dispirited or not. But there was a first for anything, he supposed. He shook his head and gently rubbed her back, soaking in her comforting presence as a balm against the numb hole in his chest. “Fi, I got half the skirmishers killed.”

She stiffened in shock, and with his eyes more used to the dark he could see the whites of her wide eyes looking up at him. “What?”

He dully told her what had happened, not leaving anything out. He thought he should be crying, should be having trouble forcing the words out, but it was like there was a barrier between him and the vast gulf of grief and guilt that had been eating at him for days. Instead his voice came out leaden, hollow.

“Oh honey,” Fiona whispered when he finally fell silent. “Oh honey, I'm so sorry.” She burrowed her head against his chest, and he could feel tears dripping onto his skin. “I wish I could make your pain go away.”

Pain? At the moment Brandon could barely feel anything but numb exhaustion and despair. “Don't worry about me,” he said. His voice came out thicker than he'd expected, a surprise considering his hollow state, and he cleared his throat sharply. “How can I complain about anything, when I'm surrounded by people who've suffered so much worse? When I'm responsible for so much pain in the people I care about?”

She made a sad sound and lifted her head to brush his lips with hers, then pressed her tearstained cheek to his. Her silky hair tickled his face, carrying to him the faded scents of sunlight and grass. “A lot of folks have suffered a lot,” she agreed quietly, voice full of all the gentleness in the world. “But so have you. Just because others might've been hurt worse, doesn't make your own pain any less.”

Brandon blinked against a sudden burning in his eyes, the emotions he'd walled off sneaking through his defenses.

Fiona seemed to sense it, because she continued in a voice so full of love that it took his breath away for a moment. “For years, Brandon Gerry, you stayed with me when I needed you most, even though any sane man would've long since given up and walked away. You let me heap all my pain and fear and suffering on you without a word of complaint. You led me through the darkest time in my life, to where I could see light on the other side.”

Her voice caught, thick with emotion. “You gave me a future. You gave me a family. You and Thomas are everything to me.” She'd been hugging him fiercely, but somehow she managed to hold him even tighter. “I swore that I would be there for you the same way, when you needed me.”

Slowly, tenderly, she shifted around and pulled his head down to her shoulder. “Tomorrow you'll go back to doing what you need to do, but tonight you're going to let me hold you and just feel what you need to feel.”

Brandon's strength suddenly gave out, and he clutched his wife as if she was a life preserver in the midst of a raging sea. She supported him, tough as nails in spite of her vulnerable exterior.

And held up by her quiet strength his emotional barriers shattered, the pain seeping through in a trickle becoming a flood.

He thought of the skirmishers he'd been responsible for, the people he'd failed. And he thought of all the other friends he'd lost, loved ones he'd barely had a chance to grieve for in the chaos of one fight after another over the last few weeks.

He was just so tired. So tired that it felt like only his need to stay strong for his people had kept him upright as the weight of everything, this whole hopeless situation, settled heavier and heavier on his shoulders. A weight he bore alone, so his skirmishers wouldn't have to be crushed by it and could just focus on the vital task of keeping the enemy off-balance and confused and sleeping with one eye open.

A weight he bore so Fiona wouldn't have to, when she already faced her own burdens worrying for her husband and battling the demons of the past. “I don't know if I can keep going, Fi,” he whispered brokenly. “I'm so tired.”

Fiona began rocking him gently, rubbing his back. “I know,” she said quietly.

He wasn't sure how long they stayed like that, while he let himself grieve and his wife held him close. Finally, he wasn't sure quite when, his shuddering sobs slowed to a stop.

And he sank into a deep, dreamless sleep.

* * * * *

Brandon woke to the warm, familiar presence of his wife pressed against him, and the soft cooing sounds of baby Thomas beginning to stir himself awake for his morning feeding. He hadn't even heard his son wake in the night to be fed, so Fiona must've hurried to care for the baby for his sake.

For a few minutes he lay still, staring up at the dim underside of the cabin's roof. A full night's rest had done a world of good, settling his mind and allowing him to think more clearly; in that strange way of exhaustion, he hadn't even realized how muddled his thoughts were.

His heart was still heavy with grief and guilt, and he was still fully aware that his mistakes had cost the lives of friends, good people. The crushing weight of responsibility hadn't lifted off his shoulders. But the opportunity to open up to Fiona, along with a night of surprisingly restful sleep, had eased some of the burden.

It hadn't brought peace, of course. True peace and healing would take a long time, and likely wouldn't come for as long as Sangue remained in the area. But it had brought . . . acceptance, maybe. Restoration of enough of his resolve to shoulder the burden again and keep on plodding forward.

The baby's cooing noises had gained a plaintive note, and Brandon quietly slipped out from beneath the covers and leaned over the cradle to pick him up, cuddling him in his arms as he settled down on the end of the bed. Thomas's big eyes, a light hazel that almost reached his mommy's green in the right lighting, focused on his daddy's face, and his little hands reached up to grasp at his nose.

Brandon smiled, feeling unexpected tears sting his eyes, and leaned down to kiss the baby's soft wisps of light brown hair. “Look at you, bud,” he murmured. “You got bigger just since I saw you last. You'll be walking around in no time.”

He heard a soft rustle of cloth, then Fiona leaned her head on his shoulder from behind to brush their son's cheek with a finger. “Hungry?” she said softly.

Brandon's stomach growled at the question; he hadn't eaten since snatching a few bites in the saddle yesterday afternoon during their hurried march back home. “Starving.” He gently rocked the baby in his arms. “But this little guy's been waiting patiently for his breakfast, and I don't mind letting him eat first.”

Fiona chuckled ruefully. “There's no need to take turns. These days we're mostly eating those awful Sangue rations, and those don't exactly take much preparation.” Her tone became apologetic. “I could have a word with Mother Kristy, see if we can't cook you up a proper breakfast to celebrate you coming home safe.”

He grimaced, really not in the mood to celebrate. Even if it meant a good meal. “Rations are fine,” he said, gently twisting to hand Thomas to his mommy. Then he leaned over to rustle in the sacks where they stored the food to keep critters out; the house wasn't exactly great at keeping out pests, and he hadn't had time to properly block all the openings. “Want one?”

She returned his grimace. “I'm in no hurry. I'll join you after he's eaten.”

Brandon nodded and snagged a single bar, peeling back the wrapper and taking a cautious bite. It was dry, chalky, and coated his teeth in an unpleasant fuzz. Obviously the rations' designers had tried to inject some flavor, from his distant memories from before the Ultimatum he identified it as lemon, but they hadn't done a good job and the bar was so bland it was a chore to chew in spite of his hunger.

As he struggled to choke down the unappetizing food, Fiona settled down beside him and adjusted her blouse so the baby could latch on.

Eating with his family was something he'd deeply missed while he'd been out skirmishing, and aside from the poor fare it was a pleasant meal. Thomas made contented noises as he nursed, while Fiona let out occasional sounds of discomfort when he nipped her with his new teeth that were starting to come in.

Once the baby had had his fill, Fi joined Brandon eating a ration bar, crumbling off tiny pieces to try to tempt Thomas with; from the adorable expressions on the baby's face as he tasted the food, it looked as if he didn't like it any more than they did.

“You've got it good,” Brandon told him as he laboriously swallowed the last dry mouthful of his bar. “You don't have to eat this yucky stuff, you can get your favorite food whenever you want it.”

Fiona elbowed him in the side, but she was snickering. “Bad as it is, you should take seconds,” she urged.

The idea didn't appeal, and not just because of the taste; he didn't want to potentially deprive his family of another meal they'd need. But at the same time, he knew he needed more than he'd just had, at least to make up for how little he'd eaten the last few days.

He decided to split the difference and pocketed another bar. “I'll have it for a snack later,” he said, leaning over to kiss her. “Want to go for a walk? I want to go check in with Gray, see if any of the other skirmishers have come in.”

He wasn't holding out much hope for that, with the two who'd come back not having good news. But he wanted to believe that at least Pine had managed to get out and make it back safely; the old miner wasn't quite up to Trapper's level when it came to sneaking around, but he knew his way around these mountains.

His wife nodded, although she looked a bit forlorn. “Will you be going out again soon?”

Brandon didn't like the thought, and wasn't sure he could bring himself to ask his skirmishers to face the grinder again after what they'd suffered. At least not without taking some time to rest and train up a few more recruits.

Besides, an idea had been percolating in his mind while he'd been lying awake that morning. One that revolved around pushing a stone up a hill, only to have it fall again. It was probably insane, but he wanted to run it by Gray and see what he thought about it.

Fiona seemed happy to go out with him, even if it was just a short jaunt to Camptown to talk shop with leader of the valley's fighters. She walked with her arms wrapped around one of his, while he carried Thomas in the other. The baby was full and sleepy after his breakfast, but that didn't stop him from looking around with wide eyes as they made their way across the trampled meadow in the light of the rising sun.

His wife didn't fail to notice that rather than heading right for the center of town, he made his way to the small cluster of cabins belonging to the Knudsen clan. “Picking up Andy?” she asked.

Brandon nodded. He wanted to talk to his friend about his idea, too.

She shrugged. “In that case, maybe I'll stay to chat with Leanne and Tabby and Wendy and the others while you talk to Gray.”

Speaking of Tabby, the young woman caught sight of them approaching and rushed out to meet them, expression a mixture of relief and worry. “Brandon!” she called. “Is Skyler with you? Is he okay?”

Fiona gave him a sympathetic look; he'd told her about Trapper searching for the boy last night when he told her about the ambush. Brandon shook his head regretfully. “I haven't seen him. Trapper's still out searching.”

He hoped . . . he'd last seen the man heading out to slow down that group of bloodies, and there was no telling how that had gone. Then again, if anyone could give a bunch of bloodthirsty soldiers the runaround in these mountains, it was the mountain man.

The blond teenager's face fell at the news, and stayed crestfallen. “Andy went straight to bed last night without saying a word to anyone, and he hasn't come out yet this morning. What happened?”

Brandon winced, but to his relief his wife squeezed his arm supportively, then took Thomas from him and pulled the young woman aside to speak with her softly. Tabby allowed herself to be led away, especially when she was offered a chance to hold the baby.

That left him free to seek out the cabin the Warrens shared with others of the Knudsen clan. Andy, frequently teased for the fact that he remained a bachelor in spite of being a couple years older than Brandon, with younger siblings already married and with children, seemed in no hurry to build a place of his own and move out.

His friend was just stumbling out of the cabin to head to the nearby outhouse when Brandon got there. “Sec,” he said blearily as he stumped past.

Brandon waited while Andy relieved himself, coming out a few minutes later and ambling over to lean against the wall of his cabin. “Please don't tell me we're going out again today,” his friend moaned.

“I don't think so,” he replied. “Actually, I had something else in mind.” He quickly outlined his idea, trying his best to sound confident about it. He must not have done a good job, because Andy was staring at him like he was crazy by the time he finished.

“You are absolutely off your rocker,” his friend muttered, scrubbing a hand through his sleep-tussled reddish-blond hair. “You really think the bloodies will just hand us all that on a silver platter?”

Brandon smiled tightly. “We've already seen how they operate on more than one occasion. We haven't done anything to make them change their pattern of behavior, so there's no reason to assume they will here.”

“Unless someone else has,” Andy shot back. “Or they've seen the danger themselves and prepared for it.”

Those were both reasonable points, although Brandon was still a bit irked about having his parade rained on. “Would you rather go out and try to lead dozens of bloodies with radios around by the nose again? This could be a big victory for us, as big as Emery.”

“It could,” Andy agreed, but he obviously wasn't getting behind it. “Let's go see what Sheriff Gray has to say about it.”

Brandon led the way into the center of town, pausing as they passed the Knudsens' cabin to give Fiona a hug and kiss Thomas on the head. Then he strode purposefully towards the command building, where a group of fighters was already gathering for some purpose.

Gray was off to one side with Brady, sorting out supplies to load onto a few of the town's limited number of pack animals. The militia leader winced slightly at the sight of Brandon and Andy approaching, then he squared his shoulders and headed over to meet them. “Gerry, Warrens,” he said bluntly. “I'm a donkey's hind end sometimes.”

Brandon blinked, and out of the corner of his eye he saw his friend jump slightly. “Um?” he said.

Gray shook his head, already looking exhausted even with the sun barely risen. “Yesterday was a bad one for me. Had to have been just as bad for you, maybe worse, but I didn't think of that.” He hesitantly put a hand on Brandon's shoulder and looked between him and Andy. “I'm sorry about your people. They were some of the bravest I've seen. My condolences to their loved ones.”

“Thanks,” Brandon said hesitantly. “I understand something of the pressure you must be under. It takes its toll.”

“It does,” the leader of Camptown's fighters agreed. With some effort he straightened his shoulders. “What's your plan, Gerry?” Brandon started, wondering if the man had guessed he had an idea. Then Gray continued briskly. “I've already sent out a squad of skirmishers to the east, but we could still use you back out skirmishing. I've got some good people who could probably fill out your squad. Or if you want to jump into training, we could use someone who's got experience with your style of fighting who can pass it on.” He snorted. “Heck, we could even use you up north, pushing back the encroaching bloodies.”

Brandon cleared his throat, trying not to act self-conscious; with all the things that needed doing, he wanted to toss out a pie in the sky scheme that would probably just get laughed down? But he wasn't about to give up yet. “Actually, I had a different plan for up north.”

“I hope you're not talking about trying to go after the road again,” Gray growled. At their surprised looks he shook his head. “Holy smokes, you are. Forget it . . . we'd have a neat trick sneaking back up there after the hornet's nest we've stirred up.”

“That's only part of my idea,” Brandon said, more defensively than he would've liked. “Besides, if it's important enough for them to clear it this fast, it's a target worth taking out again.”

The militia leader snorted again. “Sure, assuming there was anyone to do it. Last I heard, we've already got everyone who can hold a gun out fending off Sangue incursions. We'd need an army we don't have just to get up there to do anything.”

“Right, we don't have an army,” Andy agreed, clapping Brandon on the back supportively. “But what we do have is a lot of extra guns, and nobody to use them.”

“Because pretty much every single able-bodied person is either part of the skirmishers, the fighters, or the defenders!” Gray snapped. “You want to arm the elderly? The kids? End up with dozens of Kristy Millers getting frantic with worry and giving us headaches, not just the one?”

Brandon squared his shoulders, fighting down his irritation and raising his voice. “No,” he said firmly. “What I want to do is take out the road, get Sangue to send a bunch of slaves to repair it like they always do, stage a jailbreak and arm those slaves with our extra guns, then once they're freed bring them back to the valley and recruit ourselves the army we desperately need.”

 


Chapter Seven

Crowded

 

Dead silence greeted Brandon's words, and he realized with a start that several of the nearby fighters had been listening in, at least to his last declaration.

Gray's eyes had gotten more and more narrow throughout the entire thing, and as the silence grew oppressive the militia leader abruptly gestured curtly and strode away. “With me, Gerry.”

Brandon shot Andy an uncertain look, then followed the sheriff towards the command building while his friend stayed back with the group of fighters. Who, he couldn't help but notice, immediately gathered around the redheaded man to pepper him with questions.

Gray noticed it too, expression tightening even more as he stomped into the building.

Brandon followed him, finding the room even more organized than when he'd last seen it, with numerous maps hanging on walls or spread across tables and marked with pins and notations jotted on scraps of paper. More notes were stacked everywhere, many pinned on those nail-sticking-out-of-board thingies.

Brady's wife, Betty, was inside with a couple other women doing some sort of clerical or organizational work. But the moment Gray entered he immediately cleared his throat, tone polite in spite of his tight expression. “Pardon the interruption, ladies. Can I have the room for a few minutes?”

“Of course, Sheriff,” Betty said, giving Brandon a curious look as she shooed the others outside in front of her.

The moment they were gone, Gray sank down on the edge of one of the tables and put his head in his hands. “Lure Sangue into delivering slaves right to us, so we can free them and get them to join our war,” he said quietly. “Well, that's a trick the bloodies probably wouldn't expect us to try.”

“But it's worth trying?” Brandon pressed.

Gray rubbed his eyes wearily. “You know I'd love to free that many people, Gerry, and not just for potential recruits. Saving people captured by Sangue was one of my militia's highest priorities when we were fighting the bloodies, behind defending Grand Junction.” He shook his head. “But even if your plan did work out like you hope, and after we took out the highway the bloodies brought in a bunch of slaves to clear it again, what then? They'll also bring hundreds of troops to guard those poor souls, all spread out patrolling the area and digging in defensively. We don't have the manpower to stage a jailbreak, not even if we took every single fighter off defending Camptown and sent them north.”

Brandon hesitated, wondering if Gray was failing to see the obvious. “We've got the firepower, and once we get it to the slaves in the camp they'll be the manpower to stage their own jailbreak. Free themselves.”

The older man sighed and rubbed at his forehead. “I had a feeling that's what you meant.” He gave the map a faraway stare, expression bleak. “So rather than a major assault, you'd take a small team in to free the slaves, smuggle in arms, and neutralize a few key targets?”

He nodded. “Something like that. And the best part is, the plan doesn't have to be completely successful to be worth attempting. We take out the road and we're already ahead. Then Sangue delivers a bunch of slaves to where we can actually be in a position to help them, instead of us needing to go find a slave camp that's probably way too far away to even make the attempt. If we can convince the slaves to escape, killing their guards in the process, we not only delay Sangue from clearing the road but we might get them to abandon it altogether. And at the end of it all, we could have dozens or even hundreds more people willing to fight on our side.”

Gray snorted. “And, if we're being so optimistic, after Sangue gets so thoroughly spanked they might abandon the road entirely. Heck, they might decide we're not worth the effort anymore and go away.” It was obvious he didn't think that was happening; he abruptly stood to glare at Brandon at eye level, voice hardening. “On the other hand, even if all the slaves die in the attempt, we've still deprived Sangue of their labor and inconvenienced them.”

Brandon flinched, blood draining from his face at the thought. “No! That's not . . .”

The old sheriff pressed forward relentlessly. “Didn't stop to consider that, Gerry? You want to give a bunch of AKs to half-starved, untrained men and tell them to suicide themselves against their captors, all for the flimsy hope of freedom?”

“That's not what I want at all!” Brandon nearly shouted, horrified at the prospect. He'd imagined it more like when Trapper had saved him and Fi and the rest of Simon's convoy from a fate worse than death. Or, for that matter, more recently when they'd saved the slaves from Emery.

After what had happened to his skirmishers, the last thing he wanted was to lead more people to their deaths. The thought of causing the deaths of dozens or even hundreds of innocent men sickened him.

Gray was right, he hadn't stopped to consider that.

The older man seemed to read all that in his expression. “But you do realize that's the most likely outcome?” he said quietly. “That even if the slaves did manage to get free and kill their guards, a great many of them would die in the attempt.”

Brandon closed his eyes and swallowed bile. But even if that had been enough to nearly kill his own enthusiasm for his crazy plan, he didn't think Gray was completely right. “If it was you,” he said quietly, “being worked to death to help your enemies win a war against your own people, with no hope of anything but a life of horror, would you say no to a man offering to break your chains and give you a gun so you could free yourself? Fight, even if it probably meant death, on the chance of something better? Avenging lost loved ones, maybe having a chance to be reunited with those still alive, and doing your part to prevent your captors from hurting anyone else?”

Gray sighed heavily. “If it was me? In a heartbeat. And probably for most of Sangue's slaves as well.”

“And for me,” Brandon said sharply. “Because I've been there, in case you forgot. I watched them do unspeakable things to the people I cared about most, and even now I sometimes hate myself for not fighting harder to stop them, even if they would've killed me for it.” He met the old man's eyes in a blaze of determination. “If I'd had even a sharp rock and a chance back then, I would've taken it.”

“I haven't forgotten, and you're not wrong,” Gray agreed. “I just wanted to make sure you weren't thinking of those poor men as simply a tool to strike at the bloodies, with no thought to the price they'd pay.”

“I hadn't really thought it through,” Brandon confessed. “Now that you put it like that, I-I'm not sure I can ask that of them. Not without feeling like a selfish SOB for how we'll benefit from their choice.” He looked away. “I've already led enough good people to their deaths.”

The sheriff nodded, expression softening. “That's part of leadership, Gerry. And as leaders go, you're a better man than most.” He stepped forward and rested a hand on Brandon's shoulder, dark eyes boring into his. “Which is why you're going to break the chains of these slaves, and offer them the weapons, and give them the chance they've been desperately hoping for ever since Sangue took them. Even if it eats you up inside knowing the incredible risk they'll be taking if they accept. Even if they all die in the attempt, and you're left knowing you're the one who put them on that path.”

That sounded a lot like the man was agreeing to Brandon's plan. But rather than feeling triumphant, his heart was leaden.

Gray patted his shoulder reassuringly before turning briskly towards the door. “All right. I need to get my fighters on their way, but then let's put our heads together and plan this op of yours.”

* * * * *

It was certainly getting crowded in his mountains.

Tom stared through his scope at the squad of bloodies below, the third such group he'd found and carefully searched around in the last few days.

It was just common sense; if he hoped to find Skyler, and his son was out hunting Sangue, then he needed to find the enemy too and see if the teenager was lurking around them. It wasn't the best way to go about it, but he wasn't sure what else he could do.

Sure, the obvious answer was to think like his son. He certainly knew the boy well enough, or at least thought he had before Skyler really began bucking his and Kristy's authority. The problem was, the obvious thought when it came to skirmishing alone was to go out away from even the territory the other skirmishers operated in, then get to work.

Which meant Tom needed to operate outside that territory as well. That was a pretty darn vast space, one that would take months to cover on his own, even if he stuck to looking in the places that were well away from the other skirmishers.

Either that, or Skyler might think to go start nibbling at a high profile target like Highway 29, the Sangue camp at Joes Valley Reservoir, or the ruins of Emery assuming the bloodies planned to rebuild the place rather than simply moving their new supply post somewhere else.

Since Tom was headed north he'd reach the highway soon enough, and from there he could head east towards the reservoir. That would knock two targets off his list, assuming Skyler hadn't already been there and moved on, or was planning to go there after Tom had already checked the place out.

Crowded as these mountains were, finding a single teenager in them all on his own was a blasted needle in a haystack. A complete fool's errand. The most likely outcome was that Tom would spend weeks or even months wandering around, searching for someone who was as good at hiding on these slopes as he was. And he'd probably have zero success, only to go back to Camptown one day and discover Skyler had long since returned and he'd been wasting his time.

Tom grit his teeth. And there was nothing else he could do, because the alternative was that when he finally got word of his son it would be bad news. Or they might never see him again, and would always wonder what had happened and secretly know it was something bad.

If he didn't do everything in his power to find Skyler, Kristy would never forgive him. And he'd never forgive himself.

His finger edged a bit closer towards the trigger as he watched the Sangue squad creeping cautiously along the mountain slope, doing their best to stay hidden. He'd been trailing them for over an hour, now, circling around and keeping a sharp eye out for any sign Skyler was also stalking these soldiers. He hadn't seen hide nor hair of the teenager, which meant it was about time to continue his search.

But not before he finished up here.

Every single Sangue soldier in these mountains represented a threat to his son. One the headstrong teenager was actively seeking out. That meant that every enemy Tom took out was one less danger to Skyler, so it looked as if his hunt for his son was also going to involve some skirmishing of his own.

He couldn't do what the other skirmishers were doing and try to lead the bloodies away from Camptown after sniping at them. That would take time he didn't have. But he could at least hit them hard, make them scramble and hopefully rethink the idea of wandering around in his mountains, before he disappeared to continue his search.

It would have to be enough.

Tom had been following the squad for long enough to guess where they were headed, and had carefully picked the spot where he'd ambush them. It didn't seem like a likely ambush spot, still in the cover of the trees with only one relatively open direction upslope to attack from, but that was part of the plan.

As was his own position, which he'd picked just as carefully. He'd also spent time choosing which targets to go for first; now, as his finger shifted to gently begin pulling back the trigger, he fixed the crosshairs firmly on the chest of the first enemy soldier.

It was a tricky shot, because he was hitting the man from behind while trying to make it look like he was hitting him from the front. Which was only possible because the soldier was briefly turned sideways navigating an obstacle. As the soldier started to twist back to face forward, Tom's finger on the trigger hit the break point, and with a sharp crack of his rifle his target jerked and went down.

The Sangue soldiers, disciplined and experienced, took only a moment to assess the situation. In that moment they were vulnerable, but Tom held off firing because another shot might give them a clue to his position, which would cause them to come to a different conclusion than what he was hoping for.

He held his breath, rifle ready to shift aim and finger still on the trigger, as he waited to see what they'd do.

The bloodies exploded into motion towards the nearest cover. Based on where their friend had been shot, and the terrain around them, they'd come to the obvious conclusion that the enemy was sniping at them from the single open direction upslope, rather than threading a shot through the closely spaced trees as Tom had actually done.

Based on that conclusion, they rushed to get behind cover from that direction, ducking behind trees and dead logs and a small dip in the ground. Once in more secure positions some began searching for their hidden enemy, while others slid through the trees to try to flank where they thought he was.

Meanwhile Tom, downslope in the opposite direction, had clear shots at a dozen backs through the trees between him and the squad. Shots he began snapping off as quickly as he could while still having some confidence in his accuracy, which was still pretty darn fast.

Behind their completely misjudged cover, bloodies began screaming and going down.

Now, it was an odd trick of the human mind that once a person had settled on a conclusion they were pretty stubborn about sticking to it, even in the face of evidence to the contrary. That was an obvious weakness for soldiers, who had to be ready to adapt quickly to new circumstances in life and death situations, and one that competent militaries did their best to train out of their men.

Sangue were competent, no question about that. But even the learned ability to quickly adapt had to fight against human nature, and in the confusion of combat facts weren't always clear, so even the best soldiers couldn't be sure what new circumstances they had to adapt to.

So as more bloodies began going down to Tom's well placed shots, the first reaction from the others was to duck even farther behind their sources of cover. A few actually scrambled farther down the slope to better spots, or so they thought, although that just made them even easier targets for him.

Gunfire echoing from mountain slopes could be hard to place, and it could sometimes be hard to determine an entry point for through-and-through wounds. By the time the enemy began figuring out from the various clues that the sniper was actually behind them, picking them off behind their incorrect sources of cover, three or four had already gone down.

Then they were frozen for a moment, unsure if there had also been a sniper upslope, at which point finding a new source of cover to protect them from both directions would be much harder. Tom managed to hit another man in the leg during that time, before the enemy soldiers once again burst into action to find new sources of cover. Some tried to protect themselves from both directions, but most were fully focused on getting away from the enemy below them; more than a few simply ducked around the trees or logs they were using as cover to hide behind the other side.

In that confusion as they sought new cover, Tom backed away from his firing position and eased through the trees, quickly and quietly, on the path he'd picked beforehand. After a few hundred yards he was far enough along the forested slope from the enemy to be out of line of sight of anything but an impossibly lucky shot, and that was assuming the surviving soldiers had immediately hopped up and charged this way the moment he stopped firing.

Given another aspect of human nature, that of staying behind cover when threatened for long enough to assess a situation and develop a plan, he seriously doubted they'd done anything else. So he picked up the pace to a loping run, still moving as quietly as possible and sticking to cover, mostly to avoid the unlikely chance of being spotted by the enemy and potentially pursued.

Or, considering what had happened to Brandon's skirmishers, the equally unlikely chance that he'd somehow missed another group of bloodies sneaking up on him.

After five minutes he was confident he'd left pursuit behind, and shifted to a ground-eating stride that would let him travel long distances without exhausting himself before the end of the day. It was a pace he'd become familiar with after over a decade of wandering the Southwest, one as comfortable as breathing, but given a choice he would've far rather had Horse or Mary with him. Or better yet both; he needed to cover ground quickly if he was going to have any hope of catching his son, especially since the kid had taken Sulky.

Given that need for haste, Tom only paused when he needed to check the terrain around him for any other enemies lurking about.

And to look for Skyler, of course, although realistically he could've run right past his son hidden out there. He just had to hope that the kid would be lurking around the enemy, and anyway groups of Sangue soldiers were easier to find than one crafty kid on these steep forested slopes.

So he'd continue searching out groups of bloodies as he made his way to locations Skyler might have decided to operate near. And he'd continue to hit those groups where he could, doing his part to leave them in disarray and thin their numbers.

Like the five or six enemies he'd taken down back there.

* * * * *

Skyler watched the two trucks that had just pulled up to the Joes Valley Campground disgorge dozens of Sangue troops.

Unlike the other convoys that had used the camp for its intended purpose before moving on, these were clearly here on a mission; almost as soon as the soldiers had disembarked, officers began shouting them into smaller groups. Then each group was assigned a dog and handler from the camp, and within minutes was sent marching off.

Out of the camp, wary and alert, to circle the lake and climb up into the surrounding hills. Their purpose was obviously to hunt down the skirmisher who'd been taking potshots at the camp's patrols over the last few days. And considering they'd brought in two full squads, with dogs, they were really taking the task seriously.

That was forty less bloodies who'd be sniffing around Camptown. Forty less soldiers who'd pose a threat to Brandon and Andy and Mer and the other skirmishers, making it less likely the enemy would get past them and press in to find the bowl valley. Even if Skyler hadn't already taken out a dozen or so enemy soldiers in his attacks, not to mention sneaking in and setting fire to a few buildings a couple nights ago, pulling that many soldiers away from their search for his loved ones would've been a major contribution in its own right.

But it also meant it was time for him to move on. Before he left, though, he figured he'd leave a few last presents for the bloodies who'd inevitably be following him.

In spite of his name, Trapper hadn't used all that many actual traps. Or at least not the metal ones that snapped shut on springs; aside from those being hard to come by, he'd always got by with his snares. However, Skyler's dad had included several traps as part of his cache of things gathered from scavenging in the fallout zone, and Skyler had brought a couple with him.

His plan had been to use them for their intended purpose, if the opportunity ever presented itself to lay them on small game trails. Bagging a rabbit or two to supplement the truly nasty Sangue ration bars he was surviving on seemed like a good option, if he could take the time and risk while skirmishing against the enemy.

So far he hadn't, truth be told. And now that he had a better use for them, he was prepared to lose them to make his escape just a little easier.

So Skyler headed northeast, traveling on foot leading Sulky behind him. He made no effort to hide his trail, scent or visible, and moved quickly in a line. If possible, he wanted to convey the image that he was finished operating in the area and, now that Sangue had brought in serious manpower to chase him, he was breaking off and getting out entirely.

After about a half hour, he paused in a likely place and concealed his traps along his trail. It was in a choke point between trees, where pursuers would be funneled to walk right over them, but his preference would've been if the traps took out a couple of the dogs sniffing after him; not only would it remove some of the biggest threats, but it would also force the bloodies to leash the rest of their trackers to prevent them from wandering into more traps, as well as causing them to move more slowly and cautiously in general in case there were more traps.

And who knew? Maybe, if he was confident enough in his lead, he would pause to set out some snares. Those were easier to spot, but it might keep the enemy cautious and he'd brought several of them, too.

Skyler pushed northeast for another half hour or so after that, keeping his pace fast and his trail obvious. He constantly checked his back trail to make sure Sangue troops weren't already in sight and closing in, but as far as he could see there was nobody, even when he found good vantages higher up that let him see much farther.

Once he was really confident he was well ahead of pursuit, and he'd found a convenient area of loose scree on the other side of a stream passing through a high valley, he went all out to hide his trail.

Most of that was confusing or erasing his scent to throw off the dogs, but he also picked a brutally steep spot to climb up the slope, leading to an even more difficult cliff he'd have to work his way around leading Sulky. Once the dogs lost him, he wanted Sangue to assume that he'd gone any of half a dozen easier ways before they even looked at a trail that would be almost impossible to lead a horse along.

It was a precarious ten or so minutes to get past the rough spot, and he had to admit that he didn't know this area enough to be exactly sure what he'd find on the other side. Thankfully, once he made his way around the cliff he found a passable trail leading west, in the direction he wanted to go.

“Here we go, Sulky,” he said quietly as he climbed into the saddle. “Let's quit playing around and put some distance behind us.”

The mare snorted in a way he couldn't help but feel was a bit derisive. He responded by nudging her into a fast pace, eyes alert for any threats in the area.

For the rest of the day he changed directions repeatedly, and several times took measures to hide his trail and confuse his scent. But his general direction of travel was westward. At least until he finally found a good spot where he could head due south, and even dogs would have trouble following him.

He spent the night there, and at the crack of dawn headed back down to get to work along Highway 29.

 


Chapter Eight

Highway 29, Again

 

Getting to Highway 29 was the hard part. Not too surprising, considering it was the enemy's main way through the Utah Rocky Mountains this far south, unless they wanted to use I-70 even farther south or Highway 31 to the north.

From what Brandon had heard, the interstate was bottlenecking with Sangue convoys as it was, considering it was one of their main ways of getting to the west coast. And, judging by what Gray's people heard over the radio, the bloodies were running into some sort of major resistance in Northern Utah that required moving a lot of troops around.

So 29 was currently vital to their operations in the area.

On top of the highway being heavily used and well guarded, the bloodies searching for Camptown were pushing hard southwards from there. Gray's people had been forced into moving out to prepare for several conflicts while Brandon and his cobbled together group of volunteers and surviving skirmishers were getting ready for their sabotage, luring slaves in, and jailbreak mission; in fact, he and the thirteen people with him had actually had to dodge around a zone where the Grand Junction leader was setting up to hit one of the nearest groups of enemies.

Even after getting past the conflict areas, they had to constantly dodge Sangue scouts and squads in motion. It was almost unbelievable how many soldiers the enemy had pushed into their mountains, and there were a few close calls where Brandon was sure they'd be caught and forced to flee back to Camptown and try again.

Assuming the bowl valley lasted that long.

But somehow they made it through, mostly by sneaking at night, circling far around, and trusting the word of the Camptown scouts they ran into to point them to potentially safe routes north. By some miracle they weren't spotted and neither was their trail, and by some odd quirk the farther north they went the less bloodies they ran into, and the less vigilant those enemies were.

Brandon could only assume that with Sangue pushing south so hard with so many troops, anyone who managed to get behind that screen of soldiers was in a more or less clear zone, territory the enemy thought they held and weren't scouting as vigilantly. They did start to run into more patrols when they got within half a day's hike of Highway 29, but those patrols moved fairly predictably and were easier to get around.

His group made their way to a spot where the road cut through a hill, forming a tall cliff on one side and a low cliff on the other. The lay of the land hadn't allowed for the road to go around, which made it an even better spot to take out the road by dropping the cliffs on it. Or at least the taller northern one.

Brandon felt a bit of a pang as they got the explosives, some of those they'd captured from Emery, ready to do the job. He felt like Pine should be here, lending his expertise, but the old miner had never returned from the ambush Brandon had led his skirmishers into. In his place Gray had sent along his lieutenant, Jonas, who was apparently at least passingly familiar with demolition work, and a younger militia fighter named Benny.

Thankfully, the work of setting the explosives and preparing the cliffs didn't take days of digging like the last time they'd taken out Highway 29. Jonas looked the place over, conferred with Brandon about potential weaknesses in the rock face, then ignored his advice and sent him and his remaining skirmishers out scouting for potential patrols, while the rest of the volunteers helped him pound out a few quick holes in likely cracks and set the C4.

“No need to waste too much time prepping,” the surly lieutenant said as if talking to a small child. “We brought a whole bunch of high explosives so we wouldn't have to risk spending too much time around here. We can set them, take the cliff down by brute force, and then get out.” His lip curled slightly. “Or at least, we can get out while you get yourselves killed.”

Yeah, Brandon had already picked up that Jonas didn't think much of his jailbreak plan. The man had been happy enough to assist with the task of taking out Highway 29, since it would directly benefit Camptown. But he'd been even more happy to leave Brandon and his painstakingly assembled group of volunteers to try the truly dangerous gamble of sneaking into an enemy camp, arming a bunch of starving men, and fighting their way out again on their own.

On the plus side, even though Gray's two militia fighters weren't sticking around, they'd still help out by blazing an obvious trail away from the site of the sabotage. That would give Brandon and his people a chance to find a good hiding spot and hunker down, waiting until Sangue brought in the slaves before they continued with the mission.

He had to admit he was looking forward to the waiting part of the plan, since as long as the bloodies who swarmed the area after their road was once again taken out didn't find his volunteers, they'd probably have days to catch up on sleep and mentally prepare for the task to come.

While following Jonas's order to scout for Sangue patrols, Brandon also had his people look out for the kind of hiding place they needed, ideally one that put them close to a vantage where they could watch the destroyed section of road from concealment. And, even more ideally, one that they could get to in a way that wouldn't leave a trail right to it for dogs to sniff out.

That was going to be a trick.

After his group had picked out several likely spots, taking care not to actually walk close to any of them, Brandon had them scout farther out to get a good feel for the land around them. They'd be operating here for the next few days at least, probably longer, and he wanted to make sure they knew the best ways in and out, and how to take advantage of the terrain.

It took less than half a day for Jonas and the others to finish preparing the demolition. The lieutenant let Brandon know by sending the rest of the volunteers out to meet up with him and his skirmishers, warning him that he had an hour to make his last preparations before the man dropped the cliff down on the road and drew a swarm of bloodies down on the area.

That wasn't long, but Brandon figured he'd have to make the most of it. So they scrambled to bring up the horses carrying supplies and the hundreds of weapons, mostly pistols and shotguns, that they'd be arming the freed slaves with.

Brandon hadn't liked being stuck with those particular guns, since a rifle was far easier to use and more accurate for a novice shooter, which many of the men they'd be arming probably would be. Not to mention much more effective in just about any combat situation. But Gray was well aware of that, too, and was hoarding the rifles for the valley's defenders. That left hundreds of available pistols that Camptown's fighters could wear if they wanted, but many opted not to since they had limited time to train with them and already had rifles.

It had taken a lot of wheedling just to get the former sheriff to part with the shotguns, which weren't too much harder to aim than rifles at short ranges, as well as a few dozen of the AK-47s. Still, Brandon was going to have to hope that the freed slaves were better shots than he feared they would be, and that sheer numbers would provide the advantage they needed for overpowering the guards and patrols.

With the animals brought up to the best hiding spot they'd found, his volunteers spent most of the remaining time covering their tracks, then found a vantage nearby where they could watch the fireworks.

Brandon's cautious side wanted him to just get everyone into their selected hiding spot, with him and a few others in different hidden locations nearby as lookouts. But he had to admit that he also wanted to see the cliff dropped on the road, and it was obvious the volunteers with him wanted the same thing.

Besides, waiting represented only a small danger, and it was important for them to see how effective Jonas's efforts were; if the road didn't end up being blocked all that effectively, Sangue probably wouldn't need to bring in many slaves, and Brandon's entire jailbreak plan might end up a complete bust.

So they settled in on a rise west and slightly north of the road, scopes and binoculars fixed on the cliff, and waited.

Brandon had watched two roads get taken out now, one with a fairly spectacular demolition that had dropped a cliff shelf onto I-70 in an earthshaking cataclysm, the other creating a landslide that had torn its way across this very highway. Incidentally burying most of a Sangue convoy beneath it and nearly catching Brandon and Andy in its fury.

Even so, he had to admit that the inner kid in him would never get tired of the sight of big explosions dropping countless tons of rock to wipe out a manmade landmark like a road. And as events went, this one was closer to the I-70 spectacle than the landslide.

Part of that was because, thanks to Pine's expert placement of the explosives on the Interstate, the explosions had been relatively lackluster. Not much more than a few puffs of smoke and sprays of dust and rock chips from the dug out cavities where they'd placed the bombs, swiftly followed by the entire overhanging cliff breaking off and falling with spectacular results.

The fireworks here were far more spectacular, since Jonas had gone big as overcompensation for not having the expertise of an experienced miner like Pine. The explosions seemed to shiver the air, a concussion wave slapping the nearby pine trees and spreading out towards where Brandon and the others watched; he knew he wasn't the only one who cringed at the overpressure, although he hoped everyone had remembered to plug their ears and open their mouths to be safe, even at this distance.

It was a good thing he had.

The noise itself was a physical force, shaking the ground beneath them and the air around them so hard it was hard not to flinch and cower at the sheer power of that much C4 going off. And that was just the first of it, since the blast was followed by a continuous thunder of stone falling and crushing its way to the ground below.

This cliff was roughly half the size of the one along I-70, maybe even smaller, but it certainly dropped well enough. In fact from what Brandon could see, rather than simply breaking off an overhanging chunk at the top, the demolition instead broke off the entire front face of it in a cascade of shattered rocks and billowing dust.

There was enough of that to fill the air around the site, although thankfully the prevailing winds carried it all in the opposite direction, east and a little south. More towards where Jonas and Benny were waiting, actually.

After the deafening roar of shifting earth had settled and the dust had cleared, the end result of the militia lieutenant's efforts was more than satisfying: the narrow stretch of road and roadside that cut through the hill had been completely filled in by the demolished cliff, creating a daunting barrier preventing travel along the highway. Even if the bloodies tried to go around it somehow, they'd have to cut a new road in a process nearly as laborious as clearing the blocked road itself.

Brandon wondered how many slaves the enemy would have to send to make the road passable again anytime soon. It wasn't just idle speculation, either; the bigger the job, the more men Sangue would need to bring in: potential slaves Brandon could free and arm and escort to safety, and soldiers to guard them.

The specific numbers of both would affect his chances of staging his jailbreak with minimal losses.

Speaking of chances of success, he panned his scope over to where the two Grand Junction fighters had been observing the demolition. He was relieved to see that the men were already gone, as per the plan.

Almost as soon as Jonas had set off the demolition, he would've beat a hasty retreat south with his fellow fighter. The two should be well on their way back into the mountains around Camptown before Sangue started chasing them, hopefully drawing all the enemy's attention so Brandon's volunteers wouldn't be discovered in their hiding place.

That just left Brandon to do his job; the road was out, it looked like it would take a major effort to repair, and Gray's people were on their way back to safety. Now Brandon needed to get his people to their hiding spot and hunker down, and keep them calm as furious enemy soldiers swarmed this area looking for someone to punish for what had been done to their road.

Unless of course it looked as if the bloodies were going to find them, at which point Brandon would need to know with enough advance warning to get his people out. Assuming that would even be possible. That would be his and Andy's job as lookouts, while they waited for the slaves to arrive so the next stage of his breakout plan could move forward.

“Come on,” he said loud enough to be heard over the ringing in his ears. He slung his rifle and began to back away from the rise, the others following.

* * * * *

Watching the road get demolished would've certainly been an entertaining sight, especially since Skyler hadn't had the slightest idea Camptown was planning to do anything like this.

But he hadn't spent the last week and a half in life or death situations just to let his focus be distracted now. So as the pretty lights and deafening sounds rang to the west, he kept his eyes on the two militia members hoofing it south.

He recognized one: Gray's surly lieutenant Jonas. The other was young, only a few years older than him.

He could also recognize people doing their best to leave a visible trail without making it obvious; those two were running straight from the cliff they'd just dropped, and they were doubtless going to have bloodies screaming after them before long.

Which begged the question: with that sort of potential danger looming, why make their tracks so highly visible and easy to follow? The only reason he could think of was that those two, who didn't seem like enough people to cart the explosives required for the job Skyler had seen, were playing decoy.

For who? Why?

He would bet his horse there were still some Camptown forces around here. Either repositioning for another attack, maybe to do more damage to the road, or hunkering down to wait for the bloodies to stop swarming the area so they could safely get away.

If so, they were in for a wait. Sangue would almost certainly bring in slaves to clear this road, a job that might take weeks depending on how desperate they were to keep it open for their use. Skyler was tempted to stick around here to hit at the guards and patrols overseeing the road clearing operation, but he wasn't sure he wanted to tackle that sort of heat on his own.

Besides, Jonas and his buddy were going to have a difficult time making it back down to Camptown. Skyler could probably do something to help slow down their pursuit, maybe even divert some of the bloodies on a wild goose chase.

And as an added benefit, if he made more noise around Gray's two fighters, the folks they were leading the enemy away from would have an easier time staying under the radar.

That made his job pretty clear.

He slid down from his perch in a tree and cautiously approached Sulky, who was dancing nervously with the entire whites of her eyes exposed, obviously terrified by the explosion; even as far away as it had been, that blast had been something else.

Skyler spent a few minutes soothing her, taking the time in spite of his haste, then mounted up. “Come on, girl,” he whispered. “Let's find a place to cross so we can go give our militia buddies some extra help.”

* * * * *

Well, Tom must've been gone from the valley longer than he'd thought; Gray hadn't even mentioned any plans to take out Highway 29 again before Tom left to go searching for Skyler.

It was certainly a spectacular sight; actually reminded him a bit of that demolition work they'd done along the Interstate with Pine. Who was, he hoped, still alive out there somewhere and had made his way back home while Tom had been gone.

He watched the final few rocks shift and settle through his binoculars, scowling as he worked through how this new development was going to affect his search.

Now, a sane person would see a Sangue beacon like that explosion and hightail it out of there before bloodies swarmed the area. Unfortunately for Tom, he'd had plenty of opportunities to observe the antics of his son and Logan, even Brandon at times back when he first met him, and had come to have serious questions about the sanity of teenage boys.

Or at least, they had such irrepressible recklessness and confidence in their own ability that it looked like insanity to Tom in his old age. So of course he had to assume that if Skyler was somewhere within earshot of that deafening blast, the kid's first instinct would be to head straight towards it hoping to find bloodies to pick off.

With a sigh, Tom lowered his binoculars and started northeast to find a spot to cross the road, where it might be safer to search through the area.

Going smack dab into the middle of a swarm of furious bloodies on the mere chance his son might be there. Apparently teenagers had nothing on fathers when it came to recklessness.

Sangue was already buzzing around the blocked section of road, on both sides, when Tom reached the highway a half hour or so later, approaching from a safe distance farther west. Although he didn't have much confidence in how safe it would remain, so he wasted no time crossing and getting out of sight north of the road.

Making his way farther north and continuing east on his search, he stumbled across a complete surprise.

The tracks were subtle and well hidden, but to Tom it was glaringly obvious that a trail disappeared along a steep rocky slope, presumably to a hiding place farther up.

It was a well picked spot, because anyone in pursuit could just as easily assume the group of a dozen or so people had instead chosen to follow the slope northeast or southwest, giving them an escape route from the blocked section of road. To Sangue, who expected enemies to flee like any sane person would do, they might not even consider that their quarry had instead gone to ground.

So it looked as if Tom wasn't the only crazy person in the area.

Rather than heading up the slope, not only making himself highly visible but also drawing attention to people who didn't want to be noticed, he instead began making his way around to a couple of obvious spots where the group might place lookouts, so they could give the group enough advance warning to at least attempt to flee if Sangue discovered them.

In the second place, a dense thicket of scrub oak that seemed impossible to move through without ripping your clothes and skin to shreds, he found Brandon holed up in preparation for a long wait.

Lookout or not, he must've caught the young man off guard because Brandon didn't even stir until Tom had made his way a dozen feet into the thicket, squirming low to the ground and contorting his body around snagging branches. His friend jumped half a foot and whirled towards him, eyes wide as he fumbled for his rifle.

“Surprise,” Tom said, unable to keep a hint of a smile from his face.

“Trapper?” the young man hissed, terror fading to relief. “Where the blue blazes did you come from?”

He wormed the rest of the way through to Brandon's hiding spot, careful to leave as little as possible for searchers to follow. “The southwest. I've been circling my way around Camptown since I left you, picking off bloodies where I can.”

“While still looking for Skyler?” his friend asked.

“Yeah.” Tom felt a sinking disappointment, even though he hadn't held out much hope that the skirmishers would have good news for him. “I'm guessing you haven't seen him.”

Brandon grimaced. “No, sorry. Then again, we pretty much came straight from Camptown to here.”

He bit back a sigh. That didn't mean Skyler wasn't here, operating along Highway 29, but it reduced the likelihood of it.

Should he head down to the burned out ruins of Emery, then? Check around there, see if his son was lurking in more familiar territory? Or maybe keep going along the highway, see if he ran into the teenager farther east, closer to Joes Valley Reservoir?

Brandon cleared his throat, looking reluctant. “You know, I've got something big planned here.”

Tom tore his mind away from his searching, glancing wryly at the uncomfortable little hidey hole around them. “I hope so, if you're trying to hide in the middle of a bunch of bloodies searching for saboteurs to a vital military asset.”

“That's just the beginning,” his friend said, his serious demeanor briefly cracking into a smile. “In fact, maybe you can tell me what you think of my idea.” He quickly explained his plan for once the bloodies brought in slaves to clear the road.

Tom listened in growing disbelief until he was finished. “I think you're either a genius or crazy.” He shook his head. “Then again, you were the one who thought up taking out Highway 29 the first time, and sending out skirmishers to delay and misdirect the enemy. You're one scheming SOB, you know that Gerry?”

He would've expected his friend to at least crack a smile at the ribbing praise, but instead Brandon just looked sick. “Schemed my way into getting half my skirmishers killed or wounded,” he said quietly.

Ouch. Well, Tom was no stranger to failing people who'd relied on him; he still felt a surge of guilt every time he remembered the failed ambush when he'd thrown all those recruits into a situation they weren't ready for, getting most of them killed.

After a somewhat strained silence his friend took a deep breath. “Anyway, this jailbreak I've got planned is going to be tricky. I could use another person who knows what he's doing.”

Tom frowned, considering it. “You going to pull the trigger on it soon?”

“Not for a few days, at least. I want to observe the bloodies, see their patrol patterns and guard positions and schedule. Also they haven't even brought in the slaves yet, and it's possible they might decide not to at all.” He gave Tom an oblique look. “I could really use a top notch scout to help get me the information I need, with Sangue so active in this area.”

Part of him really hated to say no. After everything Brandon had done for his family, for the town, and with how good a friend he'd been over the years, it felt more than simply wrong to just leave him in the lurch.

At the same time, Tom couldn't waste days sitting around here when his son could be out there in danger.

That said, he didn't necessarily have to choose one or the other. He cleared his throat. “Tell you what. I'll spend a bit of time picking over this area, seeing who's been coming and going and if Skyler's lurking around. Before I go I'll head back and let you know what I've found to help you plan your jailbreak, and if you're ready to go by then I'll be glad to take part.”

His friend gave him a relieved look. “That means a lot, Trapper. Thanks.”

Tom snorted and began backing out of the hiding spot. “Keep your head down.” He hesitated, considering asking for one of the horses Brandon had used to bring up the weapons he planned to arm the freed slaves with; going without a mount had slowed down his search more than he would've liked, and it looked as if he had more distance to cover before all was said and done.

But he couldn't in good conscience ask for an animal the skirmishers were going to need before long. There'd likely be wounded in the attack who'd have to ride to keep up, and probably supplies captured that would need to be hauled back to Camptown. Tom's legs had been good enough for him for a long time, now, and there was no reason he couldn't keep relying on them.

Besides, even though he knew how to hide a horse fairly well in this terrain if necessary, there were plenty of occasions where it was much easier to move around unseen without one. With bloodies swarming his mountains, especially in this area, he valued stealth more than haste.

So he clapped Brandon on the shoulder, then continued easing back through the scrub oak to scout.

* * * * *

Well, weren't these bloodies frustratingly on the ball?

Even though Gray's two fighters had beat a hasty retreat the moment they set off the explosives up along the highway, moving at a punishing pace, it hadn't been enough. Skyler had hoped that their haste would buy them at least half a day before they really started to worry about pursuit, but it had only taken a few hours for Sangue to catch up.

Then again, he hadn't counted on riders. Or the fact that the half squad of mounted soldiers with their pair of baying dogs were moving at an even more punishing pace, apparently having thrown all caution to the wind in their determination to run down Jonas and his companion.

Either the bloodies knew they were only chasing a few saboteurs and were confident they could fight their way out of a potential ambush, or they were so pissed at their highway once again getting taken out that they didn't care and just wanted blood.

Whichever it was, that wasn't going to fly.

Skyler led Sulky on a roundabout route that would get him ahead of the horsemen and to the east, searching for a good vantage where he could lay down some fire. He didn't plan to let them get close enough to where he could really hit them hard, just intended to take down one, maybe two enemies if possible, keep fire on them long enough for the others to scramble, and then hopefully hop on Sulky and ride hard for safety while they turned away from their pursuit of Gray's fighters and chased him instead.

And if the bloodies didn't give chase, he'd just have to double back and hit them again. He didn't want to reward the enemy for staying focused on their quarry.

Skyler found a good shoulder along a mountain slope and shimmied up to the edge, AK-47 held ready. To his relief, the Sangue riders below were still on the path he'd guessed they'd take, a good twenty minutes behind Gray's fighters but catching up quickly. So quickly, in fact, that Skyler needed to hurry up and find a target before they ran right past him and started increasing the distance of his shots to the point where he might not be able to hit anything well enough to present a credible threat.

Under the circumstances he was feeling pressure to rush the shot, especially since his first target was one of the pursuers' dogs; a small, fast moving target. But years of experience hunting small, nimble game helped him curb that impulse, and he made sure he had a good hit before squeezing the trigger.

The dog collapsed and flopped bonelessly, a difficult sight even considering the threat the beast posed. Skyler was already shifting aim to the other dog, but when its handler whistled sharply and the smaller animal veered off erratically he abandoned the shot and aimed for a horse instead.

The riders were veering their mounts erratically too, scattering with impressive coordination to present difficult targets while they searched for the source of Skyler's shots. He accommodated them by firing again, hitting a veering horse in the neck. It went down with a heart-wrenching scream, rolling over its rider and drawing a scream from the man as well.

He heard a shout from a soldier below, and the next thing he knew the riders were wheeling to pound straight up a clear section of slope towards him.

Wow, these bloodies really were on the ball. Skyler slung his rifle and bolted back to where Sulky waited, throwing himself in the saddle. Then he nearly cursed when she danced beneath him, skittish at his mood. “Easy,” he hissed. “Now's not the time to balk . . . we need to get out of here before we get run down by bloodies.”

Unfortunately, whether or not it was time to balk didn't seem to matter much to the mare. And as it turned out, in the middle of being chased by a bunch of Sangue horsemen howling for his blood was a bad time for Sulky to show how much of a liability a half-trained horse could be.

It wasn't her fault, or at least not entirely. It was just that after years of learning Surly's temperament and limits, and the gelding learning Skyler's personal quirks as a rider, he'd taken for granted how much difference that bond with the cantankerous gelding made. They'd been through some tough situations together and come out mostly fine on the other side.

On the other hand, Sulky didn't have those years of familiarity with him and he hadn't fully gained her trust in the saddle, and it showed. In the panic of being chased so hard, no doubt sensing Skyler's growing fear as well, he had to constantly fight the reins to keep her going the right way, and once or twice lost control as she veered off the trail.

It slowed them down, the last thing he wanted with enemies hot on their heels. In fact, he was seriously considering giving up and letting Sulky have her head, trusting her to get them out of there on her own and not run them off a cliff in her panic, when the decision was taken out of his hands.

The mare abruptly flinched beneath him, screaming in surprise and pain. For a terrifying few seconds it was all he could do to stay in the saddle, ducking low and gripping the pommel and hanging on with his legs for all he was worth. While he was doing that Sulky bolted beneath him, scrambling off the trail and up a precarious hillside.

