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Аннотация
The people of Aspen Hill have been forced to flee into the mountains. They�ve left their town to be occupied by the Gold Bloc forces, who�ve come to surround the remnants of the US military holed up in the Utah Rockies and end the war once and for all. Lewis Halsson leads the town�s defenders as they struggle to keep the enemy from following them to their mountain refuge. And, if he can manage it, he aims to bring the war to those who�ve threatened his loved ones and stolen his home, in any way he can.
Trevor Smith and Matt Larson lead the volunteers sent down to fight alongside Sergeant Ethan Davis along Highway 31. Not so far from their loved ones back home, but an impossible distance to cover as they brace for the attacks heading their way.
The Gold Bloc forces have already shown they are without mercy, killing or capturing any US citizen they find. The US military, the people of Aspen Hill, and all the civilians who�ve gathered in the mountains for protection have nowhere left to run. They must hold their ground here and win, or fail and watch their country be taken by the enemy, with a horrible fate awaiting any who survive the fighting.
They must win.


Nathan Jones
DETERMINATION


Prologue
Tension

Days passed, each one seeming to last a lifetime for Matt as the Gold Bloc siege continued.
The enemy hadn�t tried another attack up Highway 31�s canyon, or any of the other canyons between them and Aspen Hill. Word reached them that Lewis his defenders had taken out a group of blockhead scouts in Aspen Hill Canyon. But that had been on the first day too, and now the Gold Bloc forces were keeping to the valley.
Most of the enemy�s attention in the area was focused along Interstate 70 to the south, Highway 6 to the north, and I-80 even farther north. In those places the fighting was fierce, and constant reports came of attacks. In stark contrast to the chaos and violence they constantly heard about, the relative quiet in their neck of the woods seemed a blessing.
Not that the uneasy peace they enjoyed was peaceful, so to speak. After that first day�s attack, especially with the helicopter wreaking havoc on their emplacements, Matt spent every hour that passed waiting for the other shoe to drop.
There were upwards of ten thousand enemy soldiers in the valley below, all digging in and poking around searching for weak spots. It seemed impossible that they�d just sit there twiddling their thumbs as their supplies ran out; the question wasn�t if another attack would come, but when.
On June 23rd, the fourth day since the blockheads arrived, Matt had just finished a training session with the new volunteers and was heading to the mess tent for dinner. The training was going well, at least as far as he could judge, and Trev seemed to agree with him. But they both understood the massive gulf between even the best training and actual combat.
And with their limited resources they were hardly offering the best, although they tried.
He�d just passed the command tent when Davis popped out and intercepted him. �Larson, got a minute?�
The sergeant made it sound more like a command than a request, so Matt nodded and followed him through the entrance flaps.
Once inside Davis moved around behind his table, leaning over the makeshift map he�d personally put together with the help of his scouts. �You�ve made some good progress with our recruits, but it�s time to get back to work. You can turn training over to your buddy Smith to finish.�
The shift in routine wasn�t exactly unexpected, given how short on people they were. Matt nodded. �Want us to start taking shifts at the emplacements again?�
�Nah, we�ll go with your other talents. Hunting for the near future, starting in the morning. To the same spot you�ve been going� that forested slope just south of this canyon.�
Matt frowned. �I thought hunting was off the table since the blockheads arrived.�
Davis snorted. �Yeah, well it turns out people need to eat to not die. Go figure.� He gestured to his map, inviting Matt to come over. �It won�t just be fun and games, though. See this area?� The sergeant used his finger to trace out an expanse just south of Highway 31. It looked small on the map, but distance wise it was probably around a mile long and a few hundred yards across. �While hunting there you�ve been learning the terrain, right? Preparing clear paths, ambush spots, and emplacements?�
�Yeah, where we could.� That had been a bit hard to do on the densely forested slope, especially with the ground blanketed with deadfall, since visibility was a problem. But at the same time it was easier to prepare ambushes because visibility was a problem.
�Good. Then while you�re focused on hunting I also want you to have people watching the valley below, from the best vantages you�ve found. You should be able to see any blockheads coming long before they get anywhere near you, and you can interrupt your search for game to prepare a welcome.�
Matt scratched at the heavy stubble on his chin. He needed to do better about shaving. �So you want us to hunt enough to be useful, and also defend an area a mile long from any enemies that come our way. That�s a tall order for twelve people. What if the shots we use to bring down game attract attention?�
�Then you�ve got bait for a trap.� Davis moved around the table and clapped him on the shoulder, using the gesture to start him towards the tent�s entrance. �I wouldn�t assign this to you if I didn�t think you could do it, and it�ll only be two out of every three shifts. I�ll send a few volunteers your way later today and you can show them the ropes, then they�ll take over for the night shift. You don�t mind sharing your night vision gear, right?�
Sharing the gear Matt was just fine with, but he was less than thrilled about the �only� two out of every three shifts part. Or basically every waking hour. But truth be told Matt would feel more comfortable in dense forest that he knew like the back of his hand, rather than perched in an emplacement overlooking the canyon. He doubted his squad would get shelled by tanks or hit by missiles from helicopters on that southern slope. He just needed to make sure he could handle any enemies that did come.
�All right, we�ll start patrols of the area in the morning,� he said. �And if it means we get a breather every night I�m happy to loan some of our night vision gear.�
�Good man.� Davis finished ushering him out of the tent and came out with him to look south. �I�ve only got two lookouts there at the moment, but once you spell them I�ll have them stick around long enough to brief you on everything they know about the area. Good luck, and good hunting.�
From the way the Marine said it Matt had a feeling he wasn�t just talking about game. He hoped the blockheads wouldn�t be too interested in that slope, considering it was difficult terrain to get through in large numbers.
Then again, that might make it an attractive location for them to try to slip some people through, to cause mischief behind the lines. He�d have to make sure his people were vigilant.
In the meantime, he needed to get his squad ready for their new assignment. It also couldn�t hurt to give Trev a heads up that his squad would be shouldering all the training now. Davis would probably pull him in to let him know, maybe already had, but there was no reason Matt shouldn�t give his friend a bit more time to prepare for his extra duties.
Luckily everyone would be at the mess tent for dinner at this hour, which meant he could get everything done and catch a quick meal too. He resolved to make it a big one, and encourage his squad to do the same. They had a lot to do in the morning, and patrolling took more out of you than just about any other duty.
Matt wasn�t under any illusions about the hunting. They�d do their best, of course, but that was mostly wishful thinking. They were there to guard that slope, and even though they weren�t far from the main camp they couldn�t count on Davis to send reinforcements if they needed them. Anything could go wrong, which meant they had to defend that section on their own.
With twelve people. Trev had told him what it had been like guarding Cedar Creek Canyon with his squad and watching the blockheads roll by in the hundreds and even thousands. The southern slope was a bit more secluded, but it was the same situation where it was all on his shoulders.
He just hoped they were ready for it.
After maneuvering his way past a couple Marines heading outside at the entrance to the mess tent, he saw that most of his and Trev�s squads were packed along one table in the corner. Scott and Tom waved to him, but he noticed that Trev was huddled together with Rick, either arguing with him or giving him a stern talking to.
From the annoyed glances Rick kept throwing Pete�s way, sitting farther down the table joking with Alice, Matt had a feeling he knew what had the younger man so riled up. Well, that was one problem that would be solved in the morning, when Pete left along with him and the rest of the squad. He hoped.
He made his way over and plopped down between his two friends, slinging an arm over both their shoulders. �Ready to double your workload?�
Rick looked annoyed at being interrupted, while Trev looked a bit relieved. But both dropped their previous argument when they realized what he was saying. �Davis is dumping all the training on us?� Trev asked.
�We�ve got a good start on it, and the new recruits know the routine.� Matt shrugged. �Sarge figures you can handle it.�
Trev nodded reluctantly. �If we have to. Now that the valley�s empty and everyone who could evacuate into the mountains has, the flow of fresh volunteers has dried up. Once we finish training these guys we�ll probably be ready for new duties ourselves.� He gave Matt a sidelong look. �So where you guys headed?�
Before answering Matt banged his fists on the table a few times and whistled to get everyone�s attention. �My squad. Davis wants us on the southern slope tomorrow morning. The spot where we were hunting. That�s our ground, now.�
Pete snorted. �What�re we going to do there, twiddle our thumbs? Not even the blockheads are stupid enough to attack up that hillside.�
For once Matt ignored his friend�s attitude. �Back to hunting, actually, if we�ve got the time. And just in case the enemy is stupid enough to attack up there, Sarge wants it covered. We�ve got the two day shifts, while he�s going to give us a few volunteers to take the night shift. We�ll be lending them some night vision gear for the job.�
He stood, squeezing his friends� shoulders as he stepped away from the bench. �I�m going to grab some dinner, then we can go over our new duties.�
�So does that mean we�re handling the training on our own?� Alice asked, sounding a bit annoyed. He didn�t blame her; the work hadn�t been the easiest with two squads, and now Trev�s squad would have to figure out how to manage it on their own.
He nodded. �Davis will probably pull Trev aside sometime tonight to talk to him about it.� With a nod to his people he went to grab some food.
They spent a bit longer than usual in the mess tent, not only so the two squads could discuss their new duties but so they could enjoy their last chance to eat together for who knew how long. But finally Matt gave in to the irritated looks soldiers and volunteers were shooting their way, as they squeezed into the packed tables around them. The tent was crowded and his people had been hogging this table for long enough.
Standing, he ordered everyone back to camp to get some rest while he went over to talk to the civilian cooks. They�d have to start packing meals to take with them, and he wanted to make sure the mess tent was warned ahead so they could plan those meals. Everyone else out on patrol or manning sentry positions got food prepared ahead of time, so it wasn�t an unusual request.
Trev kept him company as he filled the cooks in, and before long they were ready to make their way to the Aspen Hill camp. A dozen steps outside the entrance they passed a few men making for the mess tent. Matt didn�t recognize them as some of Vernon�s people, at least until one of the men stepped forward to block their path.
�How�s babysitting duty going, Smith?� he asked in a mock jovial tone. �Bet it�s a relief to tuck your tail between your legs and hide in camp. Keep up your winning streak of not seeing any action.�
Matt gave his friend a worried look, but although Trev�s jaw tightened he didn�t rise to the bait. With just the slightest nod to acknowledge the man�s existence he started to walk around, and Matt kept up with him on his other side.
He was almost surprised when Vernon�s thug reached out and caught Trev�s arm, but only because Davis had ordered the two groups to avoid each other. Obviously only one side was interested in honoring that.
�Hey, you�re just going to walk away?� the man asked with a harsh laugh. �I don�t blame you for being pissed off that even after you tried to smear the Sheriff�s name, Davis still trusts him more than you and sent us to do your job.�
Trev tried to pull away, but the man kept a tight grip. Matt glanced at Vernon�s other two fighters, standing close behind their friend looking ready, and bit back a sigh. He didn�t want this to come to blows, but it looked as if they might not have much choice.
His friend met his assailant�s eyes. �Davis ordered me not to cause trouble,� he said quietly. �So I�m going to ask you nicely to let go so I can walk away.�
That wasn�t exactly a challenge, but Trev definitely wasn�t backing down. Vernon�s man noticed it, too, and he wasn�t intimidated. �And if I don�t?� Instead of answering, Trev kept meeting his gaze, and the man abruptly grinned. �Okay fine. Wouldn�t want to get the Sergeant mad at me.� He started to drop his hand.
Trev punched him square in the face, putting his whole body into the blow. The man barely made a noise as he dropped, momentarily stunned.
Matt felt a surge of relief as he rushed to intercept one of the two remaining men as they went for his friend. He�d thought Trev was so intent on the hand holding his arm that he hadn�t seen that Vernon�s man was about to hit him with his free hand. His friend had been just the slightest bit faster.
The former sheriff�s other two men were roaring in protest as they rushed to help their companion. Either they didn�t realize he�d been about to throw the first punch, or they didn�t care. The one squaring off with Matt slowed down as if he was about to hit him, and Matt didn�t catch how he dropped one shoulder for a tackle until a split second before the man struck him full in the chest. He tried to twist away, too late, and they both went down.
For a furious few seconds Matt rolled in the dirt with his assailant, trying to wrestle his way into a better position. For his part the shorter, slightly lighter man fought viciously rather than with any particular skill. He tried to throw dirt in Matt�s face and hit his neck and shoulder, and he went for Matt�s eyes and dug a painful scratch on his cheekbone.
At that Matt�s patience for the fight snapped, and he backed away just enough to slam his fist into the man�s face three times in quick succession. Vernon�s fighter fell back to the ground, momentarily stunned, but as Matt tried to roll away he came back cursing and swinging at his head.
The first hit was hard enough to make Matt�s ears ring, but before his assailant could land a second blow strong hands caught his shoulders and yanked him away. Half a second later Matt was grabbed and hauled to his feet as well.
The fight immediately went out of him when he saw that it was a Marine holding him. He�d been aware of shouting in the background, but in the heat of the moment had barely heard it. Vernon�s man had also stopped thrashing, although he was still cursing as he held a hand to his bloody nose.
Aware of his surroundings for the first time in almost a minute, Matt looked around and saw that the camp had come to a standstill around them. A small crowd had formed at the entrance to the mess tent, and at the Aspen Hill camp Rick and a few others had paused in rushing over, either to help or break up the fight.
And storming their direction from the command tent was Davis himself.
When he arrived the sergeant looked between all of them, face getting redder by the second. Finally he spoke, his voice deceptively calm, and that sent warning bells ringing in Matt�s head to join the ringing in his ears.