A couple times she slipped and once Skyler was sure she'd fall over, crushing him beneath her. He tried to shout soothing words, ignoring how ridiculous that idea was, but mostly he hunched with gritted teeth and held on for dear life.

The next few minutes gave him plenty of time to think with sickening horror that his horse had been shot, and this surge of desperate effort from her might soon lead to her collapsing beneath him, leaving him on foot against several riders.

He didn't like his chances if that happened.

A bit of risky craning, which nearly resulted in Skyler slamming headfirst into a branch as Sulky ran beneath a tree, showed what he assumed was the injury the horse had taken; to his relief, it looked like nothing more than a graze across her flank. An ugly one, definitely, which had gouged a furrow as long as his hand that was splattering droplets of blood behind them, but it didn't look as if his horse would be dropping dead beneath him anytime soon.

He faced forward again, focusing on staying in the saddle and doing whatever he could to keep them fleeing at the best possible speed. The only thing going for them at the moment was that his pursuers had been pushing hard to catch up to Jonas and his buddy, exhausting their mounts in the process, while he could hope Sulky was better rested and would be able to outlast them in this chase.

Also, he had to say, his mare was one of the finest horses he'd had the privilege of seeing, aside from Surly of course. He'd put money on her outrunning any Sangue nag.

But for an eternity that could've been anywhere from ten minutes to an hour it seemed like the enemy horses would go on forever. His mare was snorting with effort, froth around her mouth and sides heaving against his tightly gripping legs with huge panting breaths, and even so every time Skyler looked back he spotted the bloodies just within gunshot range behind, their remaining dog a small furry streak at the lead.

The chase lasted long enough that Sulky actually calmed from her panic and started to slow, ignoring the redoubled noise of gunshots from behind. Skyler had to use every trick he knew short of whipping her with the reins to keep her running, wondering if he shouldn't think about unslinging his rifle and shooting back.

That just showed he was feeling more than a bit panicked himself; only an idiot tried to fire at someone directly behind them from the saddle at a dead run. He was barely keeping from falling off as it was, and even if he could twist enough to aim behind him he wouldn't be able to keep the weapon steady enough to line up a shot.

Finally, though, he heard the sporadic shots the enemy riders were sending his way peter down to nothing. A backward glance showed them farther back, out of gunshot range as their horses finally slowed. In fact, it looked as if one had stopped entirely, possibly even collapsed from exertion, since he only saw eight horsemen behind him now.

Skyler leaned low over his horse, patting her neck. “Just a bit farther, girl, and we'll be able to slow down.”

He hoped that wasn't optimism speaking, but thankfully only a minute or so later another glance back showed the enemy soldiers reining in at the bottom of a meadow down below. Even from this range he could hear their frustrated shouts and threats as Sulky stumbled up over a rise and they disappeared from view.

Although he would've liked to push her to go a bit farther at a run, he recognized when a horse was reaching its limits. Not to mention the mare was wounded, further hampering her. So he reined her in to a walk, hearing her snort with relief as she kept going at a pace that allowed her to finally catch her breath.

Even at a walk he should be able to outpace the bloodies if they were just sitting there, but he kept his ears pricked above Sulky's thundering breaths for the noise of approaching hooves. He also unslung his rifle and held it ready, in case they decided to send the dog ahead.

He had two priorities now: first, get far enough away that he could stop and tend the wound on his horse's flank. Then, little as he liked it after the adventure he'd just had, he needed to consider whether to double back and either make sure the bloodies were still following him, or hit them again to rile them into it.

By this point he'd probably led the riders far enough away from their pursuit of Jonas and the other fighter to let them get away safely. But there was still the chance that once the Sangue soldiers rested their horses, and since they still had a dog, they could push hard and pick up the two men's trail again, either riding them down or sticking on their tail long enough for more Sangue reinforcements to catch up.

Then again, if Skyler wasn't careful those reinforcements would be riding him down instead; that chase had been a bit closer than he would've liked.

Well, first things first.

Skyler found a good spot with a long view of their back trail, confirming his pursuers still weren't in sight, then wearily dismounted and tied Sulky's reins around a sturdy tree trunk. She was almost certainly not going to like him caring for her wound, necessary as it was, and he didn't want her bolting off and leaving him stranded with all his supplies in her saddlebags and a bunch of bloodthirsty enemies on his trail.

Finally able to get his first good view of Sulky's flank, he scowled at the ugly crease of torn flesh; it wouldn't have taken much for that to be a far more serious wound, possibly one that would've hampered his horse to the point where he wouldn't have been able to keep ahead of the mounted pursuit.

The mare was staring back at him reproachfully, ears twitching with the sort of nervousness that suggested that if he tried to tend the wound, even if he was gentle about it, she was liable to go nuts. Heck, he was surprised she hadn't panicked more than she had.

Skyler bit back a sigh. Well, nothing to do but get it over with in what little time he had.

“Sorry, girl,” he said quietly. “It doesn't look too bad, at least. Just needs a bit of cleaning, and we'll be careful to keep the dust out of it.”

She snorted, clearly dubious, but that didn't stop him from digging through his bags for his limited store of medical supplies. Then, murmuring soothingly the entire time, he got to work.

* * * * *

Half a day was all Tom was able to give Brandon.

He felt bad about that, since his friend definitely had a serious challenge ahead of him in carrying out his insane plan. But since there'd been no sign of Skyler anywhere near the destroyed section of road, and more bloodies had been pouring in by the minute to sweep the entire area, he just couldn't justify staying any longer.

He returned to report the enemy's numbers and what he'd observed about their patrols, as well as confirming that they were starting to set up a huge camp right next to the demolished cliff. “Definitely looks like they plan to bring in slaves to clear the road,” he concluded.

Brandon seemed satisfied with that news, at least. “Well, looks like I'll get an opportunity to try something crazy after all.” He hesitated, so obviously wanting to ask for Tom's help again that it was painful.

But he didn't. After an uncomfortable few seconds Tom patted his shoulder. “Best of luck,” he said quietly. “Any messages you want to send back to Gray or Fiona or anyone in the valley?”

His friend looked surprised at that. “Going to head back?”

“Figure I should every now and then, see if there's news,” he replied wryly. Although to be honest, he'd just barely decided that returning to Camptown was the right move.

He'd been searching for his son for weeks now, going farther and farther away from home. In fact, most of the time far enough that Sangue wasn't even searching for the elusive location of their enemy settlement in that area. In spite of all that, he had yet to get even a hint of Skyler's activities.

To say he was beside himself with frustration and worry was the understatement of the century. It was hard not to feel like he was flailing around uselessly out here, and if nothing else swinging back around to the valley would give him a chance to rethink his search, even if they didn't have any news for him.

That, and the longer he was away from Kristy as she got closer and closer to her due date, the more agonizingly torn he was. He needed to find Skyler, he needed to. But he also needed to be there for his wife, didn't he? Of course, she'd told him to find their son even if it meant missing the birth entirely, as an absolute first priority.

At the same time, he was sure she'd be happy to see him if he came to check in.

Also, and probably one of the most practical reasons, was that he wanted to pick up Horse. He smiled wryly as he continued. “Besides, I'm getting too old to trek all over these mountains on foot.”

“Well, I hope you luck out and find the kid there.” Brandon paused to consider his offer of delivering messages. “Jonas should give a pretty thorough report to the Sheriff. You can let him know the camp's going up and we'll probably make the attempt, though.” He hesitated. “Maybe you can also make sure Fi's doing okay while you're there. No reason to assume she's not, but . . .”

Tom understood that well enough; he hadn't stopped worrying about his family since, well, since he'd first started to care about them, out in the badlands on the trip to Newpost all those years ago. Although his fears for their welfare had certainly ratcheted up several notches in the last few months.

He offered his friend his hand, returning a firm handshake, then swiftly retreated from the scrub oak thicket again and started south.

 


Chapter Nine

Lone Wolf

 

It wouldn't exactly be accurate to say Tom's trip back to Camptown was uneventful.

For one thing, he felt like he was traveling through a war zone for half of it. Not only were the bloodies swarming the area near the destroyed section of road, but he kept running into groups of soldiers scouring the mountains searching for the hideout of their reclusive enemy. Between that and the distance from the highway to the bowl valley, it took him three and a half days to get back.

It would've taken longer if he'd paused to snipe at groups of Sangue soldiers as he passed them. But considering he was headed straight for Camptown, even if he'd wanted to deal with the delay of grabbing the enemy's attention and then slipping away clean, the idea of potentially getting them chasing him straight back to his family seemed like a fundamentally stupid one.

As it was, on the way in he nearly got his head blown off when he was still hours away from the valley, courtesy of a team of defenders set up protecting one of the less likely approaches to the place from the north.

Thankfully they quit shooting once Logan Williamson, who was leading the team, recognized him and called them off.

Tom stopped only long enough to exchange news with Fiona's brother, disappointed to learn that he hadn't heard anything about Skyler. “Of course, we've been stationed here for days now without much news,” the young man added. “The only time we've moved was once when half of us headed out to help one of Sheriff Gray's teams with an ambush farther out, before heading right back here to resume our posts.”

If the defenders had no news for him, what they did have was a horse he could borrow. That gave his exhausted body a chance to rest, and sped up the last leg of his trip home.

As he entered the valley, he couldn't help but notice that in spite of the fact that both towns now sported even more buildings and looked better set up than when he'd left, they also had the look of a place under siege. People moved with a sort of frantic purpose, posture showing fear and desperation; even the kids stuck close to their homes, rather than running and playing in the meadows or exploring the lower hillsides of the peaks overlooking the valley.

Tom made straight for the summer retreat, hoping against hope that he'd see Sulky waiting in the corral, and Skyler busy doing chores. Instead, he saw Fiona and Keri out at the tables, watching baby Thomas and Molly while they worked some pieces of leather to make clothing.

His daughter caught sight of him first, and with a happy shout bolted towards him with the precarious, carefree run of toddlers who looked as if they were on the verge of tripping and falling face first at any moment. In spite of his weariness Tom wasted no time dismounting and rushing forward to meet her, dropping to one knee to sweep her up in her arms. She hugged him tightly, showing surprising strength in those pudgy little arms, while he kissed the top of her head, blinking away a blurring in his eyes.

However else the last few weeks had gone, his little girl was still safe.

When he looked up, he saw Kristy rushing out of the retreat to meet him. It struck him that he wasn't sure he'd ever seen a woman who looked more heavily pregnant than his wife, which was even more pronounced given her slender figure. With a surge of guilt and alarm he realized that even though he'd assumed she was due any day now for a while, and had even half wondered if she'd have had the baby by the time he got back, now he realized that she was due any day now.

What the blazes was he doing out on a wild goose chase when she needed him here?

Any hope he'd had that Skyler was already back was dashed by the way her hopeful look faded to bleak despair when she realized he'd returned alone. He pushed to his feet with a weary groan to wrap an arm around her, still holding Molly tight.

“Anything?” Kristy said in a tiny voice. “Any news at all?”

Tom buried his face in her hair, slow to answer. “Not a trace so far,” he finally said reluctantly. “Anyone here have anything?”

She pulled back enough to look up at his face, expression twisting. “I haven't checked in with them today yet. But Brady seems to think he's got something, based on stuff Gray's people have overheard on the radio from the bloodies. You should talk to him.”

Tom wondered at her obvious reluctance and distaste; what exactly had they overheard? It couldn't be anything bad that had happened to their son, judging by her expression.

But he put that aside for the moment, resting a hand on his wife's belly. “How are you?” he asked quietly. “How's the baby?”

“Fine,” she said absently, all her focus obviously still on Skyler. “Haven't even had any false labor pains, like with Molly.” She patted his hand. “No rush with this baby, thank God.”

He wasn't sure how much of a comfort that was. “But you're due any day now, right?” he persisted. “Maybe I should stay until you have the baby . . . I don't want to leave you like this.”

Her blue eyes sharpened on his. “Don't you dare. I can have this baby without you if I have to, but for Skyler you being there might literally be a matter of life and death.”

Tom wanted to argue that it might be a matter of life and death for her and Molly and the baby, too, if Sangue found the valley. But he decided he'd check in with Gray and Brady first, see if they had anything for him.

That would give him time to prepare a better argument for staying, when Kristy obviously needed him. He just wished he wasn't being torn in half by his need to find his son and be here for the rest of his family at the same time.

He leaned down and kissed her gently, before shifting Molly into her arms. “I'll go check in with Camptown,” he said quietly.

She nodded, looking forlorn, as if she was having trouble dredging up much hope. “I'll have dinner by the time you get back.” She paused to look him over. “And you should have a good night's rest before you go out again. You look terrible.” Her nose wrinkled, a hint of playfulness entering her tone. “Actually, before you go maybe I'll heat up some water for you to wash up, since you also stink.”

“'Tinky,” Molly agreed solemnly. Tom heard one of the women back at the table snicker.

He felt his face heating. Well, he had spent the last couple weeks living rough, and hygiene had been the last thing on his mind. Which was unusual for him, since even while trekking out in the mountains he usually did his best to wash up regularly and clean his clothes. But he supposed it wasn't too surprising, given the pressure he'd been under.

“Yeah, I should wash up first,” he agreed sheepishly.

* * * * *

Half an hour later Tom was bathed and dressed in clean clothes. Kristy had also pushed a thick slice of slightly stale bread liberally spread with butter and mug of steaming herb tea into his hands as she ushered him out the door towards Camptown, as well as promising she'd have a steak for him when he returned for dinner.

That wasn't enough to fully rejuvenate him after the exhausting weeks of nearly nonstop travel he'd endured, but it was a good start. And the promise of a good night's sleep in his own bed with his wife in his arms kept him going as he sought out someone in the steadily flourishing town who had news about his son.

Word of his arrival must've gone ahead of him, because as Tom was returning his borrowed horse to the town's stables, Mitchells appeared from the direction of the center of town to greet him.

The sheriff looked as if he'd aged a decade in the last few weeks, face drawn and lined with worry and movements carrying the jerky hitch of pure exhaustion kept at bay by sheer stubbornness. “Don't suppose you're here to get back to work, Trapper?” he asked with a wan smile, offering his hand.

“I'd like to stick around, help out with the baby's birth,” Tom replied, returning the grip and noticing with concern that the man's hand had a slight tremor to it. “The wife has other ideas.”

His friend's smile turned wry. “I'll take that as a no, then.” All too true, unfortunately; Kristy wasn't one to back down once she'd dug her heels in. Mitchells shook his head and sighed. “That's a shame. Gray knows his business better than any man I've ever met, but he doesn't know this area. With you and Gerry both gone, and your kid in the wind, he's had to go on what our scouts have learned while we've been living here.”

Tom felt bad about that, but he wasn't sure what he could do about it. “I don't suppose, for both our sakes, you have news to help me end my search a bit quicker?”

Mitchells hesitated. “We've got something. Brady seems sure it's relevant, but I've got my doubts.”

He didn't know if that was enough to stir up hope. “About Skyler?”

Camptown's leader shrugged. “Well no. Or at least, maybe.” At Tom's frown the man hastily added. “As you know, we've been passively monitoring Sangue's radio chatter in the area, which has been a huge help when it comes to defending the bowl valley.” He clapped him on the shoulder, starting to urge him deeper into town. “But we've also been hearing plenty of their talk about skirmishers. Maybe stuff that could help you find your boy.”

He followed his friend to the command building, where Brady Everett and his wife, Betty, along with a few other people, were hard at work: poring over maps, reading old wrinkled papers full of cramped writing, and writing things down on other sheets of paper. As if organizing every scrap of information they had that might be relevant to the fight.

In one corner, a Hispanic man wearing the patch from Gray's original Grand Junction militia was quietly going over papers with a young woman, reading to her while she hastily scribbled notes.

Brady immediately made his way over to him. “Trapper!” he said warmly, offering him a firm handshake. “Good to see you still kicking.”

“You too,” he replied, not in the mood for pleasantries. “I hear you might've heard something about Skyler?”

“Think so.” The trader turned towards the corner. “Hey, Diaz! Come meet Lobo.”

Tom frowned in confusion as the militia fighter immediately straightened, eyes brightening, and murmured a hasty “excuse me” to the young woman before hurrying over. “So this is the man, the myth, the boogyman,” he said.

“Lobo?” Tom asked.

“That's what our quartermaster seems to think,” Diaz replied with a grin, clapping Brady on the shoulder. “I hear the name frequently on the radio in connection to the skirmishers . . . the only person out there who hits the bloodies on his own, instead of in groups of at least two like the Sheriff's people do, or Gerry's did. Hence the name . . . Lobo, sometimes Lobo Solitario.”

Lone Wolf. Well, Tom had been hitting them where he could.

“Diaz is one of the radio operators, in case you haven't guessed,” Brady added. “I asked him to keep his ear to the ground about any Sangue chatter that might mention your boy. When he started hearing about Lobo striking in multiple places at once, too far away to reasonably have traveled between them for the attacks, I thought we might be hearing about you and Skyler both.”

“Although the bloodies seem sure it's just one person with some sort of supernatural powers, since the attacks are so eerily similar and the person making them is impossible to track, like a ghost,” Diaz said cheerfully. He chuckled. “And let me tell you, they really hate you.”

Tom's mind raced. Considering everything he'd taught Skyler, it stood to reason that they'd operate in almost identical ways. Which meant if the radio operator had been recording the reported locations of attacks by the “Lone Wolf”, Tom could look at any he hadn't been involved with and know those were his son. He could even look at the most recent one to find out what area the kid was working in at the moment, which would seriously improve his chances of finding him.

Assuming the information didn't reveal that all the recent attacks were his, which meant something bad had happened to Skyler out there. Although the fact that the bloodies were still searching for Lobo meant they couldn't have caught him yet, could it?

Diaz misinterpreted his deepening frown at those unpleasant thoughts and hastened to continue. “Sangue estimates there's about three squads worth of skirmishers, usually split up into fireteams, who keep hitting them. They call them Fantasmas.”

Ghosts. Tom wondered with amusement if the bloodies were going by their squad size of twenty or the twelve the bowl valley's fighters used. If the latter, their prediction was surprisingly accurate, but it was probably the former, which meant Gray's squads were doing so well the enemy thought there was twice as many of them.

When he just listened patiently, the radio operator took that as a sign to continue. “They've been surprisingly accurate at tracking what attacks are the Fantasmas, which ones are by groups we know are squads of our fighters, and which are Lobo, going by how many people are involved. With Lobo they never hear more than one gun, which is their main clue. As are the impossibly accurate long range shots.”

Tom spoke up impatiently. “How many Lobo attacks have you heard reports about? Do they say in what areas they're made?”

Diaz nodded, remaining amiable in spite of his tone. “Brady asked me to track it all as best I could. I don't recognize the descriptions of some of the locations, since I don't know this area, but from what I hear you're the man who can help me with that.” He motioned to the young woman he'd been working with. “Could you give us a hand, Lin?”

She'd been doing her best to unobtrusively listen in, idly toying with a lock of hair as she stared at the radio operator with more than just professional interest. When he suddenly spoke to her she jumped, blushing slightly, then hastily shuffled some papers on her desk until she found the ones she was looking for, joining them near the main map of the area sitting on the table in the center of the room.

The two got to work, using pins to mark locations they were confident of. As Tom had expected, many of the Lobo attacks were located to the west of Camptown, working their way north and then east along Highway 29 on the path he'd taken.

As they worked, a map on the wall showing northern Utah caught Tom's eye, and he frowned as he tried to figure out what the markings on it meant. Brady noticed, and motioned him over to take a closer look at it.

“There's another group out there Sangue is fighting,” the trader told him. “Like a real group, no offense to us . . . they're actually holding the bloodies back from expanding into the northwestern States, and have been operating a bit just to the north of us, organizing pockets of resistance in the mountains east of Utah and Salt Lake Valleys. The bloodies we've been listening to on the radio talk about them a lot, call them Estadounidenses.”

Tom gave him a blank look. “People from the United States? That's all of us.”

The quartermaster shifted impatiently. “Yeah, but they talk about these guys like they're an actual group. Someone who's not just giving Sangue a run for their money, but have actually kicked in the teeth of the army the bloodies serve as a vanguard for.”

That made him whistle, impressed. Grand Junction, a city of tens of thousands with thousands of fighters in their militia, had pretty much been wiped out the moment the invaders' main army had finally stepped in and conducted a real attack. If this group up north was challenging the army itself, they were a real force to be reckoned with.

“That's something to be hopeful about, huh?” he mused. “But if there's an actual group up there capable of trading punches with an empire that's conquered South, Central, and a healthy chunk of North America, why haven't we ever heard of them before?”

Brady made a noncommittal noise, obviously not overly excited about anything that cast doubt on their potential source of salvation. For his part Tom wasn't all that impressed; sure, the idea that someone out there could beat Sangue was a nice one, farfetched as it seemed. But those people weren't here in their mountains, and the bloodies didn't seem to be easing up on their search for Camptown one bit because of any resistance they might be encountering up north.

Before he could learn any more about events of the wider world, Diaz and Lin called him back to the table. They needed his help with some of the other locations, which from his best guess were clustered around Joes Valley Reservoir.

So that was where Skyler had been operating. Tom could've kept going after running into Brandon and possibly run into his son.

Or not.

As they worked through some of the most recent attacks, all of which had been carried out by Skyler in the last few days while Tom was pushing hard south to Camptown, he realized that their two paths had almost converged near where Brandon had taken out Highway 29 again. In fact, while just reading the map made exact guesses difficult, Tom would've bet money on the fact that Skyler had chosen to trail Jonas and Benny and cover their retreat south, and either hadn't known about Brandon's group or had decided to steer clear of them.

Son of a . . . he'd been within hours of running into his son at one point, and might have if he'd made different decisions. He might even have run into him if Skyler had kept trailing Jonas and Benny, since apparently Tom had arrived back in camp only hours after the two fighters.

Instead, the kid had peeled Sangue pursuers on horseback off towards the east, then disappeared a day or so ago.

On the plus side, frustrated as Tom was by that news, at least it gave him a clear area to work with. One that wasn't far away, and a trail that wasn't that old. If he hurried he could grab Horse and be well on his way to closing the distance before sundown.

Might even get to Skyler's last known location soon enough to pick up the trail before it faded.

Although Tom didn't know Diaz from Adam, he still couldn't help but hug the man at the news his son was still alive, at least as of a day ago. “Thanks,” he blurted, heading for the door. “I need to let Kristy know!”

Brady called after him, sounding almost put out. “Don't you want to hear the rest of what we've found out?”

“No time!”

He was barely out the door when he nearly ran into Gray, who was quietly conferring with an exhausted looking Jonas. The leader of Camptown's fighters narrowed his eyes when he saw Tom, giving his lieutenant a quiet word before sending him on his way with a clap on the back.

Then he came over, shoulders slumped. “Something tells me you're not back for good, Trapper.”

“Maybe soon,” Tom hedged. “I've got a lead on my son's location. I could have him back as soon as a week from now.”

Gray nodded disinterestedly. He honestly looked dead on his feet, face a mask of hopeless exhaustion. “I hope we're still around when you do.”

He stared at the old sheriff in shock. He hadn't gotten this sort of hopelessness from any of the others, even though they'd all been tense and worried. “Is our situation that bad?”

“They will be before long, the way things are going.” Gray slumped against the wall beside the door, as if it was the only thing keeping him up. “We're getting hit hard. Constantly, from all sides. We've lost over sixty people, used up all the grenades for our RPGs and most of our heavy machine gun ammo. Running low on lemon grenades and explosives, too.”

Tom swore quietly. Not the news he wanted to hear, for any of their sakes.

The militia leader continued heavily. “Sangue's pushing us farther and farther in before we manage to turn them back, almost to the lower valley just northeast of us at one point . . . it's a miracle they haven't found Camptown by now.” He shook his head. “To be honest, that's one of the only reasons I agreed to Gerry's insane plan.” He hesitated, giving him a close look. “Which you probably have no idea about, do you?”

“Actually, I ran into him not long after he took out Highway 29. He asked me to stick around and help out with it.”

“Well, you would've given him a slightly higher chance of succeeding,” Gray said dourly. “Not that it would've helped much, most like . . . his plan's probably suicide and will end up getting a lot of innocent freed slaves killed.” He let out a heavy breath, sagging even harder against the wall. “But it has just the remotest chance of a big win. And we need something like that right now.”

“If you're trying to guilt me into abandoning my search for my son . . .” Tom began.

The older man waved him off, jaw tightening. “You have to do what you have to do for your family, no point trying to say otherwise. I'm just afraid we might not still be here the next time you check in.”

Tom thought of Kristy and Molly and the baby, due just about any day now. They were depending on him every bit as much as Skyler was, and he'd sooner die than leave them defenseless in the face of the situation he'd just had described to him.

It was tearing him in two, and he knew exactly which way he wanted to lean. But he knew just as well that Kristy wouldn't go for him staying behind, especially now that he finally had news about Skyler. She'd insist he go, even if bloodies were swarming down on Camptown from the two peaks overlooking the valley right that very moment.

His wife could out-stubborn him any day of the week, and he was pretty sure if he insisted on staying here to protect her, she'd head right out into the mountains herself, nine months pregnant and all, to find their son without him.

“I've been picking off the enemy where I find them,” he offered, not much conviction in his voice.

Gray sighed, visibly forcing himself to straighten. “Thanks for checking in, Trapper. If you could carry some messages to the sentries and skirmishers on your way back out, whichever direction you're heading, I'd appreciate that. Betty Everett can point you in the right direction and tell you what they need to know.”

It was a fair enough request, especially since Tom would want to stop by those groups anyway to see if they'd seen Skyler. “I'll do that.” He turned towards the door back into the command building. “Good luck here, Sheriff.”

“We'll need it.” Gray turned without another word and walked down the street in the direction Jonas had gone.

Tom collected a few messages from Betty, as well as the locations of the defender teams and scouts he'd be seeking out. He refused to take any that took him too far off his path, unwilling to slow his search; he might be resigned to going back out, in spite of the risk to his family in the valley, but he wanted to be back as soon as possible.

If nothing else, he might need Skyler's help to defend Kristy, Molly, and the baby as they fled Camptown.

His wife was seated at the outdoor table with Molly when he got back to the retreat, a covered plate of food waiting for him alongside their own empty plates, cleared of even crumbs. She hopped up the moment she spotted him, eyes crinkled in concern.

“Last we know, Skyler was a couple days northeast of here,” he said as he settled down at the table in front of his plate. “I have the location.”

Her breath left her in a huge whoosh, and she sagged down on the bench beside him, leaning against his side as he pulled the cloth away. True to her promise, she'd cooked a steak, if a small one, and had arranged it beside some sauteed vegetables and another thick slice of bread with butter.

“So you'll be heading out in the morning?” she asked quietly as he began shoving food in his mouth, barely tasting it.

He shook his head. “Soon as I finish eating,” he mumbled around a mouthful. “I don't want to let him get too far ahead.”

“Good.” Kristy was silent for a moment, hands resting protectively over her belly, a look of fear and anguish on her features. “I was afraid you'd insist on staying.”

The way she said it, it was obvious she half wished he would. He knew how desperately she needed him here, even if she insisted she could handle things.

Tom set down his knife and fork for a second and turned to her, meeting her eyes. “I'll go out again,” he said heavily. “I hate to leave you here, but I can't ignore this opportunity to catch up to Skyler.” He lowered his voice in a tone that brooked no argument. “But you and Molly are going to be ready to evacuate at the first sign of trouble. Fiona and baby Thomas too, if you can strong arm them into going with you. I don't care if you have to ditch the other evacuees while they're getting their act together, you take the horses and as much food as you can carry and you head southwest, where you should have the least chance of running into trouble.”

Kristy leaned her head against his shoulder. “I will,” she said fiercely. “Don't you worry about us, Tom. You just focus on finding our son.”

He gave an exhausted laugh. “I worry for you and our children twenty-four seven, Kris. But I trust you'll stay on top of things here, even should the unthinkable happen.” He wrapped his arms around her and hugged her tight.

She hugged him back, so hard her arms trembled. That hint of the fear and desperation she must be feeling was almost enough to make him change his mind and refuse to leave her alone. But in spite of his deep misgivings, he'd already committed.

Drat that boy. However noble Skyler's intentions, he really did deserve to get dragged behind the woodshed and given a solid hiding, like Mer had suggested. If he had any notion of what his running off like this was doing to his mother, and at the worst possible time . . .

It was selfishness, pure and simple.

 


Chapter Ten

Jailbreak

 

Brandon's volunteers all knew their places the fourth night after dropping the cliff on Highway 29. They'd spent the days planning and preparing, and waiting until Sangue settled down a bit and got into the routine of clearing the blocked road.

Now was the time, if ever.

The bloodies had come with a vengeance, close to two hundred slaves working on clearing the road from both ends, complete with heavy machinery to help with the hauling, and over a hundred soldiers to guard them and patrol the area. From how seriously they'd dug in, it was looking like hitting Emery all over again.

Except instead of an army comprising of all of Camptown's and Grand Junction's fighters, Brandon had a dozen people and a bunch of pistols and shotguns to arm emaciated slaves who could barely stand after a brutal day's work. Who he was hoping would have the strength to fight their way free, then flee the inevitable pursuit and get back to the valley without leaving a trail.

Was he insane?

Well, insane or not it was time to go. He finished making his rounds to check everyone's preparations and get their status, then gathered them all to him. “You all ready for this?” he whispered, looking around at the assembled men and women. His friends, his responsibility; he was terrified of failing them again. Dreading the fact that even if things went well tonight, there was every chance some or even all of them might not make it.

He wasn't alone in his grim thoughts. Ray snorted. “Does it matter? My best years are behind me, but they weren't all that great anyway. And if Sangue kills us horribly tonight, just means they get us sooner rather than later.”

That seemed like a depressing perspective for someone with a family waiting back at the valley. Brandon wasn't the only one who didn't like hearing it, either; Jenny, who'd volunteered in Mer's place when she learned of his plan, shot the older man a disgusted look. “I've never met anyone who pisses and moans with less reason than you, Mickelson. At least Neal usually injects some humor into his whining.”

Her words weren't greeted with the response she was probably hoping for; the surviving skirmishers were still too raw about losing Reina and the others who'd died during the disastrous ambush, and bringing up Neal just reminded them of that.

This wasn't doing much for their spirits right before the most dangerous task they'd undertaken so far, so Brandon pointedly cleared his throat. “We all know our places. Go slow and careful, and when the time comes do your part of the plan and be accurate if you need to shoot bloodies.”

“If?” Andy joked, although his voice had an edge to it.

He clapped his friend on the shoulder in reassurance. “When, then. Just remember, our job is to make a huge distraction and hit the hardest Sangue targets to keep them looking outside rather than at the prisoners, so they can get away. We're the ghosts escorting them, and like ghosts we should stay invisible.”

“If you don't mind me saying, this pep talk is getting a bit longwinded,” Derrick said wryly.

Brandon bit back his irritation. “All right then, let's go.”

His dozen volunteers split up and dispersed. Some were going to sneak into the Sangue camp and plant explosives on the barracks tents and other key structures, and once they finished that get into place to begin firing at the enemy weapons emplacements. Others would be getting into place to begin ferrying the guns in to the slaves, then help guide them out of camp when the chaos started.

Jenny would be with that group, although once the guns were off the horses her job was to have them ready to pick up wounded or those too weak to walk and get the fleeing slaves moving south. She'd have water and ration bars prepared for the freed men, to hopefully give them the strength to keep going.

Fending off pursuit once everyone was safely away would be a whole other mess, but if they failed on this first step of the plan it wouldn't really matter. Brandon kept his thoughts focused on the coming task as he slipped away from the others, towards the darkened camp waiting in a clearing just north of the road.

He was going in first, to make contact with the slaves and talk them into this jailbreak. He was confident they'd agree to his offer, but even if they all decided it was too dangerous and refused, that wouldn't be a complete disaster. His volunteers would hit the camp anyway, but instead of doing it to serve as a distraction they'd focus on causing as much damage as possible and taking out the greatest number of bloodies.

That was Plan B, though. One he sincerely hoped stayed in his pocket.

After a few nights of carefully watching the movements of sentries and patrols, Brandon had selected a route that would get him into the camp without being seen. He hoped. He moved slow and with utmost care, using everything he'd ever learned from Trapper and Skyler about sneaking around these mountains.

He'd done this a few times while skirmishing, although never actually sneaking into a Sangue camp. Still, those other times had been with enemies who were on guard from constant attacks, while the guards here would hopefully not be expecting any trouble. But even if they'd been literally asleep at their posts, and he'd had the experience of doing exactly this dozens of times, Brandon didn't think he'd ever get used to it.

In fact, if he had to be honest he hated it.

In its own way, moving this slowly was as exhausting as running, since it often involved being in positions that worked muscles he'd never even been aware of before. On top of the physical effort, the psychological strain was enormous; the heavy weight of the timetable hanging over his head, constantly fighting the pressure to move quickly to get it over with, feeling like it took an hour to move ten feet.

Stifling his breath and wincing at the slightest rustle of his clothing, keenly aware of the enemies ahead, then ahead and to the sides, then completely surrounding him. Knowing that every step he took put him in greater danger, made it that much less likely that he'd get away if he was discovered. His back prickled as if a bullet was about to slam into it at any second, and even though the night was chilly sweat beaded on his forehead and trickled down his back.

Brandon's approach took him along the latrine trench. Even disciplined soldiers didn't enjoy hanging around near that stench, and anyway they'd be less likely to pay attention to movement there, since people used the latrines at all hours. In fact, a couple guards were cycling a group of slaves through them as he approached.

For a moment he was tempted to try to join the group, get herded back to one of the slave pens and convince them to jailbreak from within. But aside from the added risk that represented, and the fact that he was seriously antsy about being locked in even though he'd brought heavy duty bolt cutters with him, he was also carrying his weapons and some other gear that would make him stick out like a sore thumb.

So instead he used the commotion of slaves shuffling into place along the trench to relieve themselves, making his way to a nearby barracks tent and using its cover to move deeper into the camp, where the slave pens were located.

The pens had been scattered throughout the camp, all in wide open spots, to prevent slaves from communicating and trying to organize mass revolts or escape attempts. They had a basic, efficient construction: just four chain-link fence walls bolted together, one with a door held shut with a padlock to allow entry and exit. They were buried six inches to discourage prisoners from trying to lift them or dig underneath them, and had another section of chain link to make a roof. Each one was crammed with so many slaves that they didn't even have room to all stretch out flat, and had to struggle to find a position comfortable enough to sleep.

Brandon knew he would eventually have to go around to all the pens and talk to everyone, but some were closer to guard routes or emplacements or more frequented areas of camp, or even worse than that to sources of lighting that made them more visible.

He'd picked out one near the mess hall, in a part of the camp that was almost abandoned at night, as his first visit. After creeping across the ground from cover to cover to the closest approach to the pen, he crossed the final distance in a confident saunter, muscles tense and expecting to hear a challenge shouted at him at any moment.

If so, he was hosed. He knew a bit of Spanish that he'd learned from Trapper and Skyler and Lisa, but nowhere near enough to pass as a Sangue soldier. And his people would still be getting into position to do their part of the plan; at best they might be able to offer cover fire as he fled. But it would put them in extreme danger, and even with their help he wouldn't get far.

There was no challenge, and within seconds he reached the cage and dropped down against the side of it.

Immediately on the other side of the chain links, an emaciated man glared at him balefully. “Whatever you plan to do to me, bloody, just get it over with.”

“Do I look like a guard?” Brandon hissed. Other slaves were starting to shift around to look at him, a surprised murmur sweeping through them, and he looked around nervously to see if any guards were in sight as he hastily continued. “Keep quiet and stop moving! Don't draw the guards' attention.”

The man he'd been talking to snorted, although quietly. “You think we need to be told that?” he whispered in a barely audible voice.

Fair enough. “I'm Brandon Gerry, part of a community that lives nearby. I'm-”

“The one that keeps taking out this road?” the same man interrupted.

Holy smokes, would this guy just shut up? “Yes, the same one. Sorry if that caused more trouble for you, but-”

The guy swore, tone somewhere between bitterness and amusement. “If we weren't doing this, they'd make us do something even less pleasant. At least you're rubbing dirt in their eyes, even if it means they're pissed off and treat us worse.”

Brandon didn't have time for this. “Look . . .”

“Zack.”

“Look, Zack, no offense but this is incredibly dangerous, and we don't have a lot of time.”

“You might not,” Zack shot back. “What're they going to do to us . . . lock us up, beat us, and work us to death?”

In all his plans for how the slaves would respond, he hadn't really expected this. Joyous relief was what he'd hoped for, or at worst people too frightened to want to risk their lives for the hope of freedom. But this broken, hostile indifference was something else.

Luckily, he wasn't the only one who'd had enough of Zack's lip. “Would you shut it, dude?” another prisoner hissed. “This guy didn't sneak into a camp guarded by better than a hundred bloodies to shoot the breeze.” He turned to Brandon. “I'm Carl. Please, for the love of all that's good, ignore this idiot and tell us what's going on.”

Brandon quickly explained the situation. He was vague on exact details about Camptown's location, in case any of these men were questioned by Sangue, but otherwise he laid things out straight.

Once he finished, Carl was quiet for long enough that he was afraid the man didn't believe him. “And your people, you'll be able to get us out?”

That wasn't exactly a simple question, and Brandon hesitated. “We can open the cages and arm you, create confusion in the camp to buy you time to get out. And we've got food and horses to help you keep up the pace, and can guide you back to our community.”

“I'm sensing a serious “but” here,” Zack said.

“But I've got a dozen fighters with me,” he replied through gritted teeth. “We'll help you as much as we can, but you know we're seriously outnumbered on our own.”

The men in the cage murmured uneasily. Carl cleared his throat. “So what you're saying is you can break the locks and give us weapons and support, but we have to free ourselves.”

Brandon nodded. “You know what happens if we fail. The choice is yours whether you want to risk it.”

A man near the other side of the cage snorted. “Heck, you bust open this cage and give me a rock, and I'll try it. You give me a gun and I'll hunt down every bloody POS in a hundred miles.”

Carl spoke up firmly. “I don't think there's many of us here who wouldn't leap at the chance to escape, and give Sangue some payback on the way out. But the overseers work us until we can barely stand, let alone run for freedom. How are we going to get away?”

Brandon hesitated. “I don't have any easy answers, unfortunately. We're going to have to kill the camp's guards and patrols, as many as we can, so they don't come after us. At that point, we'll do our best to get a good head start before morning, when the real pursuit begins. The good news is, if we can make it about a day's walk south, maybe two at most, my people will be ready to cover us the rest of the way. And in the meantime, my skirmishers will be doing our best to slow down any bloodies that come after you.”

“Skirmishers, huh?” Zack said. “I like the sound of that.”

“It's a fancy name,” Carl agreed grimly. “But how do you propose to kill over a hundred guards without us all getting mown down like grass, even if we've got weapons?”

Brandon shifted position; staying crouched like this was really making his calves burn. “Well first off, I need you guys to be organized when the time comes. I need you to be aware of where the enemy fortifications are, the positions and routes of patrols and sentries, and where they sleep. That way you can be pointing your guns the right way when the shooting starts.”

“We can do that,” Zack said. “You'd be surprised what you notice when you've got nothing else to do but drag rocks that weigh more than you. And get beaten, of course.”

He ignored the man. “Then, my people plant enough C4 on all the barracks to blow the sleeping bloodies inside sky high. You'll all get ready to go, we'll time the explosions for just as we move to take out the sentries and weapon emplacements and the patrols. Once the confusion starts, you come out and join the fight. You need to move quickly, in orderly groups, and as soon as we've taken out as many bloodies as we can you head south through the camp and across the highway to where we've got our horses waiting.”

“That sounds pretty complicated . . . what if they catch on before we get all that set up?” a man in the cage said uneasily.

“Then we go straight to Plan B . . . blowing up whatever we have rigged, tossing grenades at everything else, and shooting anyone that moves that didn't come from one of the pens.” Brandon could tell from the dubious silence that Plan B didn't inspire a lot of confidence. “There's a chance things could go wrong, but my people are pretty good at skulking around in the dark, and we've planned this out carefully. As long as you guys keep quiet and don't do anything suspicious until it's go time, we should be fine.”

A brief, thoughtful silence fell “It's a workable plan,” Carl mused. “I assume you'll want us to hit the armory and supply tent on the way out, grab any weapons we can get our hands on and enough food to keep us going until we get to wherever you live?”

“We definitely want whatever we can take with us, especially the food,” Brandon agreed. “We've all lived in this world since the Ultimatum, we know you can never get enough of that.”

“That's always what it comes down to, isn't it? No matter the situation.” The prisoners' spokesman sighed. “On the upside, even if most of us die in this wild jailbreak of yours, at least the rest of us can hope for a proper meal for once. That might put fire in everyone's bellies, if the prospect of freedom doesn't.”

Hard to argue that. “How closely do the guards keep track of you guys?” Brandon asked. “I'd like to bust you out, Carl, so you can come with me and talk to everyone in the other cages. Maybe send out a few more of your people, too, so we can visit several cages at once and speed things along.”

“Pity the cages aren't all clustered together like they are in the slave camps, or we could spread the word in no time,” Carl whispered back. “Sangue probably did it on purpose, since chances of an attempted jailbreak or revolt are higher out here.” He paused, thinking it over. “We could probably get away with three or four slipping out. We'll want to head to that cage closest to the blocked road first. That's where Tanner and his boys are kept . . . he's the closest thing we've got to a leader, someone people will pay attention to.”

“Okay.” Brandon said, looking around. “Play it cool, and keep an eye out for guards while I work.” He scrabbled around to the cage's door, removing his bolt cutters, and snipped the lock as quickly as he could. He held his breath the entire time, expecting to be caught or at least challenged.

But he was sort of committed at this point, since the first guard who came around checking the lock would immediately raise the alarm. More immediately, the slaves might not trust his plan and in a panic might decide to make a break for it now that the lock was off.

The men inside didn't so much as twitch as the chain link door swung open. Carl, Zack, and two other men the slaves' impromptu leader picked out all wormed their way outside to join him, then the four headed off together to go talk to this Tanner fellow. Brandon sent everyone else in the cage out on their own to the other cages to talk to the slaves, instructing them to head south to Jenny and pick up bolt cutters and begin ferrying weapons as soon as they got agreement from the other slaves.

As for Brandon, he left them to it and began picking his way south through the camp. Now that the ball was in motion, he was going to need to find a way to sneak around and take out the guards and sentries along the southern perimeter so they could work in the area. That was probably the most dangerous part of the plan, but it couldn't be helped.

Andy should already have been on that, but he didn't see any sign of his friend as he approached the last tent before the road. That was probably a good thing.

He made straight for one of the nearest defensive positions, manned by two bloodies on a platform elevated six feet off the ground. He'd hoped they'd be sleeping, or at least inattentive, since it was near the end of the first shift.

To his relief it looked as if they were; the platform was deliberately constructed to not be large enough to lay down on, keeping guards from just falling asleep on shift, but that hadn't deterred the men there. One had climbed down the ladder to sprawl on the ground leaning against it, while the other was slumped in a chair with his rifle across his chest, snoring.

Brandon slipped his knife free of its sheath, thinking of Skyler's inability to do what he was about to do. Or, for that matter, his own emotional turmoil the first time he'd had to do this, at Trapper's ranch. Even knowing the danger the enemy presented, and the need to do it, he still couldn't shake an almost surreal sense of guilt and remorse whenever he thought about it.

But whatever he might've felt about slitting a sleeping man's throat, the crushing guilt of failing his people felt worse.

So he crossed the distance to the platform and, without wasting a moment, crouched to cover the mouth of the soldier on the ground with his hand, at the same time yanking the man's head back and planting his knife into the exposed throat. Then he kept the Sangue's mouth covered as he thrashed and gurgled for fifteen or so seconds.

The entire time, he listened with his heart in his throat for the soldier above them to wake up and see him, or someone in camp to notice and raise the alarm. But there was nothing; just a sleeping camp.

A sleeping camp full of his people carrying out their own tasks.

He swiftly climbed the ladder to the platform. The sentry in the chair stirred and mumbled a question, which became a muffled shout as Brandon jumped forward and planted the knife in his eye, scrambling to cover his mouth with his free hand.

The shout became muffled grunts as the man's weight shifted and he slid bonelessly onto the platform. Brandon swallowed away the queasy sensation in his gut and dropped back to the ground, sneaking across the road towards the patrol route of the sentry that stood between him and where Jenny waited with the horses.

He was relieved to find that instead of a sentry, there was a corpse slumped against a tree; Andy had been busy, looked like. Brandon kept going around a low hill to a small clearing, hissing a greeting to Jenny so she didn't panic and shoot him.

“How's it going?” she hissed back as he hurried towards one of the bundles on the ground, waiting to be hauled into camp. It was full of shotguns and pistols, already loaded and ready to be used, with extra loaded magazines and boxes of shells in the bag with them.

“Nothing's gone wrong yet, far as I know,” he replied as he hefted the bag over his shoulder. “Stay alert, people will be heading your way soon.”

“Yeah.” Her tone was serious, with none of its often sharp edge. “Be careful, huh? You've got your wife and kid waiting for you.”

Brandon grimaced. He could've done without that reminder right before he headed back into danger. But he had to remind himself that the young woman had grown close to Fi while she'd been living at the retreat, and genuinely cared. “Thanks, I will.”

He snuck back into the camp and deposited the guns at the first cage he'd visited. Carl's team was already back, with the news that Tanner was with them and would lead the slaves once the confusion began, ensuring as many as possible got safely away.

That was a relief; it would let Brandon focus on his part of things. He sent the other men with Carl out with the bag of guns and a pair of bolt cutters to a the nearest cage, then led Carl back to where Jenny waited so they could both grab bags, as well as another pair of bolt cutters so the freed slave could head to his own cage.

While they were there Brandon noticed a couple other bags missing; apparently a couple of his people, probably Andy and Derrick, had finished up their jobs and were getting to work delivering weapons to the alerted slaves.

He separated from Carl just outside camp, both heading to a different cage to free a group and get guns passed out. As he made his way through the silent tents, Brandon couldn't help but feel like his straightforward plan, if not exactly simple, seemed to be going off without a hitch.

Unfortunately, he thought that too soon.

The first hint of disaster came with the rattle of machine gun fire from one of the emplacements on the northern edge of camp, the one Bill Cawley had been assigned to sneak up on and eliminate. Then, judging by the resultant explosions once the confusion started, Ray had only managed to rig two of the six barracks tents with C4.

As for Brandon, he'd just finished delivering his bag of guns to the second cage. The moment the shooting started he cursed and threw open the door of the cage, urgently waving towards the cringing men inside.

“Grab a gun and get to cover!” he shouted, crouching to tear open the duffel bag full of pistols and shotguns and handing them out frantically, along with spare magazines and boxes of shells. Slaves poured out the door, some grabbing the weapons he offered and others simply bolting for the nearest cover. A few even headed straight for the perimeter, seizing their chance for freedom and often not even going south towards the planned rendezvous point.

And leaving their buddies in the lurch during the coming fight.

Had the others managed to open many more of the cages? Brandon couldn't count on the chance that they had.

Leaving the slaves to pass out weapons and join the fight on their own, he bolted for the next nearest cage with his bolt cutters. Halfway there automatic fire from the direction of one of the barracks tents made him drop flat, scrabbling to unsling his rifle. The enemy soldier stopped firing after a few seconds, either shot or wisely deciding to get to cover. Brandon couldn't even be sure he'd been the man's target.

He pushed up to one knee, leaving the bolt cutters on the ground where he'd dropped them, and snatched an incendiary grenade from his vest. After pulling the pin he hurled it at the entrance of the barracks tent the soldier had come from, then yanked a couple fragmentation grenades free and tossed them towards the other tents enemy soldiers were pouring out of.

By that point there was gunfire coming from seemingly everywhere: his skirmishers, the slaves, and the sentries and newly awakened bloodies all shooting wildly. Hopefully at the right targets, at least where his own people were concerned. Brandon left the fighting to everyone else for now and snatched up the bolt cutters again, crossing the final dozen steps to the cage and throwing himself flat beside it, in case anyone had decided he was a tempting target.

No one had, it looked like. He pushed up to his knees and got to work on the cage door. “Where's our guns?” a prisoner inside the cage demanded.

“Back with the rest of the ones I didn't manage to pass out,” he said tersely as he heaved at the cutters to cut the chain. “Due south of here, edge of a copse about a hundred yards on the other side of the hill. Make a break for it, get armed, and join the fight.”

The frantic slaves shoved the door open the moment he got the chain cut, nearly knocking him flat on his back. They all stampeded in the direction he'd told them to, which was good, and he had few doubts about whether they'd go for the weapons. His worry was that after they had, there was no way to know how many would come back and join the fight instead of bolting for the hills.

Well, now that they were free and headed for safety they were pretty much at the bottom of his list of things to worry about; he hoped things turned out well for them, whatever they chose to do.

Brandon paused beside the empty cage to assess the situation, then hastily unslung his AK-47 and poured automatic fire into a knot of bloodies crouched behind a nearby tent, shooting around it at targets he couldn't see. Thankfully, in spite of the dim and erratic lighting, most of it provided by burning tents and muzzle flashes, he could identify them as enemies by all the shouting in foreign languages they were doing.

He gave himself just enough time to empty his magazine into the enemies as he swept his muzzle from one end of the tent to the other, then started to sweep it back. The moment his gun went click instead of bang, he dove behind the cage and huddled close to the links, praying his body armor would stop any return fire.

There was a lot of that, bullets whining all around him and pinging on the chain links of the cage, with one thudding into the dirt only inches from his face and kicking grit into his eye. Which would've been more of a nuisance if it hadn't been scrunched tightly shut.

The hail of bullets lasted for an eternity, or more likely just a few seconds, but in the chaos of the fight nobody could stand around firing for that long without drawing attention to themselves. Finally the whine of close calls and nearby ricochets stopped, and Brandon cracked his eyes open to confirm that not only was he still alive, but that nobody was running towards him or maneuvering to get a better position to fire at him from.

After a few seconds to satisfy himself that that was the case, he scrambled for the bolt cutters and began looking for another cage that hadn't been opened.

The next one he found was empty, the chain links torn away from the steel poles in one corner indicating that someone with bolt cutters had either chosen to get them out by a more cautious method, or the panicking slaves had managed to tear open their own path to freedom. Probably the latter.

Brandon passed quickly by the next cage, even though there were people inside; Sangue had gotten to them first, gunning down dozens of men as they huddled helplessly in their prison. Then he paused, swallowing the bile rising in his throat.

He didn't want to accept the fact, but those poor men had died because of him. If he'd never come to this camp tonight they'd still be alive. Facing short, miserable lives of endless backbreaking work, maybe, but alive. Now they were dead, without even a choice in the matter. Not even given a chance to get out of their cage and try to escape into the night.

He didn't want to see what had happened to them, but he would never forgive himself if he just left. So he went back to check if anyone had survived.

“Hey!” he hissed. “Any of you still alive? We need to get out of here.” No response. He raised his voice slightly. “I have to keep moving . . . if you're in there say something now.”

He waited a few tense seconds, ducking at a sudden roar of gunfire that sprang up near him. That was enough to get him to give up, and he'd just taken a step away when he heard a low groan from the cage, barely audible above the cacophony of gunfire and screams and explosions in the camp.

Cursing, Brandon rushed to the door and got to work on the padlock. He would've thought that after cutting a few of these he'd be able to do it faster, but either his attempts at haste were making him clumsy, or in his panic time seemed to be crawling. Either way, he cringed against the cage as he worked, expecting to feel a bullet slam into his back at any moment.

Then the cage door was open. Holding his breath and clenching his throat closed to block off his churning stomach, he began picking his way over the huddled bodies, trying not to see what he was stepping over. Or on.

Thankfully it was dark. “Where are you?” he hissed. “You still with me, bud?”

Another groan, almost underfoot. Brandon dropped to a crouch and began feeling at necks, searching for a pulse. It was a gruesome task, and he had to move a body aside before he found a stick-thin shape, a kid who couldn't have been much older than Skyler, huddled against the ground.

The prisoner's shirt was dark with blood from a wound to his shoulder, or maybe arm. Brandon felt around in the dark until the boy jerked away with a sharp cry of pain. “Shh!” he said, more to keep the kid from drawing attention to them than to comfort him. It was the boy's arm that was wounded, so Brandon quickly cut a strap off his flak jacket and got to work on a tourniquet.

Then he slung his rifle low on his back and hauled the prisoner over his shoulders. The weight was less than it should've been, but still enough to make him grunt with effort; it took every bit of strength he could muster to stumble to the cage door without tripping and slamming them both into the chain links, and once he was outside on flat ground he paused for a second to catch his breath and get his bearings.

There was still a lot he could, and should, be doing for this battle. But he'd made it his responsibility to save this kid, so that was his job now. At least until he could get him to safety.

Turning for the south end of the camp, he began ducking from cover to cover to get out.

 


Chapter Eleven

Escape

 

Andy rained fire on a dozen bloodies shooting from the cover of the vehicles parked near the road, cursing under his breath each time he squeezed the trigger.

So far nobody had noticed his position in the chaos, crouched beneath the southeast guard platform. That was where he'd paused, urging Tanner and his group of fifty or so freed slaves to keep going south and escape. With the plan blown in their faces, any hope of making it a fair fight had flown out the window; malnourished slaves with pistols and shotguns who'd lost the element of surprise held no hope of beating trained soldiers with rifles.

Especially since they hadn't managed to get all the guns passed out, or even free everyone in the cages. Off to one side was a grisly reminder of his failure, a cage full of bodies that a single Sangue soldier had mowed down with a few sweeps of his AK-47.

The sight sickened Andy, squashing his desire to fight. Now he was just focused on getting as many people as he could to safety. What came after that, fighting off or delaying pursuit while the freed slaves continued to run south at the best speed their overworked muscles could manage, was a worry for later.

Assuming he survived to escape the camp. Speaking of which . . .

In his half-panicked state, it took Andy longer than it should've to notice that the muzzle flashes from the guns of the soldiers he was firing at seemed to have grown larger, as well as taking on a distinctive star pattern. It took another critical second to realize what that meant: the enemy's muzzles were pointed more or less directly at him.

They'd finally figured out where he was.

Andy dropped flat just as bullets thudded into the platform above him and the supports holding it up. But not before he felt a heavy force like a punch in the chest knock the wind out of him.

That pretty much took him out of the fight for a few seconds, as he struggled to draw a gasping breath, fully convinced he was dying. He tried to reassure himself that he'd just hit the ground too hard, but the pain in his chest continued.

He'd been shot.

How bad was it? Had his flak jacket stopped it completely? Would he even survive to find out, with bullets still kicking up dust all around him?

That last question galvanized him, and he desperately rolled out from under the platform, losing his rifle in the process. He didn't care, keeping up his roll until he was ten feet away and bullets were no longer whizzing past.

In the darkness and confusion they hadn't seen him leave the safety of the platform and were still firing at it. For now.

Not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, Andy rolled onto his hands and knees and took off towards the nearest tent, running with every ounce of speed he could muster. His heart thundered in his ears and his recently returned breath burned in his lungs, so it was painful to breathe too deeply. Or maybe that pain was from his wound.

At any second he expected to feel another heavy punch. One that would take him down for good.

It almost came as a surprise when he reached the tent. He was about to stop running when he heard the shredding sound of bullets tearing through cloth and realized he'd been spotted and they were once again shooting at him.

So he dropped to the ground again. That was always a good option to make yourself a harder target, and he'd seen in more than one fight against the bloodies just how effective it was. Especially when he was out of sight behind the tent, and enemies would have to be lucky to shoot exactly where he was.

In a way it was a relief to lie down and rest for a second. His chest was really hurting, and when he tugged at his vest to loosen its binding constriction he felt a sharp stab of pain that made him freeze. More carefully, and with trembling hands, he got a few fingers beneath the reinforced kevlar material at the neck.

They came away bloody.

Andy felt his heart beating faster, which hurt, but he did his best to stay calm. He didn't feel weak, and the pain felt like it was on the surface, like the mother of all slivers. He knew that even if the body armor did its job, bullets could sometimes punch into the material hard enough to puncture the skin beneath. Especially rifle rounds.

That had to be it. Just a flesh wound.

Distantly, he was aware that while he was freaking out he hadn't been shot dead. He also noticed no bullets seemed to be tearing up the tent above him, or thudding into the ground anywhere nearby. That, and there was a lot more gunfire than there had been just a minute ago.

He was probably going to end up dead if he just lay there fretting about a wound he could do nothing about, so he carefully eased around until he could peak past the corner of the tent at the vehicles the bloodies shooting at him were using as cover.

When he did, he saw that they bigger things to worry about.

Andy's salvation had come from the trees on the south side of the road, where a long line of dozens of guns had opened up on the soldiers behind cover around the vehicles, as well as any bloodies drawing attention to themselves in the southern part of the camp.

Judging by the numbers and the coordination, that had to be Tanner and his boys; more than a few of the slaves had known how to fight, and the older man had gathered them into a group as soon as the jailbreak started and passed them the small number of rifles Gray had given Brandon. They'd scooped up even more from fallen Sangue during their desperate flight from the camp.

And now, rather than making good his escape when he had the chance, Tanner had led his people back to keep up the fight and cover the other fleeing slaves. Bless him.

Not one to look another gift horse in the mouth, Andy pushed to his feet, relieved to find that he didn't feel any weaker in spite of the slight shortness of breath. He also didn't feel blood pouring out from beneath the vest to indicate a serious wound, just a slight trickle working its way down his chest.

So he decided to keep ignoring it and bolted towards the road, keeping low and hoping he wouldn't get shot by bloodies or the men he'd just freed. He could've made for the cover of the platform before risking the narrow stretch of pavement, but considering he'd just had a bunch of enemies shooting at him there that seemed like a bad idea, so he just made a beeline for the safety of the trees.

If anyone shot at him he wasn't aware of it. He was too focused on running for all he was worth and not tripping and falling flat on his face. It seemed to take forever and no time at all to reach the trees, where he nearly brained himself on a low branch before ducking behind it.

“Friendly?” a harsh voice demanded within a stone's throw of him. Andy froze, and the man swore at him impatiently. “In English!”

“Friendly!” he gasped. “With Brandon Gerry's people!”

Harsh Voice grunted in reply, then another gun joined the racket coming from the trees to Andy's left, where the others were still shooting at the camp. Not long after that he heard a sharp whistle, almost as piercing as what Trapper could manage, and the shooting seemed to redouble, along with shouting voices.

He was only vaguely aware of that as he sagged against the tree, gasping in relief. All things considered, he was having a serious debate with himself about whether to join Tanner's men firing into the camp, or let them serve as rearguard and get to the rendezvous spot so he could check his wound. A serious consideration was that he'd lost his rifle and just had his pistol, which wouldn't be all that useful in a firefight like this.

After wrestling with the options for a few seconds, he reluctantly peeked back the way he'd come to see what the situation looked like. Then he froze, staring in baffled disbelief.

Dozens of ragged figures were bolting across the road. That wouldn't have been too surprising if the freed slaves were headed south, but these men were on their way back into the camp they'd just escaped. They moved in focused sprints, probably using up much of their remaining strength, and covered each other as they went.

Were they taking the fight to the bloodies? That didn't make any sense, since all the guards had been headed towards the southern end of camp anyway in pursuit of the fleeing slaves. Not to mention that the trees south of the road provided far better cover.

Yet there Tanner and his boys were, streaming back to camp to take positions of cover behind the vehicles they'd just cleared of enemies, some pausing to loot the soldiers they'd killed. The others were laying down a storm of fire into the rest of the camp, apparently having decided that any slave who was going to escape already had, and anyone they spotted amongst the tents and portable buildings were enemies.

It wasn't until Andy noticed several figures clustered around the reinforced metal box that served as the motor pool's key depository, having most likely cut the lock with a set of the Camptown fighters' bolt cutters, that he realized what was going on.

Tanner wasn't taking the fight to the bloodies or covering the slaves' escape. He was stealing the trucks and getting his people out of there, leaving Andy and his friends and the rest of the freed slaves to their fate. Not only that but he was taking all their rifles with him, aside from the ones carried by the other volunteers. Assuming they hadn't also lost theirs in the confusion.

Son of a b!

Andy grit his teeth as he gave the camp one final look, satisfying himself of the same thing Tanner's people had; that if any more slaves were still in there, they'd either been recaptured or were too wounded to get out. As for the guards, they were too busy with Tanner's men to waste time or ammo firing blindly into the trees.

So, cursing under his breath, he turned and fled into the woods towards the hill Jenny and the horses were hidden behind.

At least it wasn't all bad news. Sure, Tanner had taken all the best fighting men they desperately needed to make good their escape, as well as the best weapons. But at the same time, he was also stealing a bunch of Sangue's vehicles.

If there was one thing guaranteed to really tick off bloodies, it was having their trucks stolen. But also loved when it happened, since they had radios and plenty more vehicles to run down the thieves with. Which meant Tanner's group was the most highly visible of the escapees, driving off with the greatest prize. With any luck they'd draw most of the enemy's pursuit, giving Andy and his friends long enough to get the freed slaves away, or at least get a good head start.

Assuming, of course, that Sangue didn't easily have enough troops to chase both groups. Which they did. Still, it was a faint hope to cling to.

* * * * *

Brandon nearly stumbled headfirst into a tree when the kid he was carrying suddenly began thrashing like a lunatic. It still threw him off balance, making every step a battle, and he was half sure he was going to end up impaling the freed prisoner on branches as he struggled to stay on his feet.

It was a miracle a bundle of skin and bones, and wounded to boot, had that kind of strength left.

He cursed, then when that just made the kid struggle even harder in his grip did his best to keep his tone mild as he continued. “Easy, easy! I'm a friend. I'm getting you away from that camp.”

“Put me down!” the freed prisoner snarled.

Brandon didn't think that was a good idea at all, but it was a choice between that or him tripping and them both landing in the dark on a forest floor strewn with deadfall and other hazards. So he veered behind a clump of trees that should hopefully block them from view of the camp, then lowered his squirming bundle to the ground.

“Easy,” he said again. “You're free, now. You're safe. We just need to join everyone else and get away from the bloodies.”

The kid had sagged back against a tree, clutching it desperately to stay upright as he panted with pain or terror or both. When Brandon offered his hand to help him back up, itching to get farther away from the chaos behind them, the freed prisoner shied away and nearly fell flat on his face.

He'd expected a bit more cooperation than this under the circumstances. But then again the poor kid was wounded, likely exhausted from overwork, and obviously panicking.

Better to spend a minute calming him down now, to get his cooperation so they could go faster later. So Brandon settled down against another tree with a weary groan of relief. “Name's Brandon. Used to live in Emery, a few days south of here. Now we're holed up in the mountains with a fairly big group, fighting the bloodies.” No response. “What's your name?”

“Jared,” the kid finally muttered.

Well, that was some progress. “Listen, Jared. Everyone else is fighting and trying to make a clean escape. I need to go and help them, but I need to help you, too. I've got horses, food, and medical supplies nearby, that's where I was headed. How about we get you there and see what we can do for your arm, huh?”

After a suspicious pause, Jared nodded reluctantly. “Fine.” Relieved, Brandon started forward to offer him a shoulder to lean on.

Before he take more than a step, the kid once again flinched away. “I can walk,” he growled. “Don't touch me!” To suit his words, he shoved away from the tree and stumbled in the direction Brandon had been going. His steps were halting and accompanied by sharp hisses of pain, as if each one was agony. Which suggested that he must've had some injury beyond the obvious gunshot wound on his arm.

But he snarled like a wounded animal when Brandon once again tried to offer him a hand, forcing himself to go faster in spite of his condition.

Fine. Hopefully the kid insisting on making it on his own wouldn't get them both killed, since he wasn't leaving any other option. Brandon veered around him, giving him plenty of space, and led the way forward.

They started passing people before too long, men holding shotguns who Carl had assigned to cover their retreat. Most were looking antsy, glancing over their shoulders as if on the verge of abandoning their assignment and fleeing with the others.

“You're the first guys we've seen in a while,” one said. “See anyone behind you?”

Brandon shook his head. “No. Doesn't mean there aren't more stragglers.”

“Hey, you got another of those?” Jared said abruptly, pointing at the freed slave's shotgun.

Brandon drew his pistol and offered it; nobody should be unarmed tonight. But he also pointed firmly south, towards nearest way around the hill. “Here's a gun, but you're not fighting. You need to get to the horses and get your wound treated before you drop and need to be carried.” The kid faced him, glare apparent even in the darkness, but he just he scowled back and waited.

After a few seconds of sullen silence Jared snatched the pistol out of his hand, then turned and limped away.

He was about to get the men organized, assign messengers and turn them into a proper rearguard, when he heard crashing through the trees behind him.

He turned to see Andy appear almost exactly on the path he and Jared had taken, face pale and panting like a bellows. He'd lost his rifle and was clutching his chest with one hand, teeth gleaming in the dark in a snarl of either anger or pain.

Brandon hurried over to him, offering him his shoulder. Unlike Jared, his friend was quick to accept the help. “Are you okay?” he demanded.

“Got shot in the chest,” Andy wheezed. “Think the vest mostly stopped it.”

“Mostly?” He didn't like the sound of that at all.

His friend ignored him, continuing urgently. “Tanner and his guys stole Sangue's vehicles. That might distract the guards from us, but we need to get going . . . there's no one else behind me, as far as I know, and nobody coming but bloodies.”

Brandon was momentarily ticked that the freed slave's leader had ditched them with some of the best fighters among the group, not to mention the best weapons. But he didn't have time to worry about that at the moment. “You heard him!” he called to the shotgun-toting men around him. “Gather up, let's get this rearguard moving!”

The freed slaves made relieved sounds as they abandoned their meager cover and moved to join him, glancing warily over their shoulders. Brandon reluctantly got out from under his friend's arm as they did. “Andy, get back to the horses. If you're up to it, look for anyone who managed to scavenge a rifle and get them passed out to people who can shoot. Send them and the skirmishers back to me, while you and the other volunteers organize everyone else, make sure all the guns are distributed, and pack up. You're in charge of keeping the group moving.”

“Fantastic,” Andy panted as he quickened his step. He was soon circling around the hill.

Brandon paused with his small rearguard of a dozen or so men. Some looked as if they regretted signing up for the job, while others seemed eager for a chance to put bullets in the guards who'd mistreated them for so long.

“Okay, folks, here's the deal,” he began quietly. “There's two kinds of bloodies we're going to run into. The hopping mad ones who're going to come charging in, probably in small groups, to try to catch us before we can get far, and the ones who stopped to think and will be coming a bit slower, but better organized. Ideally we need to shoot the first, since they'll be more careless and we should hear them coming, and stay ahead of the second.”

Otherwise they'd have dozens of cutthroat soldiers sniping at nearly a hundred exhausted, starving men from the trees as they struggled south, which would be an unimaginable nightmare. And that was assuming the bloodies didn't call in help from the squads already searching these mountains for Camptown, who were all farther south and could lay ambushes.

Brandon was going to have to send out his volunteers to scout, as well as every freed slave who had any sort of skill in hunting or tracking. He'd also need to send a rider or two down to the bowl valley to let Gray know his situation, in the hopes the man might be able to do something to clear his path and help them get the last of the way to Camptown without leading any enemies following their trail there.

The more he considered the realities of their situation, the more hopeless he became. He was starting to get the inkling that, even more than the plan not going off without a hitch like he'd hoped, this may not have been the best idea.

* * * * *

They stumbled through the darkness for a few hours longer.

Brandon's rearguard encountered a few groups of bloodies, from what he could tell from the muzzle flashes during the firefights ranging from three or four soldiers to a dozen led by a dog. The fighting was brutal, and he lost some people in the darkness and had to send even more wounded up to the main group to be carried by the horses.

Thankfully, the pursuit tapered off after only an hour or so. Brandon was able to relax some, get better organized with scouts patrolling around their force of struggling people and riders sent ahead to call for help from Camptown. He was even able to leave the rearguard to their task for a bit so he could strike out ahead and pick out the best route for them to follow going forward.

Traveling at night was a nightmare, slow and exhausting and risking injury, sometimes severe, in the dark. Brandon had only done it because of urgent necessity, which was why as soon as he was confident they'd shaken immediate pursuit, he ordered everyone aside from a strong force of night sentries to settle down and get some food and rest.

“We'll be moving again before dawn, and pushing hard all day and into the night,” he warned his exhausted charges. “So make whatever sleep you can get count.”

Most of the people around him simply collapsed with groans of relief, while Jenny organized people to go around handing out food and water and all the blankets they had. There were less of those than he would've liked, few enough that the freed men would be forced to share three or four to one.

Well, shared body heat.

Brandon urged his volunteers, who were the freshest out of the group, to scout while the freed slaves who thought they were strong enough to take the first short sentry shift got some food. He felt guilty about not going out with them, but this was the first chance he'd had since the fighting started to take stock of how the jailbreak had gone.

The answer was: not great. Of the better than two hundred slaves in the camp, less than half had reached the rendezvous point. Many of the rest would've left with Tanner's group, but even so it meant that something like eighty men were either still prisoners or, more likely considering what he'd seen in the camp, had been gunned down.

Bill was dead, his failed surprise attack on the northern guard platform what had started the chaos. Three of the volunteers hadn't rejoined them, and one was confirmed dead by a group of freed slaves. Ray had taken several bullets to his flak jacket and was barely on his feet, although still as full of piss and vinegar as always.

Most of those who'd been seriously wounded hadn't had the strength to make it out of camp, but several had and were in serious enough shape to need a horse. Brandon was afraid that in spite of their best efforts, some of those might not live to see morning. More than thirty others with less serious injuries, including broken bones or sprains from running in the dark, had required tending and several also needed to ride.

A small silver lining was that in spite of the confusion, Carl had made good on his promise to raid the supply tent. Brandon regretted they hadn't hit the armory, but he could understand that panicking people were more interested in escape than fighting, and starving people had only one thing on their mind. They had only been able to take what they could carry, but it would be enough to keep the group going to Camptown, and possibly feed them for a few days after that.

More ration bars. Hurray.

Fewer men had managed to pick up weapons from fallen bloodies than he'd hoped for, and only a dozen rifles had been scavenged, half of them empty and few with spare magazines. Unfortunately Brandon hadn't brought much spare ammunition for AK-47s, given that Gray hadn't been willing to part with many of the weapons, so he only had a few spare magazines for them as well.

That meant his fighting force was made up mostly of severely weakened men with little shooting experience, armed with pistols and shotguns that were no one's idea of long distance weapons. They had numbers, but harsh experience had shown him how little difference that usually made against a more experienced enemy that outgunned them.

If the bloodies came at them with even as much as a single squad, there was every chance Brandon's entire force would be massacred. Their only hope was speed, and using his few remaining skirmishers to slow and divert any pursuit.

Brandon heard the situation from Jenny and Carl and a few of the other freed slaves as they worked on the wounded, doing their best to treat their wounds and make them more comfortable in the dark using their limited medical supplies.

One of those who needed attention was Andy, in spite of his insistence that the gunshot wound had just pushed his flak jacket's material in enough to puncture the skin. To Brandon's relief his friend was correct, although the wound was still ugly; located high up on the chest, it had pierced an ugly gash that had then been abraded by chafing during the march, to say nothing of the material that had gotten into the wound.

Still, there was no sign of undue swelling or the beginning of blood poisoning, and Jenny was confident that now that it'd been properly cleaned and bandaged it should be fine.

At the moment, the young woman was doing her best to treat Jared's arm. The kid wasn't freaking out about her touching him like Brandon expected, but that didn't mean he was a happy camper. He refused to let her cut away the sleeve of his filthy, tattered coveralls to look at the gunshot wound, twisting away with a snarl when Brandon and Carl came to help her calm him down.

“You're wasting your time,” he spat. “You should've just left me to die!”

Brandon glanced at Carl helplessly. The freed slaves' unofficial leader shifted, expression uncomfortable. “Hey, don't be like that,” he said, doing his best to sound cheerful. “Things were bad, but you're away from it now. Things'll get better, and there's nothing you suffered that you can't get past.”

“Easy for you to say,” the young man shot back with surprising bitterness.

“Well I'm saying it too, and it's not so easy for me,” Jenny said, not sounding particularly sympathetic considering the trouble Jared was causing her. “You had to carry stuff around, got starved and beaten at worst. You didn't have to go through what I did, or any of the other women Sangue's taken for that matter.”

Jared flinched, and even in the darkness Brandon could see the baleful glare he gave the young woman. “Who says?”

There was a shocked gasp from Jenny, although the wounded men around them simply shuffled uncomfortably, much like Carl had. With awful realization Brandon thought of the painful way the wounded kid had walked to get here, and his insistence on not being touched by other men.

Jenny struggled for words for a moment. “They did . . . that to you?”

Jared looked away. “Guards at a hard labor camp with nothing but guys. You do the math.” He lowered his voice bitterly. “Although there were plenty of bloodies who preferred that in the slave camps, too.”

The confirmation sent a surge of the same sort of helpless fury through Brandon that he'd often felt as he struggled to deal with what Fiona had suffered; that urge to go out and find a group of Sangue and start shooting. He'd known that sort of thing happened, of course, even with younger slaves. But it still churned his gut to hear of it.

It could've just as easily been Logan who'd suffered that horror.

An uncomfortable silence settled. “I'm sorry,” Jenny said awkwardly.

The freed prisoner snorted. “Yeah, I could feel the sympathy pouring out of you right from the first.” He pushed to his feet with a pained noise, turning to Brandon. “Screw getting my arm fixed, is there some place I can crash where I'm not squeezed between two other dudes?”

He nodded, uncomfortably aware of the heavy silence around the fire, the way people looked away. Jared seemed to sense it too, shoulders hunched in shame and resentment at everyone's response.

Brandon gave the kid his own blanket and led him over by one of the makeshift tents they'd made with tarps, a spot where none of the huddled freed slaves had opted to sleep. The kid rolled up in the blanket as far from everyone else as possible, making more pained sounds as he searched for a comfortable position on the hard ground.

Brandon turned away to begin organizing the night sentries, heart heavy. Every time he had to look into the well of suffering Sangue caused, it seemed to be a bit deeper and darker.

 


Chapter Twelve

Rumblings to the South

 

Second Lieutenant Jean Kristof sat away from his men, staring down from his platoon's temporary camp at the valley below, stretching away into the distance to the east with ever-increasing desolation.

He wasn't sure he'd ever get used to just how dry this area of central Utah, bordering southern Utah, was. Not to mention hot, with a blistering sun beating unbearably down from overhead from late morning to late afternoon. He'd thought parts of the Northern League's territory could be barren, like the badlands of what had once been North Dakota, but even there you could find plenty of green.

And the craziest thing was, it just got worse the farther south you went, turning to barren rock and sandy red soil as far as the eye could see not all that far from where they sat in these mountains. It made him miss his family in southern Alberta, struggling to keep their electronics fabrication business going without his help, all the more.

The men were finishing up morning routines like shaving and washing up. A few had even eaten breakfast already, and were either busy cleaning and repairing their gear or were simply lounging, in silent contemplation of the rising sun like Kristof or chatting with buddies, depending on their temperament.

None of them seemed all that bothered by the weeks of relative inactivity. They showed none of the antsy restlessness Kristof himself felt, knowing there was so much more they could and should be doing. He was sure they all wanted to take the fight to the enemy just like he did, and were equally committed to defending their home and loved ones, but what could he say?

They were enlisted soldiers, just happy to have a reprieve from fighting or backbreaking labor. Worrying about the big picture wasn't in their job description.

Still, they were all instantly attentive when the radio in the cab of one of their trucks squawked, the usual Sangue mixture of Spanish and Portuguese drifting out the window. Specialist Hobbs, their radioman and translator, instantly abandoned his shaving with his face still half lathered and headed closer so he could hear more clearly.

Kristof stood as well, making his way over to join the man as he listened intently. “What's going on?” he asked in a quiet voice.

Curtis, his platoon sergeant, was heading over as well, along with the other noncoms. Several of the men casually drifted over to where they could listen in unobtrusively, without getting snapped at for crowding.

Hobbs held up a hand for a second before also speaking quietly, still listening. “Some sort of slave revolt along Highway 29 in the middle of the night. Apparently the slaves raided the work camp's armory and blew up a bunch of stuff, including the command tent with all the radios, before half of them stole all the camp's vehicles and fled and the rest bolted south into the mountains. The bloodies are in pursuit of the ones on wheels.”

Kristof frowned. His radioman had relayed Sangue chatter about the destruction of the highway, apparently the second such sabotage in the last couple months, a few days ago. In fact, Kristof had even considered hitting the Sangue convoys bringing in slaves to clear the damage, or possibly even the camp itself.

Not that Captain Raleigh would've let him do anything that far south, of course.

Hobbs was starting to look uneasy. Kristof knew enough Spanish to catch snippets here and there, but listening over the radio added an extra challenge for barely conversant speakers like him, with all the static and broken transmissions and rapid fire speech. It frustrated him that he had to wait to hear what was going on, when it was obviously worrying his radioman. “What is it?” he demanded.

“The slaves in-”

“Prisoners,” Kristof corrected. He hated calling citizens of what used to be the United States slaves, especially when they'd managed to free themselves.

“Prisoners,” the specialist repeated, looking annoyed. “The ones in the vehicles tried to flee east on small roads, only to be headed off by Sangue patrols. If I know this area and I'm hearing their descriptions of the pursuit correct, it sounds as if the sl-prisoners are being chased towards the small roads in the foothills along these mountains, not far south of here.”

“Exactly how far?” Curtis demanded.

Hobbs was slow to answer, listening to the radio again. He was starting to look more uneasy. “Sangue's tightening the noose. They've got a dozen soldiers on ATVs sweeping the roads north of their quarry, the original pursuit to the east, and a couple trucks coming in from the south.” He swore. “They're practically chasing the poor suckers right down our throats.”

For a moment Kristof was worried that meant the bloodies knew his platoon was lurking in these mountains, and were carrying out some convoluted plot to kill two birds with one stone. That seemed unlikely, though, so he chalked this up to bad luck.

Or good luck; Raleigh could hardly argue about him engaging the enemy south of the designated perimeter when not only was he coming to the aid of civilians, but his platoon was in imminent danger of discovery themselves.

Kristof turned to Curtis. “Saddle up.”

The grizzled man frowned. Like a good platoon sergeant should, he ensured his platoon leader's orders were carried out efficiently, and gave advice about the soldiers under his command and the small picture aspects of battlefield engagements and the platoon's operation.

Apparently this seemed to qualify in one of those areas. “This tiptoes dangerously close to breaking the letter of our standing orders, and fairly well tramples the spirit of them. Especially since we could just as easily flee farther into the mountains and stay out of this.”

It was hard not to scowl at that. “We're spinning our wheels up here while the rest of the 26th makes nice with the locals up north,” Kristof snapped. “Organizing them into a force that might or might not soil themselves when the bloodies come knocking. I'd rather not miss an opportunity when it falls right into our laps.”

Curtis hesitated for a moment longer, then shrugged and turned towards the gathered men, raising his voice to a roar. “You heard the LT! SADDLE UP!”

With the sort of speed that only well trained soldiers under competent leadership could manage, a few dozen men in various stages of undress transformed into two squads of men plus drivers, their radio specialist, and Kristof and his platoon sergeant, all kitted out in combat gear and loaded into their respective vehicles. Part of the men's morning routine was clearing up their part of camp and packing up to travel, and while that hadn't been completely finished it took only a few extra moments to get everyone's packs loaded. The lone tent that had yet to be taken down was hastily disassembled and tossed under a bench in the back of one of the trucks, with Curtis promising dire retribution to the young private who'd been slow in his duties.

Within three minutes the trucks were on their way, bumping down the almost impassably eroded mountain road towards the foothills below. Hobbs was in the lead vehicle, relaying directions to his driver and pertinent information about the disposition of the enemy to the rest of the platoon.

The platoon's camp had been concealed up a narrow canyon, with a virtually nonexistent road leading into it. The appearance of that road was deceptive, however, since with a lot of backbreaking work Kristof's men had cleared it so it led all the way up into the mountains, connecting with other roads that led south to Highway 31 and north to Highway 6.

As far as he was aware, Sangue didn't operate much at all in the mountains aside from using the highways through them. With the exception of the area south of Highway 29, apparently, and there only because they were being harassed by a group down there. The enemy did occasionally sent scouts on ATVs along the smaller roads and trails to make sure there was nobody out there preparing any nasty surprises for them, as well as likely hoping to catch small groups of refugees unaware and attack them for sport and slaves.

Those scouts were easily diverted from his platoon's hidden canyon and more obvious network of hidden roads by the expedient of fallen logs, cut to look natural, which made the blocked roads seem unused. It was harder to hide the tire tracks of his trucks on the roads themselves, but thus far the bloodies either hadn't noticed them or assumed they came from their own vehicles.

It didn't take long for his platoon to exit the canyon, going up over a last rise that gave them a good view of the valley beyond. Almost as soon as they did, he received reports from the lead vehicle that they had eyes on the escaped prisoners' trucks and the vehicles pursuing them, as well as the ATVs moving to cut them off from the north and the trucks doing the same from the south.

Kristof hardly needed the report, since his truck was soon in position to see; he watched the unfolding tableau below with a cool eye for a moment before tapping his headset.

Every day he blessed the fact that the League had recreated encrypted radios, allowing them to use them in the field with fair confidence that their communications wouldn't be compromised. With the bloodies still using vulnerable radios, or not using radios at all to prevent their communications being intercepted, that gave Kristof and his soldiers a major advantage. One that had saved their lives on multiple occasions, and allowed them to set up engagements like the one that was about to happen to their advantage.

“Deploy up on that hill just east of here,” he ordered his platoon. “Make it look like we're going to join the ATVs in pinning the freed prisoners and laying down a crossfire. Hobbs, get on the Sangue channel and tell the bloodies what we're doing to help sell the deception.”

His earpiece crackled. “If we present as bloodies, the freed prisoners we're trying to help are going to shoot at us,” Curtis pointed out.

“Good thing part of the deception will be positioning ourselves to be covered from fire in their direction, then,” he replied grimly. “Hopefully once we start gunning down the ATVs and the bloodies pursuing from the south, the prisoners will get the hint and realize we're on their side.”

His truck's driver cleared his throat. “All due respect, sir, but considering our encounters with folks in this area up til now, I'm not holding my breath.”

Kristof grimaced, thinking of all the times they'd made contact with groups in these mountains, only to be shot at by panicking refugees while they hunkered behind the reinforced glass and metal of their trucks, desperately shouting their peaceful intentions.

“If the bloodies figure out we're the enemy before the prisoners do, get on the bullhorn and try to talk some sense into them,” he replied firmly, then got back on the radio and continued. “Less than a minute to contact, people. Surprise and confusion are on our side, so let's gun these bloody SOBs down and get out of here with our new friends before the enemy has time to figure out what happened and do something about it.”

His platoon's three trucks tore up the hill, skidding to a halt at the top with their sides pointed towards the trucks of the freed prisoners below. Those poor beleaguered people had also screeched their four vehicles to a halt, forming a crude diamond shape. Raggedly dressed men grimly clutching rifles hunkered in the backs peeking out from above the steel bed walls, or in the space between the trucks hunkered behind wheel wells or beneath the trucks positioned to shoot from prone positions. The single machine gun mounted on one of the trucks was manned by a huge guy, heavy with muscle in spite of his emaciated frame, who swiveled the big weapon around with ease.

The freed prisoners were planning to make a last stand. Kristof couldn't help but be inspired by the sight, although he regretted the fact that his platoon's arrival was what had led the poor men to that desperate extreme.

The Sangue soldiers on their four-wheelers, a driver and a shooter on each vehicle as usual, were operating in the usual fashion, maneuvering to circle the trucks at a distance and take potshots at them while in constant motion. They were the scouts and raiders of Sangue, more distraction than effective threat, and would be relying on their buddies coming from the east and south to dig in and slug it out with the freed prisoners.

And Kristof's platoon, of course; boy weren't they in for a surprise.

His soldiers boiled out of their trucks and took up positions, making it look as if they were gearing up to open fire on the four trucks below. Instead, Charlie squad on the left would be lining up shots on the four-wheelers, starting with the most distant ones and finishing up with the closest, while Delta squad on the right would be getting ready to go after the bloodies coming up from the south.

Kristof ducked as bullets plinked off the other side of his trucks, ricochets whining harmlessly past overhead or thudding into the dirt beneath the undercarriages. He heard no cries of pain from his people indicating hits, which was a relief; he just hoped the big man below didn't decide to turn the .50 cal his way.

“Easy, guys,” he muttered under his breath at the distant prisoners. “Save your bullets for the actual enemies.”

Curtis barked out an order, and all around Kristof his people opened fire.

He had his own rifle leveled at the driver of one of the farthest ATVs, stitching a line of bullets along the front of its path that worked their way back to hit the driver. The man violently jerked the handlebars, either from surprise and pain or in an attempt to dodge the incoming fire. Either way, the sharp maneuver sent the vehicle into a vicious roll that flung both men on it tumbling like rag dolls.

Neither one got up, so Kristof marked their location to check whether they posed a threat at a later point, then sought out another target.

He was slow about it, since as the officer in charge of his soldiers he also needed to take in the battle as a whole, listen to reports from his platoon sergeant and squad leaders, and be ready to make judgment calls as situations presented themselves.

With his people all close together, the squads would talk to each other through hand gestures or yells, keeping their radio waves clear for more important chatter.

“ATVs down or fled out of range,” his squad leader on the left reported coolly. “Switching to target the bloodies coming in from the east at extreme range.”

That was soon followed up by, “Enemies to the south are pinned down in a crossfire between us and the friendlies. They're hammering the bloodies with the big gun.”

Curtis, not far away peering out around the truck at the scene below, grunted and spoke directly rather than using the radio. “The prisoners are quick on the uptake, stopped shooting at us almost as soon as we opened up on the bloodies.”

The battle was well on its way to being over, so Kristof lowered his rifle and began planning. A quick glance at the four trucks below confirmed his sergeant's report, but what Curtis hadn't mentioned was that the couple minutes when the prisoners had been taking fire from three sides had enacted a bloody toll, and several were down.

He called to Charlie squad's leader, who got two fireteams loaded up in the leftmost truck and peeled out to go after the group of Sangue to the east. But, as he'd hoped, the sight of the other two groups getting taken out took the fight out of them, and before Charlie's truck could get anywhere close to the bloodies they were back in their vehicles and peeling away.

Kristof straightened, slinging his rifle, and glanced at Curtis. “Casualties?”

The grizzled sergeant scowled. “Hopkins in Delta took one to the helmet. Probably concussed, going to need to see a medic sooner rather than later.”

All things considered, that was incredible results for a battle against nearly even odds. Unless of course he counted the freed prisoners, which would've put the odds in their favor. But you never could tell, with civilians.

He nodded curtly. “All right then, judgment call . . . loot the bloodies we took out, take any of their vehicles, that still work, while we go introduce ourselves to our friends?”

His sergeant strode over to Hobbs, who'd stayed on the radio during the entire fight doing a far more important task than firing his weapon. After a quick exchange the specialist shook his head. “More where those bloodies came from, Lieutenant!” he called. “These were just the closest pursuers!”

Kristof had figured as much, but in the war they were fighting they couldn't afford to pass up a chance to capture enemy resources. “Mount up, then!” he called. He made his way to his truck, which the driver had already gotten started, and reached in through his window. “Bullhorn.”

After the man passed it out he climbed up onto the hood, waving a bit of white bandaging at the freed prisoners below, who were still hunkered down, checking their wounded and warily watching their fallen enemies.

And his platoon, he couldn't help but notice.

He raised the loudspeaker to his mouth. “Freed prisoners! We're soldiers of the Northern League, offering you assistance in escaping Sangue captivity. We need to leave before more enemies come, so follow us in your vehicles.”

He heard a few shouted acknowledgements from the big man behind the mounted machine gun, too faint to be heard clearly at this distance. Not bothering to respond, he hopped down and toggled his radio. “Charlie leader, your truck's in the rear. Along with watching for pursuit, keep a eye on our guests . . . they might just decide to light us up out of the blue.”

“After we saved their lives, sir?” the man said dubiously.

What charming innocence. “No good deed goes unpunished, sergeant. If these men were slaves, they've been pushed to the brink and beyond by what they've suffered. We can't be certain of them acting rationally, so better safe than sorry.”

The convoy, now seven vehicles strong, roared back up the little canyon along the barely passable road. Kristof couldn't help but notice that the prisoners' drivers didn't seem as comfortable in their vehicles as his own. Although that was hardly surprising, since this was probably the first time they'd been behind the wheel since the Ultimatum.

If at all, considering how long ago that had been.

They had to slow down to accommodate that inexperience on the occasionally dangerous narrow spots in the road, and he was sure he wasn't the only one sitting tense, waiting for Charlie to report that bloodies in pursuit had caught up to them.

It never happened, and soon they reached a spot where a ledge overlooked the road. Kristof's driver slowed, giving him a questioning look, and he nodded curtly and motioned for him to keep going before toggling his radio. “Wait for Charlie to give the all clear, then drop it.”

“Roger that,” Curtis said. The vehicles rumbled on, going up a switchback that allowed them to see the ledge and the road below. Kristof was able to watch as the rear vehicle passed the ledge to a safe distance, then the carefully placed charges his demolitions specialist had planted on the overhang went off, dropping a modest load of rubble across the road.

He was fairly satisfied by the results. It wouldn't provide much of an obstacle if Sangue was determined to clear the road, probably no more than a day or so of delay. But for all intents and purposes it eliminated the possibility of enemy pursuit for the moment.

So long as the bloodies didn't radio to other units and send them along nearby mountain roads, to get onto a network Kristof had seen almost no evidence of the enemy even being aware of, let alone using, his platoon was safe.

“Burning our bridges behind us,” Curtis said over the radio.

He snorted. “No worry there . . . the bloodies are always so diligent about keeping roads clear if we ever want to use this one again.”

The sergeant actually laughed. “Going to be hard to do, considering all their slaves ran off.”

Kristof could appreciate the grim humor of the statement, but they both knew that Sangue always had more prisoners. So many, in fact, that they'd long since begun indiscriminately slaughtering the people they attacked instead of capturing them; if they started to run low again, they'd just quit doing that until their workforce was replenished.

Unless, of course, the League stopped them. He cleared his throat. “Speaking of the prisoners, now that we've got some breathing room let's pull over and have a chat with them.”

* * * * *

The narrow road didn't make for many good stopping points, but after a half hour or so it passed through a steep meadow the trucks could roll off onto.

Kristof wasn't surprised, but thought it worth due concern, that the prisoners pulled their trucks into the meadow on the other side of the road in a defensive posture. Or an aggressive one; he hoped they were just being cautious about their rescuers, but he had to prepare for the possibility that they might try to attack his platoon to steal their gear and vehicles.

He had his squad take a defensive posture as well, arrayed behind the cover of their trucks, while he and Curtis walked out to talk to their new friends.

It struck him as a good sign that the prisoners' mounted machine gun was left unmanned. In fact, it was the big man who'd been using it who came forward, alone, to meet them. The closer the guy got, the more impressive he looked: easily six and a half feet, with a massive frame even in spite of the malnourishment and hardship he must've endured during his time in captivity.

He looked like the sort who might've led a group of loggers or miners or other workmen before the Ultimatum, and solved internal disputes by cracking skulls. Easy to see how he'd come to be in charge of the prisoners.

“Thanks for the assist,” the big man called. “You folks the Estadounidenses?”

Kristof blinked, then frowned. That was what Sangue called them, all right. “How would you know that name?” he demanded.

The big man shrugged. “Hablo espanol, hombre.” His expression grew bitter. “The guards never bothered to watch their tongues around us, since what threat did we pose?”

“Yes, we're soldiers of the Northern League,” Kristof replied as he stopped ten feet away from the escaped prisoner; aside from being a good distance for this sort of parlay, it kept him well out of reach of those huge mitts.

“Whew, the bloodies hate you,” the big man said with a chuckle. “Of course, they tend to hate everyone.” He hooked his thumbs into the pockets of his ragged, too-small coveralls. “Name's Tanner.”

“Lieutenant Kristof, 26th Company,” he replied, then nodded to his platoon sergeant. “Sergeant Curtis.”

Tanner gave them both a neutral nod. “Well, Lieutenant, what now?”

That was the question, wasn't it. “Well first off, how about you give us the rundown on your situation? We overheard Sangue radio transmissions talking about you escaping from a slave camp along Highway 29, but I'd like details.”

“Not escaped, sprung,” the big man corrected firmly. “Guy by the name of Brandon Gerry and a dozen or so of his people, claiming to be part of a larger group farther south working out of a place called Camptown. They smuggled in guns for us, a lot of guns, cut us out of our cages, and blew up a bunch of tents as a distraction to help us get away.”

Kristof raised an eyebrow. That suggested a well thought out and carefully prepared plan, not to mention serious resources and even more serious guts. “Where's this Gerry now?”

What might've been guilt briefly flashed across Tanner's blunt features. “He led most of the other slaves south from the camp. I saw a better opportunity in the trucks and led my boys back in to take them.”

Curtis's disciplined expression betrayed a hint of disapproval at that. Kristof had no judgment for people trying to survive whatever hell they'd been through. “Well, Mr. Tanner,” he said briskly. “My platoon will lead you back to 26th Company's main camp. We've been recruiting locals to fight the bloodies, and since you've already got weapons and vehicles we could probably fold you in as a full platoon with little fuss. If you decide you'd prefer to do something else, you'll be free to go after a full debriefing.”

“Fair enough.” The big man hesitated. “Is it possible the 26th might go to the aid of the other freed slaves? They're slogging south on foot, and if the bloodies chased us this furiously they'll probably be just as keen to catch them.”

So Tanner was happy to ditch his fellows for a better option, but he was still willing to speak up on their behalf. “If we did, would you come with us?” Kristof asked, mostly out of curiosity.

The prisoners' leader shrugged. “If we could be of any help, and it looked as if we wouldn't all get killed trying it.”

Not a particularly surprising answer. “Load up, Mr. Tanner. Let's get out of here before Sangue gets their act together and finds a way to chase us.”

“I'm all for that.” The big man nodded to them both again, then turned and trotted back towards his trucks.

Kristof turned back towards his vehicle as well, Curtis falling into step beside him. “What're you thinking, sir?” his sergeant asked quietly.

“I think what we've heard warrants taking a more serious look south.”

“Like you've been suggesting for weeks now,” Curtis pointed out, deadpan.

Kristof scowled. “Because we're hearing more and more about serious rumblings coming from the area south of Highway 29. Bloodies ambushed and massacred, Emery raided and burned to the ground, and now this prisoner camp liberated. The enemy's turning serious attention down there, and we should be too.”

The grizzled soldier nodded. “Sure does seem like that's where the folks we were sent to look for in the first place are operating.” He shrugged his shoulders casually. “Too bad Captain Raleigh's ordered us to stay in the mountains north of Highway 31. We pushed beyond the edges of our patrol area with this little skirmish here.”

All too true. Under his own discretionary initiative, the company's commander had thrown himself fully into the work of mobilizing the locals in the mountains of Northern Utah. By his reasoning they were closer to League territory, and his efforts there would be more useful to the wider war effort.

Meanwhile Kristof's platoon was always deployed the farthest south, probably as a nod to his continued requests to the captain to locate this group that was giving the bloodies such headaches. He had to endure the maddening frustration of hearing constant reports from the locals he contacted about serious Sangue activity just a stone's throw south of his patrol territory, at least where vehicles were concerned. Had to listen to the chatter his radio operator picked up constantly referencing what looked to be a full scale war, if one small in scope, in the mountains north of Interstate 70.

All the while, he had to sit on his hands and do nothing. The people down there were probably nothing more than untrained but determined refugees, using their knowledge of the terrain to hang on by a thread against the overwhelming force Sangue could bring to bear. It was a miracle they'd held on this long, and managed to seriously bloody the enemy's nose more than once in the process.

But they couldn't last forever.

It was only a matter of time before they were overwhelmed. And while it happened, Raleigh would still be dicking around up north, carving out his little fiefdom and setting up trade agreements with League resources and training guerrilla fighters to harass an area Sangue was barely paying attention to.

It was more than a shame, it was a waste. Considering how effective these folks down south had been already, how much more so would they be if they were backed up by a full company of the League's finest, with vehicles and far more firepower than what a bunch of people hiding in the hills had access to?

Kristof fully intended to press the issue of Tanner's fellow escaped prisoners and their desperate plight. It might be just the pretext he needed to get Raleigh to agree to head south in force, at least long enough to help the group. And if he could get in contact with this Brandon Gerry in the process, learn more about Camptown and their activity to the south, he might be able to convince his captain to let his platoon seek the place out so he could act as liaison on behalf of the League.

It was a nice thought, but deep down he had a feeling it would take more than that to get his superior officer to act. Probably a lot more.

 


Chapter Thirteen

Rush

 

The kid, Jared, had snuck off in the night.

Brandon wouldn't have expected him to even be up for walking ten feet, let alone disappearing into thin air. He wouldn't have had an issue with it, except of course to be worried for Jared's safety, but when the kid left he took Brandon's blanket, the pistol he'd given him, and some food. The little-

Feeling a bit guilty, he struggled to rein in his irritation. Considering everything he knew about what Jared had gone through, it seemed selfish to begrudge him taking what he needed to survive.

He just hoped the poor kid somehow managed it.

They set off as soon as it was light enough to see. Brandon felt bad about not even taking time to bury the two men who'd died of their wounds during the night, and it was painful to see the obvious suffering of the wounded at the prospect of having to push forward, even those who had a horse to ride. Everyone else was still exhausted and weak from what they'd been through, in spite of their brief rest and a chance to get food and water.

But it couldn't be helped. At least the freed prisoners kept pace without complaint, determined to move at their best possible speed since the alternative was being caught by their pursuers.

Assuming the bloodies hadn't managed to get ahead of them while they slept.

Ideally it would've been better to have everyone who could walk unaided helping the wounded and those whose captivity with Sangue had left them weaker than most. But considering the situation, Brandon had to divert almost a third of the strongest in the group to scouting, especially to the north, while the rest he had Ray keep ready to quickly move to either help during an attack or flee in the opposite direction.

He was on edge for the first hour of their continuing flight south, expecting pursuit to catch up to them at any minute, swarming them with dozens of furious soldiers. He ranged out farther and farther from the rearguard, wanting to give advance warning of any trouble headed their way.

Then another hour passed, and finally a third. At that point Brandon began to feel anxious that maybe the attack was coming from a different direction after all, and decided he'd better head back to the group to check.

Before leaving, he climbed up to a likely ridge to look northwards through his scope, carefully panning the slopes as far as the eye could see. His frown deepened as he saw no hint of a threat, even from this vantage.

Where was the pursuit? He'd expected bloodies to chase them from the camp, and they'd certainly come during the night with plenty of fury, if not much in the way of numbers of coordination. But he'd also expected the camp guards to call in the cavalry, and that by dawn hundreds of soldiers would be swarming these mountains with horses and dogs to hunt down and kill or capture their slaves, as well as those who'd been so audacious as to help them escape.

But there was no sign of that. Hours into the day's travel, after causing the enemy a loss similar to what they'd suffered at Emery, if a bit smaller in scale, and there was nothing.

Where were the bloodies? Troubled, and wondering if this somehow spelled disaster rather than the good news it appeared to be, Brandon made his way back to the group.

Along the way he caught up to the rearguard and scouts, warning them to be even more vigilant. He also resolved to pass the word along to the scouts ahead and to either side, in case they were being cut off or surrounded.

When he reached the struggling group and laid out his concerns to his volunteers, however, Ray simply rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “You know, I did blow up their command tent, and I think I saw their armory go up in flames,” he pointed out. “Their radios would've been in one of those places, wouldn't they?”

Andy snorted. “You think out of over a hundred bloodies, not a single one would have a spare?”

The older man glowered. “Why not? Maybe you don't know how militaries work, but they tend to keep track of their gear. I recall some armies didn't even issue soldiers their rifles until they were headed out into the field, and I'm sure their leaders would keep an even tighter watch on valuable radios, having them all locked away in a secure location for the night.”

Brandon nodded slowly. “On top of that, Tanner's group stole Sangue's trucks, which would've been their other source of radios.” Was it actually possible that the bloodies hadn't been able to call in the jailbreak, at least until the next convoy rolled into camp and learned what had happened? That those few dozen soldiers who'd chased them in the night were all that was coming, at least for the moment?

If so, they might actually have a chance to get away after all.

Jenny seemed to have the same idea. “We should press this advantage, try even harder to put distance behind us before Sangue's able to start their search.”

Nobody seemed to have an argument with that, although Andy looked troubled. Brandon nodded briskly. “All right. Don't push too hard, though, and be generous with the food and water. Resting for a minute or two every half hour is better than people collapsing from exhaustion and needing an hour to recover, and half our people are already lending a shoulder to the worst off where needed as it is.”

With their plan, such as it was, decided on, Brandon headed back out to do a rounds and check on the scouts. Andy insisted on going with him, protesting that his minor puncture wound was doing just fine and he was good to go.

If that wasn't what was bothering his friend, it was probably worth looking into. “What's eating you?” he asked as they made their way back to the rearguard.

Andy glanced at him sidelong, expression tightening. “I was just thinking,” he said, keeping his voice low. “We're worried about bloodies chasing us from the road, and we should be. But even if they didn't have radios to begin with, they will before long. And the squads that chase us will, too. And when they do, they'll be able to radio ahead.”

Brandon's gut clenched at the implication. “You think they'll call in the patrols searching for Camptown to come after us?”

“Why not?” his friend said grimly. “They're in the area, there's hundreds of them out there, and most of them are going to already be in the direction we're going. They could probably walk five feet out of their way to cut us off, even set up ambushes.”

He could admit that he'd considered the possibility of them running into some of the bloodies searching for the bowl valley as he led the slaves there. But he hadn't considered that the enemy might radio ahead and mobilize all those soldiers to come after them. Combined with the pursuit coming in hard from behind, that would put his group between hammer and anvil, slow and exhausted and poorly armed and with nowhere to go to get out of the trap.

“We sent people ahead to Camptown,” he said, trying to sound more confident than he felt. “Gray will clear us a path.”

Andy looked at him dubiously. “Didn't he as much as say that Camptown was already hard pressed, and he couldn't spare more than he'd already given us?”

“Well yeah. But if the bloodies break off their search to come after us, that gives Gray more breathing room. He'll be able to spare fighters to come give us a hand.”

“Once he figures out that's what's going on,” his friend pointed out. “What if it takes him too long to do that, and his people don't reach us in time?”

Brandon clapped him on the shoulder, forcing a smile. He'd thought the delayed pursuit was a reprieve, and didn't like the idea that it had just put off the inevitable. So his reassurance was as much for himself as for Andy. “They will. Gray knows his business, he'll be here for us.”

He had to be.

* * * * *

Gray's chest hurt.

That tended to never be a good thing, and at his age almost certainly wasn't. The old ticker had given him more than a few scares over the years, especially since he signed up to lead his city's militia and felt the ever increasing burden of responsibility for his people crushing him.

Then, of course, during the death march from Grand Junction he could've sworn he'd suffered at least one minor heart attack. Frankly, it was a miracle he was still alive; people didn't tend to reach his age in the days after the Ultimatum, especially with a vicious enemy invading their country.

Although if he had to be honest, his longevity felt less like a miracle than a curse. The chance to finally rest, to put it all aside and let whatever came next finally come, seemed pretty darn welcome at the moment.

But that was probably just the half a day of exhausting pursuit of an enemy force doing the talking. No doubt it was also what made his chest feel like it was caught in a vise, even though he'd resigned himself to the limits of his age and chosen to ride while most of his people marched.

If there had been anyone, anyone else who had the slightest chance of keeping these people alive in a war against Sangue, Gray would've told Trapper some inventive things he could do with his rifle when the miserable SOB tried to foist this burden back on his shoulders.

But here he was, and the few dozen fighters he had with him to pursue two squads of bloodies were just as burned out as he was. They'd had to run themselves ragged to keep up with the enemy, who were in turn pushing north at a brutal pace, either not noticing or not caring about Gray's force coming up behind them.

There could only be one explanation for that.

These Sangue patrols had been relentlessly searching this area for weeks now, shrugging aside skirmisher harassment in order to push closer and closer to Camptown. Even when Jonas and Gerry had taken out Highway 29 again, inciting a swarm of furious searchers farther north, the squads searching for Camptown hadn't relented. Gray's lieutenant had long since returned with news of their success, but that hadn't stopped the enemy from hunting for the hiding place of Gray's people.

So what would make the enemy searchers suddenly turn tail and bolt? Not just these ones, but from the mirror and even smoke signals relayed by other scouts scattered along the area north of the bowl valley, it looked as if other groups of enemy soldiers had also abruptly turned north.

The only explanation he could think of, the only one that made sense, was that Gerry had managed to successfully stage his jailbreak. The bloodies were temporarily abandoning their search because dozens or even hundreds of their slaves had escaped the work camp and were fleeing south, and they were moving to cut them off.

Which meant if Gray didn't catch up to these bloodies and take them out, they were going to catch Gerry's beleaguered group between hammer and anvil. A lot of innocent people, people who were only in this situation because of Camptown's interference, were going to die.

Which would just make this the perfect blasted time to suffer a heart attack.

He glanced at the sun, a few hours past noon, with a frown, doing the math. On top of trying to figure out which path Gerry would take south, he had to try to calculate how long it would take for his fighters to meet up with the young man's force.

Assuming the bloodies knew where Gerry was, Gray could just follow them right where he needed to go. And given where they'd started from, it would probably be around full dark or sometime tomorrow morning when they met the group of freed prisoners running south.

At least, he hoped; nighttime fighting was awful at the best of times, and while trying to head off the better part of forty enemy soldiers before they could slaughter a bunch of emaciated freed slaves armed with nothing but pistols and shotguns, well . . .

He'd have to do everything in his power to prevent that, if it looked like it might become a possibility. Which led to another calculation he had to make: was he going to make it to nightfall without dropping dead?

Him, personally, that is, although his fighters were also seriously struggling.

Up ahead he saw Jonas returning from the forward scouts to report, and turned his horse to meet him. With any luck his lieutenant would have good news about their enemy's movements, like that the bloodies had all dropped dead from exhaustion and they'd won the fight without a shot fired.

Although knowing his luck, it would probably be the exact opposite. “What's going on with our quarry?” he called, forcing himself to breathe deep against the burning in his chest.

Jonas spat off to one side in disgust. “They've sped up.”

Gray stared at him blankly. Sure, he'd been pessimistic, but this? “Sped up, at the pace they were already going? How's that even possible?”

“Second wind, I guess. Point is, they're getting away from us.”

He sighed, rubbing his chest again. Nightfall was looking more and more like a long shot. “I guess we'll have to go even faster ourselves, then. Get the volunteer scouts who know this terrain to find us the fastest route . . . maybe we can luck into a shortcut that wins us some extra speed.”

“Worth a shot.” His lieutenant loped off. Gray watched him go, unable to bite back a scowl at the seemingly boundless energy the man had.

With a sigh he turned away, jumping slightly when he saw one of his runners standing nearby. He always had one or two stay close so he could send them off with instructions, since it wasn't like he had the energy to go haring off whenever he wanted these days.

“You know, I had a dream last night I was back at my old job,” he told her.

The young woman frowned. “As Sheriff of Grand Junction?”

“My old old job,” Gray snapped. What was her name again? He supposed it didn't really matter. “Back before the Ultimatum, before the shortages even. Actually decades before then, when I was still a young buck. I was back on my beat, chasing some punk drug dealer through the streets of Grand Junction.”

He snorted, staring at the mountains ahead. They seemed endless. “I could run again. Fast as I ever did, body light as a feather instead of this sack of lead I'm lugging around these days. I'd forgotten what that felt like.” He paused to give her a stern look. “Bear that in mind . . . all that youthful energy you take for granted, I can't actually remember how it feels.”

The runner, Emma, that was her name, shook her head wryly and took her place by his stirrup to keep pace with him. “Don't take this the wrong way, Sheriff, but you're acting like you're the first old person to ever try to school one of us young'uns on appreciating how good we have it.” She beamed up at him, probably aware of just how charming her fresh-faced look was. “Believe me, sir, I appreciate it.”

Gray was positive he didn't harrumph like an ornery old coot, it just sounded like it. “You might think you do,” he said as he nudged his horse into a faster walk to set the new pace for his fighters. “And you will, once you get to my age.”

“Looking forward to it,” she said, deadpan.

It had already been a delicate balance, pushing his people to keep up with the enemy squads. Now he had to pay even more attention to their condition as they struggled to match the increased speed. Emma was a good bellwether for that, since she was close enough for him to notice when she really began to struggle, and he judged she was in roughly average shape for his fighters.

How were the bloodies managing this pace? With each passing hour Gray expected Jonas to send back news that they'd finally hit their limit and slowed, that they'd stopped for a real rest and meal.

His people knew these mountains, they were in excellent shape with consistent decent food and rest, and they were driven by the desire to protect their homes and loved ones and, at the moment, help poor people like them who'd suffered terribly at Sangue's hands. And yet somehow, without the horses or vehicles the enemy usually relied on, they were maintaining this murderous pace that threatened to have Gray's people collapsing from exhaustion at any moment.

He could only hope that it was pure discipline keeping the enemy soldiers going, and they were also on the verge of dropping dead. That, or the enemy was putting so much into just catching Gerry's people that by the time they finally did, they wouldn't have any fight left in them and a bunch of poorly armed freed slaves might have some chance against them.

That, or that full dark would come before the bloodies intercepted Gerry, forcing them to camp for the night.