�The five of you,� he said quietly, �just seriously stepped in it. I don�t tolerate fighting in my camp, but the fact that I ordered you to stay away from each other�� he cut off abruptly, breathing sharply through his nose, and it was almost ten seconds before he continued with his temper once again under control. �You�re each going to tell me exactly what happened, and you�d better hope I don�t catch you lying.�
The man who�d grabbed Trev at first immediately jumped in. �Smith threw the first punch.�
The sergeant waited a few seconds, his temper not improving by the looks of it. �That�s exactly what happened from start to finish, eh?� Vernon�s man started to answer and he cut him off with a curt gesture and turned to Matt. �Let�s hear it.�
Matt took a deep breath. �Trev threw the first punch,� he agreed, �to defend himself. Vernon�s guy blocked our path, insulted Trev, grabbed his arm when he tried to walk past, then pulled his fist back to sucker punch him. The guy started the trouble from start to finish, and short of letting himself get hit there wasn�t much Trev could do.�
�At which point you decided all bets were off and you might as well make it a real brawl?� Davis demanded. He turned to Trev. �Is that how it went?�
�Why�re you only asking them?� the guy who�d attacked Matt asked angrily. He was still wiping at his bloody nose. �Just interested in their side of things?�
The sergeant turned his attention back to Vernon�s men. �What are you doing in camp?�
The men abruptly looked a bit shifty. �Getting some dinner,� their leader answered.
�You�ve got your own food back at the canyon you�re supposed to be guarding,� Davis shot back. None of them replied, and his tone hardened. �You know, back when I first got promoted sergeant, the lieutenant I was serving under gave me some good advice. He told me that if I wanted to find out who was in the wrong, one of the first questions I should ask is �Who isn�t where they�re supposed to be?�
Their leader scowled. �So we get the blame because we got hungry?�
�No, you get the blame because you�re in the middle of a camp and dozens of people saw what happened.� Davis motioned towards the crowd in front of the mess tent. �I could get the story from them, but I�d say I�m a decent judge of character and I already have a pretty good idea of what happened here.�
The sergeant turned to the Marines watching the three men. �Sit them down somewhere and keep an eye on them.� He turned to Matt and Trev. �You two, head back to your camp. And do a better job about avoiding trouble next time.�
That wasn�t exactly fair, but Matt wasn�t in the mood to argue. Unfortunately Trev was. �What about them?�
�That�s between me and Vernon,� Davis barked. �You worry about your own duties. Speaking of which, I�ll need to talk to you later about how things will change with training starting tomorrow. Larson may�ve already told you, but I�d like to mash over some specifics.�
Trev nodded, and together he and Matt started for their camp. �You okay?� his friend whispered when they were out of earshot of the Marines.
Matt nodded and rubbed at the side of his head. �A bit dazed. Guy got me with a good shot right there at the end.�
�Sorry to drag you into that.� Trev glanced over his shoulder and shook his head. �If it makes you feel better, at least tomorrow you and your squad will be that much farther from Vernon and his thugs.�
�So much better.� Matt clapped his friend on the shoulder and quickened his pace. �Speaking of which, we�ve got plenty of things to do before now and then.�
Trev hustled to catch up. �Yeah, I should probably start drawing up a list of volunteers who are competent enough to help with the training once you guys leave.�
* * *
The Aspen Hill mountain refuge had a different energy than the town, although in many cases the circumstances weren�t all that different.
People were still tightly packed together, in whatever crude shelters the town could build for them or they could raise for themselves. Part of that was to escape the elements, but a bigger part was to share warmth in the cooler air of the higher elevations, where the temperature dropped sharply at night.
The biggest difference, though, was how people tended to gather to do chores in a more camping atmosphere. For some things communal chores had been common in the town, like defense, but here people cooked, washed clothes and dishes, gathered firewood, and built shelters in large groups rather than going out on their own.
Although the group from Lewis�s shelter had built their camp in with the rest of the refuge, if at the outskirts, in many ways it felt like a smaller camp within a camp. Some of that was the animals, the rabbits and chickens and sheep, which were among the few livestock in camp. They stood out in their cages and in the small fenced-in area where the small herd grazed, in the middle of the group�s smaller camp.
More of it was the fact that, aside from the town itself and a few of the better off families, the group was one of the only ones with a stockpile of supplies worth protecting. Near the animals the tarp-covered carts and wagons rested beside a pile of more food and other valuables, sitting on a tarp and covered by another.
There was always at least one person from the group on duty, watching over the animals and belongings. In spite of the sense of community the town had developed during the attack by Turner and his raiders, it would be stupid not to take that precaution.
Lewis only hoped there wouldn�t be a problem while four of the group�s best shooters were gone for the night. Catherine Tillman, Aspen Hill�s Mayor, had promised to look out for everyone during that time, but he still worried.
Over the last few days he, his wife Jane, and everyone they�d convinced to at least consider the possibility of attacking the blockheads occupying the town of Aspen Hill below, had spent hours debating the best way to go about it. The ideas had varied from roaring in on their truck and repeating Lewis�s earlier maneuver in the canyon with the M2 Browning, to copying Turner�s tactic of hitting the town with missiles from an extreme range, to luring the enemy into an ambush, and everything in between.
Even the most farfetched and risky of the ideas had their merits, if for no other reason than because they helped better cement in people�s minds just what the enemy could be capable of, and what precautions they�d need to take. But ultimately Lewis�s first suggested target, the one even those unwilling to fully commit to joining the attack themselves agreed on, was a lot closer to home.
Or more specifically, home itself.
Like he�d feared from the beginning, the enemy had eventually discovered the buried shelter. Once they did they must�ve immediately seen its benefits as a secure staging post, which they could use to coordinate scouting the town along the north and west sides.
To accomplish that task they�d moved several squads into the buried shed, the shipping container, and the two roughly built houses. Those squads had access to eight vehicles, at least two of which were always out on patrol while the others were parked between the two hills ready to roll out at a moment�s notice.
Unsurprisingly, even though the shelter-turned-outpost was within the enemy�s patrol boundaries it was still heavily guarded, which would make it a challenge. But at the same time Lewis, Jane, and several of the others considering the attack knew that area like the backs of their hands, and had plenty of experience moving unseen through the terrain.
It also helped that the shelter had the secret escape tunnel. Lewis seriously doubted the blockheads knew about it, and it provided an exploitable route past the perimeter. With a bit of guile and a lot of daring, it might let them pull off an attack that would be as good for them as it was bad for the enemy.
He and his wife had carefully observed the routine of the scout patrols and lookouts at the shelter for the last two days, ever since the blockheads set up their outpost. They were confident they had the timing about as good as possible, and luckily the Gold Bloc soldiers seemed to have a reliable way of keeping time and held to a disciplined schedule, which helped.
Knowing the routine, combined with scavenging the few intact uniforms from the scouts he�d taken out in the canyon, provided the beginnings of a plan that he was confident would work. Or, even if something went wrong and it failed, would give those who joined him in the attack multiple ways to escape or evade danger.