That seemed like a dim hope; the sun crept towards the western horizon with agonizing, borderline vindictive slowness, mocking the race taking place in the mountains beneath it. Gray lolled in his saddle, beyond exhausted and a mass of aches in spite of sitting his horse while the rest of his people marched. Overshadowing all other pain was the constant burn in his chest, which had spread to a pins and needles tingling in his fingers and toes that warred with the soreness of his muscles.

Come on, you blazing SOB, he silently yelled at the sun, just set already! We've moved heaven and earth to stay alive here, give us a break!

It shined merrily overhead, heedless to any earthly concerns.

After an eternity of Sangue keeping their pace, and his fighters somehow keeping up with them, and Jonas and his scouts reporting no news in the mountains around them, sundown finally came. Gray managed to sit straighter in his saddle, raising his voice to be heard by the lines of struggling fighters behind him.

“Almost to the finish line now, folks! Just a bit more, and we can finally get some proper rest and food.”

Nobody cheered, few even perked up; he'd already lost half a dozen of his people to dropping in exhaustion by the wayside, promising weakly as they were left behind that they'd push extra hard to catch up. They hadn't so far.

Well, morale would improve when they finally got word that the bloodies had stopped for the night, and this nightmarish ordeal was over.

Or not.

In the deepening gloom he caught sight of Emma, who he'd sent ahead with Jonas so she could immediately return with news of Sangue's impending encampment, running flat out towards him. Any hope that she was pushing herself beyond her limits to bring good news was dispelled when she got close enough to read her expression, which was pale with terrified urgency.

“Sheriff!” she croaked, before cutting off with a strangled cough and dropping to her hands and knees twenty yards short of reaching him.

Gray nudged his horse forward to join her, waving curtly as she struggled to speak around panting breaths. “Slow down,” he said calmly. “Catch your breath, just tell me the bare bones facts.”

“Jonas!” the young woman wheezed. “Found . . . Brandon. Sangue there . . . ambush!”

Gray bit back a curse. “How long do we have?”

Before she could answer, the rattle of automatic fire echoed across the valley ahead. It was soon joined by screams and the sharper pops of handguns and booms of shotguns.

Well, that answered that. It was doubtful Sangue had managed to prepare a proper ambush, not so quickly. But it wouldn't take much for professional soldiers with automatic weapons to ruthlessly mow down a bunch of exhausted freed prisoners.

Gray cursed bitterly, staring at the fold in the valley ahead that hid what was happening. His people had pushed as hard as they could, but were they still too late?

* * * * *

“Hit the dirt!” Brandon yelled over the noise of gunfire and screaming people all around him. He suited his own words by going prone, aiming his rifle up at the dark silhouettes and flashing muzzles among the sparse trees up ahead and snapping off desperate shots.

This was a nightmare.

He'd known it was a risk to cross this valley, which was nothing but a long uphill slope of meadows and airy stands of aspen trees. But there hadn't been an alternative without going way out of their way, slowing their forward progress to a crawl and running the risk of being caught from behind by their pursuers.

And now here they were, caught with their pants down in the middle of a meadow while the bloodies ambushed them from above. He was certain he'd already lost dozens of people to the withering automatic weapons fire, and his own people firing back with their pistols and shotguns felt like kids throwing rocks in comparison.

Guilt and dread wormed in his gut as he realized that he'd just gotten his volunteers and almost a hundred freed men killed. And there was absolutely nothing he could do about it, because trying to run for cover would just get them butchered faster, and there was nowhere to hide for a hundred yards in any direction.

All he could do was keep shooting and hope for a miracle.

* * * * *

There was no time to waste. Every second Gray delayed meant more innocent people slaughtered by Sangue.

He grit his teeth as the pain in his chest surged, gripping his rifle tightly. Emma was looking up at him with a frantic expression, frozen in the panic of the moment and waiting for him to tell her what to do. He forced himself to give her a reassuring smile as his mind raced.

They were at least three hundred yards away from whatever chaos was happening around the fold of the valley ahead. An eternity when it came to battles.

There was just. No. Time.

He turned to his struggling fighters, who'd begun to clump behind him. Many had taken the brief pause as an excuse to drop to the ground, guzzling water or simply hunched in exhausted misery.

Did they have this in them? They had to, for the sake of the innocent people being butchered up ahead. “One last push, people!” he roared at the top of his lungs. “Emma's going to lead you to Jonas. Catch up to him and get ready to hit the bloodies from behind, at a full run if you have it in you!” He paused, taking a bolstering breath. “He's in charge here now.”

“What do you-” one of his squad leaders began, sounding confused and worried.

Gray didn't bother waiting, kicking his horse into a gallop towards the noise of gunfire ahead. Every second he delayed meant more of his people killed, and those deaths were on his head.

A quick look at the lay of the land gave him a route he could take that would keep a rise between him and the unseen enemy. He spotted Jonas farther west with the scouts, rushing back to get his word on what they were going to do.

Gray urgently waved them back towards Emma and the others, who were now running flat out with weapons in hand to catch up to his lieutenant. Then he deliberately wheeled his horse farther east to avoid them as he rode on past and kept going.

Maybe it was the cowboy in him, but he'd always sort of hoped he'd go down in a heroic charge. Or at least a charge. It would be a comfort to die knowing he'd done some good at the end.

It beat cuddling up to a snowdrift.

Part of him didn't want to believe this was it. Insisted that he'd get through this same as he had the countless other life and death struggles he'd been in, throughout a long life spent putting himself between innocent folks and those who'd do them harm. But deep down he knew that wouldn't be the case this time. That this was the one he wasn't walking away from.

If nothing else, at least he wouldn't have to worry about his blasted chest anymore.

He rode hard along the rise, just out of sight of the enemies on the other side. His urgency to help Gerry's group was tempered by his need to hit the bloodies from a different direction than where Jonas would be moving into place, so he wouldn't be turning the enemy to face his fighters as they began their own attack.

Gray knew his role and he was a distraction, nothing more; he just needed to make sure he didn't screw the job up.

Finally, he figured he'd gone far enough that Jonas and his fighters would be able to hit the Sangue squads from the side after they turned to respond to Gray's one-man charge. Combined with a crossfire from Gerry's people, that should completely turn the tide.

“Hope you make it through this alive, boy,” he told his gelding. It was a noble beast that had carried him well, and he hated to see a good horse die. On top of that he'd borrowed it from Trapper, and he had no desire to go into the next life indebted to that ornery young cuss.

Steeling himself for what lay ahead, he wheeled his horse up over the rise and into view of the unfolding battle on the other side.

Well, the good news was that he saw pretty much exactly what he'd expected to see when the enemy came into view: three dozen bloodies more or less lined up perfectly in a small aspen grove with their backs to him. They were shooting at over a hundred vulnerable people huddled out on open ground in the meadow below, feebly trying to shoot back as they were indiscriminately gunned down.

If he'd stayed with Jonas and set up a more cautious attack, it was likely they would've sprung it just in time to watch most of Gerry's group get wiped out.

Snarling in fury at the horrific butchery he was witnessing, Gray lifted his rifle to his shoulder and began firing at the bloodies ahead, yelling at the top of his lungs as he did.

His shots were embarrassingly inaccurate, bouncing around in the saddle as he was, but that wasn't the point. As long as he hit at least one enemy to get him screaming bloody murder, and got a bunch of others turned around paying attention to him, he honestly didn't care if the victims of his spray and pray all ended up being tree trunks and random half-buried rocks.

The soldiers below scrambled in almost comical surprise, seeking new cover or pivoting in place to stare at him in postures of obvious bafflement, even from this distance. Before they raised their rifles to fire, that was.

Gray immediately wheeled his horse to keep it at a cautious distance, zigzagging to make himself a more difficult target. That didn't do any favors for his accuracy, but again, that wasn't the point.

Staying alive wasn't the point either, even though it might've looked like he was doing his darnedest. He just needed to make sure he lived long enough to keep the bloodies occupied while Jonas got into place. As long as the man obeyed orders and hurried, that should only take a few minutes.

Then again, a few minutes was an eternity when dozens of skilled soldiers were gunning for you.

The first shot hit Gray's side, blasting the air out of his lungs and nearly knocking him out of the saddle in spite of his body armor. He swayed drunkenly, wheezing in breaths as he struggled to reload his rifle to keep on firing.

The full magazine jolted out of his hand when the second shot hit his leg, just below the knee. It was bad, he knew right off, and from the way his horse lunged and screamed had likely gone right through to wound his faithful mount as well.

Bad or not, though, he had a job to do. Gray grit his teeth and fumbled another mag from his vest, slamming it home with a determined snarl and working the action. A third shot hit his back, his first hint that his horse had wisely decided to run away from danger while he was occupied reloading. Too bad horses didn't know about zigzagging.

“Not so fast!” he snapped, sawing on the reins to wheel the gelding back around. “Hate to do it, boy, but if you die here it's so a lot of other people can live, so suck it up. I sure have.”

With another hoarse yell, he raised his rifle and began firing again.

About fifteen seconds later, around the point when his second magazine was running low, a shot to the arm made him lose his grip on his rifle. He watched it fly away with a curse; looked as if his little bit of theater was drawing to a close.

But it wasn't over quite yet. He fumbled for the combat knife on his belt, injured arm clumsy, while wheeling to directly charge the line of bloodies below and yelling for all he was worth.

He made it maybe halfway before his gelding stumbled with a congested gasping noise, obviously hit in the neck or lung.

Gray threw himself out of the saddle as his horse collapsed beneath him, feeling bones snap in his arm, chest, and side with blinding flashes of pain as he landed. No surprise there, given how brittle they'd gotten of late. His scream was probably more agony than defiance at that point, but he forced himself onto his knees and then his feet and hobbled at the nearest soldier, standing a dozen yards away jeering at him and shaking his rifle overhead, not even bothering to take the shot that would finish him off.

The miserable SOB's jeering ended in a gurgle when Gray's thrown knife buried in his neck, just above the collar. Honestly, under the circumstances Gray was as surprised as his enemy that his aim had been true.

Then he felt more jolts of pain, more sensations like punches beating him to the ground. He knew he'd been shot at least a half dozen times by that point, to say nothing of broken bones and probably internal bleeding. Heck, from the burning agony in his chest he was probably also suffering a heart attack. He'd certainly worked his way up to one after the excitement of the last few minutes.

As blackness closed in, he forced himself to look up at where he hoped Jonas was getting into position. He didn't see any signs of his people, but above the deafening rushing noise in his ears he thought he heard the roar of gunfire starting up in that direction.

He let himself sag to the ground in relief, welcoming the numbness spreading through his body. The pain in his chest was gone, he noted distantly. It all seemed to be fading away, and he didn't fight the sensation.

Not long after that Gray Tucker, Sheriff of Grand Junction and leader of that city's famed militia, died with a smile on his face.

 


Chapter Fourteen

Reprieve

 

Brandon wasn't sure what caused the bloodies to let up their fire, but he used the opportunity to risk scrambling a few feet to get behind a big sagebrush. It was more the illusion of cover than actual protection, but at least the enemy couldn't see him directly.

He saw some of his people, desperate or overcome with terror, try to use the opportunity to get up and run towards a dip in the meadow where a stream ran through it, a few dozen yards away. Some made it, more didn't.

Gritting his teeth around a scream of grief and fury and pure fear, he raised his rifle again and kept shooting at the enemy muzzle flashes in the growing gloom. What else could he do?

By some miracle, the bullet he'd been expecting with his name on it never showed up. On top of that, only a few of the enemies who'd stopped firing started up again, at least from what he could see. In fact, over the next few minutes the muzzle flashes from the tree-lined fold above kept winking out one by one.

Even in his wildest dreams, Brandon's shocked and panicking mind couldn't accept that it was his people with their inaccurate weapons and lack of training that was managing that feat, not from over a hundred yards away and with so many of them already dead or injured. But it wasn't a dream or an illusion brought about by false hope, because finally the brutal rain of bullets stopped completely.

In the sudden silence, broken only by a dozen or so of his people still firing desperately up at their ambushers, a shrill whistle rang out across the meadow in a series of familiar blasts. A Camptown signal indicating friendlies coming in.

A team of skirmishers, maybe, or a far patrol. Possibly even a group of fighters Gray had sent to their aid.

“Cease fire!” Brandon shouted at the top of his lungs. He stood and began waving frantically, aware he might earn a bullet but unable to think of anything else to do. “Friendlies coming in, cease fire!”

He didn't catch a bullet, which was a relief. After a few seconds he looked around, gut churning at the sight of the meadow around him. “Jenny!” he called. “Do what you can for the wounded. Andy, start grabbing people to come with us to check the bloodies who ambushed us. We need to make sure they're all down.”

A dozen or so freed slaves, dazed and haunted, stumbled over to join him and his friend as they started cautiously up the slope, holding pistols and shotguns at the ready with shaking arms. Brandon had to admit that he wasn't feeling all too steady at the moment, himself.

“Remember, make sure it's an enemy before you start shooting,” he called. “We've got friends heading for us from this direction.”

He was glad he'd given the warning a few seconds later, when he spotted several people moving through the aspen grove ahead, checking the bodies and dispatching the few that seemed suspicious with cool gunshots to the head.

One figure broke off from the others, and as he got closer Brandon recognized Jonas in the dim lighting. The man's jaw was clenched, shoulders slumped and steps plodding.

“You showed up right in the nick of time,” Brandon said as he strode forward to meet the man, Andy at his side.

“Not quite,” Jonas said dully, pausing up the slope and waiting for them to join him.

At first Brandon thought the man meant the fact that the ambushing bloodies had been able to kill so many of his people before they arrived. Then he realized that there were tears on the militia fighter's cheeks, barely visible in the deepening gloom. He'd never seen Jonas look anything more than dour or condescending, and now he was crying; somehow he doubted it was for all the freed slaves who'd been butchered in the last ten minutes, although that was why Brandon's own eyes burned.

“What happened?” he asked as he reached the man.

Jonas shuddered. “Sheriff Gray,” he whispered. “We weren't in position when the bloodies hit you, and they probably would've finished most of you off by the time we got close enough to make a difference. So he galloped ahead to distract them from using you for target practice until we could get in place.”

A cold feeling settled in Brandon's gut. “Is he okay?”

Gray's lieutenant hiccuped, half sob and half bitter laugh. “He charged the next best thing to two squads of bloodies on his own, Gerry, whooping and hollering and spraying gunfire to make sure he had their attention for as long as possible.”

It was somehow hard to believe. Not that the sheriff hadn't lived through such a charge, since nobody could be expected to. But at the same time, this was the legendary Gray Tucker. The man who'd kept law and order in one of the largest cities in what was left of the United States after the Ultimatum, who'd fought dreaded invaders to a standstill for years, then led the survivors through hell to bring them safely to a place of refuge.

What hope did Camptown have against the bloodies now? Without Gray's leadership, how would they keep the enemy at bay until winter snows drove them out of the mountains? The situation that had already seemed as grim as it could be had just got that much more hopeless.

With a heavy breath, Jonas squared his shoulders and looked across the meadow. “The group that attacked you is down, but there'll be more where that came from. Where do you need us?”

Brandon forced shock and grief aside before they could turn him into a quivering ball of misery on the ground. The last thing Gray would've wanted was for his death to be what broke his people's spirits during a crisis. “Scouting, and helping with the wounded,” he said. “I'm still not sure how many we lost.”

“Less than you would've, thanks to the Sheriff,” Jonas said, although the usual bite was gone from his tone. He turned and looked up the hill past where the bloodies had set up their ambush, touched a finger to his forehead in silent salute, then strode back to his group of fighters and began barking orders.

After sharing a solemn look with his friend, Brandon sighed and motioned to the dead bloodies in the grove. “We need their guns more than Jonas's people. Gather them up, make sure our best shooters get them.”

Andy nodded and led the impromptu posse onward while Brandon turned back to where Jenny was gathering the survivors together and moving among the fallen to see if any were still alive. He dreaded what came next, but part of leadership was having to face the consequences for his decisions.

That meant tallying how many people they'd just lost.

He was sure it was going to be a sickening number, with over a hundred people caught out in the open against forty enemies with automatic weapons. But much as the burden of all those deaths weighed on him, he didn't have the luxury of beating himself up for them right now.

It was almost dark, and this area was inarguably hostile. He needed to organize whatever care was possible for the wounded, find a safe place to camp and make sure they had a solid net of sentries guarding them through the night, then at first light somehow keep his shattered group going to the safety of Camptown before more Sangue showed up to use them for target practice.

* * * * *

Skyler didn't know where the squad of Sangue down in the valley below was going in such a hurry, showing no sign of stopping in spite of the onset of night. But it was a safe bet that wherever it was, he didn't want them there.

Their backs were to him at the moment, with only the most token effort apparently given to watching their surroundings. That seemed like a good opportunity to get off a first shot without his muzzle flash giving away his position in the deep gloom that preceded full dark.

So he wasted no time dismounting and tethering Sulky to a tree, then crept forward to a good firing position where he could get off a shot before the enemies moved out of range. He was aware of the almost careless lack of setup he was making for this attack, but given the haste and carelessness of the enemy he felt it was justified.

Although that didn't prevent him from taking the necessary time to line up the shot, aiming for the soldier at the back of the line. Hopefully it would take the others long enough to respond that he could get off a few more shots before needing to relocate; that would mitigate the disadvantage of shooting in the dark, when his muzzle flash would let any soldier glancing his way immediately pinpoint his location.

It was impossible to hit the mark perfectly every time, especially at this range. Still, Skyler couldn't help but feel a bit frustrated as his shot missed by a couple inches, hitting the soldier's back where it was protected by his combat vest instead of just above the waistline where he'd been aiming.

The man went down with a strangled grunt that turned into a shouted warning, dropping behind a grassy hummock that made hitting him again impossible.

Skyler abandoned him as a target and kept searching, expecting the bloodies to behave like they usually did, scattering for cover or dropping and trying to find the source of his shots so they could return fire. What he didn't expect was for the entire squad to simply . . . melt into the surrounding terrain, moving off in all directions in organized groups of two and three with plenty of space between them.

Granted, there were only a few minutes of light left and it was easy to lose a target at this range, but even so the enemy was showing above average skill and coordination.

To make matters even worse, from the flashes of movement he caught as he continued looking for something to shoot, it was obvious the dispersing soldiers were still moving. For a heart-stopping moment he thought they intended to hunt him in the darkness, a dicey situation he didn't relish being in. Then he realized that they were all moving in generally the same direction, even if some circled wide while others moved more directly.

It didn't take much searching to spot where they were headed, a defensible gully where they could hunker down for the night. If Skyler had harbored any plans for hitting the enemy camp in the dark, the sight of their preparations was enough to deter even his confidence in his own ability.

Some risks were better left untaken.

He watched the last flashes of motion disappear into the gully as full dark fell, whatever camp they were setting up not including even a hint of a campfire or other light that might give away their presence. That further indication of the enemy's competence left Skyler frowning as he tried to decide what to do next.

Common sense told him he didn't want anything to do with this particular group, and he was only going to regret sticking around. At the same time, these soldiers were a cut above the others he'd seen, and he was confident that whatever their business in these mountains was, he wanted to make it harder for them. Before they made it harder for people he cared about.

In fact, Skyler had to consider the very real possibility that a group like this might actually be able to slip past Gray's defenses and find Camptown.

Over his dead body. No matter how dangerous these bloodies were, they were on his turf. He wasn't going walk away and give them a chance to go after his mom or Molly when he could do anything about it.

So he retrieved Sulky, then sought out his own campsite where he could keep an eye on the gully once it got light enough.

* * * * *

Brandon would have to call the rain that fell in the night a mixed blessing.

It was a genuine high mountain torrent, the sort that dropped buckets for an hour or so before giving way to the patter of dripping leaves. It didn't do any favors for the wounded, and if the downpour hadn't already made for a sleepless night then the frantic scramble to keep wounds dry and clean would've.

On the other hand, he could hope that the rain had washed away their scent and stymied any dogs trying to follow them. Ditto for their tracks. And he doubted any bloodies would've pushed through the night hunting for them in those conditions.

It meant that they had a reprieve, a chance to properly rest and care for the wounded for a few hours or even a day. Especially with Jonas and his fighters there to watch for any approaching groups of bloodies. Brandon was more than happy to take advantage of that time, as were the exhausted and desperate people he led.

As bad as the ambush by those Sangue squads had seemed, it turned out that the enemy had only killed twenty-six of them and wounded thirty or so more, with several touch and go on making it through the night. Two of Gray's fighters had also died in the fighting, and four more were wounded, one seriously.

A horrific tragedy, and one that would continue to haunt him, but without Gray's heroic charge those losses would've been pretty much everyone.

After discussing things with Jonas and his volunteers, they agreed to rest through the night, then in the morning let the Camptown fighters go out and scout. If Sangue stayed away, they'd spend the morning giving the wounded more thorough care, organizing, and preparing for the final push to Camptown.

Brandon wanted nothing more than to head straight to the bowl valley, for the sake of the wounded. But even in these desperate circumstances, he had to prioritize keeping their homes and families hidden from the enemy. That meant a more cautious route, one that would add hours, if not longer, to the trip.

Carl and the other leaders among the freed slaves weren't particularly happy about that, insisting that the lives of dozens of wounded had to take priority over secrecy at this point. Especially since the majority of the group was now wounded in some way, to say nothing of at the end of their strength, and a few extra hours would be a tremendous hardship.

Even if Brandon had been inclined to budge, which he wasn't, Jonas didn't hesitate a second to lay down the law. “We make sure nobody can follow us to Camptown, or we don't approach at all,” he said flatly.

Zack, who'd somehow managed to weasel into the discussion, spoke up angrily at that. “So what, you'd leave us to wander these mountains until we starve to death or the bloodies find us? We're only in this situation in the first place because of you.”

“The situation of being free from captivity and headed to a place of refuge that's willing to welcome you with open arms?” the militia lieutenant said dryly. “You have my sincerest apologies.”

“Less than a third of the slaves who started out in the camp are still alive!” Zack snarled.

Jonas sucked in a harsh breath. “And Gray Tucker, the greatest man I've ever known, died to protect you, along with two more of my fighters. And we're prepared to engage any Sangue who come close enough to discovering you, to make sure you reach Camptown without any further trouble. Show some gratitude.”

Carl spoke up mildly. “I'm very grateful, sir. We all are. And I recognize you've got a whole valley full of people you have a duty to keep safe and hidden. I respect that. I just hope you can find a . . . balance between caution and speed, for the sake of those who're in a bad way.”

“This whole conversation seems based on the assumption that I wasn't going to,” the militia fighter snapped. Brandon saw his silhouette move away in the darkness, voice drifting back to them. “You want to stick around for some needed rest? Fine, rest. We'll take care of making sure you're safe until you're ready to move again.”

* * * * *

By the time it was light enough to see, the Sangue camp Skyler had been keeping an eye on was deserted.

It wasn't that the bloodies had stolen a march on him, either. He would've had to go down there and check the tracks to be sure they hadn't just gotten an early start, but something about that empty patch of ground in the secluded gully made the hackles rise on the back of his neck.

It reminded him of the time he and Trapper had been tracking a cougar a couple years ago. The big cat had gotten uncomfortably close to the ranch valley, and was sticking around in a way that made the mountain man worry that it might have its eye on some of the newborn calves or kids or foals. Or, far more frightening, the Hendricksons' toddler boy, Bryant.

To make a long story short, he and Trapper had followed the tracks as the cougar prowled along the ridge overlooking the valley. As they'd gotten close to catching up to it, his adoptive dad had warned him back and gone on alone, not willing to put him at risk.

Unfortunately, what not even the mountain man had realized was that the cougar had caged to being followed. While they were busy stalking it, it had circled back around and begun stalking them in turn.

When Trapper left him alone, Skyler had become a tempting target for one of the scariest predators in Central Utah.

He still remembered that horrifying moment when some warning prickle on the back of his neck had made him turn, only to see the cougar crouching in the underbrush ten feet away, preparing to leap for him. Even in perfect stillness, the sheer size and power of the big cat, all lean muscle and feline grace, had served as a reminder of just how comparatively slow, weak, and frail humans were. Not to mention having ludicrously dull senses, as was evidenced by his situation.

Thankfully, the one thing that had put humans at the top of the food chain was their mind, and Trapper had been using his that day. The moment he'd seen the cougar's tracks begin to loop around he'd immediately turned and backtracked, practically sprinting to where Skyler waited.

Skyler had been watching the predator tamping its paws to pounce when his adoptive dad's bullet took it in the neck, just behind the head. If Trapper had shot just a second later, while the cougar was in midair, it might've seriously injured Skyler on impact even if the bullet had flown true.

And now, looking down at that empty camp, Skyler felt that prickling sensation again. He was sure that if he turned he would see a big cat crouched in the bushes, tamping its paws to pounce.

He'd come a long way since then, of course, and was confident no creature on two legs or four could get that close to him without him sensing it coming. But that didn't stop him from slowly fading back into a more hidden position, then lifting his rifle to begin searching the surrounding mountainsides through the scope.

It took a while, especially in the varying shades of black of early dawn. At first Skyler could almost fool himself into believing that the various suspicious silhouettes dotting the far slope, ridge, and the visible areas of the mountainside he was on were all just his overactive imagination. But when he waited long enough, still and silent in his own hiding place, he finally began seeing hints of movement from them.

Just slight motions, shifting to more comfortable positions or seeking out better cover or vantages with more visibility. But more than enough to know that the game was up.

Skyler lowered his rifle, heart thudding in an almost uncontrollable fight or flight response.

These bloodies weren't as good as him. Not by a long shot. But they were better by far than most others he'd run up against, good enough to make him sick to his stomach at the thought that they had him twenty to one and had spent the night setting up on him.

He needed to get out of there.

But he couldn't panic and be stupid about it. That would just make Sangue's job easier. Which was why he carefully turned and thoroughly inspected the area immediately around him, at least as well as he could through the trees. He also checked along the path he'd be using to get out of here, making sure he wouldn't be running into any unpleasant surprises.

There was no way to be sure things were safe, and that bothered him. But as far as he could see there were no soldiers skulking closer than four or five hundred yards.

Not an impossible shot, especially considering the caliber of enemy he was facing. But the dim lighting would help, which brought him back to his initial conclusion: he needed to get out of there, immediately.

Skyler eased back from his perch, taking more care than usual, which was saying something. He made for the thicket where he'd hidden Sulky, who'd thankfully remained quiet all this time, at least as far as he knew. He'd left her saddled in case he needed to move in a hurry, although he hadn't considered the situation might be this dangerous, and quietly thanked himself for thinking ahead as he untied her reins from a tree trunk and led her on foot to open ground.

That put him on a deer trail that made its way along the slope he was on. He needed to go south on it, not north like he'd originally planned, because that would take him directly into the arms of his hidden enemies; he just had to hope going south wouldn't do the same.

He faced a similar conundrum when it came to whether to mount up and ride, especially if he wanted to urge his horse to the highest possible speed.

It was a gamble. He'd have an easier time sneaking away if he led Sulky on foot. But if the enemy had him dead to rights, which it sure looked like they did, then sneaking was pointless and he needed speed. Better to try to break free of whatever trap they'd surrounded him in, then use the speed advantage of his horse to put these terrifying enemies in his dust.

Whatever they where up to, Skyler could hope Trapper and Gray were up to handling them. He sure wasn't, at least not on his own.

He hadn't gone more than ten yards along the trail before the distant crack of gunfire made him jump. Sulky, already skittish from sensing his tenseness, snorted and broke into a run. Within seconds the first shooter was joined by half a dozen more, so rather than trying to stop his mount Skyler ducked low over her neck and urged her on.

Looked as if he was going with getting out of there as fast as possible.

At first it seemed like his plan was working. He heard the cracks of distant rifles seeming to come from all directions, either because the bloodies really had surrounded him or because gunshots were echoing off the mountain slopes, but didn't see or hear any indication that the shots were coming anywhere near him.

So he urged Sulky to even greater speed, trying to get her to weave to make them a more difficult target. That was a tall order while following a meager deer trail on a steep mountain slope, and the mare really didn't want to cooperate with his efforts. So eventually he just gave up and hoped that letting her run at her fastest speed would make her a harder target than his feeble attempts to zigzag.

He hoped in vain.

Halfway across a short stretch of open ground between stands of trees, Sulky suddenly jerked violently and screamed, the sound of a mortally wounded animal, then began to collapse beneath him. Skyler desperately kicked free of one stirrup, throwing himself from the saddle into a roll. His rifle dug painfully into his side as he struggled to keep hold of it through his wild tumble, but thankfully he didn't lose it.

He forced himself back to his feet and scuttled over to his fallen mount, who was thrashing weakly. Part of him was sunk in grief over losing another horse, losing Sulky. Even though they hadn't spent long together, they'd been through a lot in the time they'd had. He owed her his life on more than one occasion.

“I'm sorry, girl,” he whispered, blinking away a burning in his eyes. “I shouldn't have dragged you into this.”

But that was all the time he had for sentimentality as he forced himself to move slowly and smoothly to untie his saddlebags, which contained supplies he desperately needed. He knew this was a gamble, and that another bullet could be coming for him any second. But he'd tried to guess which direction the shot had come from and was putting Sulky's bulk between him and the shooter. He could also assume that since the soldier had hit his horse, the shot had come from far enough away that the man had been less confident about hitting a smaller moving target in the saddle.

Confident or not, though, if Skyler stayed a sitting duck practically begging for it the soldier would take more shots. So the moment he had his saddlebags, he turned and bolted away, slowing only enough to weave behind cover to make himself a more difficult target.

Not a moment too soon; behind him he heard the sickening thumps of bullets hitting flesh, then the whine of them passing close to him and thudding into trees and the ground all around him. Along with the gunshots came piercing howls, eager and predatory. He also heard shouts, so faint at this distance that it took him a while to make them out over the noise of his own running.

“Lobo! Lobooo!”

Skyler was annoyed to realize that the cacophony had made him run faster, more recklessly, in spite of himself. He grit his teeth and clutched his rifle tighter, forcing himself to calm down, to breathe, to think.

So, these jokers fancied themselves wolves and he was the frightened rabbit, huh? They'd see about that.

Assuming he made like a good rabbit and hared safely away from his pursuers.

 


Chapter Fifteen

Found

 

Tom knelt beside Sulky's corpse, ignoring the flies swarming the clearing as he did his best not to throw up.

This couldn't mean what it looked like. He could see Skyler's tracks moving away from the fallen mare, and having a horse shot out from under him wouldn't be as much of a disaster for his son as it would be for most; like Tom, the kid knew how to move quickly through the mountains, and could keep up a strong pace that would leave his enemies in the dust pretty much indefinitely.

Assuming he got away first.

Part of Tom dreaded following Skyler's trail, afraid of what he'd find at the end of it. But the bigger part of him refused to believe his son was hurt, even in this situation. And if nothing else, this was the first sign he'd seen of the kid in weeks, and he sure as the blazes wasn't giving up the hunt now.

To start with, though, he had to check Sulky's corpse for any useful hints. First and foremost, Skyler had had time to remove the saddlebags before running, which meant he wasn't trying to escape from the men hunting him with nothing but his weapons and the clothes on his back.

Tom's examination didn't turn up much of anything useful. The bullet, as far as he could tell from his hunting experience, had been shot from long range, suggesting that his son probably hadn't been in immediate danger when he got away. The horse appeared to have been healthy and well fed, suggesting that Skyler hadn't been in trouble and fleeing for his life before Sulky was shot, or if so not for long.

The tracks also confirmed that Skyler had run across the squad of Sangue that ended up hunting him, rather than having tracked them to that location. He'd also only stalked them for a short time, probably overnight, before Sulky was shot out from under him.

Once Tom was satisfied he'd gotten as much as he could from the clearing, he gratefully fled back to where Horse waited, mounting up and starting him following the kid's tracks.

The sight of the dead mare had been a chilling reminder of just how real this all was. Before now it had been easy to imagine that Skyler was riding around in these mountains avoiding trouble, as if he was just on a nice long jaunt.

Which was an absurd bit of fiction on Tom's part, considering what he knew of how his son had cheerfully thrown himself into danger before. Not to mention what Brady had told him about all that Lobo stuff he'd overheard on the radio from Sangue.

But even when he'd allowed himself to admit the peril Skyler had to be in, he'd refused to believe that the kid could ever end up in any situation he couldn't handle. Especially considering that Tom's own skirmishing attempts against the enemy had been more or less completely successful, with no problems disengaging to continue his search for his son.

Then again, it didn't take long following Skyler's tracks, and after ten minutes or so running across more from the bloodies chasing him, to come to the realization that these particular soldiers were cut from a different cloth than others Tom had encountered.

All signs pointed to them being terrifyingly competent; he wouldn't have wanted to go against them himself, and he sure as the blazes didn't want them anywhere near his son.

Even worse, they were traveling fast; these tracks were over a day old, probably closer to 36 hours, which meant even with a horse he'd have to push hard to catch up. And the sooner the better. He just hoped they hadn't left any surprises behind in case someone followed them, because he didn't have time to be careful if he wanted to reach Skyler in time.

If it wasn't already too late.

He urged Horse into the fastest long-distance pace the stallion could manage. That was fast, but he had a huge lead to close. “You've been as good a mount as your namesake ever was,” he said quietly, just loud enough for Horse's ears to flick back attentively. “The best friend a man in these mountains could hope for. Push hard, and keep up your strength.”

Tom would hate to do it, but if it meant reaching his son in time to save him, he'd run his faithful steed until he collapsed dead beneath him if he had to.

* * * * *

Skyler squeezed off a shot at a bush a few hundred yards upslope of him, where he'd seen a flash of motion disappear. He was rewarded by a swiftly muffled cry of pain, which brought a surge of grim satisfaction.

Unfortunately, he was also rewarded by the sharp crack of half a dozen rifles going off, and the shrill whine of a bullet whipping past him to thud into the tree trunk beside his head. He bit back a curse and scrambled deeper into the cover of the trees, zigzagging between the trunks at the ground-eating trot Trapper had taught him.

The problem was, the soldier he'd shot had been on the path he'd been taking, which meant the enemy had somehow managed to get ahead of him. If that was the case, it was equally likely they'd gotten around to the sides, too, and he might be running towards danger as well as away from it.

Although that was nothing new.

For the last day and a half or so he'd been running nonstop. At first losing Sulky, while it had been a blow, hadn't seemed dire. After all, he was confident he could outdistance anyone in these mountains, and be hard to track and harder to spot while he was doing it. He'd expected that with an hour or two of pushing himself hard, he'd leave the bloodies that had ambushed him and killed Sulky far behind.

Only he hadn't. Skyler didn't know if these soldiers were some sort of elite squad, or if by some coincidence a bunch of guys who were above average when it came to physical shape and fighting skill had just ended up together. Either way, they were keeping up with him and pressing him hard.

It was taking him everything he had to stay out of their sights, as this last exchange had shown. He wasn't sure how much longer he could keep it up.

He needed to try something new.

The opportunity came sooner than he'd expected, about ten minutes later. Practically by accident, in fact. Skyler wasn't as familiar with this area as most in these mountains, especially farther south closer to the ranch. Even so, he should've known enough about the way mountain terrains worked to predict that the increasing number of outcrops he'd been passing on an ever steeper slope would lead to an obvious obstacle.

It wasn't a tall cliff, less than twenty feet. At the bottom was a forested slope, blanketed by a deep bed of pine needles. It actually reminded Skyler of the almost impassible slope beneath the cliffs overlooking Trapper's winter lodge, where he'd lived for the last five years. That slope had been mostly cleared, considering it had basically become his family's front yard and directly overlooked the ranch flat.

This one, however, was still a nice thick tangle of half-fallen evergreen trees, deadfall, underbrush, and of course a neck-breakingly steep incline leading down to a small stream.

Skyler skidded to a halt ten feet from the drop, glancing over his shoulder at the less dense forest he'd just emerged from. He cringed and dropped when the distant crack of a rifle reached his ears, although he didn't see or hear any sign of the bullet hitting anywhere nearby.

His pursuit had come from the same direction he had. This cliff was a barrier for them, too, and he didn't see any easy way down along its entire length. So even if the bloodies were keeping to their trend of somehow finding a way to get in front of him and cut him off, this would've prevented them.

It was an opportunity.

Twenty feet wasn't an impossible drop. He could land it, he thought. That was something Trapper had taught him, landing softly among deadfall from a high drop. As the mountain man had told him once, being able to jump high was only half of jumping: the landing could be just as important. Not just picking where, but how. If you did it right, crouching as you hit, you'd barely make a sound.

Of course, landing at the bottom of a twenty foot cliff was more about avoiding injury than making noise, although he didn't exactly want to crash around like an elephant with enemies on his trail. The soft bed of needles was actually a mixed blessing, since it could be hiding rocks or holes or other dangers that would mean he ended up with a broken leg. He almost would've preferred flat, hard dirt.

Cursing quietly, Skyler ducked back into the trees and began running along the cliff, weighing his options.

Even a sprained ankle would probably mean death considering the enemies hounding him, but he wondered if any of them had the guts or the skill to make the same drop without injury. This could be his chance to put some real distance between him and the bloodies, and maybe even allow him to get away entirely.

He had to try it.

He heard a few more shots from behind, and more worryingly from ahead. That suggested he might be trapped, or at least his pursuers thought he was, but he didn't think they had a good bead on him yet. So he kept his eyes peeled until he found a spot where the trees grew right up to the cliff, and did his best to move unseen as he made his way to the edge.

There was a spot below that looked reasonably flat, and he didn't seen any sign of branches poking up or suspicious bulges or divots in the pine needles that might indicate hidden hazards. That was the best he could hope for, so before he had a chance to think better of his decision he dropped his saddlebags over the edge.

Ignoring the thump of them landing below, he grabbed the side of the cliff and dropped down to hang for a second, then let go.

The landing wasn't as smooth as he would've liked, and he ended up sprawled with a painful bruise on his elbow. But he was alive, and as far as he could see his rifle was undamaged. That was good enough for him.

He snatched up his saddlebags and began picking his way down the treacherous slope, towards safety.

* * * * *

Brandon had led, or helped lead, plenty of groups of people back to the bowl valley, taking care to make sure they weren't followed and left no tracks. Even large groups, when necessary.

He seriously doubted he was doing it well enough to prevent Sangue trackers from finding them if they had the time to closely follow the trail, something Camptown's fighters had kept them from doing up til now. But hopefully this time would work out as well as the previous times.

It had to, with Gray no longer there to push the bloodies back if they came sniffing around. The thought filled him with a fresh surge of despair, eating away his relief at being home and seeing it still there and in one piece.

What were they going to do now?

He spent a while getting the freed slaves settled in the Grand Junction settlement. Mostly in one longhouse, since it had enough room to squeeze in more and it allowed all the exhausted, traumatized men to stay together. Brady was quick to take over there, making sure everyone had food and blankets. He also provided hot water and soap to wash up, followed by distributing what spare clothes were available, mostly uniforms looted from Emery during the raid.

Carl and the others didn't seem overjoyed about wearing the uniforms of the soldiers who'd tormented them for so long, but they couldn't complain about having something clean to wear.

“As long as a mob of your townspeople don't get the wrong idea and try to run us out of town at the end of pitchforks,” the freed men's leader said dryly.

“We'll make sure they know what's happening,” Brandon said, clapping him on the shoulder. He paused, reluctant to leave.

In spite of the weariness and grief over lost friends, there was a celebratory mood among the freed slaves at reaching this safe refuge. A sense of hope, that the nightmare was finally over and they could start new lives with some sort of future.

Brandon would've loved to share that with them. He also wanted to take part in the memorial service Jonas planned to hold for Gray, pay his final respects to the man who'd saved his life and done so much for all of them.

But more than either of those things, he was eager to get back to his family. Make sure they were still safe and healthy. Hold his wife and son in his arms.

Brady noticed and gave him a tired smile, making shooing motions. “I'm sure Fiona will be happy to see you back safe,” he said. “I've got things in hand here.”

“Thanks.” Brandon turned and hurried away.

He'd only gone ten feet before a voice called him back. “Gerry.”

He paused, turning to look back at Jonas, who was standing outside the longhouse staring at him grimly. “What?”

The militia fighter waved towards Camptown. “Not sure if you're planning on coming to the memorial service, but either way I'm heading over to talk to Mitchells about the valley's defense, now that the Sheriff is gone. You're going to get some decent sleep tonight, and at the crack of dawn you'll be at the command building to step in as my second-in-command.”

He blinked. “I'll what, now?”

Jonas scowled. “Our leader's dead, Gerry. Trapper's in the wind chasing his tail. Brady's a fine organizer, but he's no fighter. And Mitchells would rather knock out his teeth with a rock chisel than step into any significant role defending the valley.” He laughed a bit bitterly. “As for yours truly . . . I'm not going to pretend I don't know that half the non-Grand Junction fighters hate my guts.”

Brandon snorted, but didn't comment.

The militia lieutenant pointed an almost accusing finger his way. “I need you here leading the Emery people and these new arrivals you freed. You're not just the best pick, you're pretty much the only reasonable one, unless of course Trapper comes wandering back here with his runaway stepson. Camptown can't afford to have you running off carrying out more harebrained schemes right now.”

For a very long minute or so he just stared at the other man. “You have a point,” he finally said. Jonas smiled slightly in triumph and started to answer, but Brandon kept going. “I can see why people might not like you.”

He turned away as the man's smile turned into a scowl, calling over his shoulder. “See you at the memorial.”

Fiona must've heard that he was back and wondered where he was, because on his way to the retreat he spotted her coming from Camptown headed towards Grand Junction's new town. She must've got one of the other women to watch Thomas because he wasn't with her, and as soon as she spotted Brandon out in the meadow between the retreat and the town she immediately sped up to a run to meet him.

He was too tired to run himself, even though the sight of her was like water after days in the desert. He did his best to smile weakly and held open his arms as she arrived.

His wife threw herself into them, holding him tight. “Judging by your expression, it didn't go well?” she asked gently.

Brandon hugged her back for all he was worth and buried his face in her hair. “It's good to be home,” was all he said.

Fiona looked up at him, green eyes full of sorrow. “I'm sorry, honey. I wish these reunions could be happy ones, that you were able to come back with the news that you succeeded and nobody had to die for it. But that's not very realistic, is it?”

He knew she meant the words supportively, that she wished that for his sake. But they still stung, with the knowledge of his failures. And the fact that he never seemed to be the one who paid the price for them. “Gray's dead,” he whispered.

Fiona sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh, no.”

He continued woodenly. “Sangue caught us halfway here. Two squads. We were out in the open, they were all set to butcher us, but Gray and his fighters had been running themselves ragged to follow them. He charged them, alone, to buy the rest of his people time to set up.” He felt his eyes sting and blinked quickly. “Most heroic thing I've ever seen.”

She didn't answer, just buried her face in his chest and held him tight. Finally, though, she took his hand and led him towards the retreat. “Let's get you washed up, a hot meal in you, a few minutes of quality time with our son, and then straight to bed.”

Brandon went along. Nothing sounded better than sleep at the moment, but it'd have to wait a while. “Jonas is holding a memorial for Gray. I have to pay my respects.”

Fiona slowed to walk beside him. “Of course,” she said gently. “But you're exhausted, honey. Do you have time to rest before the memorial?”

“If I fall asleep I'm probably out for the night.” On a sudden impulse he put his arm around her waist, pulling her close. “Although when it comes to unwinding, what would you say to a few minutes of quality time with my wife?”

Fiona shot him a startled look, then smiled tentatively and rested her hand on his. “Always. It's just with everything you've been through, and how exhausted you have to be and what you have to be feeling, I-I didn't think you'd want, that you'd be . . .” she trailed off awkwardly, expression torn between sympathetic understanding and longing.

He leaned down and pressed his lips to hers, lingering when she melted against him and returned the kiss fiercely. “I've missed you,” he said when he finally pulled back. “Missed you more than I can ever say. I've had more than a few moments in the last week where I was afraid-”

He cut off, shaking his head grimly, and briefly kissed her again. “Maybe it's not the best time for it, and maybe my head's not in the best place right now. I just need to be reminded of the things in my life that make it such a miracle. Even just holding the woman I love, the mother of my child, in my arms for a little while would mean everything to me.”

Her face lit up with a smile like a ray of sunshine on his heavy heart. “Oh, you definitely won't just be holding me.” She nudged him playfully with her hip and sped up a bit. “Come on . . . Keri can watch Thomas until the memorial.”

* * * * *

All of Kristy's friends kept telling her she should be on bed rest.

Between worrying for her husband and son, the fear of Sangue getting ever closer to the valley, and the normal stresses of a pregnancy nearly to term, she knew they weren't wrong to be concerned about her health. She should be more worried herself, if it didn't seem like she had such bigger things to concern her.

Still, she did her best to listen to them and had taken it easy as much as she could. In one way that wasn't hard to do, since she felt like her swollen belly put pressure on her diaphragm that made her always feel short of breath. In another way it was difficult, since she felt like she needed to relieve the constant pressure on her bladder every hour or even more often, leading to sleepless nights and frequent napping that left her in a general fugue state.

But she refused to let any of that stop her from paying her respects to Sheriff Gray when she learned of his death, insisting on dressing up for the service and taking Molly by the hand to lead her to where Jonas stood in front of a burgeoning crowd of people near the shooting range.

Mer came with her, stubbornly carrying a chair for Kristy to sit on in spite of the fact that the young woman only had one good arm for the job. Or that everyone else was standing, and Kristy was going to stick out like a sore thumb.

Not that she didn't already stick out enough. The thought made her smile slightly, reflecting that the pun was so bad it could've been one of Tom's. Assuming he was ever foolish and insensitive enough to say something like that to her.

She would've happily forgiven him, if he was here to say it.

The mood of the crowd was beyond somber, even given who they were there to pay their respects to. In fact, as they got closer she detected a strong undercurrent of fear in the people around her, so much so that Molly sensed it and buried her head against Kristy's leg.

They were probably thinking the same thing she was: Gray was the shield Camptown had sheltered behind, keeping the Sangue monsters far from them. With him gone, what would happen now? Would they still be able to defend the valley without him?

Kristy made her way to where Brandon stood with an arm wrapped around Fiona, who was holding their baby close. Both their heads were bowed in obvious grief, and she couldn't help but hang her head as well, tears coming freely to her eyes.

A good man was dead, and she was only thinking of herself.

She remembered when Tom had safely led the survivors of Simon's disastrous convoy back to Grand Junction, and Gray had been there to greet them and offer the city's aid. He'd been nothing but kind to them all, a godsend to people at their lowest point.

And then when he and Grand Junction's survivors had arrived in Camptown, she'd watched the man work himself nearly to death in his efforts to protect the valley. To protect her and her daughter and unborn child and all their loved ones. It had been a thankless job for a man already overburdened by age and care, and she was a bit ashamed to think that she'd only added to that burden by pestering him nonstop for news of Skyler.

Jonas abruptly spoke, his words so close to her own thoughts that she jumped slightly. “Gray Tucker lived his life serving and protecting the people of Grand Junction, and all others who came under his protection,” he said solemnly. The characteristic sharpness was gone from his voice, replaced by deep grief and pain.

“He lived in that city all his life, served as an officer of the law in his younger years and as its sheriff following the Ultimatum, and later as leader of its militia when invaders came pounding on our doors. He buried his wife, Helen, after she died of pneumonia the second year following the Ultimatum, and his son Kyle three years later, when serving as one of his deputies Kyle took a bullet during a battle with bandits. He never remarried or fathered more children, and leaves no family behind.

“He lived his life in service to his fellow man, but for his uncomplaining sacrifice he got noth-” The militia lieutenant's voice caught, fury momentarily flashing across his face. Then he took a deep breath and looked away. “If any have words to say in memory of this great man, please come forward.”

Without another word Jonas turned and strode towards the new Grand Junction settlement. A slightly awkward silence followed as everyone looked at each other, not sure how to proceed.

Kristy handed Molly off to Mer and strode forward to face the crowd. She hated public speaking, being the center of attention like this, but Gray deserved better than to have his service derailed by his lieutenant storming off.

“Many go to their graves wondering what impact they had on the world,” she began quietly. “For Gray Tucker, he can look into the faces of the hundreds, the thousands, of people whose lives he saved, and countless more whose lives were bettered by his selfless service.” She hesitated. “I've heard, and seen with my own eyes, that very few who die a violent death look peaceful at the end. But I've been told that Gray died with a smile on his lips, saving lives to the last.”

She looked at the small pile of Gray's possessions that had been retrieved to serve as a focal point for the memorial. His body had been left behind with everyone else who'd died in the battle on that meadow, buried with respect but haste by people who needed to escape a perilous situation.

It was a meager pile; the man hadn't been able to bring much with him on the brutal journey from Grand Junction to Camptown, and she'd been given to understand that even in his service to his city over the years he'd never showed much interest in acquiring material possessions.

“Thank you, Sheriff,” she said quietly. She stepped quickly over to rejoin her friends, as Brandon stepped forward to take her place.

He was the first of many, and the service went on hours into the night.

* * * * *

Brandon wasn't sure whether to be annoyed or relieved when his fitful sleep, full of nightmares of the horrific past and of a dozen even worse futures, was interrupted by a pounding at his cabin's flimsy door, early enough that not even a hint of light filtered through the small gaps in the walls and roof.

Fiona tore free from his embrace to sit bolt upright with a terrified gasp, and across the room baby Thomas let out a plaintive wail at being rudely awakened. Brandon bit back a curse as he sat up and wrapped his arms around his wife, murmuring soothing words as she panted in the beginnings of panic.

Okay, definitely annoyed.

“Gerry!” Jonas's voice shouted through the thin barrier. “Get up, Gerry!”

“It's fine,” Brandon whispered to Fiona, rubbing her back. “Everything's fine.” He raised his voice. “I get it, man, you said be there at the crack of dawn!”

“Screw the crack of dawn!” the militia lieutenant shouted. “Get your keister out here, we're in serious trouble!”

“Honey?” Fiona hissed worriedly.

Brandon was already out of bed, fumbling in the dark to pull on his clothes. “Pack up what we need and wake up Mother Kristy and the others,” he said firmly as he reached for his boots. “I'm sure everything's fine, but better safe than sorry.”

He heard the rustle of his wife also dressing. “We've been prepared for weeks now,” she said gently. “Whatever's happening, we're ready to go.”

Leaving his bootlaces untied, he hastily kissed her and made for the door, where Jonas was still pounding and shouting for him through it. Brandon yanked it open so abruptly that the militia lieutenant, nothing more than a dark shape in the starlit predawn, overbalanced and nearly fell against him.

“What?” he snapped.

Jonas grabbed his shoulder and yanked him outside, rushing him towards Camptown. “We've overheard disturbing stuff from the bloodies on the radio.”

“What kind of stuff?”

“The kind that tells me we're all screwed,” the lieutenant growled, quickening his step.

He refused to say any more, other than urging Brandon to go faster. They stumbled through the darkness towards the nearest street leading into Camptown, which was partially lit by lanterns or electric lights captured from Emery. Before long they reached the command building, where dozens of fighters were already milling, along with twice that number of concerned townspeople.

Jonas pushed through the crowd without a word, and possibly more force than necessary, dragging Brandon behind him. They were pelted with questions with every step, all of which the lieutenant ignored and Brandon couldn't answer. Then they were in the command building, which was crowded with leaders from the various squads as well as Mitchells, Brady, and some of the Grand Junction civilian leaders.

“There you are!” Mitchells snapped, pushing through the press to join them at the door. He waved impatiently at Jonas. “You told him what's going on?”

“He didn't tell me jack,” Brandon said.

“I figured I'd see if you guys would figure out what the blazes is going on by the time we got back,” the militia leader replied curtly.

“Fair enough,” Brady said as he dodged through the crowd to join them. “First things first, our people listening on the radios intercepted this a half hour or so ago.” He handed Brandon a sheet of wrinkled, faded paper with fresh writing on it.

Brandon looked it over, feeling his gut sink with every sentence. It appeared to be a dialogue between Sangue command and one of the squads in the nearby mountains, scrawled in hasty lines of Spanish and then translated into neater lines of English:

 

Command: Forget Lobo Solitario! You've chased him for days, and there's every sign you'll chase him for days more, if he doesn't get away entirely.

Squad Leader: He's about to run right into Silva's squad. After all the trouble he's caused us, do you really want to let him slip away?

Command: We've found the camp of the Estadounidenses! You're meeting up with Silva in the first place to rendezvous with others in the area and move on it. One buzzing hornet won't matter once the nest has been exterminated.

Squad Leader: If we're to meet up with Silva anyway, we're already going in that direction. I want this man dead, sir. For Grego and Paolo.

Command: . . . Very well. You have until you meet up with Silva. Six hours, no more.

Squad Leader: I'll bring you the wolf's head to mount on your wall, sir.

 

Brandon looked up, trying not to panic. Worried as he might've been for Skyler, or Trapper, whichever it was, they took second consideration to the talk about the camp of the Estadounidenses; somehow he doubted this time the bloodies were talking about the group they'd been fighting in the north.

He started to speak, swallowed around a dry throat, then tried again. “Are we sure they've found us?”

Mitchells shrugged, expression grim. “They sure seem to think they have. From intercepted radio transmissions we know they've been diverting every single soldier south of Highway 29 in this direction, as well as calling in more. And from what I've been able to decipher of the directions they've been giving for their rendezvouses, they're converging basically smack dab on top of us.”

Brandon swore, sick dread threatening to make him heave up last night's dinner. If the bloodies really had found them, the only other question was how? The obvious answer filled him with horror. “Did we lead them here?”

Jonas spat on the floor at their feet to avoid hitting anyone. “If you had, I wouldn't have been pounding down your door, I would've smashed right through it and beat the tar out of you in front of your adorable little family.”

He flushed with anger in spite of the situation. “You're the one who picked our route-”

“I said it wasn't us!” the militia lieutenant snapped.

One of Jonas's men, Brandon thought his name was Diaz, a radio operator, cleared his throat. “I might have the answer to that. Over the last few day's we've been picking up a lot of local chatter about some prisoner named Ricardo, and Sangue joking about the fun they're having with him.”

Brandon grimaced. He really didn't need to hear about that sort of thing. “What's that got to do with us?”

Diaz shrugged grimly. “Everything. The bloodies were so excited about this Ricardo because they captured him south of Highway 29, farther west closer to Ephraim. The fun they were having was torturing him and a few men they captured with him for information, trying to get them to give up the location of a community of refugees they were all part of.”

Brandon didn't speak much Spanish, but even he knew enough to put the pieces together with a cold spike of horror: Ricardo, or in other words Richard. “Bradshaw,” he growled.

That miserable SOB. It wasn't enough to push around the people of Emery for as long as Brandon had lived there, or go after little Bryant Hendrickson or beat up Skyler for trying to protect him. Even after being kicked out of the community, the man was still finding ways to cause problems for them.

“Bradshaw?” Mitchells repeated, scowling as realization dawned. “Son of a . . . he gave us up!”

An alarmed murmur spread through the room. This was worse than a problem, worse than pretty much anything else Diaz could've told them. If Bradshaw had told Sangue where to find Camptown, that was it. Their only hope in this fight had been keeping the location of their loved ones, their main base of operations, a secret. With everything they'd done up until now, that had been their first and foremost priority.

Because you couldn't fight a guerrilla war when you were rooted to one spot, especially with several times the number of helpless townspeople as you had fighters to worry about.

“Did the guys on the radio pick up anything about when Sangue intends to hit us?” Brandon asked quietly.

“As soon as they can,” Brady said, expression grim. “From at least three directions we know about, and at least a thousand soldiers. They're already gearing up for it.”

Mitchells sighed, sagging back against the map table. “Gray's loss is even more disastrous now. It couldn't have come at a worse time, just when we need him most.”

Jonas gave him a look of pure contempt. “Your grief warms my heart, old man.”

The former sheriff bristled, and Brandon cut in sharply before they could get distracted with squabbling. “Even if he was still with us, we couldn't fight our way out of this one.” Everyone turned to him, and he paused a beat for emphasis. “We need to evacuate.”

 


Chapter Sixteen

Evacuation

 

“Our first step should be to put everyone to work helping out,” Brandon said, following at Mitchells's heels as the man rushed outside, with a dozen other people clustered close behind. “We need to grab everything essential that we can carry while still moving quickly.”

Camptown's leader nodded grimly. “Brady, can you get going on that? With the bloodies coming for us from all sides we need to be gone yesterday, even if we have to leave a lot of stuff behind that might've been useful.”

Jonas abruptly raised his voice to the small crowd waiting anxiously outside. “Everyone, we've received advance warning of a threat and have decided to evacuate this valley!” A shocked outcry rose from the assembled people, and the militia lieutenant scowled and raised his voice above it. “We're doing this with all haste, so here's the situation! Go home and pack up only what you need, and if you have families get them ready to go as well! Once you've handled your own affairs, come back prepared to pitch in with whatever else needs to be done.”

“What about all the work we've done here?” a woman called, sounding on the verge of tears. “Everything we've accomplished?”

Mitchells fielded the question, raising his voice to be heard. “We'll have to leave most of it behind, I'm afraid. Everything but ourselves and the barest necessities . . . at the end of the day, our lives are the most important thing.”

“We'll be singing a different tune in a few months, once the cold starts setting in,” a man called. To Brandon it sounded like Ted Colson, an acquaintance of the Knudsen family.

“Let's worry about the next few days!” Jonas snapped. “You all know the enemy we face. They're converging on this valley with over a thousand soldiers. Let's focus on making sure we're gone before they arrive.”

“When will that be?” Ted demanded.

An uncomfortable silence settled as Mitchells and Jonas both hesitated. Brandon clapped his hands sharply. “Sooner than any of us would like, so let's get moving, people!”

People rushed into motion, from what Brandon could see not all of it particularly productive. He started to pull Mitchells, Brady, and Jonas aside to get back to organizing the chaos, but the former sheriff was slow to follow him, expression blank as he watched the people around them hurrying to and fro.

“Speaking of leaving all this work behind,” the older man said in a low, heavy voice, “near the beginning of Camptown, a lot of folks came to me complaining about all the training you and the volunteers were doing under Trapper. Said you were wasting time that could be put to more important tasks to help us survive living in this place.” He shook his head, expression bitter. “Well, it looks as if that training is pretty much the only thing we can actually take with us, so who's laughing now?”

Brandon didn't feel much in the mood for laughter at the moment. “Since no amount of training's going to help against what's coming, I'd say none of us are.”

Mitchells cursed and wearily straightened his shoulders. “Well, the bloodies are coming from the north, east, and south. The only way we can run is west-southwest, and eventually we'll reach the end of the mountains where they can get at us with their vehicles.” He grabbed his hat, crumpling it in his fist. “I'm getting the fear this might turn into a death march like what our Grand Junction friends endured.”

It had better not. “We'll move quicker than they expect, loop around the guys coming from the south and stick to the western edge of the mountains.”

Camptown's leader just grunted in response; they both knew the mountains would eventually run out no matter which way they went, and if Sangue was dogged in their pursuit a bunch of refugees with elderly, children, and the sick and injured wouldn't be able to stay ahead of them forever.

Brandon cursed as well and continued on to where Jonas and Brady were waiting, outpacing the other man. However grim their future might be, the faster they got out of there the better their chances.

“I'll organize the fighters,” Jonas was saying to the trader. “You handle sorting out what we can afford to take with us, what we absolutely need that won't slow us down too much.”

Brady nodded grimly. “I've been preparing for this moment as best I could, although a lot of what we can take will have to be determined by what the townspeople are taking of their own possessions, and are willing to carry.”

“I'll coordinate with them,” Mitchells cut in as he arrived. “You pack up what we need, I'll make sure you have backs to carry it all.”

The trader nodded and turned to Brandon. “You think the cattle Trapper's got left would endure having a saddle slung across their backs?”

Wasn't that a question. “Only a few of the older ones have been trained for it, but it's worth a shot,” he replied. “You'll have to send someone around to ask Mother Kristy, though . . . I figured I'd get the freed slaves organized and pitching in.”

“Don't take too long,” Jonas said. “Our radio operators can warn us about what's coming, but I'd like you to organize the scouts and send them out along the route we plan to take, and also check in with the sentries around Camptown. Make sure there aren't any Sangue squads that are more on the ball than their friends and decided to come straight in instead of rendezvousing.”

“Fair enough,” Brandon replied. “Someone's going to need to stay behind until the last minute, to bring in the scouts, defenders, and far patrols and make sure they get out in time.”

“Thanks for volunteering,” the militia leader said with a dour smile.

Brandon scowled, about to flat out refuse a task that would keep him from leading his family out of danger. Then he thought twice about it; those people were his responsibility, and it wasn't fair to fob such a potentially risky job off on someone else.

Besides, Trapper and Skyler were still out there, and they might have no idea what was going on. Staying here in case they came in would give Kristy some much-needed peace of mind.

“Fine,” he snapped, turning away. “Make sure you've got work for my people by the time I've got them rounded up.”

Brady snorted. “No shortage of work. We could be scrambling around making preparations to leave until the bloodies come swooping in if we're not properly organized.”

“Then make sure we are.” He quickened his step.

Halfway to Grand Junction's new town where the freed slaves were waiting, Logan intercepted him. His brother-in-law came trotting up from behind to fall into step beside him, the predawn glow revealing a fearful expression. “Is it true?” he whispered. “Did they find us?”

Brandon nodded grimly. “We've got to get out of here.”

The teenager cursed. “I need to find my squad,” he said, starting to turn away.

He caught Logan's arm and stopped him short, returning his questioning look with a firm gaze. “As of this moment, you're retiring from the fighters.”

His brother-in-law gave him a look of mingled outrage and defiance. “Wha-”

Brandon shook him gently to shut him up. “Camptown's leaning on me to organize this chaos, Logan, which means the summer retreat group has exactly one man available to help them right now. You. You need to make sure your sister, Mother Kristy, and all the other women pack up everything they need and leave as soon as possible. Fi should already have them started on it.”

Logan's face had paled, but he squared his shoulders and nodded determinedly. “I'll take care of it.”

“Good.” He released the young man's arm. “Once you're ready, join up with the Knudsen clan and travel with them if they're also ready. If not, you go immediately, even if it means going with just our people.”

He gestured in the opposite direction of the rising sun as he continued. “We're evacuating midway between west and southwest, to avoid bloodies coming in from the south and northwest. If I haven't had time yet to send out a screen of scouts, you'll have to keep an eye out as you help everyone keep mov-”

“Brandon,” his brother-in-law said quietly, meeting his eyes with quiet determination. “I've got this.”

That certainty filled Brandon with a surprising amount of relief, and he impulsively pulled the teenager into a crushing hug. “Keep our family safe, little brother,” he said quietly.

“On my life,” Logan promised. He pulled away and ran off towards the retreat.

When Brandon reached the longhouses where the freed slaves had been sleeping, he found them all gathered outside, waiting. Carl immediately broke away to intercept him as he approached, expression grave, and he quickly told the man what was going on.

“You know I appreciate all you've done for us,” Carl said with a tight smile when he finished, “but I can't help but feel like you pulled us out of the frying pan and tossed us into the fire.”

Brandon smiled back grimly. “Dance quick enough, and you can run across flames without getting burned.”

The freed men's leader hesitated, then leaned closer and lowered his voice. “I've got to ask, for my own peace of mind . . . was this us? Did the bloodies find your town because you helped us?”

He shook his head sharply. “It was a thorn in our side from the past, rearing his head at the worst possible time.”

Carl gave him a curious look. “All right, then.” He glanced around and once again lowered his voice. “Want me to play it like it was us for the others? Way their mood is now, might be better to have them wanting to help you out of trouble they caused than resenting being yanked into the middle of your crisis.”

For a brief, shameful instant Brandon was tempted to say yes. It couldn't hurt to have dozens of men feeling extra motivated to help out. He ruthlessly quashed the idea. “It's not exactly a secret, and even if it was your people deserve better than to be led around like that.”

The emaciated man nodded and clapped him on the shoulder. “Then let's get to work hauling all our butts out of the fire.”

* * * * *

It had finally happened.

Kristy had known it was coming. She'd even prepared for it. But knowing and preparing weren't the same thing as being ready for it. And she wasn't ready. In fact, with the baby due any day, maybe any hour, she couldn't think of a time when she'd ever been less ready.

Sangue had found them. They were on their way with everything they had. And if they showed no mercy for their victims at the best of times, how much worse would it be for an enemy that had vexed them on so many occasions?

Tom, why aren't you here? I need you.

She knew it wasn't fair to think that, but that didn't change how she felt. If there was one thing she'd been able to count on ever since the mountain man who'd become her husband had first dropped down from a cliff back during that disastrous trip to Newpost, using nothing more than a knife to kill two bloodies who'd been about to find her and Skyler, it was that he'd always be there for her. There with his steady calm and his strong arms and his kind eyes, a barrier between her and the harsh world they lived in.

And now he was off who knew where, looking for their son. Who, it went without saying, Kristy also really wished was here with her. And surprisingly, for many of the same reasons she longed for her husband to miraculously appear; if Skyler was here, she knew he would be able to protect her. The same way he had five years ago against those Sangue bandits just outside of Newpost, and every day since.

But neither of them were here now, and no longing glances at the entrances to the valley would miraculously make them appear. For all she knew they could already be dead, and she was all alone with Sangue about to swoop down on her and Molly like birds of prey.

No, Kristy wasn't panicking. She was beyond panicking.

But she couldn't allow herself to think the worst had happened to the men in her life. She wouldn't allow herself to. And for the sake of the women around her she had to show a strong front, or else her panic might spread to them just when they most needed to be calm.

So she tried to keep her back straight and her expression blank as Logan threw a saddle over Mary's back, ignoring Fiona hovering worriedly at her side.

“You sure you're up to this?” the young woman asked.

“Do I have a choice?” Kristy said, more impatiently than she'd meant to. Her friend gave her a helpless look, and a twinge of guilt joined the sense of despair and hopelessness threatening to overwhelm her.

“You might not have a choice, but that doesn't change reality,” Keri said bluntly from where she stood beside Mer and the other women, holding a squirming Molly. “You're due any day now, and hopping on a horse to flee a horde of ravening monsters is the worst possible thing you could be doing.”

Kristy knew her friends were just showing their concern, but she couldn't help but feel like the worst possible thing they could be doing right now was arguing about all this with her. Especially when there was. No. Choice.

What was she going to do, stay and have the baby while Sangue descended on the valley? She doubted they'd show any more mercy for a woman in childbirth than they did any of the other men, women, and children they'd tortured, butchered, and enslaved.

Still, the instincts that had earned her the nickname “Mother Kristy” were hard to ignore, even when her world was crashing around her as she faced a situation straight out of her worst nightmares. So she sighed and forced a smile, wrapping an arm around Fiona and hugging her briefly. “Our distant ancestors used to have no choice but to hike for miles across the savannas, squat to give birth at the last second, then pick up their baby and stumble on before the hyenas closed in. I'll just have to do the same.”

Fiona hugged her back supportively, although Keri shook her head as she bounced Molly on her hip. “Our distant ancestors also had a tendency to suffer from complications like rectovaginal fistulas from pushing themselves like that. Just because you have to doesn't mean it's a good thing.”

“What the heck is a fistula?” Mer demanded, wrinkling her nose.

“Something I really don't want to think about at the moment,” Kristy said firmly. “Let's get out of here quick, so we can set an easier pace on the journey without getting left behind. That way I hopefully won't have to become familiar with one firsthand.”

Logan stepped back from her horse, and she nodded in thanks and accepted his help pulling herself up into the saddle. Keri handed her up Molly, and she settled her daughter on Mary's neck in front of the saddle, the best she could manage with her huge belly already making things awkward.

Speaking of which, the moment she was settled she felt the familiar pressure on her bladder that told her she should head for the outhouse. The reasonable part of her warned it was better to look foolish and climb right back down to take care of it, rather than having to stop in a few minutes when they were all on the trail.

But her sense of urgency wouldn't allow it, so she grit her teeth for the moment.

Kristy glanced around at the few pack animals they had, those they hadn't loaned to Camptown to carry supplies. There were barely enough to carry the group's necessities, and everyone but her was also hauling a heavy pack. Even Mer, with her injured and useless arm, and Fiona, who had Thomas in a sling across her front while she carried a burden on her back.

This was going to be miserable for everyone. She had to remind herself of that before she started feeling too sorry for herself.

She took a steadying breath and sat straight in her saddle. “Logan?” she asked briskly.

“Just about ready to go, ma'am,” the ranch hand said. “Mostly need to manage what's left of the livestock. If you and Sis and Mer want to get started, we can take care of the rest and catch up.”

The part of Kristy that had helped lead a successful ranch for years didn't like to ride off with the job undone. But the part of her that was on the verge of having a baby and had already suffered more than a few false labor pains wanted to get the day over with as soon as possible, and that couldn't happen until she actually got started.

“We'll probably be near the Knudsen cabins,” she said in acknowledgement. “Or they can point you after us.” Glancing down at Fiona and Mer, who both nodded, she clicked her tongue to get Mary moving.

As they made their way towards Camptown, she spotted a stream of townspeople going to and from the cliff on the northwest end of the valley, those heading out weighted down with valuables and tools and implements they couldn't take with them. That was a bit of unavoidable ridiculousness those people didn't have time for, but she supposed she could understand where they were coming from.

At the request of Mitchells, Jonas, and Brady, Kristy had allowed them to use the cave where her husband had previously kept everything cached. It wouldn't hold close to everything the nearly thousand people in the valley couldn't take with them and had to leave behind, but it would at least hold the most important of it.

The things that might help them rebuild, if they ever had a chance to come back.

She wondered if it would even matter, if the hurried townspeople would even take the time to replace the tarp and shift the pile of rubble back into place, to make it look like a natural landslide. Even if they did, the trail they were beating by their coming and going would probably lead some Sangue patrol right to the cave, where they'd either steal or destroy all those precious items.

No doubt she wasn't the only one who'd thought of that, and other people distraught about leaving behind most of their worldly possessions were wasting time searching out other places they could cache them. There were plenty of spots like that where they might not be found, especially if Sangue's search of the valley was only cursory.

But even those most heartsick about the waste didn't take time for more than the most hasty of efforts. Just about everyone else, properly terrified of the approaching enemy knowing exactly where they were, simply piled their things into one of the abandoned cabins or other buildings and walked away.

And the most sensible, like Kristy and her friends, were preparing to flee with only the strictest necessities ahead of the main column of refugees. She only hoped the Knudsens were part of that latter group.

When they arrived at the clan's cluster of cabins, she found it a beehive of activity like the rest of the fledgling town. But somehow amid the chaos Kristy felt calm purpose, rather than panic; maybe that was because these were her friends.

Leanne saw them coming and immediately rushed over. “Good, you're already ready,” she said briskly, reaching up to rest a supportive hand on Kristy's knee. “You up for this, honey?”

“Guess I have to be,” she said as confidently as she could. Almost as if in defiance of the statement, she felt the baby kick.

Her friend nodded, eyes concerned, but got back to business without a pause. “I wanted to ask a favor of you. I'd like to send Dennis and Wendy and the kids ahead with you while we finish packing up. Just in case Sangue swoops in faster than any of us expect, I want them out as soon as possible.”

Kristy couldn't help but feel amused by the way Leanne had worded that. “Sending” her family along with a pregnant woman, a young mother with an infant, and a wounded girl was just a polite way of inviting the three of them to go with her husband and cousin, who had the fighting experience and would take charge of protecting the group.

It was probably a mark of respect, but it still struck her as ridiculous. “Of course,” she agreed. “We can go whenever they're ready.”

“Good.” Her friend smiled conspiratorially and leaned closer, dropping her voice to a whisper. “I hope you don't mind, but I'm going to tell the kids to be extra considerate of you with the baby so close to being due. They know how serious this is and should be obedient, but this might help make extra sure they don't go running off.” She patted her knee. “You know how much they all love you, and how excited they are about the baby. They can't wait to meet their new friend.”

“Well, hopefully they won't be meeting the little guy for another week or so,” Kristy said. She couldn't inject the lightness into her tone that she wanted.

Leanne's smile became a bit forced. “Hopefully,” she agreed. She briskly turned away, calling out sharply for the kids to gather up. Then, working with Tabby and Wendy, she got the little kids paired up with older brothers or sisters or cousins to keep track of them. Once that was done, she loaded anyone big enough to carry even a small burden down with light packs, mostly a spare set of clothes and blankets and tents and some water.

Since there was a slight delay anyway, Kristy finally took the opportunity to get someone's help climbing down from the saddle and watching Molly so she could use the Knudsens' outhouse. There was a line there as others, especially the kids who'd be going with her, took care of last minute business before setting out. But Tabby swooped in from nowhere to shoo her to the front of the line, then was there when she finished to help her climb back up onto Mary's back, murmuring awkward but heartfelt words of support and encouragement.

Dear girl.

Dennis was leading a mule loaded down with provisions, and he shot her a questioning look as she settled back into the saddle and Tabby handed Molly up to her. Kristy nodded to him, and he nodded back and started forward leading the animal. She guided Mary after him, glad to see he'd set a brisk pace.

Behind her, Mer and Fiona had each taken charge of a group of kids. They wouldn't be able to chase them, but they could at least keep an eye out and make sure no one went running off.

The procession got started, over twenty people all leaving their homes behind and heading out on a difficult and probably dangerous journey across some of the roughest terrain around. They were one of the first groups out, as well, and Kristy noticed that even the scouts Brandon was supposed to send ahead were still gathering up.

Well, hopefully once they left they'd outpace a bunch of women and children.

Kristy's emotions remained a turmoil as they made their slow, semi-chaotic way out of the valley. Thankfully she thought everyone's attention was too focused on other tasks to pay her any mind, so she was able to clutch Molly comfortingly as she did her best not to freak out at her situation. She tried not to crane around to look at the other entrances to the valley for any sign of her husband or son, but if Mary hadn't been contentedly following Dennis's mule the entire time she probably would've accidentally veered the mare all over the place.

Somewhere between no time at all and an eternity after they began, they reached the last vantage overlooking the bowl valley. In spite of the urgency of the situation, Kristy couldn't resist the urge to rein in there so she could have a final view of the place that had been her home for months.

Up ahead, Dennis paused with the mule and glanced back at her, expression concerned. “Everything okay?”

She gave him a rueful grimace. This was going to be an awfully long trip with everyone asking her that every five minutes, as if they expected the baby to come flying out of her at any second.

Then again, judging by the way the little guy was wiggling around in there, they weren't completely wrong. “Fine,” she replied. “Just wanted a last look at our new home before turning our backs on it.”

The others solemnly gathered around her, nobody protesting the wasted time. “You know, this place was pretty miserable,” Dennis said after half a minute or so. “Soil so stony it turns your shovel every time, ten minute walk each way to lug water. No chance at all of growing much of a crop. Cold nights and constant wind.”

“When you put it like that, it did kind of suck,” Wendy agreed.

Kristy couldn't argue any of that. The summer retreat had always been meant for grazing the livestock in high summer, nothing more. “Maybe we'll find someplace better,” she offered.

“Maybe,” Dennis agreed. He reluctantly turned away. “Guess we should get started on that.”

With equal reluctance, she turned Mary to follow, putting her back to the bowl valley and Camptown. Probably for good.

She just hoped her loved ones didn't come back here after Sangue swooped in. That they'd know where she was going, and how to find her.

* * * * *

Tom had been coming across shell casings ever since he began following the squad of bloodies pursuing Skyler.

That was a terrible sign any way he looked at it. At best it meant the soldiers were firing into the air to keep his son jumping at the noise of gunshots, hunted and panicked and not thinking straight, which meant they had to at least be close enough behind the teenager that he could hear those shots. At worst those soldiers were shooting at Skyler, which meant he was in serious trouble and had been for days.

The only silver lining, if Tom could call it that, was that the enemy was still shooting, which meant they hadn't managed to catch his son yet. That left a pretty gigantic cloud, one that had been messing with his head more and more as time went on, until he had to force himself not to throw caution to the wind and take reckless risks with Horse.

He was almost to that point now, though, because the number of shells he was running across were growing more and more numerous, meaning the bloodies had to be closing the net on Skyler. He'd almost caught up to them now, and when he paused to listen carefully he was certain he could barely hear the distant crack of gunfire ahead, only a few miles away.

This was the most dangerous time, since any soldiers skilled enough to keep up with his son had to be smart enough to watch their back trail as well. If Tom went rushing in he might end up in the same situation as Skyler, unable to do anything to help.

But he couldn't ignore those shells winking like warning signs as he passed, every one of which had housed a bullet with his son's name on it. So he began looking for a way to close the distance on the SOBs trying to hurt his family, even if it meant taking risks he wouldn't usually.

He wanted to live, wanted to get back to Kristy and his daughter and the new baby on the way, or perhaps already born, all waiting in Camptown needing him. But if he ended up dead to buy Skyler a chance to get away, he'd call that a fair trade.

* * * * *

Skyler stumbled at what felt like a punch in the back, a sick feeling churning in his gut as he ducked his head and veered behind another tree, putting more speed into his frantic run.

The punch continued to throb, warning that he had at least a bruise and probably worse. If his flak jacket hadn't turned the bullet he'd probably already be dead or dying.

It had only taken a few hours for the squad that was pursuing him to catch up again. Hearing that gunshot in the distance behind him, heralding the return of his relentless enemy, had been one of the worst moments of his life as the fleeting hope he'd felt turned to ashes.

A bullet whined past and impacted a tree twenty yards away, followed closely by the distant crack of a rifle, and he cursed and once again changed direction. It was a bad sign that his pursuers had remained close enough to take potshots at him for the last hour, even from an extreme range where it wasn't likely they'd hit.

Aside from the throbbing impact wound on his back, of course. He remembered what Brandon had told him about skirmishing what seemed like a lifetime ago: “Shooting men in the back while they're taking a dump . . . it's going to be the ugliest sort of fighting.”

Well, the shoe was on the other foot now. Now that he'd been about to take a dump, of course, not in his current situation. In fact, he hadn't had enough of a reprieve to even consider easing the pressure in his bowels, and had a feeling before long he'd be soiling himself on the run.

For that matter, with his bladder feeling like it was going to explode, he hoped to gain even a slight lead to duck behind a tree and empty it real quick. Although if it was a choice between that or taking another bullet, like as not one where he wasn't wearing body armor, he'd endure the humiliation of peeing his pants while fleeing for his life.

Assuming he lived long enough for that to happen.

Between trying to outrun them, trying to throw them off his scent, and only rarely spotting flashes of them in the distance, Skyler hadn't had time to even consider trying to pick any of them off. He had a feeling if he tried, he'd be the one getting picked off instead. There were just too many of them, too spread out and in unknown locations, and operating at a level of skill and tenacity far beyond any soldiers he'd hunted before now.

To make matters worse, he had to consider that the enemy might be coordinating with other squads in the area to cut him off. And of all the directions he could go, he couldn't even consider heading in the direction of Camptown and the help there. To be fair, he couldn't have made it back to where Gray's fighters might be able to lend a hand, anyway. Not unless he'd made a beeline for safety the moment they started chasing him.

Which didn't matter; no way he'd risk bringing terrifying killers like these anywhere close to where they might pick up a trail that would lead them to the bowl valley.

As if all that wasn't bad enough, he was getting dangerously close to the eastern edge of the mountains. His pursuers were well aware of it, too, and seemed to be specifically trying to herd him that way. They had to know that if he ever got there, he'd be in even worse trouble since he'd probably find a bunch of bloodies in vehicles waiting in the valley below. Maybe even in the foothills if they could find good roads.

No, wherever he went he'd stay in his mountains. He just wished he felt more confident they'd protect him like they always had; this was the first time since coming here, five years ago, that he'd felt truly unsafe on these forested slopes. Even the cougar had felt like something he and Trapper could handle together.

Trapper.

Skyler could admit that what he really wished was that he was back in Camptown. With his family. That he'd never had the stupid idea to go out skirmishing on his own, with no one to watch his back and nowhere to turn when disaster inevitably struck, like it had now.

Sure, he'd killed more than a few bloodies, disrupted several squads, and led the enemy away from the bowl valley or its defenders on more than one occasion. He might've even contributed to ensuring they hadn't found the place yet, and if so he could be proud he'd lived up to Trapper's legacy and done his part to keep his loved ones safe.

He just wished it didn't have to end this way.

Gritting his teeth, he quickened his pace, bolting over logs and between trees on rubbery legs at a reckless speed to buy some distance from his pursuers. He wasn't about to give up and say it was over yet, no matter how hopeless things looked. He wasn't beaten until he was in the ground; until then he'd show these Sangue scum that they were dealing with a mountain man who called these peaks his home.

He was scaling a slope up to a ridge to the east, just a few ridges over from where the mountains gave way to foothills. With the squad of bloodies hot on his heels, and half of them running themselves to death in smaller fireteams to get ahead of him and cut him off from the sides, it seemed like a stupid idea to waste time dropping low and shimmying up to peek over and make sure he wasn't heading into danger.

But Trapper's training had taught him that when things were bad and he was most panicked was the worst time to forget sensible precautions. So he hurried up the last eight or so feet of the slope in a crouch and poked his head up behind a bush, peering between its leafy branches.

He was immediately glad he had.

The far side of the ridge directly in front of him and stretching eastwards was a rolling meadow, dropping down into a deep valley to the north and with a thick stand of blue spruce and Douglas fir marching away to the south.

Coming up the meadow only a few hundred yards downslope was another squad of bloodies, in a line with each soldier spread ten yards apart, weapons already out and held at the ready.

Skyler cursed to himself, slowly lowering his head out of sight. The squad chasing him must've guessed where he was going and radioed ahead to these new guys. And while his pursuers had been running themselves ragged just like he was, this new squad looked fresh.

What did he do now? He was effectively surrounded, and it would be impossible to slip past the bloodies across the open meadow in front of him, no matter how blind and incompetent they were. As for going any other direction, he'd already seen for himself that his pursuers weren't the sort you just snuck past.

Was it time to consider some sort of last stand?

No, forget that.

Skyler grit his teeth and peeked up over the ridge again. To his dismay, the squad ahead must've either been contacted by his pursuers or caught some sight of him, because they'd quickened their pace from a cautious walk to a trot, making their way up to the ridge.

Well, if he had any hope of getting away he needed to make those SOBs more cautious. So he found a good spot to steady his AK-47's bipod, selector set to automatic. He heard gunfire from behind him as his pursuers finally caught up, the splintering crack of a bullet smashing through a branch ten feet away. The bloodies in the meadow below shouted at each other and raised their weapons towards the ridgeline.

Skyler acted first, holding down the trigger and sweeping the muzzle of his rifle along the line of exposed troops. He wasn't expecting to hit much, or anything really, for multiple reasons: first, he wasn't aiming through the scope, or even really sighting along the barrel. Second, at that range hitting anything with automatic fire was more luck than intent. Third, they were so spaced out he emptied the magazine before sweeping the muzzle across more than half of them, and the ones he aimed at quickly dropped prone to avoid the bullets, which at that angle made them pretty much impossible to hit.

And fourth, most importantly, the moment he opened fire he heard more gunfire from behind him and to either side as his pursuers confirmed his position.

Skyler ducked back down and hastily reloaded, slapping in his last full magazine. A frantic look around showed him a figure popping into view along the ridge to the north, rifle pointed his way, and he popped a desperate shot off at him.

To his surprise and relief, his shot hit the man in the head and he dropped like a ton of stones.

That was probably the best opening he could hope for under the circumstances; he took off directly for the enemy's body, ducking through trees as bullets whipped past leaves and into tree trunks on all sides, and thudded into the ground at his feet.

Adrenaline gave him a surge of energy, lending strength to rubbery legs and grace to clumsy steps. He ducked between trees and even dove beneath a dead tree leaning against two living ones, rolling once and coming back up in a sprint.

Even if he managed to get away from this current desperate situation, he wasn't sure what he was going to do beyond the next five minutes. He was exhausted from almost no sleep over the last couple days since this squad began hunting him, and how long he'd been awake before the hunt began. The tension was mounting as well, making it harder and harder to think rationally and keep his cool.

Worst of all, he was at the end of his strength. No matter how good of shape he was in, or how much experience he had moving on these mountain slopes, even he couldn't go forever without proper breaks for food or rest or to relieve himself. His eyes stung with sweat, his lungs burned with every heaving breath as he fought to get enough air to keep up his wild dash, and his legs had the sort of deep ache creeping through them that suggested they'd give out on him at any moment.

With two squads now after him, one of them fresh, he wondered how long it would take before he collapsed and they caught him.

Skyler could admit that up to this point he'd been lucky. Going up against the odds he'd faced, the sheer numbers of enemies he'd constantly poked and prodded until they were swarming after him tirelessly in an effort to run him down, it was only a matter of time before his luck run out.

Even so, he almost didn't understand it when a blunt force like a punch to his left arm made him lurch sideways and slam shoulder first into a tree, losing his grip on his rifle. In the confusing muddle of his thoughts he knew instinctively that there was only thing it could be, since there were no trees or other obstacles nearby he could've run into.

But there was no pain, nothing. Was it possible it had actually hit his flak jacket, and he just thought it had hit his arm?

Then a terrible sense of wrongness spread through the limb. Skyler felt a cold, liquid sort of numbness spreading from the source of the hit, as well as a hot liquid spreading across his skin. He looked down and saw blood soaking his sleeve and dripping down his arm, onto his leg.

And then the pain hit, like a hammer, so intense that even with the adrenaline surging through his veins he had to clench his teeth around a scream. He hugged the tree with his good arm to keep on his feet, panting through gritted teeth as he struggled to regain control of his body through pain and shock.

His mind was screaming that he needed to keep going. That more bullets would follow the first if he kept still like this. So as his vision reeled and blood dripped off numb fingers, he shoved away from the tree and continued his stumbling run.

Skyler nearly ended up falling flat on his face with the first step, tried to catch himself with his injured arm on a branch and with horror realized he had no strength in it; he could still move it, he just couldn't make it do anything.

And he could feel it. Holy cow, could he feel it.

He fell, barely caught himself on his good hand and knees, and with a growl of determination launched himself forward again, staggering into a clump of trees as the sawing buzz of automatic fire ripped into the forest around him. A heavy punch against his lower back made him nearly fall again, joined by the throb of another bruise beneath his body armor, but compared to the pain of his arm it was nothing, and he shrugged it off and kept going.

Ten yards. A hundred. He reached a dangerously steep downward slope, clear of any obstacles, and in an act of pure desperation threw himself down it.

Rolling down a mountain slope was nothing like rolling down a grassy hill. Not that Skyler had had much experience with the latter. Or the former, when he could avoid it. For one thing, the slope was so uneven he was constantly being bounced up and then slamming back down, usually right on his wounded arm.

For another thing, mountain slopes were littered with protruding rocks, and hitting one of those at high speed was like getting pounded by a club. One particularly big one nearly stopped him in his tracks with a jolt hard enough to make him bite his tongue, adding the metallic taste of blood to the acrid bile burning in the back of his throat.

Skyler did his best to keep from rolling too fast, to control his bouncing so he didn't break bones as he landed each time. He also had to avoid rolling around to where he was going head or feet first. And on top of the unmitigated delight of all that, he heard gunfire and the whine of bullets pinging off rocks around him.

To make matters even worse, at some point the saddlebags strapped across his back snapped free and went flying away. In his current state he missed the scant protection they offered against slamming into the ground more than the vital provisions they offered, since he might never have a chance to use those.

He didn't even consider stopping to retrieve them. Not only was that a great way to catch a bullet on open ground, but he knew if he stopped this insane tumble he didn't think he'd have the strength or courage to start it again. So he grit his teeth and focused on reaching the stream at the bottom of the slope without breaking his neck.

On the plus side, the sheer unpredictable chaos of his barely controlled tumble made him a hard target to hit. On another plus side, he made it down the few hundred yards of steep slope in what felt like half a minute, none the worse for wear aside from bone-deep bruises, a few burning scrapes, and the throb of a potentially sprained wrist on his injured arm.

So all in all, he'd come out ahead in the gamble.

Skyler clawed back to his feet and splashed into the stream. He just barely had the presence of mind to resist the temptation to take the path of least resistance downstream, back into the arms of his enemies. So he took the more difficult path upstream at a stumbling walk, cold water seeping into his boots, in the full knowledge that now that he was committed to it he'd never leave it.

He was too exhausted to fight his way through the dense vegetation clogging the mountainsides to either side of the water, too exhausted to try to climb up the slope he'd just rolled down. He was barely willing to acknowledge the fact that his pursuers, of whom he'd gained only a small reprieve, would be hurrying back down to find a position from which they could shoot him.

And there was nothing he could do about it.

Before long Skyler reached a cut as deep as his shoulders, the banks densely overgrown with bushes on both sides to the point that all he could see was a narrow line of sky directly overhead. It offered good protection against enemies coming down the slope at him, since the only way they could get to him was either following him upstream or cutting him off from downstream.

That illusion of protection turned out to be a cruel trick, since he'd barely gone ten feet into the cut before his last spark of hope died. Up ahead a dead tree had fallen down one bank, then caught enough branches and other detritus to block off the path, the stream flowing merrily beneath the blockage that was as good as an impassible barrier to a man at the end of his strength.

He sagged back against the bank, despair dragging him down with a leaden weight he barely even wanted to fight anymore.

So be it. This little cut was going to be his last stand.

He grit his teeth and yanked his belt free, struggling one-handed to tighten it above the wound on his left arm. Tending it seemed like a waste of time under the circumstances, but he didn't want his strength to fail before he had a chance to shoot some of the bloodies coming from him.

Once that was done, his numb arm now throbbing to his heartbeat, he fumbled his Glock out of the holster at his hip and struggled to hold it steady with one hand, aiming downstream. Then he waited for the inevitable.

On the plus side, at least he'd have one last chance to catch his breath before the end.

 


Chapter Seventeen

Trapped

 

Positioned on the western slope of the valley, Tom lay prone staring through the scope of his AK-47, ready to put a bullet through the closest soldier approaching the deep cut in the stream bed below where Skyler had taken refuge.

One step closer, and the man was dead. He wouldn't be the last, either, one way or another.

It had torn his heart to see his son stumbling through the water, arm bloody from a wound that didn't look trivial. His face had been ashen, drawn with pure exhaustion, and he'd been lurching like a drunk man on the verge of blacking out, obviously on his last legs.

The monsters on the opposite slope had done that to him, and as long as Tom drew breath not one of them was getting within a hundred yards of that stream.

Just before he pulled the trigger, however, a sharp order from a Sangue farther south made the half dozen or so soldiers pause. Tom watched as they vacillated, clearly angry at the order, before swiveling his rifle around to find the source of the shout.

He found a full squad of bloodies, clean and fresh-looking as if they'd just joined this fray, a few hundred yards down the valley. A man who was obviously an officer was dressing down a far dirtier, more exhausted looking counterpart, the two arguing furiously and pointing north along the stream in the direction Skyler had fled.

Tom watched them, baffled. Was it possible they didn't realize the cut below was a dead end, and they thought Skyler was still fleeing upstream and getting away from them? That they didn't know his son was trapped and at the end of his rope and they just had to amble over and finish him off?

Whatever the case, the leader of the fresh squad seemed to win the argument. His soldiers turned and trotted due west, angling down the slope and starting up the far side. After a tense half minute or so of staring after them, the leader of the more weary-looking squad began barking out orders, and his soldiers filtered out of the surrounding undergrowth and grouped together in orderly lines, following their counterparts west.

Only the two or three soldiers closest to the cut where Skyler hid hesitated, as if tempted to ignore orders and continue their hunt. Tom focused his aim back on them, preparing to open fire and give them more encouragement to be on their way.

Then a soldier who might've been a fire team leader barked out an order, sounding frustrated. The soldiers slunk off westward, angling down the slope and then up the far side, headed westward after the others.

Within minutes, Tom and Skyler had the valley to themselves.

He stared at the peaceful slopes, wondering if his frantic fear for his son had caused some sort of mental breakdown that was just showing him what he wanted to see. It wasn't nearly hot enough for heatstroke, but maybe he was hallucinating?

His son's pursuers were gone. Not just the new squad, but the one that had been chasing him relentlessly night and day for days now, running themselves ragged right along with Skyler to catch him once and for all.

What the blazes? They'd been just minutes from running their quarry into the ground, and they had to know it. What could possibly stop a bunch of murderous bandits right at the end of the chase? Make them turn around before they could exact whatever horrific vengeance they'd planned for his son? Skyler was exhausted, wounded, pinned down, alone; what could be a more tempting target tha-

Tom felt the blood drain from his face as a horrible realization dawned.

Hundreds of vulnerable women and children the bloodies had just discovered the location of. The only thing that would've turned Skyler's pursuers away from him was if they'd gotten word they'd finally found Camptown.

Found his wife, and Molly, and the baby that was due any day now, if he or she hadn't already been born.

He bolted back up the slope, exhaustion forgotten, to where he'd left Horse. The stallion looked up, startled, when Tom tore into the tiny clearing, stuffed his feed bag and the cookpot he'd been using to water him back into the saddlebags, and snatched the reins from the branch they'd been tied around.

“Come on, old friend,” he said grimly as he hauled himself up into the saddle. “No time to drag out this reunion with my son . . . we need to get home yesterday.”

Unfortunately, he meant that literally.

* * * * *

Skyler's arm holding his pistol shook. His vision swam. The initial surge of adrenaline of his impending last stand had faded to a sick dizzy feeling, although his heartbeat still thundered in his ears. It drowned out every other noise, even his panting breaths, so he was afraid he wouldn't hear the enemy sneaking up on him.

He tried to compensate by looking around constantly, hyper vigilant, and fought to calm his breathing and steady his aim as the minutes passed with agonizing slowness, to what could've been a half hour or even longer. At any moment he expected to see the shapes of enemy soldiers in their cheap uniforms of coarse tan cloth appear down the cut in front of him, splashing upstream through the shallow water.

His instincts were screaming for him to abandon this position and run, try to find a way to scramble up the steep, crumbly walls of the cut or around the blockage in the stream. To keep running, or find a better hiding place where the dozens of men chasing him wouldn't be able to find him.

But the remaining glimmers of his rationality, peeking through his panic, knew it was pointless. He was trapped, and even if he wasn't he couldn't outrun a squad of fresh troops. If he tried he'd probably just end up getting shot in the back.

Better to go down in a defended spot like this, taking as many of them with him as he could.

Skyler didn't want to die. Even in this grim situation a part of him didn't quite believe he could die. Trapper had always cautioned him that teenagers felt a sort of phony immortality that made them take insane risks, and he needed to recognize that so he wouldn't make stupid decisions that could get him killed. This seemed like a pretty darn good example of just that sort of recklessness.

Well, if the mountain man might've had some brilliant way out of this, he wasn't seeing it. In the meantime the best he could do was kill a few of the bloodies searching for family and make sure they'd never be a threat again.

Sweat streamed down his face, from heat and exhaustion and the tenseness of the situation. He had to blink it out of his eyes a few times, and once risked hastily wiping his face against his shoulder, which was also more damp with sweat than he would've liked. At least it did something. His wounded arm throbbed with a horrible numb sensation.

His finger trembled near the trigger, his eyes darted between the bushes overhead searching for movement in the impenetrable growth, and his ears strained to hear something besides the bellows sound of his heaving breaths.

Skyler was so thirsty he could barely swallow, and the trickling sound of water passing by beneath his feet, soaking through his boots, made him want to cry. He was tempted to drop flat on his face and suck in huge swallows of the cool liquid, something that would horrify his mom and Trapper with the thought of waterborne diseases and contaminants.

Did it really matter, though, when he'd be dead any minute now? At least he wouldn't die thirsty.

The bloodies were certainly taking their time. In fact, now that he thought of it, he hadn't seen or heard anything so far. His pursuers hadn't been that far behind. It was possible they knew exactly where he was, and were moving extra slow and cautious to sneak up on him. But he didn't think dozens of men could creep that quietly without at least one giving away his position.

What was going on?

Whatever it was, he couldn't complain at the precious extra minutes of life. He shifted to a more comfortable position against the dirt wall at his back, making a few minor adjustments to go from anticipating an immediate threat to extended vigilance.

Then Skyler abruptly froze, slowly turning to face upstream almost before he was aware of doing so. He held his breath and looked around, senses straining.

Something had caught his notice. Nothing he could consciously see or hear or smell, but he'd been hunting in these mountains, not to mention fighting for his life against Sangue, for long enough to know not to ignore what his subconscious mind picked up from his senses.

Were the bloodies finally closing in?

He cautiously backed towards better cover from upstream, still gazing around warily and pistol ready to aim on a target. His intuition was screaming that at any moment he was going to feel a bullet between his shoulder blades, and in spite of himself he practically dove behind a root stretching down into the stream, wounded arm screaming as water soaked his already bloody clothes.

No gunshots. His panting breaths drowned out all other senses, thundering heartbeat in time with the throbbing in his arm.

Then the noises faded as his focus asserted itself. There it was again. This time Skyler's head snapped up and to the bushes on left bank above him. He couldn't see any flashes of movement or hear anything, but he would've bet good money someone was there, watching him.

Knowing that, he rolled onto his back huddling against the base of the dirt wall, water flowing through his filthy hair as he raised his trembling arm holding the pistol directly overhead. Then he waited, ready and aiming for where he thought the hidden enemy might be.

A few seconds later, he heard a noise. No subtle thing that set off warning bells in his subconscious this time, but the clear crack of a breaking stick. Almost as if it was on purpose.

Something about those previous, barely audible noises had been familiar. As familiar as his own careful patterns as he eased through this mountainous terrain on a hunt. And how many times had he heard a loud, obvious noise right next to him, Trapper's teasing way of letting him know that as far as he'd come in his training, he still had a ways to go to get the better of the mountain man?

Could it be possible that this wasn't bloodies come to murder him? They had taken their precious time getting to him, and not even the squad that had chased him for days was this good. Was there even a chance, unimaginable as it seemed, that this might be who he thought it was?

In spite of the situation, Skyler felt himself relax slightly as he shifted his aim a bit to one side. He raised his voice. “The bullets aren't flying yet, so you might be friendly. Who are you?”

A familiar voice drifted back, disconcertingly close. “I got within a few yards of you, and you have to ask?”

Relief surged through him, such an unexpected flood that he felt tears prick his eyes. “Trapper!” he shouted, trying and failing to sound angry. “Why didn't you signal before now, whistle or something? I could've shot you!”

“Sure you could've,” Trapper called back, amusement mixed with urgency. “For one thing, I kept quiet because you've had two squads of bloodies on your tail up until half an hour ago. Whistling doesn't seem like a great idea.”

“Fair enough,” Skyler mumbled, letting his upraised arm drop into the stream at his side with a splash.

With his adoptive dad here, the sense of despair that had gripped him was fading. With it came a giddy sort of peace, the knowledge that somehow everything was going to turn out all right after all. It was the same peace he'd felt with his dad, his real dad Miles, back when he'd been frightened as a little kid. When his dad's mere presence had been enough to make that fear go away.

No. Trapper was his dad, too. He might not've been his biological parent, and he might've only been in Skyler's life for the last five years, but that didn't matter. Skyler would always love Miles, always revere him for everything he'd done, but that didn't change the fact that right now, he felt as safe as he ever had.

Thanks to Trapper. His dad.

He didn't know why the mountain man was there, how he'd managed to appear from nowhere at the last moment and magically make the bloodies disappear without a shot fired. For all he knew this might just be a hallucination brought on by exhaustion and blood loss, a manifestation of his last glimmers of hope as his end drew near.

If so, it was a great one, although he would've liked to see his mom and sister one last time too. And Tabby. Or no . . . Lisa. That's who he . . .

Whether it was really Trapper or just a hallucination, he finally let himself succumb to exhaustion and injury and passed out.

* * * * *

Skyler jerked awake with a gasp to the familiar jolting, swaying sensation of being in the saddle, accompanied by the placid clop of horseshoes on dirt and the occasional strike of metal on stone.

He couldn't ever remember feeling worse than he did at that moment. Every muscle was a mass of screaming agony, his stomach was a churning sea of agonized nausea, and his arm was horribly numb aside from an intolerable tingling in his fingers. Not to mention his head was killing him.

But for all that, he was alive.

He opened his eyes to find himself tied securely to the saddle, staring down at the horse's neck below. No, Horse's neck. He lifted his head, stiff from hanging forward for who knew how long, with a slight groan of pain, confirming that Trapper was leading the stallion, dressed in his familiar buckskins and with a rifle slung across his back.

His dad heard the noise and immediately pulled Horse to a stop, then hurried back to put a canteen of water to his lips. Skyler swallowed with a grateful gurgle, forcing back a choke to not waste a single drop of the precious liquid. The moment the canteen was pulled back he coughed and took a deep breath, then ducked his head back towards the water for another drink.

Instead, Trapper reached up with a white pill in his hand, forcing it past Skyler's unprotesting lips. “Antibiotics from our Emery raid,” he explained. Then the canteen was back to wash it down. “Want to make sure that bullet wound doesn't get infected.”

Skyler glanced down at his arm, which was snugly tied against his chest in a sling. The sleeve had been cut away and a fresh bandage was in place, the wound beneath presumably cleaned and possibly even stitched; the mountain man knew his way around basic medicine like that, if need be, although Skyler's mom had usually been the one to take care of that sort of thing.

He looked down at his dad's gray eyes. “How does it look?” he asked as bravely as he could, dreading the answer; he knew how useless it had felt after taking the bullet.

The mountain man looked back gravely. “No wound's a good one, but this could've been worse . . . a through and through on the outside. Hit your tricep, so you won't be getting much use out of it for a little while, at least not without feeling it. But I've seen plenty of people bounce back from far worse.” He gave him a slight smile. “You and Mer can compare scars when you get back, since she's doing just fine from a wound not too different from this.”

That was a relief. Although the reminder of their friends back home led to an obvious question. “What the blazes are you doing here, Trapper?”

His dad laughed, although there was as light hitch to it, and those steady eyes filled with tears. He awkwardly reached up to hug Skyler in the saddle, his reply gruff. “Doing? The same thing I've been doing since practically the moment you left, kiddo. Roaming all over these mountains trying to find my son.”

Skyler hugged him back with his good arm, although he had to look away in shame. “Mom was probably worried sick about me, wasn't she?”

Trapper pulled away, looking hesitant to spoil the mood. “Almost literally, I'd say,” he replied grimly. “Not a great time for it, either.” He gave a forced smile. “But she'll be over the moon when she sees you safe and sound, and that'll make up for a lot.”

Grimacing, Skyler glanced down at his arm. “Mostly, at least.” His attempt at humor didn't produce the desired result, and he shook his head. “On a scale of one to ten, just how much trouble am I in?”

His dad chuckled and pulled him into another brief hug. “Well, let's just put it this way . . . if she ever stops hugging you, you're probably grounded for life.”

He couldn't help but snort bitterly. “Grounded? I went off and waged a one man war against the vilest people on Earth! I'd say that's letting me off easy.”

“Maybe.” Trapper shrugged, looking embarrassed. “You think I'm an expert on disciplining teenagers? Molly's way less of a handful, and she smears her own poop all over the walls. Somehow manages to look adorable while doing it, too.”

“Yeah, well I'm sure Mom will think up something bad enough to make sure I never pull a stunt like this again.”

His dad stared at him intently. “I hope you don't, Sky,” he said quietly. “I'm not sure we could handle you disappearing for almost a month like this again. Especially knowing the kind of danger you put yourself in.”

In spite of his guilt, Skyler felt that same surge of emotions that had led him to go out skirmishing in the first place. “I had to.”

Trapper sighed. “That's the problem, isn't it?” He shook his head. “After the stunt you pulled I've only got two options, don't I? Either I keep treating you like a kid and get out my belt, whip some obedience and good sense into you . . . assuming that's even possible. Keep at it until you finally stop running off and worrying your mother sick.” Skyler tensed, but didn't say anything as his dad kept going. “Wouldn't work, I suspect. Just make you hate me. Probably make you decide to run off again, only this time never come back.”

Well, that was a pretty poor option, although thankfully Trapper really didn't seem inclined to go with it. “What's the other one?”

“That I accept that you've grown up sooner than you've a right to. That you're your own man, capable of making your own choices, and it's not my place to try to force you to any other path.” The mountain man sighed again. “Your mom will probably never forgive me for it. But at least she'll still have her son close by, where she can scold him to her heart's content until she's finally willing to accept she can't force him to any other path, either.”

It was pretty obvious which side Trapper was leaning towards. What side he'd always leaned towards, worry for Skyler's safety aside. He felt his eyes tear up in spite of himself. “Seems like you get the short end of the stick either way. How's that fair, when this is all my doing?”

His dad rested a hand on his arm, voice solemn. “That's part of being a father, son. There's pain in it, but more than enough joy and pride to make up for it. Much more. A lesson I hope you'll get a chance to learn for yourself one day.”

Sniffling, Skyler turned his head away so he could surreptitiously wipe at his eyes. Here he was, leaving his mom on the verge of having a baby to worry herself sick over him for a month, without even a word to let her know he was okay. Leaving his dad to spend all that time searching fruitlessly for him, willing to leave his responsibilities protecting the valley behind without a second thought to find him.

“So from now on, at least give me a chance to fight beside you with the Camptown fighters,” Trapper finished. “I hate to think of you putting yourself in danger, but that I could stomach. Especially considering the alternative.” He shook his head. “I'll even find a way to make your mother see that. Somehow.”

Skyler swallowed. “You know I would've been happy to, right from the start.”

His dad snorted. “It's been a long road to get here,” he agreed. “But here we are. Let's look out for each other like we should've been all along.”

“We will. I promise.” Skyler shifted his wounded arm, then winced at the sharp stab of pain. “The second I'm fit enough to hold a rifle again, I'll help defend Camptown with you.”

Trapper's expression abruptly sagged with worry and urgency. “I'm not sure we'll be defending the valley anymore.”

Something in his tone made Skyler's hairs stand on end. “What do you mean?”

The glow of their reunion was gone now, and his dad's expression was deadly serious. “You might've been wondering why the better part of two squads of bloodies who had you dead to rights just up and stopped chasing you. Well, last I saw they were headed straight for the bowl valley. With a fire under their keisters too, as if they knew where they were going and were awful eager to get there.”

Sudden dread churned in Skyler's gut. His mom. Molly. Tabby. Fiona and little Thomas and all the women he'd rescued. Everyone he knew and cared about, aside from Lisa and her family who were hopefully safe up north.

“How?” he said, throat dry.

Trapper shook his head grimly as he moved forward to grab Horse's reins and begin walking again, moving at a quicker pace than before. “No idea. But we knew it was only a matter of time, and frankly I expected it before now.”

So all of Skyler's efforts had been for nothing. Which just left him responsible for everything he'd put his family through, especially his mom, who he knew wouldn't have taken his decision to go out and fight well.

What if the bloodies had already destroyed Camptown by the time they got there? Did everyone there know what was coming? Would they have managed to get away in time?

He straightened in the saddle with a determined grunt. “What are we ambling along for, then? Let's get home before it's too late.”

 


Chapter Eighteen

Inferno

 

It only took a bit of coordination and planning to send people out to call back the defenders and fighters in the surrounding mountain slopes and valleys. Brandon was able to accomplish it in less than half a day.

As for the far patrols and skirmishers, there wasn't much he could do besides wait for them to come back in, and hope they managed it before Sangue reached the bowl valley. That, and they didn't run into the enemy on the way here.

And failing everything else, that if the bloodies did take Camptown before their return, the fighters managed to safely break off and were somehow able to find a way to rejoin the displaced Emery and Grand Junction residents.

Brandon was determined to wait for them as long as he could, but he was keenly aware that his family and the others fleeing into the mountains needed him and the few dozen fighters with him, the ones who'd only recently arrived that he hadn't yet sent on southwestwards to join the main group, to protect them in their retreat.

Were Fiona and the baby okay? Had they made it safely away? Were there groups of bloodies lurking in the area they were fleeing through, ready to pounce on a horde of vulnerable refugees? After Newpost Brandon had sworn he'd never let the woman he loved be in a position to fall back in the hands of those monsters. But now his family was, and he wasn't with them when they needed him most.

The thought of them being out there facing the unknown without him made him physically sick.

His heart screamed for him to abandon the missing patrols and skirmishers, even abandon the fighters with him, and rush southwest to find his loved ones and protect them. But he'd agreed to be part of Camptown's fighters, and he knew this was his duty.

In a way, it was no different from when he'd been out skirmishing, leaving Fiona and the baby in the valley in the protection of others. He just had to trust that Jonas and the fighters with him could handle anything that came their way.

Even so, he resolved not to wait a second longer than he had to before heading back to his wife and son. Besides, he wasn't about to risk Sangue swooping in and catching him and the fighters with him as they took the valley.

So he waited impatiently with his few dozen people on the western end of the southern peak, a vantage that gave them a good view of the valley and much of the surrounding area. It also provided a good path to retreat towards the fleeing Camptown residents, if the enemy unexpectedly arrived with the intent to pursue them.

As the hours passed and the sun sank, Brandon was sure he wasn't the only one agonizing more and more after his loved ones struggling through the mountains towards uncertain salvation, as over a thousand bloodthirsty soldiers swarmed in from all directions. Hoping against hope his family was still safe

How was Fiona holding up having to carry Thomas as well as what few possessions she could manage? And Mother Kristy; had the baby come at the worst possible time?

His hope was that at least one patrol or skirmisher group would return before dark, and then he and the others could leave to rejoin their families. If not tonight, then they could at least go a little ways along the trail following the column of refugees before digging in until morning.

“You think we could've fought off a thousand bloodies if we'd still had all the ammo and explosives from Emery?” Ray asked him at around sundown, squinting at the lower valley to the northeast. “You know, if we were well dug in and planted a bunch of booby traps and stuff?”

Brandon shook his head. “They'd have rocket launchers and big machine guns and grenades and all the rest too. Way more than we ever had.”

The older man spat off to one side. “Haven't seen much of it from them as yet.”

“We've been going up against their scouts so far,” a Grand Junction fighter butted in. “Believe me, speaking as someone who knows, once they decide to stomp you flat they bring in the big guns.”