Which he assumed was why, when he announced he was going and asked who�d be willing to come with him and Jane, the response was better than it could�ve been. His dad agreed, and surprisingly so did Uncle George, even though he looked reluctant. Tam and Carl volunteered next, the couple insisting that they were only taking the risk because the plan seemed solid.
Martin Colton and Travis Marsh were also unexpected additions, since the two defenders had mostly seemed interested in listening in on the brainstorming. And even more unexpectedly they talked several of their fellow defenders into coming along. Lewis didn�t know any of them too well, since aside from Martin they�d all been defending the town or riding in the trucks during the last attack on the raider camp.
There were also volunteers he had to turn down. Wes and Alvin were too young, and Mary probably was as well, not to mention she just didn�t know how to handle a weapon. Lewis also had his doubts about whether his gentle sister was cut out for the task, even if she seemed determined.
Especially considering what the plan demanded of them.
All in all Lewis had accepted thirteen people�s offer to come, which made fourteen total including him. For his plan that was enough. More than enough, probably, since each extra person increased the risk of discovery.
He�d spent the previous day filling them in on the details, and making sure they were cut out for sneaking through enemy territory in the dark with night vision gear. A few weren�t as stealthy as he would�ve liked, but he hoped that if they did a good job following the movements of the people ahead of them it would turn out all right.
It would have to be, since they�d planned the attack for early the next morning and were out of time.
Lewis was the first one ready in the shelter group�s camp that afternoon. Even Jane was still in their tent, making a few final adjustments to her gear to be sure she could move silently. Normally he�d be with her, but she was in one of her moods where she liked to be alone so he was giving her space. He wanted her to be as relaxed as possible before they all put their lives in danger.
Instead he had Alvin for company as he waited by the edge of their camp. The young man was hanging out waiting too, completely failing to hide the fact that he was hoping Lewis would change his mind and invite him along at the last minute. He�d even brought a pack with all his gear.
Not this time, though. If Matt wasn�t about to bring kids to defend canyons, which was perfectly reasonable, Lewis was even less likely to bring one on an attack against the blockheads below. Even bringing Wes to attack the scouts in the canyon a few days ago had been a bit much, although the young man�s role in it had been a reasonably safe one.
Lewis wasn�t in the mood for conversation, and Alvin was obviously keeping quiet so he wouldn�t annoy him, so the time passed in tense silence. In that silence the droning of a bee idling its way from flower to flower nearby caught his attention. Lewis watched it, finding the sound oddly relaxing, as it came closer until it landed on a flower right next to Alvin.
His friend stomped on it.
�Hey!� Lewis protested. �That�s probably one of ours.� With Aunt Clair�s help he�d relocated the new hive to a spot near the wooded slope to the west, a few hundred yards down the meadow from the refuge.
The young man gave him an embarrassed look. �Right, sorry. Nobody likes a buzzkill.�
Lewis bit back a sigh, giving no other response to the bad pun as he looked back towards his tent. Which Jane would hopefully emerge from soon. He wasn�t in the mood for banter, and honestly he kind of regretted the fact that he was the first one ready, forced to spend this tense time waiting for the others.
That wasn�t helped by worrying about Uncle George, trying to figure out why he�d insisted on coming along. Admittedly Lewis wasn�t sure his dad, who�d also volunteered, was any more qualified than his uncle. But George Smith had never struck him as very aggressive, and even if he was dead serious about defending his family and the town Lewis wasn�t sure it would be enough.
Then again, volunteers weren�t exactly lining up at the door. If nothing else he trusted his uncle completely. He�d do his best.
�Sorry,� Alvin said again, after his joke falling flat had stretched into an awkward silence.
Lewis turned to his friend, catching his miserable expression, and put a hand on his shoulder. �You�ve got an important job to do here,� he said quietly. �I trust the townspeople, and the defenders will look after our family. Even so, at the moment it�s just you, Terry, April, and Ed to really guard our camp. Desperation can sometimes make the best people do bad things, and we have a lot of stuff that would tempt people.�
The young man nodded, straightening slightly. �Don�t worry. Nobody�s touching our food, and I�ll keep everyone safe.� As he spoke his eyes drifted over to one side of the camp.
He might�ve been looking at the part of camp where Jane�s group was starting on the evening�s chores, which would make sense since he was a member of that group. But it didn�t escape Lewis that the tent where Trev�s family slept was also in that direction. The young man had been showing a lot of interest in Linda, although as far as he knew his cousin hadn�t returned any of it.
A more easy silence settled between them. Not too long after that Jane emerged backing out the entrance to their tent, wearing her captured blockhead uniform and usual body armor and other gear. She was dragging her pack and rifle, a G3 variant with a similar design to Lewis�s own HK G3, in either hand.
As she shrugged her pack onto her shoulders she turned towards them, and he saw she was wearing her familiar focused expression. The look that said she would keep going towards her goal until she reached it, without letting herself be slowed or sidetracked. He trusted her ability and determination without question, and that focus was a major part of it.
She also looked very appealing when she wore that expression, although admittedly as a besotted husband he would�ve found her cute snoring with her mouth open, drool trickling down her chin, and serious bed head. Still, that look represented some of the things he loved most about the remarkable woman who�d agreed to become his wife, and he always felt a fierce surge of affection when he saw her wearing it.
Lewis clapped Alvin on the shoulder and picked up his gear, making his way over to Jane. She gave him a nod of thanks as he helped her adjust the pack�s belts for a more comfortable fit. �How are you feeling about this?� he asked.
That earned him a slightly impatient look. They�d gone over the details time and again by this point. �It�s risky, but it�s a good plan. We can hit them hard.�
That hadn�t quite been what he meant. �What about what we�ll be doing to get the job done?�
Jane hesitated, then leaned against him and rested her cheek against his. �I can handle it. It needs to be done.�
Lewis supposed that was that. He wrapped his arms awkwardly around her and all her gear, and together they waited until his dad and uncle came from their respective tents.
Along with the rest of the family, at which point they had to endure a sending off from everyone.
Endure probably wasn�t a generous way to put it, when he could tell his family was worried for them. But looking at the faces of his mom, aunt, and Linda he could see they thought this was a mistake.
He returned the hugs and kisses, ruffled Jim�s hair and got his promise to mind the animals while they were gone, then turned and led the way to the edge of the refuge camp.
Catherine was waiting with the other volunteers when they arrived, and before they joined the group she came forward to shake all their hands. �I�ve still got my doubts about this raid,� she said solemnly. �But if you�re going to go I wanted to wish you Godspeed. Be careful, and if things look like they�re going wrong don�t be afraid to call it off and come home.�
Lewis returned her firm grip. �We�ve prepared as well as we could, so things should turn out okay. But even so we won�t take any unnecessary risks.�
She nodded firmly. �Take care of my daughter and her husband,� she said in a low voice, nodding at Tam and Carl. �Bring them home safely.� She went on to shake Jane�s hand, and then his dad�s and Uncle George�s, giving them each their own quiet words of caution and encouragement. Then the Mayor went over to give her daughter and son-in-law one last hug.
Once she stepped back Lewis nodded to her, then turned to his volunteers. �Anyone need anything before we go?� Aside from a few shrugs there was no response. �All right then, let�s go.�
He turned to start east with Jane walking next to him, and everyone fell in around them.
They used the same path he and Jane had taken to get down into the valley, reaching the cliff with plenty of time before the sun set behind them. Jane went first, clambering down using the rope and harness they set up and reaching the bottom in no time flat. Once down she tossed the harness up for the next person, and one by one the others rappelled down as she kept watch, while Lewis did the same from up above.
If they were seen the plan was off right then and there, and they probably wouldn�t be able to use this path again. They couldn�t afford to be spotted.
Uncle George stood beside him, waving off other people�s offers for him to go down next. Before too long they were the only people left, and Lewis motioned for him to go. His uncle still hesitated. �I used to rock climb a lot when I was your age,� he said out of the blue. �Pretty gnarly cliffs, too.�
Lewis nodded. He knew all about that since George had talked about it plenty of times at family gatherings, and they�d even gone to indoor rock climbing places when he and Trev were younger so they could try out climbing themselves. �This is a piece of cake.�
His uncle sighed. �Yeah, it should be. I�ve free climbed cliffs twice this hard before.� He reluctantly began putting on the harness Martin threw up to him. �It sucks getting old, bud.�
It was hard to tell for sure, but Lewis had the feeling the cliff wasn�t what George was really having trouble with. �Are you going to be okay doing this?� he asked quietly. �You can always stay behind and cover our backs.�
The older man paused, giving him a serious look. �I�m fine,� he said just as quietly, sounding determined. �I�ll admit I don�t like the thought of what you�re going to have to do to clear the shelter, but it has to be done. And I�m a bit ashamed to say I don�t mind being one of the ones waiting in the tunnel until you�re done.� He hesitated. �Unless you need me, of course,� he offered reluctantly.
Lewis shook his head. �A few people is probably best.�
�Yeah.� George gave him a concerned look. �It�s probably not my place to ask, but will you be able to do it when the time comes?�
This wasn�t his favorite topic of conversation, and he could�ve done without the question. �It�s not much different from when I took out the scouts in the canyon. And it helps to know what the enemy�s been doing out there. Whatever their grief and rage at their countries being obliterated in the Retaliation, they�ve lost any moral high ground when they�re murdering innocent people in cold blood.�
His uncle nodded dubiously and finished the last few buckles, reaching for the rope to clip the carabiner on. Lewis watched him descend, battling his own doubts about his response. What they�d be doing in the raid tonight wasn�t much different in the end result, maybe, but worlds apart in what it would take to get the job done.
He wasn�t looking forward to it, and not just because of the risk involved.

Chapter One
Home

Lewis and his volunteers for the raid waited at the bottom of the cliff, as twilight turned to full dark and the waxing moon moved across the sky towards them.
He�d encouraged everyone to get whatever sleep they could, taking the watch himself as the long hours passed one after the other. He would�ve taken his own advice and had other people take the later shifts, but he�d already known that he probably wouldn�t be able to sleep tonight. Instead he�d done his best to prepare in advance by taking a long nap just after noon.
It would have to be enough to carry him through the night.
The moon set just after 2 a.m., and Lewis quietly moved around waking everyone up. Once they were all gathered with their gear, staring at him expectantly with night vision, he nodded to each of them. �Slow and cautious. Just like against the raiders.�
The only response was return nods. He turned and slipped silently down the path towards the valley, moving from cover to cover. He could hear soft rustles and the thud of footfalls as his volunteers followed.
He knew the still, quiet night was deceptive. When he looked at the emplacements he and Jane had picked out earlier, he could see the outlines of blockheads positioned there. He could also follow the movements of the patrols they�d tracked, which he�d been watching all night. The enemy wasn�t sleeping.
Forearmed with their previous scouting of the blockhead troops, he was able to maneuver his people from cover to cover through the openings. They moved slow and careful, and he and Jane always had their eyes on the enemies stationed around them who might catch a glimpse of their movements. That way if they were spotted they�d hopefully be able to respond in time to get away, or at least make a fight of it.
The blockheads didn�t have much in the way of night vision, from what he�d seen, but they made sure their night sentries and patrols were equipped with what they had. Arguably waiting until the moon set hadn�t done much to improve their chances of avoiding detection, but every little bit helped. More importantly, the later in the night they waited before moving out the less vigilant the enemy would be.
Discipline did a lot, but some things were just human nature. Even the most careful and vigilant person lost their edge as the night dragged on. With that in mind Lewis had been careful to time their attack to come near the end of a shift. Hopefully the sentries would be looking forward to their beds, not looking at the empty landscape around them.
Another thing going for them was surprise. As far as he knew nobody from here south to I-70 had even tried to attack the Gold Bloc forces in the valley. They�d been content to dig in and let the blockheads come to them. Like when he ambushed the scouts in the canyon a few days ago, or when Matt and their volunteers down there faced a bigger assault along Highway 31.
He and his volunteers had a lot of things going for them with this attack. If nothing went wrong things should go smoothly from start to finish.
Over the next two hours Lewis led them about two thirds of the distance to the shelter, leaving only a mile or so to go. At that point the first unexpected thing happened, when headlights appeared from around the shorter hill. One of the trucks parked at the outpost heading due west, which would take it south of them. Either a vehicular patrol was setting out earlier than they had the previous nights, or they had some other late night business.
Whatever it was, it was an annoyance. And potentially a problem.
As the headlights turned vaguely in their direction Lewis slowly sank to the ground, motioning for the people behind him to mimic his movements. �Just hold still,� he hissed. �Even if they come this way on the nearest road, there�s a rise between us and it so the headlights won�t shine directly on us. As long as none of us moves, we shouldn�t catch the eye of anyone looking out into the darkness from a moving vehicle.�
He was confident in his words, and after some close calls with the raiders he could back up that confidence with experience. People driving in trucks were surprisingly blind at night. And although it was possible they were using night vision and headlights both, it didn�t seem likely.
He just hoped he was right. If they were caught they might be able to take out the truck, but even if they could it would be a dangerous sprint back to the safety of the mountains, with enemies hot on their heels. He supposed they could try to pull a Ben and shoot the driver, then steal the truck and drive to safety. But even that was a last resort.
As the headlights continued to sweep their way he went perfectly still, even holding his breath as the glow passed above them. The rise kept the light from shining directly on anyone, and he couldn�t even see the vehicle creating the nimbus in the air overhead. Still, he felt a surge of relief as the eternal second passed and the light swept on, accompanied by the rumble of the engine receding as the vehicle continued on its way.