“Not to mention they'd also outnumber our fighters at least five to one, unless we pulled in the less trained people who'd mostly just be target practice for them,” Andy added. Although unlike Ray, his gaze was still turned towards the southwest; his fretting for his family had been obvious ever since they left that morning. In fact, he'd probably already be gone if Brandon hadn't insisted on staying.

Although to be fair, Brandon would've been sorely tempted to go with his friend if he insisted on leaving, duty or not.

A brief silence settled. “Still would've liked to see us make a fight of it,” Ray finally said. “Mowing down hundreds of charging bloodies with machine guns, sniping them as they got bogged down by booby traps or blown to kingdom come by hidden grenades or mines.” He shook his head. “Would've been something to see. Might've even sent them packing for good.”

Brandon abruptly stiffened at a flash of motion on the descending slope to the southeast, reaching for his rifle to confirm what he'd seen with the scope. Sure enough, he spotted four fighters leading a horse approaching the valley, moving urgently in spite of their obvious weariness.

Andy had followed his gaze, and he grunted. “There, see? A group of stragglers finally showed up. Can we round them up and get out of here now?”

He nodded. “Let's go get them.” He turned to the rest of the waiting fighters. “Pack up . . . we move out when I get back.”

The order was mostly unnecessary, since everyone had pretty much been ready to leave since they set up on this vantage point. Still, people gathered up their packs and weapons and got ready to travel.

Brandon led the way down the slope towards the returning scouts, waving as he did. One broke into a run, relief warring with fear on his face. “Sangue riders are hot on our heels!” he called. “They're completely fearless, riding right through places where we've ambushed them in the past, as if they have orders to ride right to Camptown until they either hit resistance or reach the valley.”

Cursing, Brandon rushed to give the man a shoulder to lean on, Andy moving past them to help the other three scouts. They turned and made for the southwest vantage, all the while listening hard for the sound of hoofbeats coming up behind them as the setting sun settled behind a peak to the west.

Brandon finally heard the dreaded sound just before they reached the cover of a dip in the slope above, a low thunder approaching from the south. He hauled the scout the final few feet and dove into the low space with him, and together they peeked back over as Andy and the other scouts crowded in around them.

“We should get out of here,” one of the scouts, a woman they'd rescued from Emery, whispered urgently. Brandon could sympathize with her not wanting to stick around, and had to admire her resolve in being willing to scout in the first place.

Brandon nodded and turned to Andy. “Get them back to the others and head out. I want to see what they do.”

His friend hesitated, then shook his head and motioned for the scouts to continue on without him. “I've got your back, then.”

The scouts looked at them like they were crazy, but wasted no time continuing down the dip and around the western end of the mountain to join the other fighters. Leaving the two of them to watch as several dozen armed men on horseback poured into the bowl valley from the south, trampling through the abandoned Grand Junction camp and practically ripping the summer retreat apart.

When it became obvious the place was empty, the Emery and Grand Junction refugees somehow forewarned of the danger and safely fled, the furious bloodies took their wrath out on what had been left behind. Torches sprang to life in the growing darkness, their bearers quickly spreading out and touching flames to anything that would burn.

Within minutes all the painstakingly built cabins families had sacrificed to build, possessions they couldn't take with them carefully laid out in the hopes they might be able to return to them, and even the few miserable attempts at gardens, were all infernos.

Andy cursed quietly. “Bloodthirsty SOBs barely even bothered to loot the place.”

Brandon turned away, feeling more exhausted and numb than anything else. “No point sticking around for the show.” Andy nodded, and together they shimmied down into the dip and hurried to catch up to the others.

He wasn't sure he was surprised to find the others still at the vantage when they arrived; the sight of all their hard work going up in flames had presented a spectacle it seemed none of them wanted to miss. But with Brandon's arrival people began to stir, as if waking from a nightmare, to grimly heft their packs and sling their weapons and turn away from their high mountain home.

“We should take it slow catching up to our families,” Brandon told them. “Jonas's best efforts to hide their trail when they evacuated might not've been enough, and those bloodies can move quick on horseback if they decide to. I'd prefer to make sure they don't ride straight out to catch our people and dog their heels, slowing them down and picking people off until the rest of their soldiers catch up.”

Ray didn't join him and the others as they drifted away from their vantage. He was still staring down at the burning town, teeth gritted. “Don't look too heartbroken at turning your back on this place, Gerry,” he said sarcastically. “I worked hard to build a new house for my family, just to watch it going up in flames. Least you could do is give me a moment.”

He had to bite back his annoyance; it had been a long, stressful day. “You're not the only one. And it's not the first time for either of us, right? We knew we were writing off this place the moment we walked away, and what would probably happen once the bloodies showed up.” He turned away again. “We can build new houses. Let's get back to our families and make sure we all get away to have that chance.”

They hurried away in the deepening gloom, moving down the thickly forested slope of the south peak in a few single-file lines. Brandon didn't plan to hike all night, or even for much longer, but he at least wanted to put his fighters between the Sangue riders in the bowl valley and the fleeing refugees, so that in the morning they'd be better situated to do something about them.

Unfortunately, it looked like the bloodies had a different idea.

Not far past the bottom of the slope, in a narrow meadow leading up to another forested slope, Brandon abruptly paused, listening, then bit back a curse. Back in the direction of the valley, not far from where they'd come down in fact, he heard the muted clop of hoofs.

He'd just naturally assumed that the bloodies who'd torched Camptown would stick around to camp for the night, if for no other reason than to poke around once it was properly light. But they must've picked up the trail of the refugees fleeing southwest out of the valley, and decided to immediately take up pursuit.

It would be nice if things could go his way at least once in a while.

Moving with even more caution than usual, Brandon paused to let the others catch up, motioning sharply in the dim moonlight for silence in case any decided to ask what was going on. Once everyone was gathered around him, he spoke just loud enough to be heard and deliberately lisped his sibilants so they wouldn't carry in the still night air. “Hoofbeath.”

Ray, who was closest to him, nodded grimly and whispered back. “Heard them. Bloodieth are headed thith way, thcouting into the night. Juth what we need.”

Another of the fighters, sounded like twenty-year-old Colby Jarret, spoke up, quiet but not paying attention to sounds that might carry. “So what do we do? Avoid them?”

Brandon shook his head. “They were probably ordered to keep going until they encountered rethithanthe or found our people. On horthback, at thith rate they'll outpathe uth and catch the otherth before we can reach them with a warning.”

Ray cursed softly. “You want to hit them?”

He most definitely didn't want to, but there was no way he was letting these scouts ride unopposed all the way to where his family and friends were fleeing for their lives. “They're on horthes, making a bunch of noithe so even an idiot can pinpoint them in the dark. Our biggetht worry will be moving after muthle flathes. And they won't know how many of uth are out here . . . in the darkneth thirty can feel like three hundred. Ethpethially for those of uth with automatic weaponth.”

It was Colby's turn to curse. “You want us to split up so it seems like there's more of us, don't you? Fight on our own when there's a bunch of bloodies creeping around in the night.”

Again, Brandon didn't want that, since in the confusion of a night battle they might accidentally shoot each other. But they'd trained for this, if not as extensively as fighting in daylight.

Then again, the enemy scouts probably had, too.

“We'll thpread out into the treeth on either thide of thith meadow, groupth of three. Only aim for the thound of hoofbeath or the thilhouetteth of horthes,” he whispered back. “Thoot, move, look for targeth, thoot. Onthe you can't find any more targeth you withdraw and head thouthwetht ath fatht ath you can. I'll cover your withdrawal. Onthe you get away clean, don't thoot anyone becauthe ith probably one of uth.”

The teenager sighed. “Splitting up it is. On the plus side, if I had to stick around listening to you guys talk all goofy for much longer I would've burst out laughing and brought every Sangue within miles down on us.”

Ray slapped the kid upside the head. “If I got thot becauthe you're hithing like a thnake tho anyone within a hundred yardth can hear you, would you buth a gut then?”

Brandon broke in before Colby could lose his cool and turn this into an argument. “We don't have time to chat. Go, now. After you're in pothition, wait to fire until you hear me fire the firtht thot, or until you have no choithe. Once you hear gunthoth, if you have a target, take them out.”

His few dozen fighters nodded grimly, then like a bunch of shadows flitted off into the night in different directions, ghosting up the slopes to either side of the meadow. Brandon went last with Andy and one of the newly arrived scouts, ears peeled for the sound of hoofbeats drawing ever closer behind him.

There were at least fifty riders, he judged. He really, really hoped he was right that they'd flee at the first sign of resistance, or at least be reluctant to abandon their horses. If they dismounted and ducked into the trees, tried sneaking through the night after his fighters, this could turn into a nightmare of unseen snipers and friendly fire.

On the plus side, as he finally caught sight of the mass of horseflesh approaching down the meadow, he couldn't help but notice they were moving fast, as fast as was reasonable with the lighting.

Huh. Sangue was usually more careful than these riders were acting. Either they were being pressed hard by their superiors to get eyes on Camptown's residents and report back, or they were just bloodthirsty pieces of work stirred into a frenzy by finding the town abandoned. Although whatever their orders, riding off into the night in pursuit of a group that included elderly, women, and children was definitely a mark of something.

Whatever it was, Brandon intended to remind them that Camptown's fighters had spent the last couple months teaching them caution.

Speaking of which . . . it was tempting to keep his eyes on the swarm of riders choking the narrow meadow, but maybe the bloodies weren't as stupid as their headlong charge made them look. As in, maybe they had scouts leading the way, making sure they weren't rushing into danger. He tore his gaze from the meadow and began searching the trees on his side.

There. Ahead of the men on horseback was at least one man on foot. Almost impossible to detect in the dark, especially with his buddies making so much noise.

That was the guy who was going to end up getting Brandon's people killed, since they'd hesitate to shoot him right off. Might even think the enemy scout was actually a member of his team, since they'd lagged behind at the back of the group.

That Sangue needed to go down first.

Brandon took aim, doing his best in the night to filter out the noises of wind sighing in the trees around him, the few woodland animals that hadn't been spooked quiet by men and horses, and other nocturnal noises. He wanted the riders to get as close as possible, but also didn't want that scout to get too close and raise the alarm.

So he centered his scope on the silhouette's torso, ready to take the shot, and focused on his breathing as the hoofbeats drew closer, and closer. It was less a conscious decision than some sixth sense that made him finally squeeze the trigger.

The gunshot shattered the quiet of night, and his target dropped, either hit or realizing the danger. Brandon immediately rolled away in case anyone had been paying attention and got a bead on his muzzle flash. Around him he heard more gunshots from the other fighters, along with surprised shouts and screams of pain from their targets. Finally, after a few seconds came the muzzle flashes and sharp retorts of riders shooting back.

He rose to a crouch and swept his AK-47 across the mass of riders in a series of full automatic bursts, fighting to keep the gun level as it tried to climb under the constant recoil. After emptying maybe half his magazine he dropped again, barely in time to avoid a hail of bullets whipping through the foliage overhead.

Okay, maybe things did go his way every now and then. Thanking his lucky stars, he crawled through the trees to another shooting position.

The next few minutes were a blur of shooting: muzzle flashes in the night, the screams of men and horses, the stink of gunpowder drifting on the wind, shouted orders and calls for help in multiple languages, even the blinding flash and boom of grenades thrown by Sangue riders.

It probably didn't last anywhere near as long as Brandon thought in the moment, but at some point he realized the enemy muzzle flashes were getting farther and farther away. Beyond them, barely visible in the darkness, he saw the mass of horses fleeing back up the meadow as at least one squad of bloodies remained behind to cover their escape.

Then those muzzle flashes, too, disappeared. Brandon spotted a few dark shapes scurrying in the night and aimed after one or two, with dubious success. Then he decided to take the victory before they inadvertently backed some very dangerous soldiers with unguessable nighttime combat skills into a corner, and ducked behind cover so he could bring his fingers to his lips and whistle a few sharp blasts.

It was a basic signal Trapper had drilled into them and Gray had adopted for all the fighters after taking over, an order to withdraw in the direction they'd been traveling and regroup after a mile. He suited the signal by turning and clicking his tongue softly, listening for the responding clicks from Andy and their scout teammate nearby.

He heard one and made for it, spotting a silhouette through the trees. “Brandon?” Andy hissed.

“Here,” he hissed back. “Where'th, um . . .”

“Devin,” his friend replied, sounding worried. “Hopefully juth got far enough away from uth in the fighting that he can't hear uth.”

Brandon hoped so too; it made him feel sick to think he'd led a man to his death without even knowing his name, or anything about him.

He let Andy lead the way southwest, while he kept an eye peeled behind them for any bloodies appearing out of the night to have another go at them. Instead he spotted a lone figure, one of his fighters who'd been separated from his team.

That, or the other two hadn't made it; fog of war was always an obstacle, and an almost complete one at night. He also knew that in a night battle there was every chance the scope of the losses had been inflated, even on the side of the massed bloodies riding out in the open, and they'd all just been shooting blindly until the enemy managed to safely withdraw.

Reality was rarely so kind, but Brandon let himself hope that when they got a mile away to the impromptu rendezvous, everyone would be there.

That hope was shattered when he arrived at a prominent clearing where only a handful of people waited. Considering the fact that Brandon's team had been closest to the riders, and farthest from this spot, that worried him more than he cared to admit.

Andy seemed to sense it, even without being able to see his face, and clapped a comforting hand on his shoulder. “Nobody ever reaches a made up meeting spot on time,” he said with forced cheer. He clapped his shoulder again. “I'll head back out and guard the retreat, make sure no bloodies are sneaking up on us and that the stragglers know where to go.”

Brandon briefly gripped his shoulder in thanks before heading in to make sure none of the fighters who'd already arrived needed medical care or other attention.

True to his friend's word, over the next fifteen or so minutes over two-thirds of his fighters trickled in. Only a few were wounded, all but one of those self-inflicted, bruises and gashes and turned ankles from running through the woods at night. The remaining man, one of the last to arrive, had been shot in the leg, and it was an ugly wound. One that, as it turned, no one there had much experience in treating.

They did the best they could, and Brandon squeezed the man's shoulder in reassurance. “We'll send two fighters with you to help you rejoin the refugee column at the crack of dawn,” he assured him.

“Well that's why I let myself get shot,” his fighter joked, lighthearted tone strained. “Wanted to get carried back to my family.”

“You'll be back with them in no time,” Brandon promised. He squeezed his shoulder again, then gathered up Ray and a few of the others and set out to find Andy and get a proper watch going so the others could bed down for the night.

“What's it looking like?” his friend asked when they found him nestled behind a tree a few minutes up the valley. He sounded more worried than he likely wanted to let on.

Brandon shook his head, then realized it was pointless in the dark. “Nineteen people so far, four wounded. One gunshot, the rest scrapes and barked shins.” He hesitated. “Devin hasn't come in.”

Andy was slow to respond; nineteen, out of the twenty-nine they'd gathered on the south peak. “He and the others are probably lost in the dark,” he said. “They'll keep straggling in, and the rest we'll round up in the morning, or meet them when we join up with Jonas and our families.”

Ray snorted. “Right. Because this would be the first battle we've been in where we didn't lose a single soul. And at night outnumbered almost two to one, to boot.”

“Shut up, Mickelson,” one of the other fighters growled.

Brandon quickly stepped in before it could turn into a fight, splitting everyone up and sending them out around the impromptu camp in all directions to keep watch, setting them to come in and wake the next shift when the moon set in a few hours.

“I catch any of you sleeping, you'll wish the bloodies had caught you,” he warned once everyone knew their job.

“Wasn't born yesterday, Gerry,” Ray growled. Without waiting for a response he slipped away in the night.

Despite Andy's reassurance, only one more fighter came in during Brandon's shift, merely shaking his head in response to Brandon's query about anyone else out there before continuing on to camp, where he collapsed onto a tarp wrapped in a blanket to sleep.

Before going to sleep himself, Brandon told his replacement on duty to pass on word to the third shift to wake him before first light. To his disappointment, when the fighter shook him awake it was to the news that no one else had come in after he went to sleep. Which made for a somewhat dispirited group as they struck camp and prepared to head out.

While they were doing that, Brandon grabbed Andy and sought out a high spot to the northeast, where they could check their back trail to make sure Sangue wasn't stealing a march on them.

To his relief, the somewhat misty slopes were empty of movement. Even after spending a few minutes carefully going over the surrounding terrain to make sure, he didn't see anything to raise any red flags. That was good news, for now.

“Guess it worked,” his friend said grimly as he stared through his scope. “They're probably still back in the bowl valley, licking their wounds and waiting for reinforcements.”

Brandon nodded. “For now.” He turned away wearily, poorly rested from what little sleep he'd gotten last night. “Let's catch up to our families.”

Andy followed him as he started back to their small band of fighters, although his expression was troubled. “We'll be able to do that pretty quickly, since they're a slow moving group of injured, elderly, and children, bogged down even more by having to haul just enough supplies to feed them all for a few weeks.”

The point he was making was clear: if it didn't take them long to catch up, the bloodies would do it just as easily.

Brandon bit back a sigh, more weight settling on his shoulders. “Then I guess we'll have to be the rearguard, and make sure the refugee column stays ahead of what's coming after them.”

His friend nodded in resignation, although he cursed quietly. “I was kind of hoping we were done with skirmishing.”

“Skirmishing?” he said with a bitter snort. “I doubt we'll have it that easy.”

 


Chapter Nineteen

Untimely Arrival

 

“I'm not unsympathetic to the plight of these folks south of 29,” Captain Raleigh said, tone infuriatingly reasonable. “But we both know that as long as they're in the mountains, we can't do anything for them.”

Kristof grit his teeth. It had been a long shot, hoping to convince his company commander to stage a major operation on the spur of the moment. But he hadn't felt like he had any other choice, when Hobbs had come to him last night with what he'd overheard from the storm of radio activity Sangue had been filling the airwaves with all day yesterday.

The news that not only had the bloodies apparently learned the location of the group that had rescued Tanner and his men from that slave camp, but that they'd found that home base deserted and were in pursuit of hundreds or even thousands of fleeing townspeople, had put a sick feeling in Kristof's gut.

He'd already had to witness more than his fair share of atrocities committed by Sangue and their Pantera leaders in his time fighting them. Had to slog through the gory aftermath of bloodbaths and scenes of horrific torture and inhumanity. And most of those had simply been little towns the bloodies had caught unawares.

For a group that had been determinedly, and by all accounts successfully, fighting them for months now, he could only imagine the horrors the bloodies would visit on them if they caught up to them. Which seemed inevitable, all things considered.

Unless the League did something.

“It presents a difficulty,” he said stiffly, “but there must be some way we could help them. After everything they've done, most of it heard from the mouths of Sangue themselves acknowledging the significant role they've had in this war, don't they deserve some aid if it's at all possible?”

Raleigh narrowed his eyes. “Some might argue, Lieutenant, that you're pushing this farther than decorum can excuse.”

Kristof knew he was treading on thin ice, but he couldn't back down. “That's not my intention, sir. I just can't forget that our orders were to find the group that has been causing Sangue so much trouble in Central Utah. All evidence points to this group being the one we're looking for, and with just a bit of help they can continue being a thorn in our enemy's side. If we do nothing, on the other hand, they'll almost certainly be wiped out. I just can't understand why we wouldn't act.”

“Because they're out of our reach!” his captain snapped. “Do you know anything about fighting in mountains, Lieutenant? Do you?”

He hesitated, thinking of the few engagements he'd had in the foothills and lower mountain slopes. But when it came to abandoning their trucks and hoofing it into unknown territory, that was another beast entirely. So he shook his head reluctantly.

Raleigh didn't seem to get any satisfaction from his capitulation, just shook his head grimly. “If what we've heard is correct, the bloodies have over a thousand soldiers committed to this hunt of theirs to wipe out that group. We have just over two hundred fighting men, a good quarter of them enlistees recruited from the refugees who are still trying to catch up with training. We poke our noses into the boondoggle in those mountains, the best we can hope for is to get swatted down right along with those poor people.”

Kristof floundered a bit helplessly. “That might not be the case if they can make it out of the mountains, or at least close enough for us to safely operate. We might be able to swoop in, hit whatever force is waiting for them, then get them out of there.”

“Try to evacuate hundreds or even thousands of people?” 26th Company's commander demanded, tone incredulous. “With a single company's vehicles, while bloodies swarm after us in full fury?” Before Kristof could respond he shook his head in dismissal. “In any case, although I hate to sound callous, from the looks of things it's looking bad for them reaching the edge of the mountains at all, so it's a moot point.”

“If they-”

Raleigh abruptly stood, silencing him. “Thank you for your input, Lieutenant.”

Kristof bit back his frustration and stood as well, taking his abrupt dismissal with as good grace as he could manage. “Sir,” he said, saluting. The captain's return salute was curt, and he wasted no time ushering Kristof towards the entry to the command tent.

Just past the flaps, as Raleigh was turning to head back inside, he abruptly paused and sighed in irritation. An emotion which, unexpectedly, wasn't for Kristof for once, and he turned as well to see what had his superior officer looking so resigned.

It turned out to be Tanner, headed their way with a determined expression on his bullish features.

Since the freed prisoners had come in with the gear and vehicles to support a full platoon, and they'd practically demanded a chance to join the fight, 26th Company's commander had enlisted them with few questions asked; that sort of windfall of fighting men didn't drop into their laps every day.

Raleigh had assigned a junior officer from his staff and transferred a couple of the company's best noncoms to the new platoon, to keep discipline and facilitate their training, but Kristof had heard that even though Tanner was technically just a squad leader in the new command structure, his men looked to him every time Raleigh's lieutenant or sergeants gave an order.

In other words, although the freed prisoners' leader had obeyed orders without balking up to now, his influence presented a potential problem within the company's new platoon. A problem which looked as if it might end up rearing its ugly head right about now.

“Lieutenant,” Raleigh said out of the side of his mouth as Tanner closed the distance. “You are an officer of the Northern League, a leader of one of my platoons. Whatever this is, I trust you to fully support your superior officer.”

Kristof was insulted the man even had to say it. Even if Tanner had come to insist on the very thing he wanted, which was to help the people the bloodies were chasing to the south, he wouldn't even hint that he agreed with the new recruit when it might undermine his captain's command. “Yes, sir.”

Tanner stopped in front of them with an impressive salute for his superiors. Which is to say, impressive considering he'd been a civilian not long ago. “What can I do for you, Corporal?” Raleigh asked with forced politeness.

The freed prisoner kept a thousand yard stare, tone crisp. “Sir, it's come to my attention that Brandon Gerry's group in the mountains south of Highway 29 is in dire circumstances. My men are wondering what we plan to do about it.”

The captain's lips twisted slightly in displeasure. “I realize you're new to the command structure, Corporal Tanner, but you should have taken this up with your platoon sergeant, or with Lieutenant Cassini.”

Tanner's expression darkened for a moment before he forced it smooth again. “I did, sir. I didn't like his answer.”

“I beg your pardon?” Raleigh said, more incredulous than stern. He glanced at Kristof.

Kristof stepped forward, scowling. “With me, Corporal,” he snapped. “Ignorance of proper military etiquette is no excuse for this sort of behavior. Please excuse us, Captain, I'll sort the recruit out.”

“Good,” the company's commander said coolly, starting to turn away. “You might remind him this is why we usually refrain from giving recruits, even ones in his particular leadership position, any sort of elevated rank until they've earned it.”

“Sir!” Tanner said sharply. Raleigh stiffened, then reluctantly turned. Kristof wasn't blind to the fact that in spite of the captain's cold fury, he looked at least slightly uneasy at the man towering almost half a foot over his head.

The freed prisoner made his tone mild again. “I understand the company has no intention of helping Gerry's group.”

“Corporal,” Kristof growled, tone promising dire retribution. Tanner ignored him, staring down at the company commander with grim determination.

“We do not have the means to do so at this time,” Raleigh said, obviously hating having to be forthright to a noncommissioned officer who'd been a civilian less than a week ago. No doubt he was going to come down on the big man like a ton of bricks the moment this confrontation was resolved.

Tanner stiffened to even more rigid attention. “Then requesting permission to take my platoon to their aid. We'll go alone if we have to.”

The captain's tone became iron. “Lieutenant Cassini's platoon is needed elsewhere. Should he come to me with that request, it would be denied.”

The freed prisoner scowled, took a breath, then spoke reluctantly. “Then I'm sorry to tell you that my men will be leaving 26th Company immediately.”

“Are you suggesting, Corporal,” Raleigh said in a quiet voice, “that if I do not give in to your demands, you plan to defect?”

Tanner's heavy brows furrowed in frustration. “Why do I have the feeling there's a firing squad waiting at the end of the wrong answer?” he growled. “Sir, me and my men owe your company for pulling our bacon out of the fire. On top of that, I gave my word to fight for the League and I don't break my word.”

“Setting aside that you're suggesting doing exactly that, get to the “but”, Corporal,” the captain growled.

The freed prisoner threw back his shoulders. “But Gerry and his people snuck into a rotting Sangue camp to free me and my boys. Risked death for us. Without them we'd still be getting worked to death, beaten bloody on a whim, more than a few of us getting buggered every night. I owe Gerry's people, and I won't forget that the first chance I had to repay that debt, I ditched them and stole a bunch of Sangue's vehicles to save my own skin instead.”

There was a long, terrible silence. Kristof was all but certain that at the end of it, Raleigh was going to order him to arrest Tanner, and that the rest of the morning would be filled with the turmoil of trying to quell the inevitable protest of the other freed prisoners at the treatment of their leader.

Assuming it didn't turn into a brawl or even an outright firefight in the middle of camp.

“Lieutenant Kristof,” his captain finally said in a quiet voice. He stiffened, ready for whatever was about to happen. “Escort Corporal Tanner back to his platoon. I will . . . deliberate on your recommendations.”

Kristof nodded and grabbed the big man's arm, dragging him around and marching him back towards the recruits' section of camp.

To his surprise, Tanner went along without protest. “What did he mean, “recommendations?” the big man asked once they were out of earshot.

He hesitated. “I also had input about the developing situation south of Highway 29.”

The freed prisoner snorted. “Tried to convince him to go too, huh?”

Kristof couldn't think of a way to answer that without undermining Raleigh's authority, so he kept silent.

“I meant what I said,” Tanner growled after realizing he wasn't going to say anything. “If your League won't help, we'll go on our own. Unless of course you want to waste a platoon's worth of good men by lining us up in front of a firing squad for desertion.”

“You swore oaths of service,” Kristof replied sharply.

The big man suddenly stopped and whirled on him, and it took every ounce of composure not to involuntarily cringe at his looming presence. “Is he going to help Gerry? Tell me straight.”

He struggled to meet those flinty eyes, failed, and looked away. “I hope so.”

Tanner snorted and turned, striding away on long legs. “You're welcome to come with us when we leave,” he called over his shoulder.

Kristof didn't bother to follow, torn between towering wrath at the recruit's behavior, and guilt at the fact he knew the man wasn't entirely wrong.

This was exactly why you didn't recruit an entire platoon's worth of broken men who already had a leader, keep them together as a unit, try to shove training and military discipline down their throats at an accelerated pace, and expect things to go smoothly.

Of course, considering Tanner's determination, if Raleigh had upset the entire company by folding a few of the freed prisoners into each squad and creating a new platoon of mixed veterans and recruits, from the looks of things they'd probably just end up with a bunch of units with gaping holes in their ranks anyway, when the big man followed his conscience.

What a blasted mess.

* * * * *

This was a nightmare.

The first day had been pure torture: agonizing, stressful, terrifying, beyond exhausting. But the thing was, in spite of all that Kristy had made it to the end, and as she allowed herself to collapse in her tent to sleep that night she'd felt like she could do the same the next day.

How wrong she'd been.

The terrible realization of that had come pretty much the moment she cracked her eyes in the morning, with her entire body a mass of soreness, stiffness, and insistent complaints. It had been a feat of sheer determination to simply drag herself out of her tent, and everything that had been nearly unmanageable the day before seemed like an insurmountable barrier today.

Sitting a saddle properly for hours on end while her muscles screamed at her, or slumping and being jounced around with every step Mary took. Wasting precious minutes of their infrequent rest stops to seek out privacy so she could relieve the constant pressure on her bladder, and fighting against the temptation to drink less water because she knew, if anything, she needed to be drinking more. Struggling to hold Molly until exhaustion forced her to hand her daughter down to a friend to take care of, increasing the strain of their own march.

All the little hardships and discomforts she barely would've noticed at any other time, now conspiring to make every minute on the trail a pure torment. To the point that the prospect of the coming day of travel stretching out in front of her had made her want to drop to the ground and just break down crying.

She hadn't, of course. She hadn't so much as uttered a noise of complaint as she packed up, ate breakfast, and hauled herself into Mary's saddle to continue their flight into the mountains.

Which wasn't to say Kristy hadn't spent most of the day bitterly complaining on the inside. She felt bad about even doing that, considering she was one of the few people on horseback, with most of the other animals weighed down with supplies. And most of the people as well, a burden she'd been spared.

In fact, she barely needed to spend more than a few minutes at a time holding Molly; Fiona, Betty Everett, and the Knudsen women were watching her daughter as they traveled. They were also practically waiting on Kristy hand and foot, overly solicitous of her welfare even as they drove themselves to exhaustion.

And even with all that, she didn't think she'd ever been through anything so miserable as this last day and a half or so of pushing hard through the mountains. Almost more than she could tolerate, to the point where she honestly wasn't sure she could make it to the end of this day, let alone do it again tomorrow.

She was about nine and a half months pregnant now. Or, as Tom had so eloquently put it, “ready to pop”. Even as hard as she tried to take things easy for the baby's sake, traveling in her condition left a constant churning worry in her gut that she was risking herself and her child if she kept on like this. The fact that there was no choice in the matter only made things worse.

That gnawing fear only grew as the sun crept slow as molasses towards the horizon, while the pain in her gut spread and spread. She tried to tell herself it was just weariness and stress, but finally the waves of dull discomfort in her back and lower abdomen, like bad menstrual cramps, were impossible to ignore.

She'd experienced this before, when she'd had Molly and, more distant in her memory, Skyler: contractions.

No, not right now. Not yet. She couldn't have this baby while they were fleeing for their lives. Sangue might catch up to them halfway through labor, and her being trapped in childbirth was a death sentence for her, the baby, and anyone kind or foolish enough to stay with her.

It was irrational, but she almost felt like her body was betraying her.

Kristy gasped a particularly strong wave of pain was followed by wetness seeping through her clothes and down her legs along the saddle. Almost like she'd wet herself, but she would've vastly preferred that to what it really was.

She closed her eyes against a sudden haze of tears, gritting her teeth.

“Mrs. Miller?” Tabby, who was keeping her company like she had for most of the trip so far, asked worriedly. “Do you need to stop for a bit?”

Kristy looked down at the young woman, forcing herself to speak through labored breaths. “Can you fetch your mom and Fiona, sweetie? My, um, water just broke.”

The girl's blue eyes got huge, and without a word she bolted back the short distance to where her family was trudging along, gesturing furiously back Kristy's way as she spoke in a hushed, frantic voice.

Almost before Kristy realized what was happening, Mary was surrounded by a huddle of her closest friends. Their voices murmured up at her soothingly as they lifted her down to the ground. At least until Leanne, all brisk business, took charge. In a dizzying flurry of organization she sent women out to get containers of water to be heated, and to gather clean cloths, or at least clean enough to be usable after being sterilized in boiling water, and sent someone running to talk to Sheriff Mitchells about what was going on.

All the while Tabby crouched beside her, squeezing her hand comfortingly. “It's going to be okay, Mother Kristy,” she said, blue eyes full of warmth and complete conviction. “You'll see, it'll be fine, and over before you even know it.”

In spite of her mountain of pain and worry, Kristy couldn't help but feel a surge of affection for the girl as she squeezed back. Mother. Tabby really was just the sweetest thing; Kristy knew her son was still pining for Lisa, and she did hope the Hendricksons returned safely once this was all over and things turned out like he hoped.

But if they didn't, well . . . in that case, she hoped Skyler had the good sense to see the amazing young woman standing right in front of him.

Assuming her son ever got over this wild streak of his and came home. Assuming he was okay. Assuming her husband found him and they both came back safe and sound. She wished they'd hurry, since they'd left her here on her own to have this baby with a thousand bloodies hot on her heels, and-

She wasn't sure if the pain came in response to the panic, or if it was just a coincidence, but she gasped and forced herself to keep breathing as a new wave of contractions washed over her.

Distantly, she heard Leanne talking. “That was fast. She was having contractions just before we stopped?” Her daughter mumbled a reply, and her mom continued briskly. “In that case this baby's in a hurry. Which is a good thing, all things considered.”

Kristy felt another hand grip her free one, and Leanne leaned over her. “Kristy, honey,” she said gently. “How long have you been having contractions for? Do you remember when they started?”

She panted as the wave of pain steadily faded, closing her eyes. “I don't know. I was in such misery all day, just trying to keep from falling out of the saddle. They could've been going on for hours if they were mild.”

Her friend patted her hand. “Well, we're going to get you settled in comfortably so you're all ready to have this baby, okay? You just focus on breathing and let us take care of everything else.”

That was a bit hard to do, because into the huddle of bustling women came Mitchells, Jonas, one of the men from the slave camp Brandon had helped free, and a handful of other leaders from the various groups that had made up Camptown.

The sheriff gave her an uncomfortable smile that was probably meant to be supportive, although she couldn't blame him for his awkwardness; what man wasn't at a loss when confronted with childbirth? For that matter, if she had a choice she wouldn't be flat on her back going through contractions with half the convoy looking on.

Mitchells turned to the other men with him. “Get our biggest tent set up for Mrs. Miller and the women helping with the birthing. We'll stop here for the night.”

Kristy wasn't sure whether to be relieved or dismayed. “We can't,” she protested through gritted teeth, although part of her screamed for her to keep her stupid mouth shut. “Sangue might be hot on our heels.”

“I hate to be the bad guy here,” said Jonas, who she'd observed most definitely didn't seem to hate that, “but the lady has a point. We'd be doing all of us a favor, including her and her little bundle of joy, if we slung her back on her horse and kept going before the bloodies catch up to us and start-”

“You're in charge of defending us, right?” Mitchells growled, interrupting the younger man's stream of unpleasantness. “How about you secure the area so we're defended? We haven't seen any sign of pursuers so far, it's only two hours to dark, we've been pushing hard for two days, and we have an emergency. We're camping.”

Jonas stormed off, muttering something under his breath about what was going to happen to them because of the sheriff's decision. From what little Kristy heard of it, she was glad she didn't hear more.

Mitchells ignored him, turning to give her another smile, this one more genuine. His expression was resolved. “Besides, I'm not letting any woman suffer a forced march in the middle of childbirth. Especially not Trapper's wife.”

The men hurried to work, while Kristy's friends made a protective huddle around her fussing and doing their best to make her more comfortable. Fiona snugged a thick blanket over her, both for privacy and for warmth as the sun lowering behind the mountains to the west stopped offering its heat, allowing the early autumn chill to quickly descend.

Her friend was about to settle down beside her to begin mopping her brow, but Kristy caught her arm urgently. “Logan. Has he checked in yet?”

The young woman gave her a quizzical look. “He's usually scouting until we stop for the night, then he checks in to see if he's on the night patrol roster before finding us.”

Kristy knew all that. Her grip tightened, enough that Fiona winced slightly. “Tom! Has he seen Tom coming in?”

She needed her husband here, with her, right now. He'd been a complete disaster during Molly's birth, but the fact that he'd been there with her had made all the difference. And on this isolated mountain slope, exhausted and frightened and with the cold settling in and Sangue possibly ready to descend on them in blood and death, she was desperate for his solid, comforting presence beside her.

She needed Skyler too, of course, and desperately hoped he'd show up out of the blue as well. But at the moment, even if Tom hadn't managed to find their son and bring him back, she still needed her husband.

Fiona rested a comforting hand on hers. “I'll get in touch with the scouts, make sure they're looking for him, and the night shifts too. The moment he gets here, I'll make sure he's at your side.” In spite of her words, her tone said she had no reason to assume that Tom was anywhere near them, or would show up in time to be a comfort during the birth.

Kristy settled back as her friend hurried away, stifling a groan as a fresh wave of contractions hit her. They'd come on with unexpected suddenness, far quicker than her other births, and seemed to be progressing faster as well.

Leanne began patting her forehead with a cool, damp cloth. “Set everything else aside and focus on your breathing, Mother Kristy. It'll all work out okay.”

She felt a moment of amusement at the incongruity of the woman, a little bit older than her and with a daughter around Skyler's age, calling her by that term of endearment. But she nodded and settled back, focusing on taking deep, even breaths as a camp sprang up around her. People were already getting fires started, calling for pots to heat water for her. They were also searching for clean cloths, or frantically working to wash some.

To her relief, the tent was set up in record time. It was a decent sized cabin tent, enough for the other women to set up a comfortable bed for her, as well as room for everyone helping her to work without crowding her or each other.

In no time at all she was in a warm, safe, private space, surrounded by friends, and ready to face the coming ordeal in as ideal a situation as possible under the circumstances.

* * * * *

Tom wondered if it could be possible zombies were actually real. If so, he was just about ready to turn into one, stumbling along blearily through the dark with no thought in his head but to hold Horse's reins and put one foot in front of the other. It was practically a miracle they hadn't walked right into a group of bloodies.

How many days had it been? In their desperation to find their family, they'd pushed practically day and night, only pausing to rest for scant hours in hidden camps. At least Skyler had been able to doze in the saddle, his wounded arm draining his strength to the point he couldn't walk far in spite of his determination. Thankfully it didn't seem to be festering.

Still, it left Tom having to shoulder the burden of guiding them, keeping them moving, and pushing his already exhausted body so far beyond its limits he wondered if he was going to drop dead.

He was too old for this. Especially since he had to have aged at least a decade after seeing the smoldering ruins of the summer retreat, Camptown, and the Grand Junction refugees' new settlement, all swarming with bloodies looking to find anything they could in the bowl valley.

His fears that the residents hadn't managed to get out in time were eased by the lack of any bodies or signs of a fight. Somehow, Gray must've got advance warning that Sangue was coming, probably over the radio, and evacuated everyone in time.

It had been a trick to sneak close enough to find all of that out, through the squads of Sangue patrolling everywhere. He'd had to leave Skyler behind, sending him to circle south around the valley, while he'd made his way in over the course of a few hours.

They'd chosen that plan after assuming that, with the bloodies mostly operating from the ranch, Emery, Highway 29, and the closer edge of the mountains to the east, Gray and Mitchells would decide to evacuate their people to the west or southwest. Skyler had agreed to push hard on Horse towards where they assumed their family was waiting for them, while Tom scouted the situation and then met up with him again.

That had been a bad few hours. Leaving his injured son behind with hundreds of enemies swarming the area, getting closer and closer to the bowl valley and becoming certain it had fallen. Seeing the ashes of the place being picked over by bloodies and for a moment fearing the worst.

He'd found the tracks left by the fleeing townspeople, which led him to the grim certainty that Sangue would've also found them. So he'd pushed hard, caught up to Skyler, and together they'd used every tidbit of knowledge about the terrain they were passing through to move as quickly as possible.

They'd passed a few dozen bloodies a few hours before dark. From what Tom could see, they were following a false trail Gray's fighters must've created, while the more obvious trail left by the townspeople had been erased for just far enough to fool the enemy.

Although not for long, he feared.

He had to keep going. He had to be there for Kristy, for Molly, for . . . was it possible the baby had already come? That he had another child and he didn't even know if it was a boy or a girl? His heart seized in his chest as a less welcome thought struck him.

Was it possible something had gone wrong with the childbirth? That he'd left his wife to suffer that alone?

“Think we're getting close now?” Skyler asked. His voice was hoarse, weaker than Tom would've liked. Most likely just exhaustion, same as him.

“Kind of hard to tell,” he drawled, “seeing as we're ambling along in the pitch dark.” The words came out more testy than he would've liked.

There was a cautious pause. “I can take over for a bit, lead Horse while you catch some sleep,” his son offered. “You haven't taken a turn in the saddle all day. That means you've gotten, what, two hours of sleep in the last thirty-six? Maybe five in the last two days?”

If that. “I'm fine,” Tom said curtly.

“You're meandering worse than a drunk coming out of Neal's bar at closing time,” Skyler insisted. “I swear you would've run smack dab into a tree half a dozen times if Horse hadn't been tugging to keep away from branches. And you have been smacking branches ever since full dark.”

“And you can barely stay in the saddle, let alone walk a hundred yards!” Tom snapped. He took a steadying breath. “You're at the end of your rope, I'm at the end of my rope. Nothing for it but to keep going and hope neither of us snaps.”

It was probably a worrying indication of his son's condition that he gave in without another word. Tom forced himself to keep moving, numb mind nearly blinding him to his surroundings as he bumbled through whatever obstacles he encountered.

Deep down, he knew he was more than likely wandering in circles at this point, in spite of his effort to periodically turn and orient himself on the north star. He should've already stopped; a few hours of rest would save time in the long run, since he'd be moving with a clear mind and rested muscles. He knew all that.

But he couldn't stop.

The haunting memory of the blackened ruin of their summer retreat, the sight of bloodies swarming the place that had been their home, all combined with the dread he'd been running on from the moment he realized Sangue must've found the valley and were on their way there. Even if he did give in and slump down in a stupor somewhere, he knew he wouldn't be able to sleep, wouldn't be able to really relax his over-exhausted body, until he laid eyes on his wife and daughter and knew they were okay.

He didn't even want to consider the alternative. He couldn't, not in his current state.

In spite of knowing just how far gone he was, it still came as a massive blow to his professional pride to hear a warning voice calling out from the trees, less than ten feet ahead of him.

“You're not trying to hide and you're stumbling along with a racket to wake the dead,” the voice called, familiar even though his sluggish mind couldn't place it. “Only reason I haven't put a bullet in you, your horse, and the guy leading it. Better tell me who you are quick, and in English.”

“Logan!” Skyler called, sounding almost giddy with relief. Or slap happy exhaustion.

“Sky?” the young man demanded incredulously. “Trapper too?”

“What's left of him,” Tom mumbled, not sure if he was joking or not.

Logan appeared through the undergrowth, movements urgent as he grabbed Horse's reins. “You've got to have either the best or worst timing ever,” he said as he started yanking the weary mount forward in, presumably, the direction of camp at something slightly faster than a fast walk.

“Yeah, looks like we caught up to you just before the bloodies did,” Skyler replied.

Tom started to open his mouth, annoyed at the banter and desperate to hear from his friend that Kristy and Molly were okay. But before he could, Logan stunned him into slack-jawed insensibility with a bombshell of a statement.

“Forget the bloodies! Mother Kristy's gone into labor.”

He hadn't thought anything short of a good night's sleep could snap him out of his fugue, but at that Tom stopped dead, weary mind jump-starting after a few fitful sputters. “When?” he demanded, speeding up to outpace even Logan's hurried jog.

“A few hours before sundown. Wait, Trapper! You don't know where you're go . . .”

The young man trailed off as Tom broke into a shambling run through the trees, towards the faint outline of a clearing ahead, dotted with tents and other temporary shelters.

Before sundown was, what, six or seven hours ago? Usually he had a pretty good internal clock, but it was shot to blazes at the moment. How long did labor usually last? Molly had taken a bit over six hours, and Kristy said that had been easier than Skyler, although certainly no picnic.

He'd know soon. He felt a mixture of eagerness and dread as he blasted past sentries, calling greetings as he ran by to keep from getting shot in the face, and in between the tents and makeshift lean-tos. In the center of camp was a larger tent with dim light shining through the walls, a single shadowy silhouette moving around inside.

Some sixth sense turned him in that direction, or maybe it was just the small group of women clustered outside even at this hour, huddled around one of his small, hard to see fires. Half were murmuring quietly among themselves, the others had apparently curled up and fallen asleep with blankets wrapped around their shoulders.

He caught a flash of Leanne's face as she stood at his approach, gently extricating herself from a blanket-wrapped bundle with Molly's light brown curls making a halo across the cloth. Tom nearly cried at the sight of his daughter safe and sound, although his eyes were on the dimly lit tent as he skidded to a halt in front of Leanne, panting like an asthmatic bull.

“Is she . . .” he wheezed, worried about interrupting during a bad time.

“Inside!” she commanded more than answered, grabbing him by the arm and bustling him towards the entrance. Almost before Tom had a chance to steel himself to this reunion he was in the tent, Fiona looking up with surprise as she leaned over to adjust the pillows Kristy was lying back against.

He skidded to an almost reverent halt.

At a glance he could see his wife had only recently finished having the baby. She was cradling a small bundle to her chest, flaxen hair plastered to her head and shoulders with sweat and features sunken from exhaustion after her ordeal. Yet in spite of that, the radiant smile she gave him was pure beauty.

“You came!” she whispered, tears flooding into her eyes.

“Not too late, I hope,” he said, creeping forward timidly to look down with wonder at his exhausted wife and the tiny bundle nestled peacefully in her arms. “Hopefully bringing home a runaway makes up for that.”

“Skyler?” she breathed, expression frozen as if she barely dared to hope.

He nodded, slumping down on his knees beside her bed as the last of his strength gave out. “He should be right behind me.”

Kristy dissolved into great wracking sobs, as if every single moment of fear and pain and worry she'd suffered while they were gone came flooding out of her in an instant. Tom wrapped a supportive arm around her as she leaned against him, staring down at the tiny face peeking up from within the soft baby blanket with breathless anticipation.

Tom wanted to know if it was a boy or girl, wanted to hold his child, but he waited to give the woman he loved a chance to vent. At some point during that time Fiona must've slipped out to give them some privacy, which he was grateful for.

Finally, though, he reached up to run a tentative finger across his child's smooth cheek. Kristy looked up and gave him another radiant smile. “Congratulations, daddy,” she said weakly. “You've got a new son.”

A son. The news took his breath away, and he found himself laughing and crying at the same time as he brushed his son's cheek again, hugging Kristy closer and leaning down to kiss her sweaty forehead. “You okay?” he whispered.

“I'll live, and our boy is strong and healthy.” She laughed softly, then winced in discomfort. “Already latched on and had his fill, the greedy little scamp. Makes Molly seem dainty in comparison.”

He laughed again, tears blurring his vision as his wife gently shifted the newborn into his arms. He brought the tiny bundle to his chest, feeling far too big and clumsy to possibly hold such a fragile creature. He'd had those same fears with Molly, and had done just fine, but here he was again.

“Miles?” he murmured, staring down at the serene little face.

“Miles,” Kristy agreed as she sagged back onto the pillows and furs propping her up. “Thomas Miles Miller.”

That was the name they'd discussed if it was a boy, in honor of the man she'd loved and lost, and the one she'd found. He could admit Miles wasn't his first choice, but from what he'd heard of the man from his wife, son, and the Hendricksons and other neighbors who'd known him, the man had been gentle, kind, and hardworking.

Not to mention willing to risk his life for his family's future, even if it was a foolish risk.

There were worse names to give his new son, and it would be a good way to honor the memory of Skyler's father; the boy had never accused Tom of trying to replace his dad or tarnish his memory, at least not outright, but even so this might help Skyler buck up a little at the knowledge that his father was still loved and remembered even though he was gone.

It would mean a lot to Kristy for the same reasons, so Miles it was. Tom gently lifted the boy to kiss his tiny forehead. “Welcome to the world, Miles,” he said quietly.

The baby's squashed face remained peaceful in sleep, quietly blowing bubbles; he wasn't exactly a looker, but then most babies weren't. Molly had had a face like a dried mushroom as an infant, only to grow into the adorable little mischief maker she was now.

Tom gently settled Miles back into his wife's arms, leaning forward to kiss her gently. “You did great.”

Kristy laughed weakly, then winced again. “Far as you know,” she mumbled.

They both jumped slightly as someone slapped the tent near the entry flaps. “Mom,” Skyler called quietly. “Can I come in?”

She dissolved back into tears at the sound of his voice. Tom pushed himself to his feet with a weary grunt and reached outside to haul his son in, clapping a hand on his shoulder and ushering him over to where Kristy was reaching up with one arm to pull the teenager into a hug.

Her tears ended with a shocked hiccup when she saw his arm. “What happened?” she demanded.

“Nothing,” Skyler said, patting her shoulder in awkward reassurance. “It's not infected, and it's healing just fine.” He tentatively reached out with his good hand to brush a flap of blanket away from little Miles's face for a better look, obviously trying to distract her but also awed at the sight of the newborn. “Who's this?”

The distraction worked, and Kristy reluctantly let the matter drop for the moment. “Say hello to your new brother, Miles.”

“A brother?” he said in wonder.

She nodded. “You came home just in time to meet him.”

Skyler's shoulders abruptly shook, and he buried his face in his mom's shoulder and clutched her tight. “I shouldn't have left, Mom,” he said miserably. “I'm so sorry.”

Kristy just shook her head and hugged him back, more tears flowing. But after only a minute she lifted her head to look at Tom, voice brooking no argument. “Get him to one of Jonas's medics.”

He nodded. “Next on my to-do list.” Then he froze as the implication of her words struck him. “Jonas's?”

She nodded tiredly. “Gray died saving Brandon and the men he freed from the slave camp from a Sangue ambush. A real hero's ending.”

The news dampened their reunion somewhat; Tom couldn't help but wonder if that would've been him, if he hadn't abandoned Camptown to search for Skyler. He decided he wouldn't dwell on what might have been, though.

Not tonight, with his future suddenly looking brighter than it had in months.

He briefly hugged Kristy goodbye, solemnly promising he'd be back soon, then led Skyler from the tent to find someone to look at his arm.

 


Chapter Twenty

Hunted

 

Jonas's medic, surly about being woken up, gave Skyler a clean bill of health after cleaning his wound and changing the bandage. At least as healthy as could be expected for a gunshot wound to the arm. That came with a stern warning for the teenager to take it easy for at least a week, and even then not do anything too strenuous with the arm.

That was a bit tough to do when they were all fleeing for their lives, but Skyler had reluctantly agreed to keep riding Horse, sticking close to his mom riding Mary to help her if she needed it.

They let the medic get back to sleep and headed back to the tent to say goodnight to Kristy, after which Leanne ushered Skyler to a bed she'd prepared for him in the same tent she'd moved Molly to. That left Tom to collapse on the ground beside his wife's bed wrapped in his blanket.

He couldn't remember ever sleeping so well, at least for as long as it stayed pitch dark in the tent. In other words, he was awake as soon as the first light of dawn began glimmering through the fabric.

It couldn't be helped. The threat of Sangue still hung over their heads, and now that he was back with his family, and had seen his newborn son's precious little face, he could never truly rest until he knew they were safely away from harm. The few hours he'd gotten had done wonders for him, at least, enough to keep him going another day.

So he dressed quietly and slipped out of the tent to find Jonas and get the situation.

His timing was pretty good, because just as he ducked out into the chill morning air he heard a commotion from the north that turned out to be a group of returning fighters. One led by Brandon, he realized as he heard his friend's quiet voice carrying through the silent camp.

Tom hurried forward to meet the group, pulling Brandon into a crushing hug as Andy slapped his back and more of his friends gathered around. Everyone talked a mile a minute once they heard that he'd found Skyler, wanting to hear where his son had been, what they'd been up to, and when they'd gotten back. The celebratory mood only increased when Tom announced the birth of his son.

Unfortunately, the moment could only last so long. The reason Brandon's fighters had returned was because Sangue had stopped following their false trail and turned to pursue the Camptown refugees. The moment Jonas arrived they reluctantly got back to business.

The militia leader was as brusque as always as he gathered them around. “Welcome back, Trapper,” he said, then moved on without even waiting for a response. “Our radios are useless at the moment, since the bloodies stopped using them about the exact moment they reached the bowl valley and discovered it was abandoned.”

Tom grunted. “Guess it would be pretty obvious we must've had advance warning, and how.”

“Right. Which means we'll have to rely completely on scouting, like we haven't had to for a while now. Hopefully we haven't learned any bad habits during that time.” Jonas smiled thinly. “I realize right now you're celebrating the birth of your healthy baby liability to this column, but we need you out there . . . would you be willing to lead a group of scouts to find us a way forward without running into trouble? One that'll let us move as quickly as possible and cover our tracks, and also be able to slow down larger numbers of pursuers if it comes to it?”

Tom spent a moment reflecting on just what a gaping sphincter the militia lieutenant unfailingly remained. He was reluctant to leave Kristy right now, but he knew how vital this was and at least Skyler would be with her. “Since you asked so nicely.” A few men around them snorted.

“Good.” Jonas turned to Brandon. “We need to get your buddies the freed slaves ready to fight in a pinch. They've been helpful with keeping the group moving, but we haven't really had a chance to organize them into a fighting force.”

“Will do.”

“Right.” The fighters' leader glanced around. “I'll get the rearguard mobilized. Let's wake the camp up and get everyone moving, and the fighters split up to their tasks.”

Tom started to turn to head back to the tent, then jumped slightly when he realized a smaller figure had snuck up to stand right next to him. “Skyler?” The figure nodded, and he caught a flash of white teeth as his son yawned hugely. “How you feeling this morning?”

“Like a million bucks,” Skyler said around another yawn, which made it hard to tell if that was sarcastic or chipper.

He couldn't help but grin. “I thought I was the old, gray, wrinkly one.”

“Well considering money these days is precious metals . . .”

“But the way things are now those are just heavy, inconvenient, and practically useless,” Tom pointed out, grin widening. He could just imagine the dirty look his son was giving him, and kept going, sobering his tone. “I need to get the scouts going, but I want to say goodbye to your mom first.” He rested a firm hand on Skyler's shoulder. “Will you stay with her today, make sure she's able to keep going, and give her whatever help she needs with Molly and the baby?”

Half his motivation for asking was to keep the teenager from exerting himself and opening his wound. But he also had no intention of leaving his family unless he was sure they were in the care of someone he trusted, and for this there was no one he trusted more than Skyler.

His son nodded and hurried off, towards where the horses were tethered.

After he was gone Tom had Dennis Knudsen begin gathering a few dozen of their better woodsmen, trying to find as many as possible among those who'd as yet refused to join the fighters; after all, unless things went terribly wrong they wouldn't be fighting, and he wanted to make sure Jonas and Brandon had as many experienced people as possible ready to hold back what was coming for them.

Hopefully it would be enough.

As his friend got to work Tom made his way back to the tent they'd been loaned, slowing as he heard Kristy's voice murmuring softly inside. He stopped near the entrance to listen when he realized what she was saying.

“. . . how I met your daddy,” his wife cooed, obviously speaking to baby Miles. “Which just shows that love can come in the most unlikely places.” She paused, and a hint of laughter entered her voice. “Including beneath a grizzled old mountain man's hideous thatch of hair and beard.”

He couldn't help but grin as he slapped the tent to let her know he was there. “Old, huh?” he called.

She laughed. “Come in, daddy.”

Tom unzipped the door and climbed inside, finding her propped up on her bed of furs and straw tick pillows, cuddling a sleeping baby Miles. She patted the bed beside her, and in spite of the urgency he didn't have the heart to rush this moment. Not yet, at least.

So he settled down and put an arm around her, leaning down to stroke his son's soft cheek.