They hadn�t been spotted.
Just to be sure, the first thing he did once the truck was out of sight was rise up behind cover and check the nearest blockhead sentry posts, hundreds of yards away in either direction. They showed no signs of alarm, so he supposed the crisis was past.
�Let�s go,� he whispered, and continued on.
Over the next hour they slowed to a crawl to cover the last distance, dangerously close to the taller hill overlooking the shelter. The cover became far more scarce, and they had to rely mostly on not making any sudden movements that would give them away. No more staying comfortably out of sight.
Lewis had carefully built the observation posts atop the two hills the shelter was nestled between, to be sure they covered a complete field of view of the area. That was inconvenient for their current purposes, but he definitely didn�t consider it an oversight. Although for just this sort of situation he had made sure the two posts had one blind spot, and that was directly over the entrance to the secret tunnel itself.
Getting to it was a challenge, but once there he was confident they�d be able to get inside without risk of discovery.
With only a few dozen feet left to go he had the scare of his life, when a sudden shout from the observation post nearly within stone�s throw made them all freeze in their military crawls. Lewis listened to the unfamiliar language, not Russian but possibly Eastern European.
That would fit with what he�d heard about the army from the south being made up of Gold Bloc signatory nations, but he couldn�t be sure. It probably didn�t matter much for their purposes either way, but even so he wished he understood it so he�d know if the jig was up.
Then another voice spoke up in reply, and the first sentry laughed. Lewis felt his shoulders loosen, and he looked up to see one of the blockheads rising from the observation post. The man said something else, then ambled a short distance away to relieve himself.
He was wearing night vision, and his back was turned to them. The other sentry was looking his way, still idly shooting the breeze. This was probably the best opportunity they could hope for.
Lewis motioned, then rose to a crouch and crabbed the rest of the way to the blind spot before ducking down. Jane was right behind him, and she joined him digging at the ground with their knives to expose the board covering the tunnel�s exit. While they worked the other volunteers quickly joined them and gathered in a clump.
In less than fifteen seconds they�d uncovered the buried plywood square. Jane caught one corner and hauled it up, motioning sharply, and Lewis nodded and dropped down inside, beginning the long crawl along the cramped space to reach the end.
So far so good. Of course getting here had been the �easy� part.
He took care to be as quiet as possible, even though it was about two hundred yards to the entrance to the shelter. The floor cover inside the shower was thick and sturdy and would mute a good bit of noise, but it wasn�t perfect and the enemy was sleeping on the other side.
With that in mind it was slightly annoying to hear how much noise the people following behind him were making. He�d cautioned them to be quiet in this part, and they were probably trying. Even so he kept hearing the scraping sounds of rifles or boots on the dirt floor, ceilings, or walls. Not to mention breathing loud enough to wake the dead.
After what felt like an eternity Lewis reached the end of the tunnel. Once he was sure there wasn�t a soldier making use of the facilities above, he carefully pushed aside the false bottom of the shower and poked his head out, looking around. After confirming the bathroom was empty he silently pulled himself out of the tunnel and crept over to the door. It creaked ever so slightly as he cracked it open and peered out.
It was oddly surreal to be home, the shelter he�d built with his own hands, doing his best to stay hidden with the air around him heavy with the presence of enemies. Dozens of enemies. The safe place he�d built and welcomed his friends and family into was now a barrack for the Gold Bloc.
The blockheads definitely considered it theirs now; all the soldiers on their cots were sleeping peacefully. And why not, when they couldn�t imagine an attack would come right in the middle of their sleeping area, without their attackers even needing to use the door.
* * *
While making this plan it had been tempting to suggest they just padlock the shelter�s door from the inside, lob a few lit Molotov cocktails among the sleeping soldiers, and then flee back down the tunnel and hope to escape in the confusion. It had seemed safer on the surface.
But it wasn�t. Not only did that approach offer less potential to do damage to the blockheads and steal some of their supplies, in most ways it also put them in greater danger. They�d be running on foot, hoping a pissed off enemy with vehicles wouldn�t get organized in time to catch them. Not a winning strategy; his more ambitious plan was better in just about every way, including the exit strategy.
Assuming nothing went wrong. Especially with this next step.
Lewis returned to the shower and looked down at the volunteers who�d come with him, expectantly waiting for him to give the all clear. Time was of the essence, but he still found himself hesitating for just a moment as he steeled himself for what they had to do.
Then he leaned down into the hole until his face was nearly touching Jane�s, with Tam and Carl not far behind her. His dad and Martin were next in line, making up the last two of the six, including Lewis himself, who�d be taking care of the blockheads in the shelter.
�All right,� he whispered, almost under his breath. �Remember. We can�t make a noise and neither can they. Cover their mouths and hold them down if you have to.�
The group packed into the tunnel�s entrance nodded. Even with night vision Lewis could see that a lot of them looked nervous, even slightly sick. He didn�t blame them.
This part of the plan was the one Lewis dreaded most, and not only because of the danger. He was having trouble forgetting the sight of the blockhead scouts in the canyon being cut down by his M2, and this was far more up close and personal. Practically speaking it was no different from when he and Jane had staged their early morning attack on the raider camp, but the impractical ways in which it was different made all the difference.
It helped that the enemy soldiers were sleeping in his home. And also, liked he�d mentioned to his uncle, all the reports of the brutality with which the enemy had treated innocent people after the Retaliation. The brutality he and his loved ones and the people of Aspen Hill could expect if the Gold Bloc won this war. Still, he did his best to shut off his mind as he slipped out of the bathroom with knife in hand and moved to the first cot to begin the grisly task.
Behind him the five other volunteers spread out to the other parts of the shelter, doing their best to make as little noise as possible as they got to work as well.
He�d made it clear from the very beginning that once they snuck into the shelter, they�d have to clear it out as quickly and quietly as possible. That meant killing the soldiers inside, preferably while they were still sleeping and with as little noise as they could manage. His volunteers had accepted that it was necessary and was something they could bring themselves to do, and Lewis had made the same resolution.
But accepting it and liking it were two different things.
As Lewis went from one soldier to the next, he worried more with each passing second that one of the blockheads would wake up and raise the alarm. Which would force his people to deal with a situation quickly spiraling out of control.
There were a few scares, as some of the sleeping soldiers they hadn�t gotten to yet stirred slightly at a few of the louder unavoidable sounds. But either they weren�t making as much noise as he feared or the enemy slept like logs, because none of the blockheads woke up fully until it was too late. There were no shouts to give them away.
His team was done in less than five minutes, with Tam by the door signaling that they hadn�t drawn any attention from outside. Once he was certain the shelter was clear Lewis hissed an order, and his volunteers got to work doing their best to arrange the bodies. The next stage of the plan would be easier if they could make it look like the enemy soldiers were still sleeping peacefully.
At first glance at least.