Kristy continued in the same voice she'd used earlier, speaking to their son. “Not so old after all, as I discovered once he'd sheared himself like a sheep.” Her sky blue eyes lifted to meet his, soft and shining with love in the growing twilight. “And so very handsome, which I'm sure he passed down to you.”

Tom leaned down and kissed her, then rested his head atop hers as she settled against his shoulder. They sat like that for a peaceful ten seconds, all they could spare. He still felt terrible for having to end the moment. “How you feeling?”

His wife laughed softly. “Like a well wrung out dishrag that just gave birth to a healthy baby boy.” Then she paused, as if finally catching his tone, and her beatific smile faded. “Oh. Shoot. You were actually asking me if I'm ready to hit the road, just hours after pushing a baby out of a place that's about to be jounced around in a saddle.”

He winced in sympathy. “Sorry.” He hesitated. “Brandon's back, says the nearest force of bloodies that he was leading on a wild goose chase are back on our trail. Jonas is already getting the fighters together to slow them down, and I'm going to go scout out the best path to stay ahead of them while Skyler stays to help you.” He paused, then continued apologetically. “Everyone will need to move as quickly as they're able.”

Kristy sighed, looking drained but determined. “The world can't stop just because a baby's born. Especially not this world, seems like. Just get me as much padding as you can, and Skyler can help me ride sidesaddle.”

Tom nodded. “I'll ask one of the women to carry Miles.”

She reacted to that about like you'd expect from a mother who'd just given birth at the prospect of being separated from her newborn, and for a moment he thought she was going to be stubborn. But then she hugged their baby a bit closer and made a forlorn sound. “I suppose it won't be long before I'm struggling just to keep going, considering how hard it's been the last couple days while we've been running for our lives.”

“I'm sorry,” he said again, feeling helpless at the ordeal his wife was facing.

“I'm not.” She kissed Miles's tiny cheek. “This little miracle is worth anything we have to suffer.” She looked up, expression suddenly fierce as a mother bear. “You just keep us away from the monsters that want to hurt him.”

“Whatever it takes.” Tom reluctantly stood, leaning down to help her up. “Let's go.”

“Ready or not.” Gritting her teeth, Kristy did her best to stand as he pulled her to her feet, still clutching the baby close.

* * * * *

Skyler hadn't had a proper night's sleep since, well, since he'd left to go out skirmishing.

Even when he knew he was in a secure location, and he'd taken all the proper precautions, he'd still dozed fitfully and often started awake at nightly noises. Once he started sniping at bloodies, putting himself on their radar, he constantly had to worry that they'd bring in dogs, making it hard to sleep deeply with the fear he'd wake to feel jaws around his throat.

And it went without saying that after the nightmarish days being chased by that Sangue squad, he'd barely slept at all. Even after Trapper had come for him, and he was safe in his dad's company, sleep had been hard to come by.

And when it did come, the nightmares came with it.

The old ones, about his mom being attacked outside Newpost, or the attack on Simon's convoy that had ended with Lisa's family and Brandon and Fiona and Logan all being dragged off to face horrific torment. And newer ones, about his fights with Sangue, the death and horror he'd seen. Especially the friends and neighbors he'd lost and the few, like Derek Lyman, who'd died as a direct result of his decisions.

Skyler even, inexplicably, had nightmares about the bloodies he'd killed. He thought he'd been getting past that with the ones he'd killed to save his mom, five years ago, only to have a parade of new faces join them. New memories of screams of pain and horror from the wounds inflicted by his bullets, thrashing and twitching and going horribly still.

He didn't regret doing what he had to do to stop the enemy from hurting his loved ones. But that didn't mean those memories didn't eat at him, especially in the quiet, dark hours of night.

Which was why even though he'd been safe in the middle of the refugee camp, with Molly sleeping peacefully not feet away and friends and family in tents all around him, he'd still slept fitfully at best, constantly waking in a panic and having to remind himself he was safe.

Which helped explain why he nearly went for his pistol when a dark shape flew out of the darkness towards him while he was saddling Mary, even though he knew he was in a supposedly safe place. Then he spotted the long hair streaming behind the figure, pale in the predawn glow, just before she collided with his chest and he felt soft arms wrap around him.

He winced as her hug squeezed his wounded arm, but was too happy to see his friend to complain as he hugged her back awkwardly with his good arm. “Hey, Tabby.”

His friend didn't answer for several seconds, and he could've sworn he heard her sniffle, even though the sound was muffled with her face buried in his shoulder. “You're okay,” she finally mumbled, hugging him tight enough to make him wince; right on his gunshot wound, too. “You came back safe.”

The hug was starting to drag on long enough to feel uncomfortable, although not for the obvious reason of his injury. Mostly it was because of how good it felt in spite of the pain in his arm; after being on his own in constant danger for so long, to simply be held by someone who cared about him was, well, incredible.

Especially since it was his best friend. Just knowing he'd had someone besides his family who'd been waiting anxiously for him to come home meant more than he could say right then.

At the same time, this was definitely starting to feel a bit more than just best-friendy. Like when Tabby finally pulled back she might expect him to kiss her or something. And while he had to admit the thought sent a thrill of nervous excitement through him, nothing had really changed since their talk when he left.

He cared about her, really cared about her, but . . . he loved Lisa. Besides his family, she was one of the only things he'd held onto during the nightmarish weeks out in the mountains fighting Sangue.

To his relief, before he had to do something that'd probably hurt his friend's feelings, Tabby pulled away. Maybe she sensed his sudden tension. “Your mom had the baby,” she said into the slightly uncomfortable silence.

“I know, I saw him last night.” He took her hand and squeezed it. “Mom said you were there for her when it happened. Thanks.”

He couldn't tell in the dim lighting, but from the way she ducked her head so her hair fell over her face he thought she might be blushing. “I'm glad they're both okay. I can't wait to meet your new brother.” She squeezed his hand back, then let it go.

“How about right now?” he asked. “I was just getting the horses ready while my dad helps Mom get ready to travel.”

Tabby canted her head curiously, and he realized with a start that this was the first time he could remember that he'd called Trapper that out loud. No wonder the word had sounded so strange in his ears.

Then she gave him a brilliant smile, taking Mary's reins from him to lead the horse. “Sounds great!”

They found his mom struggling to stand with gritted teeth, clutching the baby close, while his dad bundled up her possessions for travel. A couple other men were already at work taking down the cabin tent, probably the ones who'd donated it considering the way his mom thanked them.

It was almost funny to see the way Tabby went nuts over the baby, rushing over to peek inside the thick blanket swaddling him with shining eyes. When Kristy offered to let her hold him she acted like it was Christmas, and cooed in delight as she looked down at his tiny sleeping face. “He's so cute! He's going to be breaking all the girls' hearts when he gets older.”

Skyler was a bit ashamed that his own opinion of his new brother's little squashed tomato face was a bit less generous. He knew you weren't supposed to say it, but most babies looked like that after birth; his first impression of Molly had been that she looked like an overripe plum. But she'd become adorable in no time at all, and he was sure Miles would too.

His mom came over to hug him, careful of his arm, and stared down at him with that same expression of joy and relief she'd worn last night. “How's your arm?” she asked gently.

“Fine,” he said automatically. Then he noticed Tabby staring at him intently.

“Arm?” she repeated.

“He got shot a few days ago,” Trapper replied calmly. “Through and through, healing well.”

Tabby's expression became mortified. “Why didn't you tell me when I was hugging you tight enough to smother a bear!” she demanded anxiously. “Did I hurt you?”

Trapper snorted in amusement, and Skyler felt his face heating. His mom was grinning too; he hoped they weren't getting the wrong idea about his and his friend's relationship. “It's fine,” he hastily assured her. “You were hugging a different place. Didn't hurt at all.” That wasn't true, but it hadn't been that bad and he didn't want her to feel guilty about it.

Thankfully, his dad changed the subject by getting right down to business, shoving the bundle into Skyler's arms. “Thanks for being quick. The sooner we can get your mom up in the saddle, the better.” He motioned to Mary. “Find a way to pad her saddle so she can comfortably sit on it sidesaddle, then get going even if nobody else is ready. I'll be up ahead making sure the path is safe.”

Skyler barely had time to respond before his dad was rushing away to his own duties. He wished he could join him, but accepted that his mom needed him more. Besides, using his arm well enough to shoot was pretty much beyond him, which was why he hadn't even bothered asking for a new rifle yet.

Tabby went over to offer his mom a shoulder to lean on as Skyler got to work making Mary's saddle as comfortable as possible. He didn't know how his mom was up and ready to go after what she'd been through last night, especially considering she'd been off her feet for a day or two after Molly's birth, and had moved gingerly for a few more days after that.

It was hard not to be proud of that sort of strength and determination. It also made him feel bad for leaving her when she needed him, knowing he'd given her no choice but to be strong through his absence.

Had he really made the right choice?

Tabby was overjoyed at the chance to carry Miles while Kristy rode, cradling the baby in his carrying sling as if he was the most delicate glass. She walked beside Horse as Skyler rode through the camp, Mary's reins tied behind his saddle; it looked as if his friend intended to travel with them, and he had to admit he was happy she'd decided to.

The camp was still coming awake when they reached the Knudsens' tents, where Fiona and baby Thomas and a few of the women Skyler had rescued had also slept. Just about everyone was packed up to go already, which was a relief to see.

Molly was there, too, of course, holding Mer's hand. His sister had been asleep last night when Skyler crawled into bed to pass out, and also when he'd woken up not long ago. Now, however, the moment she saw him she immediately gave a squeal of pure joy and rushed towards him.

Skyler slid out of the saddle to scoop her up with his good arm, hugging her back as she wrapped her arms around him like she never intended to let him go. Which was fine with him; he'd missed her more than he'd expected, and was more than happy to carry her on Horse's back since there wasn't much else he could contribute with his injured arm. He just felt bad that Trapper hadn't had time to at least say hello to his daughter, after being gone so long looking for him.

He'd have to make sure his dad had the chance the next time he dropped back to check in.

Several women weren't far behind Molly, clustering around Tabby to gush over Miles. The mood became almost as celebratory as a holiday festival, which was more than a little incongruous with the rest of the refugees in the camp, who were rushing to move on because the enemy had found them.

But Skyler supposed it was never a bad thing to take moments of joy when they came, even at hard times like this; he was certainly happy to see his family and friends again.

Speaking of which, Fiona wasn't far behind Molly in throwing her arms around him, and Mer and the other women he'd rescued also grouped around to welcome him back. Logan was preparing to head out with Brandon, but he took a moment to clap Skyler on the back, as did Andy and Teddy and a few of the other Knudsens.

Skyler had heard from Trapper on the way here all about Sangue calling them Lobo Solitario, thinking they were the same person. Which explained why the bloodies who'd been pursing him had been howling and yelling that. So it didn't come as a surprise when his friends also ribbed him by calling him Lobo.

He was half afraid it was going to become a nickname. Although considering how he'd earned it, he supposed it wasn't the worst one.

Before long Teddy broke up the reunion, and everyone reluctantly returned to the situation they were in. People once again rushed around making final preparations, while Skyler climbed up into the saddle with Molly and started out leading his mom's horse, with Tabby and Fiona and the others who were ready to go joining him, eating as they walked.

Traveling with the refugee column was . . . frustrating. And boring. And excruciating. And sloooow.

Skyler was nowhere near a hundred percent, given his wounded arm and how brutally he and Trapper had pushed themselves to rejoin the group. To say nothing of running to the end of his strength to escape the squad that had chased him for days. In fact, he was probably the weakest and sorest and tiredest he ever remembered being.

And even so, he would've bet every single ounce of gold and silver and other valuables from his dad's cache, still waiting in its secure hiding place in a forest a short ways from the bowl valley, that he could've gotten off Horse and walked and still outpaced the refugees around him.

By quite a bit.

He felt bad for his impatience, since every time he looked back to check on his mom he could see she was in pure misery. And while Tabby had been overjoyed to carry Miles, having to walk so carefully with him combined with managing her heavy pack of possessions meant she was soon struggling. As were the other women with them, all burdened and dealing with children, and the men who had frankly overburdened themselves to pick up the slack for their loved ones.

Skyler felt like he should be walking too, and carrying a burden, and letting Horse either carry someone or take a pack, or both. But he knew in his current state he was deceptively weak, and if he didn't allow himself a chance to heal he'd end up in even worse shape. He had a feeling he'd be struggling himself after a day of riding, like he had been yesterday.

Also, he was ashamed to admit, it was nice to be able to doze in the saddle some more, catching up on desperately needed sleep.

Still, every time he looked up with a start from dozing, or from sinking into his own thoughts to stave off boredom, he was at first concerned and then alarmed to see just how little distance they were covering. He thought of himself and Trapper, practically flying across a wide stretch of mountains in a period of days, and how Sangue could move nearly as quickly when they were determined.

He despaired of staying ahead of their pursuit. In fact, at this rate he had a feeling the bloodies would be able to easily get ahead of them and cut them off.

Skyler hoped his dad was scouting carefully.

* * * * *

Around noon, Tom's worst fears were realized: Sangue wasn't just coming at them from the northeast.

Dennis came hurrying back to meet him from his picket to the northwest, with the grim news that he'd spotted a large force of bloodies, at least a hundred, roughly five hours away, spread out in a vast line pressing south.

“They're not searching with methodical thoroughness like they usually do,” his friend said grimly. “They know they're chasing a big group, and their goal is to put eyes on us. The only thing slowing them down is checking all the places they pass where hundreds of people could possibly hide, and that's not much of a delay.”

Tom bit back a curse. Five hours wasn't an emergency, at least not yet, but it was definitely too close for comfort. He gripped Dennis's shoulder. “Head back up and keep eyes on them, warn us if they speed up or change direction.”

His friend nodded and hurried back the way he'd come. Tom sent out a few runners to the other scouts he'd sent to the west, southwest, and south, alerting them to the change in their situation and that he was going to recommend that Mitchells change direction to take them more southwards, away from the new force of bloodies.

Because of that, he wanted them to come back immediately if they spotted enemies in any other direction, so the refugee column's change in direction wouldn't send them directly into danger. Once that was done, he headed back to find the sheriff and Jonas.

To his dismay, the refugees were taking a break to eat when he arrived. They looked exhausted, and for all he knew they'd only been stopped for a few minutes, but even so it wasn't what he wanted to see.

They weren't going to escape danger by moving at a crawl.

From Mitchells's reaction to his news about the Sangue to the northwest, it obviously wasn't what the man wanted to hear. He cursed a blue streak, almost as if he hadn't expected there to be bloodies out there when by all reports over a thousand were swarming the mountains in pursuit of them. Then he agreed with Tom's recommendation to turn more south, chivvying everyone up and moving.

“Break's over, folks!” he called. “We're not alone in these mountains, let's act like it!”

“What's Jonas telling us from the other directions?” Tom asked.

The sheriff shook his head grimly. “The group that found us to the northeast has been steadily closing in, but they're still several hours out, like your new group. Gerry's got his people serving as a rearguard while the rest of the fighters scout.”

He nodded, feeling sick at the news, even though it was nothing surprising.

The enemy was only hours away, and his wife and oldest son were slowed and struggling to keep moving while recovering from their respective ordeals. Danger was sweeping down on them, and neither of them were up to running away from it just yet.

But there was no choice, if it came to it.

Before heading back out to his scouts, Tom sought out his family. He was a bit worried to find them closer to the back of the refugee column than the front. Kristy's face was white with strain, jaw clenched in determination and sweat streaming from every pore, hunched in her awkward sidesaddle posture and grimacing harder with every jolt of Mary's placid steps. Tom couldn't help but notice that she'd been tied to the saddle in a makeshift harness so she wouldn't have to hold herself up, which worried him.

Skyler was riding just ahead of her with Mary's reins still tied behind his saddle. He was slumped in the saddle, looking equal parts bored and exhausted, holding Molly securely as his head nodded in a half doze and Horse ambled contentedly after the people walking just ahead of them.

Molly saw Tom coming and shrieked with pure joy, throwing herself out of her brother's arms to try to get to him. Skyler jerked awake just in time to catch her, wincing as he was forced to use his weak injured arm, and Tom hurried forward to take his squirming daughter and hug her tight.

“I missed you too, sweetie,” he murmured as he kissed her forehead, a bit embarrassed at the tears that misted his eyes. He kissed her again and hugged her head to his shoulder. “Golly, I missed you.”

Skyler had nudged Horse out of the line so their reunion wouldn't slow down the people coming up behind, and Mary followed, along with Tabby carrying the baby and Fiona with Thomas. Still hugging his daughter close, Tom made his way over to rest a hand on Kristy's knee. “How you holding up?”

In spite of her pale, drawn features his wife gave him a fierce look. “Well enough to keep going as long as we have to.”

Tom hoped so; a woman who'd just given birth and a newborn baby shouldn't be traveling, and he had to admit he spent almost as much time that morning fretting for their condition as he did worrying about the enemy pursuing them.

“You tell me if you're having problems,” he said. As she straightened stubbornly in the saddle he continued in a firm tone. “This isn't about how much you think you can handle, Kris. I know you could keep riding as long as any of us under most circumstances. But you just went through childbirth! If you're having trouble and keep quiet about it, that's just going to slow us down in the long run.”

Kristy continued to stare at him for a few more seconds before her shoulders slumped and she let her exhaustion show. “I'm holding up for now,” she said. “I'll let you know if that changes.”

Nodding, he stretched up on tiptoes to kiss her. “We'll get through this,” he promised her.

“We will.” She looked around for Tabby. “It's about time to feed Miles again.”

Tom intercepted the young woman so he could hold his son for a few moments, setting Molly down in spite of her complaints and pouting. He gently cradled Miles with his head resting on his shoulder. “You're doing great, little guy,” he said quietly. He glanced up at Kristy. “He been fussing?”

“A bit, earlier this morning.” She reached down for her son. “I think the constant motion of being carried has soothed him, though.” Tabby passed her up a light blanket, and she awkwardly covered herself and the baby and shifted her blouse around so he could latch on.

Tom wondered if she'd had to feed Miles in the saddle all morning, and felt a fresh surge of empathy. Not for the first time, he wondered if he should've planned ahead to get his family out before now, so she wouldn't be in this situation with a newborn baby.

Then again, getting her out would've been a bit of a trick with Skyler gone doing his own thing; they would've had to abandon their son, which she never would've gone for, and honestly he wouldn't have been happy about it either.

He reluctantly left his family, giving Molly a last hug. Then he clapped Skyler on the knee and passed the toddler up to him, offering another stern reminder to look out for their family.

That done, he hurried back up the column to rejoin his scouts, hoping they wouldn't be waiting with news of Sangue bearing down on them from more directions.

Their situation was already grim enough.

 


Chapter Twenty-One

Turning Tail

 

Brandon felt like he was leading the freed slaves as they prepared to fight with just pistols and shotguns again.

Granted, Jonas had passed out rifles to just about all of them, and the rest had kept their shotguns but now had rifled slugs. The militia leader had even given them all the available body armor; they were as well equipped as could be hoped for, under the circumstances.

They were also almost completely untrained. Some had learned how to shoot at some point before being captured by Sangue, which was something. But very few had actually taken part in the fight against the bloodies, and fewer still had been trained for it.

As it stood, in any straightforward battle against Sangue, the enemy's hardened soldiers would punch through Brandon's people like a landslide. Bravery wouldn't help for much more than to ensure his people kept fighting as they were massacred, and Brandon wasn't sure what to do about it.

He had no time to train them, not while they were all running for their lives. Even having them take potshots at convenient targets as they passed seemed like a terrible idea, since the only things the refugee column really had going for them were knowing these mountains and, hopefully, the enemy not yet knowing where they were.

Although that was bound to change sooner rather than later.

Towards the end of the first day Brandon had rejoined the column, Jonas sent a runner around to him and his small army of freed slaves. “You're up, Gerry,” the young woman said briskly. “The bloodies following us to the northeast are making a move, and he wants you in position to do something about it.”

He glanced back at Carl, who'd come up to join him, then back at their inexperienced army. There were over a hundred bloodies in the group pursuing them from the direction of Camptown. “He giving us some fighters?”

The runner shrugged. “If you need them, I suppose you can ask. Although it looks as if it's just an advance squad or two we have to worry about right now. I'll come along with you to pass messages if the threat's bigger than we think.” She offered her hand. “I'm Emma.”

Brandon returned her handshake. “You were with Gray when he saved us, weren't you?” he asked. Grief flashed across her features. She nodded, but said nothing. “Well, get ready to go for reinforcements, even against just a squad or two.”

Emma nodded and headed back to join the freed slaves farther back. As she left Carl stared at Brandon hard. “Nice vote of confidence,” he said flatly.

“You think possibly outnumbering the enemy two to one, or at least having even numbers, will make it a fair fight?” he replied as diplomatically as he could. “I've seen raw recruits go up against bloodies before, and it painted an ugly picture. We need Jonas's fighters mixed into our squads to put some iron in our spines, believe me.”

The freed slave shook his head, mostly mollified. “I guess it's hard to forget how our last fight with Sangue went, even if we've got better guns and body armor now.”

Brandon clapped his shoulder, then called for his people to move. They detached from the back of the refugee column and started east-northeast, guided by Emma.

After about two hours his recruit army met up with Jonas's scouts, who gave the most recent news on enemy movements. It wasn't the most hopeful report: two squads had sped up ahead of the rest of the force of bloodies, approaching along a valley and both overlooking ridges. From the speed they were moving they seemed determined to catch up to the refugees, or at least the screen of fighters guarding them.

Brandon could only assume the two squads intended to do some skirmishing, picking off fighters or trying to sneak in close enough to unload on the weary townspeople strung out in the long column. Either would present huge problems for the refugees, if nothing else by demoralizing them and slowing them as they constantly looked over their shoulders.

He motioned curtly to Emma. “Time to run get us some reinforcements. At least twenty, if possible.” The young woman nodded grimly and bolted off, and he turned to Carl and the scouts. “Let's go take a look at what we're dealing with.”

It only took another fifteen minutes or so to reach a spot where they could get eyes on the Sangue squads. Like Trapper had reported from the northwest, these bloodies were moving quickly and with only the barest efforts to check any places where large groups might be moving or hiding. That made them vulnerable to ambush, if Jonas could spare the fighters to do that without leaving the column vulnerable.

Or the time to set up a proper ambush.

“They're not wasting any time,” Carl observed sourly. “At this rate, judging by how fast your refugees are moving, they'll catch up to them sometime around noon tomorrow unless we stop them.” He motioned to the several dogs moving with the soldiers in the valley. “And we're not going to throw them off again by changing direction or trying to hide our tracks.”

Brandon nodded grimly. With the speed this advance group of bloodies traveled, if he tried to withdraw his force to stay ahead of them for too long, they'd soon run smack dab into the back of the column of refugees. That was a terrible place to have a fight, which meant he was going to have to find a better one.

Worrying as the enemy's aggressive advance was, he still had plenty of room to maneuver. Less than he would've liked, with how slow Mitchells was keeping the refugees moving, but it wasn't an emergency or anything.

Yet. It would be if he didn't turn these Sangue back soon.

He nodded to the others. “Let's get back to our force and set up camp. I want to spend what little daylight we have left doing dry fire drills and practicing using cover.”

Carl snorted. “That'll certainly have us ready to fight by tomorrow morning.”

“Every little bit helps.” Brandon turned away, motioning for them to follow.

In spite of his optimistic answer, he was less than satisfied by the practice his ragged army managed before dark. Although in a small bit of good news, Emma actually brought back some fighters from Jonas as they were settling down to go to sleep.

Ten.

Andy led them, looking almost apologetic about the small number. “Guess we'll have to work with it,” Brandon told his friend quietly. He got to work splitting them into the various squads he'd created for his forty-odd freed slaves, setting them as squad or team leaders. Then he had the more experienced fighters spend a half hour or so before bed acquainting themselves with their new squad mates, talking them through small unit tactics for the fighting they might face tomorrow.

The morning dawned chilly, even for early September. That didn't do much for his poorly outfitted freed slaves, who'd been forced to huddle together for warmth through the night. Brandon wished he could've let them have fires, but even Trapper's small, smokeless fires were too much of a risk with the enemy not far away.

The best solution was to get them up and moving as quickly as possible, warm their blood. He and Emma and a few of the scouts headed out to check out the two approaching enemy squads, while he had Andy retreat with the army in search of a good ambush location they could use if Brandon judged the bloodies were still coming on strong.

They were. In fact, if anything they were moving faster than they had been yesterday.

“Full on attack, or just testing our defenses?” Emma asked, lowering the small pair of binoculars she held.

“Probably a bit of both,” Brandon replied. “I'm guessing they'll decide once they actually find us.” He started backing away down the incline he was on. “We'll have to make sure to give them a warm welcome when they do.”

He left the scouts and Emma behind to keep track of the enemy's progress, while he hurried back to rejoin Andy and Carl with the freed slave recruits. His stomach was churning at the thought of what was coming, and he had to admit his hopes weren't high.

If he had fifty of Jonas's fighters, or even that many defenders who'd trained with weapons to defend the valley as a last resort, he might be more confident. But much as he respected Carl and his men, well . . .

He could fret about how unprepared they were until the cows came home, it wouldn't matter. It was what it was, they'd just have to make the most of it.

After about an hour and a half of moving fast he found Andy. His friend had picked out a decent ambush spot: accounting for the fact that the enemy was on the ridges as well as the valley, he'd chosen the spot where the valley climbed sharply and both ridges sloped uphill to all join at a higher peak, giving his army a good high ground advantage.

It wasn't perfect, mostly because the bloodies would probably be wary of it. Assuming they were wary of anything at the pace they were going. Still, it was the best they could hope for under the circumstances.

Brandon split the army on either ridge and the peak, with him leading the force on the peak and Andy and Carl leading those on the ridges. They all quickly got to work preparing concealed emplacements, using every scrap of usable terrain like dips in the ground and outcroppings to speed up the process.

It took longer than he would've liked, with few tools to work with and none of his men in particularly good shape after everything they'd endured. Mostly they piled rocks behind underbrush, or simply trusted in the protection of the dips and outcroppings and maybe dug shallow trenches to lie prone in. More than a few of his men found large logs to position themselves behind, which he supposed was better than nothing.

Before his makeshift army finished their preparations, Emma and the scouts returned with the warning that the bloodies were only a half hour at most behind them. Which meant they'd be close enough for Brandon to spring his ambush a couple hours before noon.

Since the scouts had more combat experience than any of his people, Brandon tossed them into ambush positions with his people. Even Emma had trained with the defenders, but judging by her expression as he gave the scouts their assignments, he had a feeling she wasn't mentally ready to join the fight herself.

Which he could forgive her for; battle was a nightmare he'd just as soon avoid himself, if he had a choice. “Go let Jonas know we're engaging the enemy,” he told her. “See if you can convince him to send reinforcements.”

“Gotcha,” she said with visible relief. She turned and bolted away.

Brandon called for his people to finish their preparations with all speed, before the advance scouts from the approaching squads arrived and spotted them. Just to be cautious, he only gave them another ten minutes before he called everyone to take their places and wait for his signal.

Then, like with every other ambush he'd been part of, they spent twenty minutes that felt like twenty hours waiting tensely for the bloodies to make their appearance.

The first glimpse of the enemy was a hopeful one; the soldiers coming into view were still moving exactly like they had been when Brandon saw them earlier. They kept that deliberate pace as they made their way along the valley and ridges, coming to 500 yards, then 400, then 300.

Brandon waited tensely. The longer he held off before springing the ambush the better, since it would give his inexperienced fighters a better chance of hitting their targets. But it also gave the bloodies more time to realize the danger and change their plans, and he knew from hard experience that they adapted quickly enough even when caught completely by surprise.

At a hundred of fifty yards he saw the leading soldiers begin to slow, although he didn't see any signs of alarm. Even so, he had a feeling he'd pushed his luck as far as he could. He closed his eyes, dreading giving the order for his people to open fire.

This was going to be a disaster. Maybe not on the scale of that Sangue ambush Gray had given his life to save them from, but it was going to be ugly and brutal, and even the element of surprise would only do so much for them.

How many of his people was he going to have to bury here? Would he even be able to get the survivors out if things went wrong and they were forced to run?

No sense worrying about that now. Brandon opened his eyes, sighted through his scope at one of the bloodies approaching along the northwest ridge, and raised his fingers to his lips to whistle piercingly. Then he opened fire.

The battle was even shorter than he'd feared.

With the first volley several Sangue dropped, and the rest ducked for cover and began returning fire. But before Brandon could get off more than a few shots, he realized that the enemy was swiftly and smoothly withdrawing back the way they'd come.

He heard a scream from one of the emplacements near him and grit his teeth as he fired off a few more shots, hitting a soldier in the vest. It barely slowed the man before he scrambled back to his hands and knees and kept going.

Then the two squads of bloodies were out of range, or at least the effective range of his less than skilled shooters. At that point they turned and nearly sprinted back the way they'd come, until almost before he could come to grips with the fact that the battle was over they were out of sight.

Brandon stared through his scope for almost a minute to be sure, not quite able to believe his eyes.

Sangue really had withdrawn. Sure, Carl's people had fought bravely, he couldn't argue that. But the bloodies had always dug their heels in before now, turning more dangerous ambushes than this one into a slugfest and more often than not coming out ahead. For them to tuck their tails and run at the first sign of resistance was completely unlike them.

Suspiciously unlike them.

He jumped slightly as Carl slapped him on the back. “You're looking awfully grim about this victory,” the freed slaves' leader said cheerfully. “We only have one casualty, a grazing shot to the neck that isn't serious.”

Brandon shook his head. “We need to send someone back to find Jonas. Let him know we made contact with the enemy and they backed off almost immediately.”

“Is that unusual?” the freed slaves' leader asked with a frown. “We had a good ambush set up on them.”

“They've smashed right through worse, or at best maneuvered to hit us from a more advantageous position. In fact, I've never seen or heard of them turning and running like this unless they were either ordered back or they found a juicier target.”

“Or they're planning something,” the other man concluded grimly. Brandon nodded, and Carl grimaced. “I'll send someone to find Jonas, get his take on things. Until then, what do we do?”

That was a good question. “I guess we keep an even sharper eye out, and make sure everyone's as prepared as possible for any unpleasant surprises.”

The freed slave shook his head. “Wanted nothing more than to fight the bloodies ever since they attacked my town and took me. But I've got to admit, I sure do hate fighting them.”

Brandon knew how he felt. “After all the times we've bloodied their noses, I hope the feeling is mutual.”

* * * * *

Tom's sense of trepidation grew over the next few days, as the refugee column pushed to stay ahead of the bloodies coming up behind them, and those approaching from other directions. First northeast and northwest, then due north, then due east and southeast.

The arrival of the new forces was always sudden, a band of a few to several squads. But after the initial alarm of their arrival, and perhaps a single tentative push from the newcomers that was quickly pushed back, the enemy forces always fell back to pursue the column from a distance of a few hours.

It was late on the third day, while watching from a distance as six full squads of Sangue spread out to come at the column from the southwest and south, that he felt the jaws of the trap closing. On top of the numbers, this force was geared up with grenade launchers and big machine guns to go with their usual weapons, and were digging in to present an impenetrable wall.

Combined with a similar setup from the enemies shadowing them from every other direction where they'd been spotted, it was pointing to some disturbing truths.

Arguably, the four or so hundred troops hemming them in were in a position to catch up if they pushed hard, allowing them to attack from three sides. If they did that, with their weapons and training going up against exhausted, mostly untrained refugees, it would almost certainly be a massacre.

And yet Jonas reported that while the enemy occasionally harassed his fighters in a desultory fashion, they weren't coming with any serious attacks. The man's judgment was that the bloodies were putting just enough pressure on the refugees to keep them running themselves to death to stay ahead of pursuit, and their fighters forced to be alert against attack all hours of the day.

Meanwhile, the more lightly burdened and fresher enemy soldiers could stay rested and in control of the situation until they chose to finally make a move.

At this rate, eventually the Camptown refugees would become so run down that people would begin collapsing by the side of the trail, easy pickings for the bloodies coming in from behind as the column was forced to go on without them. That, or Mitchells would have to decide to slow down even more to help the most exhausted among them. Something that was already happening, which made them more and more vulnerable to attack by the day.

Once it got bad enough, they might actually have to decide to circle up and make a stand of it, at which point the bloodies could surround them and hit them from all sides.

Tom wished he could see hope in their situation if they managed to keep up the pace, but Sangue was leaving them only one direction to go: west. Eventually they'd reach the edge of the mountains, probably within the next day or two at most depending on what pace they could maintain. Once they got there, he could guarantee a force of bloodies in vehicles would be waiting to hit them.

So if they stopped, Sangue crushed them. If they kept going until half of them collapsed and the others left them behind, Sangue picked off the stragglers and then crushed whoever was left. If they reached the edge of the mountains, they were trapped and Sangue crushed them.

He honestly didn't know why the enemy wasn't just coming at them hard from three directions right now. They certainly hated Camptown's people enough to want to hurt them, likely the sooner the better as far as they were concerned, and he hadn't seen many signs of bloodies delaying their gruesome gratification in the past. They certainly had to see that they'd overwhelmingly win any direct fight.

The obvious answer was that the last couple months of fighting had made the enemy cautious, enough that they were opting to go for the slow but sure victory rather than risk Camptown's fighters springing any more surprises on them.

That was certainly what Jonas seemed to think of the situation.

In fact, the militia leader had begun insisting that with their options dwindling, their best course of action was to suddenly turn and attack. Ideally to the southwest, where hopefully the enemy's numbers would be thinnest and reinforcements slowest to arrive. If they could hammer the bloodies hard there and break through, they might be able to slip the trap they were caught in.

Tom didn't see it. As far as he was concerned, the only result of that sort of aggressive move would be that they'd force the enemy to accelerate their attack plans and all move in at once, exterminating the refugees that much sooner.

“Where there's life, there's hope,” he'd argued. “We've earned a reprieve because they're cautious of us. Let's make use of it to try to buy ourselves time to find a way out of this.”

Mitchells had agreed with him. Brandon had as well, although from his troubled expression Tom had a feeling he'd only done so out of loyalty. Carl from the escaped slaves had gone with the man who'd saved him, and the civilian leaders had predictably all gone with the option that wouldn't see their practically defenseless charges put in danger any sooner.

Jonas had fumed, but with opinion against him he'd had no choice but to reluctantly give in. So they'd kept pushing forward, knowing they might as well have been foxes being herded towards the hunters.

Even knowing it was coming, though, Tom had to see for himself. They were still reasonably far from the western edge of the mountains, but time was running out and he needed an answer before it was too late to change their minds, if need be.

So he left Dennis in charge of the scouts and reclaimed one of the horses he'd loaned to the town so he could ride ahead on his own, warning he'd probably be gone for at least a day.

He didn't run into the enemy on the trip, which didn't do anything to ease his fears. In fact, during the final hour leading up to reaching the last ridge overlooking the foothills, his trepidation grew until it was a churning dread in his gut. He knew what he would find, knew what had to be there, but deep down some foolish part of him hoped he'd be wrong. That maybe, by some miracle, there'd be some opening the refugee column could slip through.

His first glimpse at the valley below crushed that hope.

Tom had seen things that filled him with despair before: the sight of his community burning in mass revolt during the shortages, as he stood on a hill overlooking it and realized he'd abandoned his family to the fate they'd earned for themselves. The sight of the settlers from Simon's convoy locked in cages in Newpost, suffering unspeakable horrors. The sight of Grand Junction overrun by Sangue, its surviving citizens languishing in a vast slave camp. The sight of his ranch burning down from a fire he set himself, knowing the future he'd hoped to build for his family was burning with it. The sight of Camptown in ashes, with no way of knowing what had happened to his loved ones.

Of them all, nothing compared to seeing the dozens of vehicles and hundreds of soldiers dug into fortified positions in the foothills below, ready to greet the refugee column when it was finally driven out of the mountains.

He'd thought hearing that nuclear warheads had obliterated billions of people, destroyed almost all technology, and rendered most of the world uninhabitable during the Ultimatum had been the end. He'd thought breaking his leg during the dead of winter far from his winter lodge, when he'd still been new to mountain survival, had been the end. He'd thought any other of a dozen hopeless situations he'd been in had all been the end. All those times he'd been wrong.

Not this time. This time, it really was the end.

Hope crushed, he rode back to the column to report on what he'd seen, gathering the leaders around him. His despair passed on to the others at the news, causing a wave of sagging shoulders, hanging heads, bitter curses. He could almost see a dozen spirits shattering in front of his eyes.

“So that's it, then,” Mitchells said heavily when he was done. “I don't suppose you saw some miraculous way out of this?”

Tom hesitated. “Not a way out, but what I believe is our only possible option going forward at this point.” He nodded at Jonas. “Your suggestion that I shot down originally. I wanted to see if you still recommended it.”

“Which one was that?” the militia leader asked sourly. “That we hit the bloodies to the southwest and bolt through the gap, then flee south along the western edge of the mountains and hope some opportunity presents itself in the future?”

Well, that confirmed he'd been right about it still being their only obvious option. “I figure we can keep moving forward for the rest of the day, act like everything's normal until sundown. Then we'll hit the Sangue camp farthest southwest as hard as we can, while our people push even farther southwest around them and travel on through the night for all they're worth.”

“We're already run ragged,” Mitchells protested, shaking his head dully. “People will be pushing themselves to death with your plan.”

Tom didn't need to be told that. He'd seen how Kristy was practically a zombie at this point, and Fiona had confessed a very real fear that his wife's milk production was slacking off due to the immense stress, so she might soon have trouble feeding Miles. The young woman had offered to breastfeed the newborn herself if need be, since she was still producing for Thomas. But Tom knew she was feeling the stress of travel herself and couldn't take much more strain.

“In that case, we have no choice but to ditch everything but what we absolutely need to survive for the next few days,” Tom replied grimly.

“And then we begin starving and drop like flies?” Mitchells demanded, aghast.

Jonas slammed his fist against his palm with a sharp slap loud enough to make the people nearest him jump. “Do you not get it, old man?” he snarled. “We're dead tomorrow if we don't do this! That's where we're at! That's the situation we're in right now!”

The sheriff stepped back, shaken. “There must be-”

“There isn't! Sangue outmaneuvered us and boxed us in. We're screwed.” The militia leader's fury faded as swiftly as it had come, shoulders slumping as he continued in a defeated voice. “This is it. A way to buy ourselves a bit more time to hope for a miracle that probably won't come.”

A heavy silence settled. “You expect me to tell that to my wife?” Brady said quietly. “My children?”

“Tell them whatever you want. Just make sure they're ready to run like the blazes come nightfall.” Jonas looked at Tom, then Brandon, then the other fighters. “Let's prepare this attack.”

Tom didn't respond, wheeling his horse and making a beeline for his family.

Skyler was craning forward to see what the commotion was about as Tom approached, Molly perched on the saddle in front of him. The toddler yelled and waved when she saw her daddy coming, but behind her Skyler's expression was grim, and he wasted no time lifting his sister down from the saddle and handing her off to Keri before nudging his horse forward to meet Tom.

Back in the column Kristy remained with the others, Tabby leading her horse by the reins, although his wife's worried eyes followed her son to where he and Tom met up.

“What's going on?” Skyler demanded.

Tom nodded curtly away from the line of exhausted refugees, guiding his horse off a hundred or so feet before dismounting. His son followed, looking more and more uneasy. “Trapper? You're scaring the blazes out of me.”

“There's reason for it,” he replied grimly. He quickly explained their situation, and the planned attack and attempt to break out of the trap that they'd be carrying out after dark.

Skyler's already haggard features paled more and more until Tom was done. “Should I join the attack?” he asked quietly.

“No.” Tom stepped forward and gripped his son's shoulder tight, staring firmly into his eyes. “While we're attacking Sangue and the refugee column is fleeing around us, I want you and Logan to be ready to take your mom and sister and brother, and Fiona and baby Thomas, and split off. Sneak them out of this trap the bloodies have us in and get them to safety.”

Skyler stared at him, aghast. “Abandon Mer and Keri and Tabby her family and everyone else?”

He looked away, but nodded firmly. “That's right. I suppose if you can convince Tabby, and her parents for that matter, you can take her too. I know she means a lot to you.” Skyler flushed and opened his mouth to protest, whether about his relationship with the young woman or Tom's plan, he wasn't sure.

He continued before his son could. “As for the others, I'm sure they have their plans, or if not you can certainly give them some quiet words of advice, as long as you don't start a panic. But for you, for us, all that's important is your mom and siblings. Much as I hate to say it, even our closest friends are a secondary consideration . . . you have to get our family away safely.”

The teenager yanked free of his grip and stepped back, shaking his head. “I won't do it! I'm not ditching everyone. I'll stay and fight, you take everyone to safety. You have a better chance of getting them out anyway.”

“You're in no position to-” Tom cut off sharply, fighting back a flush of anger.

He hadn't spent weeks searching for his son just to leave him behind to die now. And that wasn't the only consideration; he'd abandoned Simon's convoy to save his own skin five years ago, and had saved Kristy and Skyler in the process. He didn't regret that decision, especially since he'd warned the convoy leader it was exactly what he'd do if necessary.

But he couldn't even consider slinking away and abandoning the volunteers he'd trained and led for so long, the townspeople he'd agreed to defend. The thought of leaving his family behind, helpless in a cruel world filled with monsters like Sangue, tore at his heart, but it was the decision he'd made the moment he invited the Emery refugees to the bowl valley, and later Gray's group as well.

“I have a responsibility to these people,” he told his son firmly. “I promised I'd protect them, so I'll stay and do what I can no matter what happens to me. But you need to go. For your mom, and Molly, and Miles.”

Skyler's shoulders slumped, tears filling his eyes. “So you get to do the right thing, while I have to choose between my family and betraying everyone else I care about?”

It sounded truly awful when the kid put it like that. But awful or not, Tom refused to even consider not sending his family away to safety while he could. “You get the easy choice,” he whispered. “I have to abandon my family for the sake of everyone else. That's why I need someone who I know can protect them.” He put his hand on Skyler's shoulder again, and this time the young man didn't flinch away. “I'm depending on you, son.”

He was certain Skyler would continue to balk, showing all of the stubbornness that ran in the family. So he was genuinely surprised when the teenager's face crumpled and he threw his arms around Tom and broke down. “I hate this, Trapper,” he mumbled. “Why does it have to be like this?”

“It doesn't.”

Tom jumped as if struck by lightning, whirling to find Kristy standing a dozen feet away. She was ashen and looked like she barely had the strength to stand, but that wasn't stopping her from glaring at him sternly. He wondered how she'd snuck up on them, and how long she'd been there.

“I know why you're doing this, Tom,” she said gently, but with that same familiar obdurate stubbornness that he knew meant she would never, ever back down, “but you should've asked me first. Because unless you were planning on having Skyler also sneak out all the women he rescued from Joes Valley, and the Knudsen clan, and Betty Everett and her kids, and our few remaining friends from Simon's convoy, then you can forget it.”

“There's no way we could get that many people away without being caught!” he protested. At his side Skyler nodded vehemently.

Kristy swayed slightly, but her expression remained like a boulder. “Then I guess we'll be staying with our friends and praying for a miracle.”

Tom strode forward, taking his wife gently by the shoulders. “Kris, you can't ask that of me,” he said in quiet anguish. “I won't lose you, or Skyler or Molly or Miles. Even if I have to drag you away kicking and screaming right now, I won't let you die here.”

Her eyes softened, and she rested a hand on his cheek. “You'll win tonight's battle, and we'll get the refugees safely around the enemy and out of this trap. Even if we're still in this situation a few days from now, that's as good a time to do it your way as tonight.”

She slid her cool fingers down to the back of his neck, pulling him forward until their foreheads touched. “We've already sacrificed so much, my love,” she whispered, so quietly he barely heard her. “At least give us a few days before we have to abandon our friends. I'd do it, for the sake of our children, but I'm not sure I'd ever be able to forgive myself.”

Tom stood for several long seconds, feeling torn in half. Then he nodded once.

Kristy kissed him gently and stepped back. “I'll talk to the Knudsens and the others, make sure we're all ready to push hard tonight to get away.”

“Good.” Tom straightened as if he'd just dropped a heavy pack; he had to admit that, much as he hated the risk Kristy was taking, this decision rested lighter on his shoulders. He turned to Skyler, who'd led the horses over to join them. “I want you to help scout for the column, guide them safely through the dark. But make sure you stick close to your mom while you do it, just in case you have to get her out if things go wrong.”

He was half afraid Kristy would protest even that precaution, but thankfully she didn't. Skyler nodded grimly, then put a supporting arm around his mom and helped her up into Horse's saddle. He handed Tom his horse's reins, then led Horse back towards the column.

Tom watched them go for a minute or so, hoping he hadn't just doomed his family. He'd just have to make sure this fight was a crushing victory, so bloodies lurking out in the night wouldn't be in a position to threaten his loved ones.

Reassured by that resolution, he hauled himself back into the saddle and headed over to where Jonas and Brandon were gathering the fighters.

 


Chapter Twenty-Two

Last Ditch

 

Word spread through the column as casually as news that they were making a break for their lives not long after dark could, just in case Sangue had scouts watching them who might grow suspicious.

The refugees continued on their usual plodding but determined pace, pushing themselves to the point of exhaustion, as all along the line people delivered news and made plans, trying to make it all seem completely innocent. Considering the stakes, for the most part they were unexpectedly convincing in the deception.

A half hour before full dark, just like always, Mitchells called a halt and they all collapsed, setting up camp with the minimal necessary effort and choking down a meal of Sangue ration bars. Then they piled into their tents to pass out from exhaustion.

That was part of the deception, of course, but it was also their last chance to rest before the coming ordeal. Anyone with a lick of sense took advantage of it.

Brandon was afraid Fiona would have trouble, given her fragile nerves where Sangue was concerned, so he stayed with her for a few precious minutes to hold her while she fell asleep. The weight of all the preparations he needed to make for the attack weighed him down, but he put them aside for the moment to focus on his family.

“I've already talked with Skyler,” he said quietly as he stroked her hair, glad to see her eyelids drooping. “You and Logan and the baby are going to stick close to him and his family. If anything, anything at all goes wrong, you're all going to slip away together.”

“Got it,” she murmured. “Speaking of slipping away . . .”

He shut up and let her fall asleep. Or at least pretend to; she knew the pressure of his duties as well as he did, and giving him the illusion that she was fine was the only support she could give at the moment. He gave her another minute before gently extricating himself from her embrace, pausing to kiss her forehead. Last of all he leaned over Thomas's bed to kiss his son's rosy little cheek, then backed out of the tent.

Brandon found Mitchells in the cabin tent he'd loaned to Mother Kristy a few days ago, which was packed nearly to overflowing with the column's leaders. It was the most unobtrusive way they could think of to plan what was coming. The sheriff saw him peeking inside and excused himself, edging out of the tent to join him a short distance away, around a tiny smokeless cook fire that would be put out soon, well before full dark.

“Think everyone will be ready to move?” Brandon asked him quietly.

“Ready or not, in a half hour they'll be slipping out of their tents with small bundles of absolute necessities and making their way southwest.” Mitchells poked him in the chest. “Just make sure you've done your part, huh?”

“I will.” He offered the man his hand. “Good luck, Sheriff.”

“Same to you.” The sheriff shook firmly, then straightened his shoulders and looked around thoughtfully, expression resigned. “Well, time to marshal my reserves for a strong push.”

“It will probably be the most harrowing trek we've ever endured,” Brandon agreed grimly.

The older man snorted. “No, I meant the leak I'm about to try to take around a prostate the size of a grapefruit, so I'm not sloshing like a waterskin as I trudge through the night.” He sighed. “Never get old, Gerry.”

He couldn't help but grimace. “Considering I'm about to attack an enemy camp in the dead of night, you have pretty bad timing for that advice.”

Mitchells grunted sourly. “Well, I suppose if some bloodies slip past you and kill me I won't have to worry about prostates anymore, eh?”

“Death does tend to overshadow most problems,” Brandon agreed, although he didn't like the direction this conversation was going; he had no intention of letting the enemy get past him to threaten his family.

He found Carl and gathered up the freed slaves, then led a handful of their squad leaders over to where Jonas had gathered Trapper and the other leaders from the fighters, making it look as if he was handing out sentry assignments for the night.

“Good of you to join us, Gerry,” the militia leader said curtly as he arrived. The situation was too tense for Brandon to have any inclination to rise to the bait, so Jonas shrugged and turned to face the small crowd. “All right, folks. We'll keep this simple.”

He used a long stick to begin scratching lines in the dirt. “Here's the southwestern-most enemy position, which Trapper scouted out less than an hour ago. Based on his knowledge of Sangue routines, he predicts they'll choose to camp here. Trapper, tell us what we're working with.”

The mountain man quickly described the location of the camp, a box canyon with few good approaches, and the terrain surrounding it. “Luckily, that means three of the approaches will be from above,” he concluded. “Assuming we can get past their sentries, we should be able to pin them in and gun them down pretty easily.”

“Speaking of which . . .” Jonas took over, scratching more marks. “Me, Gerry, Trapper, and half a dozen or so of our best people are going to go in first to take out said sentries.” Brandon watched closely when his name was called, tracing the route he'd be taking in from the east and, no doubt, the one his squads would be following him along a cautious distance behind. It was a tight path, to avoid bumping into the Sangue camp to the south.

“If we succeed,” the militia leader continued, “we'll sneak our forces in to destroy the sleeping camp from all sides. If a sentry raises the alarm, well, we'll do the same thing but a lot faster and noisier.” More scratching. “Gerry's going to split his newbies up to put a squad approaching from every direction, paired up with two squads of fighters. The newbies will be reserve, with orders to keep guns slung and safeties on unless things go seriously wrong.”

A couple of the freed slaves grumbled at that, but none voiced any objections; Carl actually looked relieved.

Jonas abruptly began slashing the stick through the spot representing the Sangue camp. “Whether we're able to sneak up or we have to rush in quick, once the attack starts we're going to throw a bunch of flares down into the canyon. Then we shoot everything that moves until nothing does. Needless to say, if for some reason you find yourself inside the canyon you can expect to suffer friendly fire, so don't.”

He tossed the stick aside and looked around at the people around him, which at this point were mostly just silhouettes. “All right, that's the plan. Any questions, comments?”

Brandon cleared his throat. “Make sure your fighters realize that even though tossing flares to light up the camp gives us a huge advantage, our muzzle flashes in the dark will give them nearly as big of one. Have your people shoot a few shots at most, move, and shoot again. And even though they don't think they need it, make sure they stick to cover at all times.”

There were murmurs of agreement from everyone else, then silence settled as they waited to see if anyone else had anything to add.

Once it was clear no one did, but before Jonas could jump in again, Trapper looked around at the assembled leaders. “We've got the numbers and positioning to crush this camp, even if we lose the element of surprise,” he said quietly. “What say we wipe them out to the man, make sure they can't take potshots at our loved ones who're going to be stumbling through the dark tonight?”

There was another chorus of murmured agreements at that. “Fine by me,” Jonas drawled. “Been through one death march in my life, not interested in a second.” He paused just long enough to make it obvious he was forcing himself not to point out that that was exactly what this had become.

Well, the guy was one of the most unlikeable people Brandon had ever met, but apparently even he knew there were things better left unsaid.

They split up and moved into the darkness, while behind them the camp quietly came back to life as everyone gathered up their barest necessities and began pushing blindly into the night. Trusting the fighters to protect them in their most vulnerable moment.

Brandon and a few of his skirmishers scouted ahead of his squads as they circled around to approach the camp from the east. Most of his worry was about running into patrols from the southern camp, and it was only as they got closer to their target camp that he began worrying about the sentries there.

Finally, he left his squads behind, ready to move at his signal or the first sound of gunfire, and he and his skirmishers split up and crept ahead.

It took him longer than he expected to find the first sentry, getting him uncomfortably close to the steep slope leading up to the cliff overlooking the box canyon the camp was nestled inside. He soon reached the point where he feared the man was too well concealed, hiding in the darkness ready to blow Brandon away and raise the alarm at any moment.

Which was why, as he swept his section of forest searching, he nearly jumped out of his skin when he practically tripped over the man he was looking for.

The sentry was actually sleeping. As if he considered the thousand desperate refugees just a few miles away to be no threat at all; did the man just expect the column to meekly walk right into the trap waiting for them at the end of the mountains, like cows into a slaughterhouse? That this soldier and his monstrous friends could just amble along with them until it was time for the butchery?

Or maybe the sentry was just a raw, undisciplined recruit. Or he'd let his vigil slacken at the worst possible time. Either way, Brandon wasted no time covering the soldier's mouth and putting his knife to work.

He wasn't sure whether or not to be horrified at how little the deed affected him now. He could barely remember the disturbing surge of emotions, not all of them unpleasant which had made it even worse, that had made him lose his lunch the first time.

His good luck continued as he moved around his section of the perimeter, taking out another sentry with his knife. Was it really possible the bloodies had been lulled by the refugee column's passivity up to this point? That they actually had just assumed their quarry would just keep on dully struggling to put one foot in front of the other in a straight line, until the enemies dogging their steps decided to massacre them at their leisure?

For some reason the notion ticked Brandon off. Hadn't they earned more respect than that over the last few months?

Then again, that lack of respect was going to let them waltz right in and turn a camp full of bloodies into fish in a barrel, so he supposed he shouldn't be complaining.

Or not.

Somewhere in the night he heard a single gunshot ring out, deafening in the relative stillness and echoing ominously. Then the gunshot was joined by shouts, screams, and the rattle of automatic fire.

Brandon cursed and whistled the signal for his squads to rush in, then dropped into a firing position with an elbow resting on one knee for stability and stared blindly out into the night around him.

Motion, ahead and to the right. He tracked it with his rifle and fired off a burst of shots, and was gratified to hear a scream. Immediately afterwards he ducked behind a tree, reaching cover just as the star patterns of muzzle flashes sprang up from two different locations, one chewing into the tree he hid behind and the other whining past his head as he dropped flat.

From a prone position he managed to get one of the shooters in his sights, firing low to avoid the man's body armor and cut the legs out from under him. He heard another scream as he rolled sideways, as well as bitter cursing in Spanish as bullets thudded into the ground where he'd been.

Then more gunshots came from behind him, and the muzzle flashes from the last shooter ended abruptly.

Brandon called out quietly to let his people know where he was, judging friendly fire from them to be a greater danger at this point than any remaining sentries. He waited for answers from his people before scrabbling one by one to the three targets he'd engaged in the firefight, getting to work with his knife to make sure they were down.

By that point dark shapes were flowing past all around him, up the steep, treacherous slope to the cliff that overlooked the box canyon. Brandon joined them, holding his rifle with one hand and searching through the pockets of his combat vest for one of the flares.

As gunshots and screams continued to ring out in the night, he slammed the rough top of the flare's cap against the ignition pad, looking away from the blinding glow as people around him cursed. Squinting, he flung it the rest of the way up the rise and down into the camp below.

Then he kept charging, rifle ready, as he heard gunshots begin to ring out ahead of him again, followed by a thunder of return fire from below and a bedlam of screams and shouted orders.