Halfway through the task Carl, his hands and shirt soaked in blood, abruptly staggered away from a cot. He only made it a few steps before he fell to his knees and retched all over the shelter�s outdoor carpet. By the door Tam started for her husband, looking worried, then stopped herself and returned to her position watching outside.
Lewis made his way over instead, reaching his friend in just a few seconds to kneel beside him with a hand on his shoulder. With a bit of revulsion he realized his hands were just as bloody, and wished he�d taken a moment to wipe them off on a blanket.
�Sorry,� Carl said miserably. �Dear God, this is awful.�
Lewis wholeheartedly agreed. �We�re almost done,� he whispered. �The worst is over with.�
His friend nodded, and when Lewis helped him to his feet he got back to work. A few minutes later they had everything looking as normal as possible. Lewis had the rest of the volunteers crawl out of the tunnel and join the others near the door, noticing how they averted their eyes from the dozens of bodies on the cots. With him leading the way they moved to their positions to either side of the entrance for the next step, which was to wait for the sentries on the two hills to finish their shifts and head in to wake the next shift.
Going by his watch they�d managed to do everything with fifteen minutes still to spare, so there was nothing to do but wait. Under the circumstances he kind of wished they�d waited a bit longer before leaving the tunnel, but then again that would introduce unnecessary risk into the plan.
A few volunteers spoke up as the tense minutes ticked by in silence. Probably more out of nervousness than boredom. Every time someone did Lewis gestured curtly, and if that didn�t do it he hissed sharply under his breath. Eventually people got the message, and the stale air of the shelter hung heavy with tension while they waited.
After what felt like hours rather than minutes he heard the approach of quiet voices outside, the same voices speaking the same unfamiliar Eastern European language he�d heard before. Lewis felt his shoulders simultaneously loosen and tense up as he motioned for his people to be prepared. They�d all heard as well and had dropped into crouches and gone motionless.
The voices reached the shelter and started making their way down the ramp, although they went quiet just outside the door. Probably to avoid waking their companions. The heavy door creaked open, flooding the near pitch black room with the predawn glow, and the sentries entered one after the other. Not just the two from the taller hill but the two from the shorter one as well.
They weren�t expecting anything. Why would they be, when they were walking into a pitch black, well defended room full of their sleeping fellow soldiers. Or so they thought. So they filed right past Lewis and his volunteers hiding along the walls to either side of the door, completely oblivious to their presence.
Lewis didn�t know why it made it better that the enemy was awake this time, but it did. He waited until the sentries were all through, then slammed the door behind them and lunged forward. He went after the last man through the door, catching him from behind and covering his mouth while he rammed his knife into his throat. The rest of his volunteers converged on the other three, managing to keep them quiet as they brought them down.
In just a few heartbeats it was over.
Motioning curtly, Lewis slipped through the door. Jane, Tam, and Carl followed him, and they broke off into pairs and moved towards the two hills as if they were the new shift. In the shelter behind him the rest of the volunteers got to work, gathering up everything of value inside to take with them.
The most dangerous part of the plan was over, but they still had to be careful with the next part. Their observations of the blockhead scouts had suggested that no vehicles would be coming or going at this shift change, but that didn�t mean the unexpected couldn�t happen. And it was also possible soldiers might arrive from the nearby town for some reason.
Conveniently, keeping up the pretense of being sentries also worked in their favor, since it let them walk right up to the best lookout positions in the area. Lewis and Jane ambled up to the one atop the tall hill, while Tam and Carl made their way to the shorter hill and began the climb. From there they began casually searching the area for enemies, awkwardly using their night vision goggles to look through their rifle scopes.
They were sentries, just for the other side.
In spite of his apparent casualness Lewis was in a hurry, though. The sun would be rising in less than a half hour, the early morning was already bright enough that he could�ve taken off his night vision goggles if he wanted, and the blockheads in the houses and shipping container could be waking up at any time.
And they weren�t finished yet. Every second that passed was one more in which something could go wrong. So just as soon as he was sure the area was theirs he tapped the mic on his radio�s headset. �All clear.�
He didn�t need to give instructions, since they�d already planned in advance what to do next. While he and the other lookouts kept up the watch, the rest of the group began lugging stolen supplies from the shelter into the nearest of the five trucks. The two of the other three vehicles that were out scouting at the moment were due to stay out for another hour or so, and Lewis hoped everything was normal in that regard. As for the one that had driven by on their approach, he hoped they�d stay away too.
The trucks were their exit strategy, not to mention a prize in and of themselves. Lewis had realized from the first that trying to sneak away after the raid would be ten times as risky as sneaking in had been. So the plan had depended entirely on getting their hands on the vehicles, even if they had to rush them under fire if things went wrong.
If need be they could�ve tried hiding in the tunnel until things quieted down, or running under the cover of the remaining darkness. But either of those options was a disaster in the making.
After just a few trips his dad, Uncle George, and Martin split up and made their way over to each of the two new log houses and the shipping container. Once positioned at the entrances they pulled Molotov cocktails from their backpacks and crouched beside the doors, waiting with lighters ready.
It was possible the blockheads would have more useful stuff in those three structures, but the defenders had already been wildly successful with this raid and Lewis didn�t intend to push his luck. Especially not with dawn not far away. Besides, he wasn�t sure he was up for repeating what he�d done in the shelter just yet, even if burning was a worse way to go.
After what seemed like an eternity of watching the surrounding area and waiting his radio crackled with Travis Marsh�s quiet voice. �We�re ready.�
Lewis checked the trucks below. Sure enough, his people had gotten everything loaded into the five available vehicles and were waiting in the cabs. �Copy that, we�re on our way,� he said. Jane had already vaulted out of the observation post and was booking it down the hillside, and he hurried to follow.
With a soft whoosh the six Molotovs were lit, one after another, making the three men who held them somewhat painful to look at through night vision. Lewis tore the goggles off and stuffed them into their pocket on his combat vest, giving his eyes a moment to adjust to the early morning light. Almost immediately afterwards the trucks roared to life.
His dad, uncle, and Martin threw open the doors of the houses and shipping container, almost at the same time. They each flung first one, then another burning Molotov inside. Martin completed his task by slamming the shipping container door shut and ramming down the bolts on it to trap the blockheads inside, while the other two simply slammed their doors shut on the expanding fireballs and sprinted for the trucks.
Showing fairly good timing, the two lookout teams reached the vehicles only a few steps behind the firebomb team, and Jane actually beat them to it. They threw themselves into the backs of the nearest vehicles, with Lewis the last one on. As he pulled himself up inside Jane was already radioing the drivers to go.
The truck lurched beneath him, tires peeling out slightly as they roared away from the shelter at the best acceleration the heavy vehicle could manage. Lewis fell onto the bench and used it to keep his balance as he stared out the back, watching the growing fireballs of the houses and the smoke belching from the air vents on the shipping container. He couldn�t help the sense of loss he felt at the sight.