The actinic glare of his flare was joined by a dozen others by the time Brandon reached the top, along with a more natural orange of regular fires as some of the flares landed on flammable material and set it alight.

A lot of soldiers were out of their tents and firing into the night. They were impressively cool and competent in spite of the blinding lights, deafening noise, and general chaos of the surprise attack, moving with good cohesion to get out of the light and cover each other as they made for any cover they could find.

They were also trapped in a box canyon, surrounded on four sides, and being fired down on from three of those sides. Which made it, as Brandon had compared it to earlier, like shooting fish in a barrel.

He settled down in a good firing position and joined in.

* * * * *

It hurt to hold his new rifle.

Skyler was able to ignore the discomfort, although he was worried that when it came to precise motions his injured arm might throw off his aim if they ended up in a fight.

He desperately, desperately hoped it wouldn't; he'd only fought at night a few times while skirmishing, but he'd seen the chaos it caused even in the experienced and disciplined bloodies he was targeting. If it came to a situation where the refugee column, already confused and frightened and struggling to stay together as they pushed through the darkness, suddenly found themselves being picked off by hidden soldiers in the trees, well . . .

It would be horrific. People trampling each other, or blindly running into trees and other obstacles in a panic, might cause ten times as many casualties as the actual bullets of Sangue snipers. To say nothing of almost eight hundred desperate people scattering in all directions and becoming lost, vulnerable to being picked off by the enemy or suffering friendly fire.

Skyler wasn't sure whether he envied or pitied the people in the column, focused on nothing more than following the person in front of them and not tripping in the dark. On the one hand it must be awfully reassuring for that to be the beginning and end of their troubles.

Aside from worrying about an enemy possibly attacking them from the dark, that is.

On the other hand, it was nice to be a scout with good enough tracking skills to be at least somewhat confident the night around them was empty of threats. He could've done without the weight of everyone depending on him to keep them safe, an impossible job if there really were Sangue soldiers out there. But he supposed if his presence reassured people who had no other reassurance, that was something.

To the southeast he heard gunfire and screams and saw a hellish glow, and the people in the column gave a collective moan of fear and sped up. Skyler was certain the commotion was coming from the attack on the camp, a safe distance away, but that didn't stop him from heightening his vigilance as they pushed on.

Ten tense minutes passed without incident. They kept moving until the noise was to the east, then the northeast. After twenty minutes the gunfire began petering out, the glow fading. When it finally went quiet again after about a half hour, he wasn't sure if that was because they'd finally passed out of earshot behind a rise, or if the fighting was over.

He hoped that meant Trapper and the others were the winners. He believed they were, but that kernel of fear remained that the attack had failed, and potentially a hundred or more bloodies were now swarming out into the darkness looking for vengeance.

Skyler must not have been the only one afraid of that; to his right the column had sped up even more, their massed panting and noise of their passage like some monstrous beast moving through the night.

No attack came.

Instead, after another half hour there were muted whistles as the fighters returned to the column. Word flowed down the column that the victory had been crushing, with less than twenty people missing or confirmed dead and over a hundred Sangue soldiers eliminated, as many of their weapons and supplies stripped to aid the column as the fighters could carry.

Trapper and Brandon were still out there, making sure the bloodies in the next camp farther east weren't in pursuit, or if they were that they were going the wrong way to counter the perceived threat of the column still “camped” to the northeast.

Hours passed. The people in the column flagged, but determinedly pushed on. They knew that if they stopped now their pursuers would catch up and surround them again, if they didn't attack outright in pursuit of vengeance. But the runners his dad sent back reported no approaching threats; that made people relax a bit, but Mitchells determinedly chivvied them into pushing on at a punishing pace through the darkness.

It was only when the moon set, a few hours before dawn, that the sheriff called a halt for everyone to rest. Many simply collapsed where they stood in the column, wearily dragging blankets out of their bundles and huddling together for warmth. Skyler rejoined his mom and siblings and set up a tent for them, then gratefully rolled up in his own blanket outside, near the horses.

At dawn there was no sign of pursuit. They'd managed to slip the noose Sangue had thrown around them, and it was several hours before Trapper rode back from scouting with the news that the enemy was back on their trail and moving to catch up.

They now had a significant lead, one that gave them hope that they might get away after all. That if they pushed south with enough speed they might slip their pursuers entirely and disappear into the mountains north of I-70.

That hope was short lived.

* * * * *

Two days.

That was how much time their last ditch effort bought them.

On the afternoon of the second day Tom, scouting hours ahead to the south, spotted an army of Sangue just ahead. They were firmly entrenched in a solid line all the way across their path, no hope of fighting through without sending the fighters into a bloodbath.

Jonas's scouts confirmed that the bloodies were just as thickly clustered to the east and north. They'd crept ever closer as time passed, growing bolder as the fighters failed to push them back, and instead were pushed back themselves. Which was no surprise, since at this point the refugee column had finally reached the ultimate end of their strength.

They'd slowed to a crawl, food and water running out, hope dead.

On his way back to the column to deliver his crushing news, Tom rode along the ridge overlooking the foothills to the west. That gave him a clear view of the hundreds of enemy soldiers dug in below, firmly entrenched with their dozens of vehicles waiting in case they needed to relocate at a sudden surprise change of course by the column.

One the exhausted refugees no longer had the strength to even attempt.

It was possible Sangue had this entire stretch of foothills locked down with soldiers, but the more obvious conclusion was that the force he'd seen days to the north had simply shadowed the column, lazy but inexorable as a boa constrictor tightening around their ribs.

Skyler spotted him coming back and rode out to meet him. His son didn't even need to ask, Tom's expression was enough for him to reach the obvious, and anticipated, conclusion. “They've boxed us in completely,” he guessed. Tom kept riding, too crushed in spirit to respond. The teenager straightened his shoulders resolutely as he nudged Horse forward to follow. “I'll gather up Logan and get Mom and Fiona and the kids out.”

“They've spent the last two days closing the noose around us,” Tom said dully, unable to even attempt to reassure his son. “They're lined up along impassable fronts on all sides . . . there's no way we could sneak out two mothers with infants and a toddler. You probably couldn't even get out on your own at this point.”

Skyler looked like he was going to throw up. “You mean I got them all killed by refusing to leave two days ago?”

He shook his head, continuing grimly towards where Mitchells walked at the front of the line. “It was my decision, and your mom's. You didn't have much of a say in it.”

“You think that makes it better?” his son shouted at his back. Tom didn't reply, and when he glanced over his shoulder he saw Skyler riding back towards where their family traveled in the column, face pale as death.

 


Chapter Twenty-Three

Last Stand

 

There was nothing to plan, really.

Mitchells and Jonas handed out guns to every man and woman in the column, then led the mass of refugees to a flat ridge overlooking heavily wooded, steep slopes to both the east and west. Which gave them an excellent view of the enemies that surrounded them on all sides as they got to work digging whatever fortifications they could.

It was as good a place as any for a last stand.

And there was no doubt about it being a last stand; everyone was determined to fight to the death, knowing the fate that awaited them if they allowed themselves to be captured by Sangue. Brady had protested that many of the people they armed, such as young teenagers and women who'd never even held a gun, wouldn't accomplish much more than to die swiftly.

“Do you really want to watch your wives and children be gunned down by the hundreds to no good purpose?” he demanded.

His protests were met by grim silence, nobody willing to tell him the harsh truth that even for those that couldn't bring themselves to fight, they might still want to have a pistol ready for grimmer reasons once Sangue overran the ridge, considering the alternative.

It was the horrific reality of those who had no hope.

In spite of the fatalistic mood of the refugees, nobody complained about the fact that preparing for a last stand gave everyone but those digging fortifications and filling sandbags a chance to finally rest. People sprawled across the flat, huddled with family and friends eating the last of their food and water. Some cursed their fate, some wept, some prayed, but most seemed numb.

Tom also spent the final hours as Sangue closed in waiting with his family: cuddling Miles, playing with Molly, holding Kristy in his arms. Before leaving to join the fighters, he even apologized to Skyler for his harsh words earlier.

“Stay with your mother, sister, and brother during the fighting,” he told him quietly. “Protect them however you can, and if you spot even a hint of a way out, take it.”

He half expected Skyler to try to argue he should be allowed to take part in this final desperate conflict, since now there was nothing to lose. But the young man just nodded determinedly, gripping the strap of his rifle with his good hand. “No bloodies will come near them while I'm alive.”

“Good, then keep it that way.” He pulled his son into a crushing hug, careful of his arm. “Love you, kiddo.”

For once Skyler didn't bristle at the term, just hugged him back. “You too, Dad. Stay alive . . . we'll get out, and you'll be able to find us if things go bad.”

It was a pleasant fantasy. Taking a deep breath, Tom turned to his wife, steeling himself for what might be his last goodbye to the woman he loved. Her eyes were hollow, tears flowing freely, as if she understood everything he was thinking without needing to be told.

Well, she'd always been pretty good at that.

She handed Miles to Skyler then threw herself into Tom's arms, holding him tight. “I love you, Tom Miller,” she said fiercely. “Whatever happens here, I'm proud of everything you've done for these people.”

“Everything we've done,” he corrected gently. He lifted her chin to press his lips to hers, feeling her tears on his cheeks when he finally pulled away. “I love you, Kristy Miller. Whatever happens today, I'll always love you.”

He paused to hold Molly and then Miles for final goodbyes, kissing their chubby little cheeks, then with a heavy heart turned and trudged towards the western edge of the ridge. Halfway there he paused to look back, to see his family huddled together staring after him. Molly was squirming to get out of Skyler's arms and follow him, while Kristy rocked Miles and tears streamed down her cheeks.

The sight broke his heart.

He would do anything for his family, anything, but when they needed him most he'd failed them. And the worst thing was, he knew exactly how and why: if he hadn't waited so long, if he'd insisted back when there was still a chance for them to get away . . .

Maybe they wouldn't have managed it. Maybe trying would've accomplished nothing more than to separate them from the safety of the column and put them in Sangue's hands that much sooner. But it had been a possibility of surviving, where now there was only a certainty of their doom.

He didn't know if it was a blessing or a curse that, fighting for his loved ones, he'd probably die before he had to witness their fate. But the thought of the end waiting for his fearless, loving wife, his courageous and determined son, his adorably stubborn little girl and sweet innocent baby boy, made him want to crumple to the ground and scream himself hoarse at the uncaring cruelty of the world.

Tom swallowed back bile and gave them the most confident smile he could muster, then turned and continued on to where most of the leaders among the fighters and civilians stood looking down at the hundreds of entrenched bloodies in the foothills below.

The armies surrounding them on all sides were probably of equal size, but they were mostly hidden behind trees, hills, and other cover, while down in the foothills the soldiers behind the fortifications were clearly visible.

It provided a crushing reminder of just what sort of unstoppable force Sangue had set against them.

Mitchells barely reacted as Tom came to stand beside him. “This can't be how it goes,” he said in a low voice, staring at the small army down below with gritted teeth. “After everything we've suffered, everything we've sacrificed, there has to be some way out other than being cornered like rats between Sangue forces.”

Jonas had already slumped down to the ground, defeated. “If there's one thing I've learned in my miserable life, old man, it's that the world isn't fair, and it doesn't particularly care how you feel about that.”

Mitchells gave the militia leader an irritated look. “You could at least pretend to care that everyone you know and love is about to die. If they're lucky.”

The militia leader just stared listlessly off into the distance. “At least we'll get a good fight in before the end,” he whispered. “Do Gray proud.”

That pretty much killed the conversation. They stood waiting in tense silence for what could've been ten minutes or an hour. The afternoon sun crawled overhead, blazing as relentless as the enemy that surrounded them, although few complained or sought shade.

Finally Brandon, who'd been watching the enemy below through binoculars, cursed. Although even that lacked any real energy. “They're bunching up behind their fortifications,” he said dully. “Like they're preparing to attack.”

Jonas wearily stood and took the field glasses, panning them across the fortifications below. He snorted. “Looks like they finally realized we're not budging from this spot. They're coming to dig us out.”

“We could win if they all charge, right?” Brady asked, with a sort of listless hope. “We've got the high ground. And machine guns, same as what you saw in trench warfare during World War I. Those basically make massed infantry charges impossible, didn't they?”

“Maybe,” Jonas replied, voice heavy with sarcasm. “If a good chunk of our fighters actually knew how to shoot a gun. If the bloodies were only attacking from one direction. If they were approaching across open ground instead of up forested slopes with plenty of cover. If they didn't have big machine guns that can chew through our defenses, and grenade launchers to blow us all to bits. Probably mortars too, to lob shells at us from a mile or more away.”

“Hey you're in charge of our fighters,” the trader snapped. “At least try to pretend we've got a shot at winning.”

“What, you want me to lie when the truth is glar-”

“What are they doing now?” Mitchells abruptly said.

They all turned back to look down at the massed soldiers below. Tom was sure the sheriff was alerting them that the enemy had begun their advance, which probably meant the bloodies surrounding them in every other direction were also coming.

Sure enough, the bloodies were scrambling like kicked ants, squads churning out of their positions and hurrying to regroup. But instead of starting towards the forested slope leading up to the ridge, the enemy seemed to be turning away.

To the north, seeking cover as if preparing to defend themselves.

He turned his binoculars that way and saw a cloud of dust rising into the still summer air. A line of vehicles was roaring towards the Sangue army, starting to branch off onto other roads and even leave the roads entirely so they could encircle the force of Sangue soldiers south of them.

It almost looked as if they were maneuvering for a full out attack.

But that was insane. Who had vehicles besides the bloodies? And who in Central Utah had the sort of manpower to take on hundreds of enemy troops in a head to head fight? Tom was sure he would've heard of a group like that by now, and Camptown probably would've been contacted since they were both fighting the same enemy.

But that's exactly what was happening. The new army hit the bloodies hard from the north, west, and south, showing an ease with deploying their vehicles in combat that suggested they were very familiar with that sort of fighting. Which wouldn't be the case if they were just some group who'd captured Sangue vehicles and started using them against their enemy.

“Who the blazes are those guys?” Jonas demanded, half in disbelief and half in admiration.

“Some rival Sangue faction?” Mitchells suggested.

Tom shook his head, although he didn't reply since he didn't have any answers, either. The new soldiers definitely didn't look South or Central American, and wore actual uniforms that looked like military fatigues. Their vehicles were different, as well, although painted with Sangue colors.

“Has to be the Estadounidenses,” Brady murmured. “That group that's been pushing the bloodies back to the north.”

Whoever they were, they soon had the enemy on the back foot, sweeping in behind Sangue's dug-in position and hitting them where they were vulnerable, with impressive effectiveness in spite of the relatively even numbers. That, combined with the surprise of the attack and hitting the entrenched bloodies within minutes of their enemy even being aware of them, allowed the newcomers to wreak major havoc.

Before long, the hundreds of Sangue who'd been preparing to be the anvil the Camptown refugees would break themselves on were looking pretty battered themselves. Brutal as the sight was, it was a joy to see Sangue soldiers being gunned down left and right, struggling to react to the situation and beginning to panic.

In spite of the speed with which it had begun, however, and the ferocity shown by both sides, the fight dragged on for longer than expected. Behind Tom and the column's leaders, more and more refugees joined them on the ridge to watch the battle raging below. The air buzzed with excitement, the first stirrings of hope any of them had felt in a long time.

“Son of a-” Carl began, jumping in surprise and pointing. “That's Tanner down there!”

Tom had no idea who the man was talking about, and judging by the reactions of Mitchells and a lot of the other people with them, they didn't either. But he saw Brandon, Andy, Jonas, and several of the fighters stiffen in recognition.

Brandon snatched the binoculars from Carl and looked through them, following the other man's pointing finger towards a group hitting the enemy from the south. After a few seconds he cursed in disbelief. “So after that SOB stole the trucks from the camp and ditched us, he somehow joined up with the Estadounidenses?”

“And now he's fighting with them to pull our bacon out of the fire,” Carl shot back reprovingly.

“Hey, I'm happy to take back every bad word I ever said about the man,” Brandon said, grinning as he handed the field glasses back.

Tom wasn't the only one who jerked around at a sharp whistle from behind them, then several more. They were ones that raised the hackles of everyone there who recognized them, and he saw several people curse and unsling their rifles.

They were under attack from the north, east, and south. And judging by how frantic the whistles were becoming, it had to be a full-scale assault.

“The rest of the bloodies know their boys in the valley are getting whipped,” Jonas snarled. “They're going to try to wipe us out before we can be rescued!”

The celebratory mood from just moments ago completely evaporated. Tom glanced down at the fight below, then back towards the eastern side of the ridge where the pursuers that had relentlessly hounded them were even now attacking. “Mitchells,” he said quietly. “Get everyone retreating down into the valley.”

The sheriff gaped at him. “You want to run a bunch of women and children right into the middle of a battle?”

“It's that or have them sitting around helpless while six or seven hundred bloodies overrun our defenses and butcher them,” Jonas snarled. “Whoever those folks are, they're buying us a chance to survive. We need to take it.”

Tom nodded. “We'll hold off the attackers for as long as we can, then try to retreat ourselves.”

A heavy silence settled on the group; they all knew that those who stayed behind to slow the enemy were basically volunteering for a suicide mission. “I'll need some fighters up front, too,” Mitchells said. “They can help get the enemy below caught in a crossfire with these newcomers, clear the way for our people. And take out any bloodies who're trying to retreat up the slope who might pose a threat to us.”

In spite of the urgency, there was a long pause as the leaders among the fighters shifted uncomfortably. Tom wasn't sure whether they wanted to volunteer for the job that might let them survive, but were too ashamed, or if they wanted someone else to have that chance to save themselves and were holding their peace.

Maybe both; he wasn't sure how he'd feel if he hadn't already made his choice.

“Gerry,” Jonas finally snapped, staring ahead at nothing. “Take two dozen fighters who've got young kids, especially the mothers among us, and go.” Brandon hesitated as if to protest, then either realized there was no time or decided to just accept the opportunity to be there for his wife and infant son. He bolted off, and the militia leader turned to Mitchells. “What're you waiting for, an engraved invitation? Get everyone moving, now!”

Tom went with Jonas, rushing to gather together the fighters who weren't already at the sandbags and get them organized to push back the charge. Around them the refugees, many not even waiting for Mitchells to tell them the plan, were already rushing down the western slope towards the fighting below, recognizing the least dangerous of bad options when they saw it.

He caught a glimpse of Skyler in the crowd, clutching Molly close with his good arm. The teenager was also supporting his mom with the shoulder of his wounded arm to keep her and Miles, clutched tight to her chest in his carrying sling, from being pushed to the ground by panicking refugees. On Kristy's other side Tabby was shoving people away, the usually gentle young woman fierce as a badger in preventing anyone from jostling the baby as they all stumbled along. Tom recognized other familiar faces, including Fiona huddled behind Logan clutching Thomas as her brother bulled a path ahead through the crowd.

It pained him to see people resorting to this sort of stampeding panic in their haste to escape the ridge. But he supposed it was too much to expect them to all hold hands and offer shoulders to lean on in an orderly evacuation, when they were surrounded by gunfire and enemies charging in to kill them all.

Amid the chaos the Jonas turned to him, scowling. “Given the hassle your missus caused popping out a baby on the march, Trapper, I'd say you qualify as a parent.”

Even as tactlessly put as it was, Tom honestly hadn't expected that sort of sentiment from the younger man. Every fiber of his being wanted to accept the offer, especially after seeing Kristy and their newborn son buffeted by that sea of humanity.

But he knew he couldn't. “There's well more than two dozen others who do. Besides, didn't you just hear me tell Mitchells I'd help hold the bloodies off?”

The younger man shrugged. “Then you take the south section, I'll get the north.”

Tom hurried to his position and sought out the squad leaders, getting reports on what he had to work with and what the enemy was bringing to bear against them. The answer was: not enough, and way too much.

There were somewhere in the area of three hundred Sangue approaching from the southern section of the eastern ridge, the southeast, and the south. Against maybe eighty fighters manning Tom's section of fortifications, and another forty civilian volunteers, half of which were armed with pistols or shotguns.

The bloodies were spread out all along the eastern slope in several lines, in a thick fist of charging soldiers along the ridgeline to the south, and another smaller group spreading out onto the western slope to try to encircle them.

That last group was the most alarming one, with the refugees fleeing right past them, so Tom immediately sent a squad of fighters and all the volunteers to stop them at all costs. As for the rest of the charging enemy, they were already within five hundred yards, and many were already firing up the slope at the fortifications.

Some of the fighters were shooting back, while their squad leaders yelled for them to hold their fire and wait for the enemy to get closer so they had a better shot. Tom watched the fist of charging soldiers to the south, who had rushed ahead of their buddies and were already at four hundred yards, the bullets flying fast and thick between them and the fighters behind the sandbags, and decided to forget waiting for a good shot.

“Open fire, people, fire!” he bellowed. “We're outnumbered at least four to one here! Try to actually aim, but I wouldn't worry about conserving ammo! What're we saving it for at this point?”

Gunfire roared up and down the line as the fighters let loose. Tom suited his own words by rushing to the middle of his section of eastern sandbag wall and dropping down behind it, aiming downslope.

The dense trees were alive with darting figures in drab Sangue uniforms, popping out to fire or to continue charging upslope. The few meadows and clearings in the woods were dotted with the corpses of those foolish enough to favor speed over cover, and now the tide of soldiers were flowing around those spots, with only the rare few brave or stupid enough to try their luck.

Tom focused on the leading edge of the charging bloodies and began shooting at darting shapes, as well as at openings between trees where he expected soldiers to appear. He was wrong more often than right, but like he'd told his fighters there was no reason to conserve ammo at this point.

Sangue's front line faltered, moved ahead, faltered, moved ahead. Getting closer and closer in spite of the blistering fire they were staggering uphill against. And it wasn't all one-sided, either; around him he heard cries of pain as fighters dropped. Not swiftly enough to alarm him, but considering the fact that only his fighters' heads and shoulders were showing, when they did go down they almost never got back up.

Then a chainsaw roar rose above the deafening rattle of gunshots, and ten feet of sandbags near the southern end of the fortifications exploded as much larger bullets ripped right through them and into the bodies of the fighters behind them.

A big machine gun, probably .50 caliber.

It chewed through sandbags, trees, and even rocks to pierce the fighters behind their cover. The helpless men and women could only duck and scramble backwards, praying to be missed by the barrage of bullets. Tom roared for those not being targeted by the machine gun to find it and take down the gunner, but before he could attempt to find it himself he had to duck as well as the sandbags near him exploded in sand as another machine gun opened up on them.

It would've been a disaster if the bloodies hadn't been firing up a slope, so the angle sent most of the rounds harmlessly into the sky after they pierced the sandbag walls. Even so, they kept the fighters pinned down as the enemy continued rushing up the mountainside.

Then the grenade launchers joined the fray.

Tom was only aware of the danger when a handful of fighters twenty feet away, using the cover of a stand of trees, abruptly screamed and went flying in an explosion. More grenades came sailing over the piles of sandbags to fall among fighters, many of whom were still cringing on the ground from those big machine guns, with similarly gruesome results.

He had to choose, now, whether to call for his people to retreat out of this meat grinder, or to throw caution to the wind and keep firing at the enemy even as they got gunned down en masse. As they were, hiding like this, they'd just keep getting taken out by lucky hits until the bloodies finally reached the fortifications and butchered the survivors.

They couldn't retreat, because the refugees were still flowing off the ridge to the west. If they ran now, the enemy would just chase them down and kill them as well as their loved ones as they fled.

That left one option: courage in the face of certain death.

“Up!” Tom screamed, popping up to begin firing. “Keep shooting!”

The bloodies were less than a hundred yards away now, charging at full speed without even attempting to use cover. His first shots took out a dozen in quick succession before he had to reload, and others around him had also joined the fray.

It killed his spirit to see how many went down almost immediately after popping up, the wounds horrific. But the fighters knew what they were fighting for, and they kept firing downslope even as they suffered the return fire.

Tom emptied half his fresh magazine, then out of the corner of his eye spotted sand flying to his left. At the last moment he dropped flat, screaming for those around him to do the same. Most were too late, collapsing in sprays of gore as the machine gun came back around.

It was the hardest thing he'd ever done to pop back up after the line of bullets passed. But the thought of his wife and children struggling down the far slope, still perilously close to the brutal carnage around him, made the decision for him.

He'd barely gotten off a spray of shots that gunned down several bunched bloodies only fifty or so yards away, and was preparing to duck again and load a fresh mag, when his instincts screamed at him to duck as a whistling noise screamed overhead. He barely had time to realize it had come from behind him before a small, fast moving shape slammed into a squad of bloodies charging up the slope below.

There was an explosion, larger than any grenade or rocket, and most of the soldiers went flying like rag dolls.

Was that a . . . mortar? Shot by their benefactors below? If so the artilleryman had to be firing blind. And rolling the dice, too, aiming up a steep slope, guessing the width of the ridge, and trying to hit an equally steep far slope at an extreme vertical angle.

Tom didn't have time to speculate, other than to hope the man didn't miscalculate and send the next shell down right on top of his fighters' heads, as he hastily reloaded and popped back up to continue firing at the approaching enemy.

Before long another shell whistled by, also fortuitously aimed to slam into a group of bloodies getting close to the ridge. They also went flying, dirt and debris actually thrown far enough to patter down around the fighters behind their sandbags, and the Sangue charge faltered for just a moment.

Soon another shell followed, quick enough it had to be from a second mortar, or maybe the first artilleryman was just incredibly fast; Tom had no idea, he wasn't exactly an expert on a weapon he'd never seen used before, and only recognized from old war movies. What he did know was this one was also on target.

That wasn't just luck. The Estadounidenses must've got someone up to where they could see the far slope to feed targeting information back to the mortars. Someone with a good eye for distances.

Sangue may have been willing to rush an entrenched enemy with the weight of their numbers and heavy weaponry, but in the face of a sustained artillery barrage their charge finally collapsed. Tom saw enemy squads farther back slow down, then abruptly turn and flee, abandoning the thin line of enemies closest to the top of the ridge. Some of those tried to turn and flee too, only to get gunned down by Tom and his fighters, while the rest determinedly maintained their charge.

Without the weight of numbers behind them, only a handful made it to the top. Those who did only had seconds to celebrate winning their grisly race before also being gunned down.

Tom wanted to collapse and let himself fall to pieces at what he'd just been through, but there was no time. So he scrambled back from the sandbags and stood, waving his gun overhead. “We've got an opening, people!” he roared. “We might just survive this after all! Grab the wounded and go!”

His shell-shocked fighters began scrambling along the sandbag wall, feeling at necks, applying hasty tourniquets and bandages, and dragging away groaning people. Tom left them to it and returned to staring down the slope at the retreating enemy, sending aimed shots into the backs of any who slowed and watching closely to make sure none suddenly turned around and resumed the charge.

A few more mortar shells fell, apparently at maximum range, catching the tail end of the fleeing enemy. They didn't do much damage, but certainly lit a fire under the rest as they bolted for safety.

Tom kept firing more and more difficult shots as the enemy retreated out of the range of even his ability to hit a target. He missed more than he should've, distance or no, which probably spoke to his physical and mental state, but he kept up his slow, steady sniping until his trigger clicked on an empty chamber.

He felt around his combat vest for a spare magazine, and realized he'd used them all up. He was about to go looking for more, even if it meant the hideous necessity of searching his own downed fighters, when a heavy hand slammed down on his shoulder.

He turned to find Jonas standing, clutching a gaping hole in the outside flesh of his upper leg that could only have come from a .50 caliber bullet. Someone had tied a tourniquet around the leg higher up, but considering the wound it was a miracle the man was still on his feet.

The militia leader grabbed him by the arm and started pulling him away. “Come on, Trapper,” he growled, swaying almost drunkenly thanks to his wound. “Let's get while the getting's good.”

Tom dropped his rifle, which wouldn't be doing him much good anyway, and dragged Jonas's arm around his shoulders, half-carrying the man across the ridge and towards safety. He didn't want to see how few fighters were ahead of them, struggling to help wounded get away.

Too few.

* * * * *

The battle in the foothills between Sangue and Estadounidenses eventually ended with a couple dozen Sangue soldiers fleeing their surprise attackers, heading eastwards up the mountain slope. Which was a somewhat unfortunate choice, considering they'd been there in the first place to head off the Camptown refugees coming from that direction.

“With me,” Brandon told the fighters, rushing ahead of the mass of people behind them to cut the approaching enemies off, using the cover of the thick scrub oak blanketing the slope to get closer.

With the mysterious new soldiers in hot pursuit, the bloodies were so panicked and focused on the enemy behind that they ran right into Brandon's ambush, barely aware that the new thunder of bullets was coming from above, and far more accurately from that angle, until they saw the men around them beginning to fall.

Brandon shot the only enemy with the presence of mind to even try to shoot back, hitting him just below the flak jacket while he was still raising his rifle. The soldier screamed and fell, joining the others who'd already been downed and further panicking the few that remained. They scrambled for cover, only to find that with pursuers behind and ambushers above there was none to be had.

It the most complete slaughter since that first battle in Gerry's Ravine. The fighters didn't lose a single person, nor did the pursuing Estadounidenses, and the enemy was ultimately killed to a man.

In the almost deafening silence that followed, their benefactors fell back cautiously into defensive positions.

“Keep to cover!” Brandon called. “We have to hope they're friendly, but let's not take any chances.”

Considering how handily they'd mopped up the Sangue army, and the fact that the bloodies who'd been chasing the Camptown refugees all this time were still hot on their heels, he fervently hoped they were.

Brandon slung his rifle and left cover, waving down at the soldiers below. After a few seconds of tense silence a lone man emerged from their line, waving a stained bandanna that could generously be called white over his head.

“No shooting!” Brandon hissed over his shoulder, in case any of his people were complete morons. You could never tell what a person might do when their blood was up. Waving again, he started down the hill to meet the approaching soldier.

“I'm looking for Brandon Gerry, with a settlement known as Camptown,” the man called. He had a terse way of speaking, calm and authoritative.

“Then you're in luck, because that's me,” Brandon called back. “I noticed you have a man named Tanner fighting with you. He and his people make it through okay?”

The soldier relaxed slightly, climbing the remaining distance up the slope to stand in front of Brandon. “They did, all things considered.” He offered his hand in a firm handshake. “I'm Lieutenant Kristof, of 26th Company, Northern League.”

Brandon gripped his hand firmly. “Well, Lieutenant, you and your company are a godsend.”

Kristof smiled thinly; he didn't seem the sentimental type. “We hope to continue being so, sir.” Nodding past Brandon, he continued briskly. “Sangue's going to be coming after us with a vengeance after we outright attacked one of their forces, so we need to get out of here fast. Have your people split into groups of twenty with all haste. I'm afraid you'll have to leave the animals . . . we weren't expecting a group this large. But with the trucks we captured from the bloodies we should have enough room to get all your people to safety.”

Relief flooded him at that news. Just having the Sangue army blocking their progress westward eliminated was a lifesaver, but the fact that this army was also willing to take them out of this mess was more than he could've hoped for. Leaving the livestock would be a hard blow for the Millers and a few others, but he doubted they'd be complaining much under the circumstances.

He could admit his throat might've been a bit choked up when he replied. “Thank you, Lieutenant Kristof.”

“No, Mr. Gerry, thank you. We've heard more than a bit about the war you've been waging against Sangue down here.” The man started past him up the hill, where the refugees where continuing to flood down, almost caught up to Brandon's advance group of fighters. “How about you introduce me to your civilian leaders, and we can start getting your people evacuated? As far as they're concerned, this war is over. We'll make sure Sangue can't threaten them again.”

Brandon closed his eyes for a moment before hurrying to catch up to Kristof. This was a dream come true for Fiona, all she'd ever wanted. All he'd ever wanted for her. For all his loved ones.

It almost felt too good to be true. Somehow, in less than a half hour, everything had changed. They'd escaped certain death and were going to safety, under the protection of people who could actually fight Sangue.

Their war was over.

 


Epilogue

New Start

 

Crammed into the back of a truck next to his mom, holding Molly on his lap, Skyler didn't have a chance to see where this Northern League that had rescued the Camptown refugees was taking them. But he did know, from the amount of time the trip took and the speed he guessed they were going, that it had to be at least a few hundred miles.

Which was fine by him; the farther these guys took him and his family from Sangue, the better.

The truck was unusually quiet during the drive. The few fighters among their group who'd stayed back to fight, including Trapper seated on his mom's other side, holding her close the entire trip, all had a sort of thousand-yard stare, as if they'd seen a glimpse of hell and were still trapped there.

The refugees were mostly sleeping in spite of the almost constantly bumpy ride, grateful for the feeling of safety being in the trucks provided. Although whenever they went over a particularly hard bump or stopped for some reason many came awake, staring around wildly. The few, like Skyler, who were awake and not shell-shocked mostly just looked around quietly in the dim lighting, or did their best to doze. A few were fidgeting uncomfortably, obviously needing to go and starting to dread that if the trucks didn't stop soon, they might have to improvise.

Thankfully, after only a bit longer that felt like an eternity the trucks finally crunched to a halt, this time for good. Skyler heard the sound of doors opening and soldiers calling out polite directions, as well as relieved shouts from kids who probably bolted for the nearest bush the moment they were free.

Soon their truck's door opened, revealing an overgrown mountain road with a steep slope on one side and a broad flat on the other. People were streaming out onto the flat, relieved at the chance to stretch their legs after the long, crowded ride.

Skyler shifted Molly onto his hip as he stood and followed the others out of the truck, looking around as he hopped to the ground. He didn't recognize the area, at all, but wherever they were they were deep in the high mountains. Which didn't surprise him too much; the trip had been more than a little rough for most of the time, lots of bouncing and jostling, so they couldn't have spent very long on paved roads. Not even the heavily weathered, untended roads you saw fifteen years after the Ultimatum.

Stepping past the trucks, he was able to see a large camp filling the far end of the flat, big enough for a few hundred people. It would be completely swamped by the Camptown refugees, and Skyler felt a moment of worry about how welcome they were really going to be.

It was a bit of a relief to see a bunch of medics come hurrying from the camp to join the dozen or so who'd been with 26th Company's attack, going over the wounded from both their own soldiers and the Camptown fighters and refugees and organizing them to be carried into the camp for further treatment. The fact that the nurses and surgeons were giving equal care to everyone was a good sign of what they could expect here.

After the soldiers had directed those who needed to relieve themselves, which was just about everyone, to nearby latrines, the refugees were gathered together to listen to a middle aged man wearing a fancier uniform than the other soldiers. An officer, probably the leader of this army.

“Okay listen up, folks!” the man called. “I'm Captain Raleigh, commanding officer of the 26th. Welcome to our base camp. We're currently in the mountains of Northern Utah, a ways northwest of Ogden. This is a safe location, and once we've made a few arrangements we'll be happy to move you to an even safer one, in League territory to the north.” He paused to make sure they all understood the significance of his words. “Your troubles are over.”

A noise, less a cheer than a sort of collective sob of relief, passed through the crowd of hundreds of people.

Raleigh smiled, pleased to be the bearer of good news, and turned to one of his junior officers, who nodded at a grizzled noncom. The man barked some orders, and a handful of soldiers lugging duffel bags and five-gallon jugs stepped forward.

“I figured you'd be in the mood to celebrate,” the captain continued cheerfully, “so here's some chocolate and powdered lemonade, courtesy of the Northern League. Offered with sincere respect and gratitude to the citizens of Camptown, who waged a mountain war with the Sangue of Central Utah that brought the bloodies to their knees!”

This time it was definitely a cheer.

The mood of the crowd was one of almost giddy relief and jubilation, cheering and surrounding the soldiers in a friendly mob as they filled cups and jugs with lemonade and handed out bars of chocolate in foil wrappers. The fighters were gently but firmly shoved to the front of that eager line, and it was obvious to see which ones had fought on the ridge; they flinched and stumbled amidst a storm of backslaps, handshakes, hugs, and other enthusiastic accolades.

Some of them tried to answer the attention with sickly smiles, but most simply lurched along in a daze to receive their treats, buffered by a protective huddle of loved ones they held onto like lifelines.

The fighters who'd led the refugees down to the foothills, however, were another story. Off to one side Skyler saw Brandon, grinning like an idiot, break free from a crowd of well-wishers to toss a happily shrieking Fiona over one shoulder and spin around with her until they both fell to the ground laughing, cushioned by a dozen supporting hands.

Trapper was actually picked up and passed overhead in the crowd to be deposited in front of the line, although the mountain man looked almost panicked at being separated from his wife, who hung back away from the press clutching Miles protectively, with Skyler at her side cushioning her from the worst of the jostling.

No doubt Jonas would've received an equal hero's recognition, if he hadn't been one of the first wounded rushed into the camp.

Skyler was confused when a grinning Wendy gently plucked Molly out of his arms. Before he could ask why he was ambushed from the other side by a squealing Tabby, who threw herself into his arms like she meant to tackle him to the ground.

He laughed and hugged her back, so caught up in the moment that he almost didn't realize what she was doing when she lifted her face to his to kiss him.

He jerked his head back just in time, then felt terrible as deep hurt flashed across his friend's face. It was replaced by brief anger, then a sort of weary resignation. “Lisa,” she said, letting him set her down then stepping away and crossing her arms as if cold.

Skyler shifted miserably. He wanted to make some reassuring gesture, but was pretty sure it would just be a slap in the face under the circumstances. “You heard Captain Raleigh. They're taking us north, the way she went. This is my chance to find her.”

Tabby plopped down on the grass a few feet away, a short distance from the crowd, and scowled down at the valley stretching into the distance on the far side of the road. “You know, I say this with complete affection, but your family are all so hardheaded you can crush rocks with your foreheads.”

Hard to argue that. He made his way over to join her, unable to think of anything to say, and an uncomfortable silence settled. After a few seconds he dropped down to sit beside her, also looking at the unfamiliar view.

His friend sighed. “What if she's not up there?” she asked in a tiny voice.

He glanced at her to see her biting her lip, looking miserable. He hated to see it, hated it so much he just wanted to wrap his arms around her and banish that sadness. He couldn't deny that he had feelings for Tabby, which just frustrated him even more because he felt like he was betraying Lisa in spite of himself.

Why did everything have to be so complicated? He sighed too, glancing back down at the valley. “Then I guess I'll have to keep looking until I find her.”

She looked at him like he was crazy. “And if you can't?”

The words stung, as if she was suggesting the worst. But Skyler forced down the surge of defensiveness and shook his head. “I don't know. Move on, I guess.”

Tabby snorted. “Which makes me what, your last possible option? You know, half the boys we know have huge crushes on me.”

“They should,” he said earnestly, even though the words made him blush. “You're incredible, Tabby. I don't think I could've made it if you hadn't been there for me through all this.” She turned to look at him, blue eyes wide, and he cleared his throat, suddenly embarrassed about saying all that. He hurriedly continued, forcing a bantering tone. “Also, you know, you're super cute.”

“Well duh,” she said in the same tone, although he thought her cheeks might be a bit pink too. She sniffed. “But noooo, I have to pick the idiot who's already in love with someone else.”

“Sorry,” he said lamely. “You know you're a good friend. Probably my best friend, now.”

“Just what every girl wants to hear.” But his friend's tone was resigned, even wry, and she nudged his shoulder playfully as she started to stand. “Forget the future, we're still supposed to be celebrating. Come on . . . I want to see what chocolate and lemonade taste like.”

* * * * *

The celebration passed in slow motion for Tom.

He didn't taste his lemonade or chocolate, although he must've eaten them since when he thought to check his camp mug was empty and all that was left in the wrapper was a few chocolatey smears. The people talking around him all sounded like they were far away, or he was underwater, an incomprehensible babble he didn't even want to try to interpret. And then suddenly with a jarring lurch he'd look around and all the people he'd been talking to would be gone, new people in their place.

He was still on that ridge, ordering people to throw themselves against machine guns and grenades to buy their loved ones time. He was still seeing the carnage, hearing the deafening racket, the screams. The stink of gunpowder and blood and worse.

How had he survived unscathed, when so many good people hadn't?

With a shudder, Tom forced himself back into the present. His arm was around Kristy, like it had been for . . . however long they'd been here. She was his anchor, the only reason he was still on his feet and hadn't been washed away. He didn't see Skyler or Molly or even Miles, although he had to assume someone was caring for them.

He leaned down and kissed her gently, smiling reassuringly into her worried expression. “How about you go find the kids? I need to talk to our hosts.”

“You sure?” she asked, squeezing his arm.

He nodded. “Focusing on what comes next is a good way to block out . . .” he trailed off, not even wanting to mention it.

His wife briefly hugged him. “We'll be here.”

Tom reluctantly parted from her and strode off in search of that lieutenant who'd arranged the evacuation. The man had seemed no-nonsense and practical, while Raleigh looked more the sort for big gestures and grand platitudes.

Practical was what they needed.

It turned out Kristof was already back in the camp, doing some sort of after-action meetup with his troops. He didn't seem terribly pleased when Tom asked if he had a minute. “If this is about your buddy Jonas, his surgeon is optimistic about his chances. Probably walk with a limp for the rest of his life, but he'll walk.”

That actually wasn't what Tom was there for, although it was good to hear. “Thank you for letting me know. But I wanted to talk about something.”

After an uncomfortable silence the man sighed. “Fine, you can have a minute.”

“Fair enough.” Tom led him a brief distance away, and decided to get straight to the point. “I need to know what happens to us now.”

The lieutenant shifted impatiently. “You heard Captain Raleigh. We'll take you north, make sure you're taken care of.”

“As refugees?” The man's expression didn't so much as twitch. “I've got more experience than I'd like with that. My people need help, that's plain enough, but we don't need charity. We can trade if need be.”

Kristof stared doubtfully through the tents at the exhausted, ragtag group still celebrating near the vehicles. “Trade,” he repeated flatly.

“We have resources hidden away,” Tom said, trying not to sound defensive. “I don't suppose this coalition of yours uses precious metals as trade?”

The lieutenant's lip curled. “You don't suppose correctly. Even before the trouble with Sangue, we preferred to trade for useful goods and services.”

Shoot. Well, he supposed he couldn't be surprised since no one else was either. “We had to leave most of our best stuff behind, but we hid it and it might still be there. And you might not have noticed, but pretty much all of us are armed. Those guns aren't going to do us much good now that we used up most of our ammo in that last fight.”

“Well, I will warrant you've got to be the most insanely well armed refugee group I've ever seen. And unless I'm crazy I even saw some of your people lugging rocket launchers and big machine guns empty on ammunition.” The man shrugged disinterestedly. “There's always a demand for guns, so I'm sure you'll do fine. But trade is not my responsibility, sir. If you want to sort that out with someone up in the Northern League, that's your business.”

Tom looked helplessly across the flat at his people. “We're on the brink, Lieutenant. We need assistance.”

Kristof sighed. “Listen . . . Trapper,” he said with a faint twist to his lips, obviously hating the nickname as much as Tom himself did.

“Tom Miller,” he interrupted, offering his hand.

The man ignored it. “Listen, Mr. Miller, we're not here for humanitarian purposes. Our mandate is clear: drive Sangue as far from our borders as possible. Ideally back into Mexico. Something we're on the verge of doing, so we can't afford distractions.”

Speaking of distractions, that bombshell was enough to provide one from Tom's purpose. He let his hand drop and leaned forward intently. “You're on the verge of driving Sangue out of the States?”

“We're getting there,” the lieutenant said stoutly. “In fact, Sangue didn't have the resources to spare for chasing you the way they did for long, and our victory today might've broken them in Utah. They may be forced to withdraw out of the state after this, which means you could just go home again.”

Home. A burned ranch and a burned high mountain town and a burned Emery. That was enough to turn Tom back to his original topic. “Even if we're able to return to our homes, we'd need to trade to rebuild, to survive the winter. There must be something you can do.”

“Well if you really intend to sell the lion's share of your weapons, we can certainly provide you a buyer. And the League could spare supplies to get you started again, at reasonable rates.” Kristof glanced back towards his waiting platoon, looking tired. “A discussion for later. It's been a long day, Mr. Miller. From the sounds of it you went through the sort of hell up on that ridge that even veteran soldiers struggle to get past. Go rest, worry about all this tomorrow.”

Tom nodded and wound back through the camp to rejoin his family. Kristy, cuddling Miles, spotted him and immediately came over, looking concerned. “What's going on?”

He smiled wearily. “The League intends to send Sangue packing, all the way to Mexico. They think our victory today might've already driven them out of Utah. The fighting might be over soon.”

Her beautiful eyes shone with new hope at the words. Although also with her familiar stubbornness. “For us, Tom Miller, the fighting is over.”

No argument there. He nodded and put an arm around her, leaning down to kiss Miles and then pressing his forehead against hers. “For us, it's over,” he agreed solemnly. “Let's focus on rebuilding our ranch. Our lives.”

* * * * *

Lisa's family had settled in to the point where they felt like New Bozeman was their home.

Even the other citizens they'd befriended here considered them welcome neighbors. The herds were doing well, continuing to grow and produce, and her dad had been talking about building a permanent house either in the city or on the outskirts near the grazing land they rented. Lisa had grown content with her new life, to the point where she'd almost forgotten the fear of Sangue that had driven her family from their home.

Which was why they were all immediately on edge when Major Crenshaw, who they hadn't seen since he visited to see how they were settling in a week or so after their arrival, showed up out of the blue to visit them.

Especially since the man clearly looked uncomfortable, even reluctant to be there.

“I have news about the war with the Panteras,” he said with false cheer. “Quite a bit has been happening lately, quite a bit.”

Lisa's parents glanced at each other warily. “We're grateful to hear it,” her dad said jovially. “Will you join us, have some coffee and sweetbread?”

Refined sugar, spices, and coffee were all luxuries they'd been able to indulge in since coming to the League. Along with chocolate, of course. Lisa wasn't a fan of the coffee, thought it always tasted like it had somehow been burned, but she liked everything else.

Crenshaw hesitated, then nodded and joined them at the outdoor table in their camp. “Thank you.”

An awkward silence settled as Lisa and her mom bustled to get the soldier his food, while her dad struggled to tease conversation out of him. The major eventually dove into current events, seeming eager to talk about good news.

Which made Lisa worry that he'd also come with bad news. She dreaded her guess at what it might be.

The radio chatter the Northern League intercepted from the enemy, along with reports from soldiers in the field, all confirmed that the tide was finally turning against the southern invaders. Not only were they having more trouble than expected subduing the League, never seeming able to find the hidden settlements within the League's oddly porous borders but finding plenty of ambushes instead, but they were now facing internal strife.

It turned out the Panteras weren't treating the Central and South American countries they'd conquered much better than they were treating the United States, and revolts were breaking out everywhere. Some of it was small scale, delaying or outright refusing to pay the crippling taxes and more and more people resorting to banditry. But a surprising number of countries, most notably Mexico, were in open revolution and fighting hard to push out the occupiers.

Lisa remembered hearing that refugees from Mexico were fleeing north by the thousands, hoping to find some place Sangue hadn't yet reached. But Crenshaw announced that those who'd remained had decided the time to fight had finally come. Not without more than a little clandestine help from the League in sending them supplies and equipment, and assisting them in organizing.

“It's like a foundation holding up a house,” the major said. “It's rotting, being eaten by termites, and soon enough it's going to collapse. The Panteras will have no choice but to withdraw and try to consolidate what they can, deal with their internal strife and abandon conquest for the foreseeable future. Assuming they're not violently overthrown any day now.” He chuckled, seeming in the best spirits Lisa had seen from him since his arrival. “The balloon's about to pop, and just that quickly they'll be gone.”

“Then the Northern League and the rebels in Mexico and those other countries did it?” her dad asked, looking jubilant.

“Credit where credit's due,” Crenshaw replied. “You Americans also did it. Every group across what was once the United States, from a couple to a couple hundred, who picked up guns and went out and started shooting Sangue patrols, making their life pure misery. You're the termites that brought down their house, and you should be proud of what you sacrificed to make this happen.”

That was probably the first time Lisa had ever been called a termite, let alone as a compliment. She wasn't sure she liked it, mostly because it meant the officer had started talking about them as if they were outside the League. Even now, after being here all this time.

By that point Crenshaw had finished his slice of sweetbread and most of his coffee, and was fidgeting uncomfortably. Lisa's mom leaned forward across the table to take his plate, voice gentle. “You didn't come just to give us this news, Major. What is it?”

The man sighed. “I . . . hate to be the bearer of bad news, Mrs. Hendrickson. Especially for such a lovely family. But I'm afraid with the invaders being pushed back into the southern United States, and ultimately back into Mexico, our leaders have begun pushing to resettle the refugees back where they came from.”

Lisa felt her heart sink at the confirmation of her fears. If the man was here, he obviously included her family in that group.

“You're kicking us out?” her dad said. To her surprise he sounded resigned, rather than surprised or angry or heartbroken.

In other words, all the things Lisa was feeling.

This had become her home. She'd found friends here. She'd finally begun getting past all the fear of Sangue so she could live her life, in a way she hadn't since living at the ranch in Trapper's valley just before her dad returned with the news that the invaders had taken Grand Junction.

Major Crenshaw shifted uncomfortably, looking a bit guilty. “It's not personal, Hendrickson, you have to know that. I warned you right at the start that this is what would probably happen.”

Lisa's mom stepped over beside her husband. “Why? We've become productive members of this community, made friends. Do those friends seriously want us gone, or is it just everyone else?”

The officer shook his head wearily. “True, you've become valued members of the community, and if we had a choice nobody would want you gone. But it's out of our hands.”

“How does that work?” her dad demanded. “Everyone wants us to stay, but we're still getting the boot? Who's putting a gun to your head over this?”

Crenshaw leaned forward, guilt and defensiveness giving way to impatience. “Listen, Hendrickson. There are over fifty thousand refugees in the League, and more coming every day. We don't have the capability to support them over the winter, and they're putting a tremendous strain on our resources. We've already sent thousands south out of our territory since Sangue withdrew, and turned away thousands more. But most of the people who remain have settled in, just like you, and they don't want to leave. The only thing keeping them from really raising a stink about this is that we warned them it would happen, and they know that everyone is being asked to go, not just them.”

He pointed an accusing finger at Lisa's family. “If I show even a few refugees special treatment, especially the better off people, the rest get unpleasant. I don't want to replace an army of Panteras beating at our door with a horde of newly minted bandits who feel bitter at us, instead of grateful for what we did for them.”

“We are grateful,” Lisa's mom said fervently. “It's just . . . this place has become our home. A place of sanity in an insane world.” She took her husband's arm. “What will we do now?”

In spite of her sinking spirits, Lisa's heart couldn't help but leap as she latched onto a sudden hope. If they had to leave, did that mean they could go back to Utah? That now that the threat of Sangue seemed past, she could finally be reunited with Skyler and they could be together? The chance to go home, where her friends were waiting, would make having to leave her new home and friends behind more bearable.

In fact, she could even be excited about the prospect.

Crenshaw once again shifted guiltily. He glanced around, then stepped closer to them. “Look,” he said, so quietly that Lisa could barely hear from where she stood a few feet back. “There's good grazing land just south of our border. You can't stay here, but there's no reason you have to leave, if you catch my drift. We still protect that territory with patrols, and we wouldn't say no to you ducking across the border temporarily to trade in New Bozeman every now and again, or our people heading out to visit you. And once this crisis with the refugees passes, you'll have a much better chance of being invited in permanently.”

Her dad glanced at her mom. “I . . . see,” he said. “I suppose we were getting close to grazing these pastures bare, and it'd be nice to have grazing land rent free. And would I be wrong in guessing a lot of the other more prosperous and productive refugees, many of them our friends, have received a similar invitation?”

The major nodded, giving them a conspiratorial wink.

That seemed to be the end of the visit. Crenshaw made a few final arrangements for escorting them out of League territory, giving them a few days to get ready. Then he shook hands all around, even with Bryant, expression solemn, before turning and striding briskly back into New Bozeman.

A heavy silence settled, as if they were all steeling themselves for the coming move, still adjusting to this sudden upheaval of their lives.

“Why don't we go back to Camptown?” Lisa finally blurted, unable to hold it in any longer.

Her dad stiffened but didn't turn around from staring grimly southward, while her mom gave her a hard to read look. “Oh, Lisa,” she murmured.

“Why not?” she pressed. “If the danger from Sangue has passed, why wouldn't we go back home? We were prosperous there, and that's where our friends and loved ones are.” She thought of Skyler and felt her face flush, but was too embarrassed to mention him specifically.

Her mom seemed to guess anyway, expression turning warm and sympathetic. “I want to see them too,” she said gently. “More than anything. But just because the League's managed to push Sangue away from their borders, that doesn't mean the rest of the country is suddenly safe. We had a long, hard, dangerous journey to get here, and I'd be wary of repeating it.” She hesitated, then her tone became even more gentle. “Besides. We might have to accept the possibility that there's nothing left to go back to.”

Lisa's heart lurched in horror at the thought that Camptown might've been destroyed. That Skyler might be dead, and his parents and Fiona and Tabby and Logan and Brandon and all her other friends. Or, even worse, that they might've been captured. What would she do if they were?

“You don't believe that!” she said fiercely.

Her dad finally turned, looking resolved. “We can hope for the best,” he stated. “And it might be that someday, when things settle down, we can go back to Utah and see for ourselves. And we can always check with trade convoys who've come from that area and see if they have news.”

He looked south again, to the great rolling hills in the distance. “But your mother's right that it's too dangerous right now. Too difficult. New Bozeman has become our home, and they've offered us an olive branch, a possibility we can stay. And, much as I hate to say it, we can have a better life in the League than we ever did scraping and toiling in Utah like Old West pioneers.”

Her mom nodded and chimed in. “They have medicine here, Lisa. Even hospitals! And they're rebuilding fast to all the technology we had before the Ultimatum. If we stay here we can be part of that, part of the world finally becoming what it once was. Hopefully even better.”

“But-” Lisa began in frustration. But Skyler. She'd almost given up hope of ever seeing the boy she loved again. Having it rekindled, only to be crushed anew, was devastating; no amount of factory woven cloth or chocolate or movie theaters or streetlights could make up for that.

She hung her head forlornly, tracing her fingers across the hidden pocket where she kept Skyler's beautiful ring. Her mom noticed and wrapped an arm around her, pulling her close. “We can try to get word back to the Millers,” she murmured. “If things are stable down in Utah after all, maybe we can consider risking the trip.”

Lisa shook her head dully. She knew that once they settled in here, it would become harder and harder to leave. After all, even after the relatively short time they'd been in New Bozeman it already felt like home, and she'd been conflicted about leaving.

If they stayed, they'd probably never leave. Not even for visits down to Utah. Not unless the League's cars became prevalent enough, and their influence expanded to the point where her family could drive down to see their friends.

Which meant the only hope she really had was to try to get word down to Skyler that she was still alive. If he knew, she was sure he'd come for her. Somehow, they could figure out a way to be together. Who knew, maybe he'd see how amazing the League was and want to live here with her. The best of all possibilities.

It was something to hope for.

 

End of Final Stand and the Mountain War.

Skyler's story continues in Lone Valley,

Sixth and final book of the Mountain Man series.
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