That was his home, something he�d built himself and one of his proudest accomplishments. It was where he�d been able to protect and shelter family and friends. Where he�d begun his married life with Jane and built happy memories with her. Where he�d been reunited with parents and sister and aunt and uncle and cousins he�d feared he�d never see again. It was the place he�d built all his plans for the future around, even during the times he�d been forced to leave.
Would he ever live there again? And if he did, how would he do it haunted by tonight�s memories?
Nostalgia and a sense of loss aside, Lewis had more reasons to regret looking back when he saw burning figures hurl themselves from one of the houses, then drop to desperately roll on the ground. He quickly looked away, feeling queasy.
The plan had gone off without a hitch. They�d stolen the weapons, gear, and supplies of dozens of soldiers, along with five trucks and anyone�s guess how much fuel. They�d also eliminated those dozens of threats without losing a single person. It was hard to think of any way the raid could�ve gone better.
Even so, the mood of those in the truck with him was somber as they roared towards Aspen Hill Canyon. Lewis could be satisfied by how things had gone tonight, but it was hard to feel proud of it. Although he had and still did firmly believe it was necessary, he wished it hadn�t been.
It would�ve been better if the blockheads had just decided enough was enough after the Retaliation, and focused on their own rebuilding efforts. Instead they�d opted for pushing the fight to every corner of the country they�d invaded, seeking vengeance and more territory. It was on their heads when their victims used violence to defend themselves.
The trucks rumbled on towards safety at the fastest possible speed. Rather than heading directly for the canyon, the drivers cut due west from their position to reach the road nearest the foothills. With any luck that would take them to safety as far as possible from the blockheads set up to guard the canyon�s mouth.
There was a good chance they�d had managed to carry out the attack on the shelter without any of the enemy radioing in a warning, and even if other enemy soldiers had seen the fires there might be some confusion about what was going on and where the threat was.
If their luck held the soldiers ahead might hesitate to fire on what looked like friendly vehicles, letting them escape without coming under attack. But even if they did have to dodge a few bullets the line of sight would be bad for the enemy, and once they were past them and into the canyon that was the last hurdle they had to worry about and they�d be home free.
Assuming the blockheads didn�t try to pursue them. But even after the night�s events Lewis doubted they could possibly be that lucky. The chance to use the demolitions charges Graham had set up to destroy the road, dropping an entire cliff on whatever vehicles chased them, was too much to hope for.
His prediction about the enemy being slow to get a clue about what was going on was a good one. The volunteers in the truck cabs radioed back to let them know that the vehicles� built-in radios were full of chatter in another language, unintelligible but sounding confused.
It was impossible for them to tell if any of the questions or commands that broke through the chatter were directed at the five trucks making a beeline for the canyon. But as they sped along nobody opened fire on them, and no enemy trucks appeared in the distance speeding towards them.
At least until they reached the canyon road. Up to then they�d traveled with no sound but the roar of the engines, the jouncing of the trucks, and the rattling of loose supplies in the bed around him. But as Lewis watched the valley below out the back, looking for signs of anything out of the ordinary, he saw six trucks roar out from the emplacement guarding the mouth of the canyon.
�Heads up,� he said into his radio. �We�ve got incoming.�
The others in the back of the truck tensed up, crowding the entrance with their weapons as the truck lurched into a higher gear, pushing for the best speed the heavy vehicle could manage up the incline.
�They�re not stupid enough to follow us, are they?� Uncle George asked. �Even if they didn�t suspect we�ve got charges set to destroy the road, we can set up along any bend and shoot them to pieces. And for all they know we could already have people waiting to ambush them in the canyon with the Browning M2. And they don�t even know about our missile launchers.�
He was right, it turned out the blockheads weren�t stupid. The half dozen vehicles didn�t take the bait and follow them up the canyon road, which wasn�t too surprising considering their previous caution. Instead they found a convenient hill along the road Lewis�s volunteers had taken to reach the canyon, a safe distance from its mouth.
Even as he watched the trucks arranged their vehicles in a line, to protect the enemy soldiers who poured out of the trucks and began setting up fortifications there. He guessed that hill would become a permanent emplacement, to block against anyone else who tried to take that route. And sure enough, as the truck Lewis was in went out of view around a switchback, he saw that the blockheads were digging trenches and filling sandbags.
Lewis didn�t mind that, though. In fact, he�d even planned for it; there was no downside to the enemy not coming into the canyon, and if they thought they were safe on that hill they had a nasty surprise coming. Although that was an opportunity for another day; right now he was just happy with how things had gone on this raid.
Besides, he had to make sure to make the most of those sorts of opportunities, which meant careful planning.
Even with his most optimistic predictions, Lewis expected the blockheads to react quicker to any attacks than the Aspen Hill defenders had. As professional soldiers they�d probably be better trained to deal with them, and more quick to find a way to do so. That meant he needed to make every attack count, but he also couldn�t afford to get too daring since at any moment he could get outmaneuvered or outthought.
Not to mention the blockheads had at least one helicopter, the one that had attacked Davis�s group down along Highway 31. That chopper had wreaked havoc with little to no risk to itself, killing several fighters and destroying Aspen Hill�s second Browning M2, donated to the sergeant by Matt�s volunteers.
If Lewis�s raids were too effective in attacking the blockheads entrenched in their town, there was every possibility the enemy might send the helicopter over. If they did it could blow them up from the sky, with nowhere to run or hide.
Lewis could admit that the possibility genuinely terrified him. It was the difference between when the town had fought Turner�s few dozen raiders, even though they were well equipped, and fighting the armed forces of another country.
He had no idea how to even begin trying to deal with an attack helicopter, and Matt�s account of Gutierrez scaring it off with missiles wasn�t reassuring. It had been relatively close and hovering fairly stable when the former soldier missed. It would�ve learned from that close call, too, and next time would stay farther back and use its weapons from a safe distance.
Turner, with his trucks shooting missiles from a mile away, had nothing on a helicopter that could do the same thing from even farther up in the sky. If a chopper did come after them there was no preparing, no clever tricks that would save them. Their best bet would be to hunker down someplace relatively protected and hope the bird missed with whatever it threw at them, then went away.
That solution didn�t satisfy him at all, but he honestly couldn�t think of an alternative.
During the scare with the trucks following them Jane had settled down across from him, seemingly in her own world wiping her hands over and over on her uniform pant legs. She was wearing an expression of distaste.
She wasn�t the only one. As they got farther and farther into the safety of the canyon his dad scooted down the bench to sit beside him. He started to put a hand on Lewis�s shoulder, then looked at the hand and hesitated.
�We need to get washed up,� he said. He sounded more tired than distasteful.
Lewis nodded. �You did good.� He raised his voice for the others. �All of you did.�
Uncle George, sitting up near the cab, paused in rubbing wearily at his eyes underneath the night vision goggles, then took them off completely. Their imprint gave him an owlish look, and his expression was hard to read. �Yeah, we did good,� he said. �If it had to be done, we did good.�
There were a few murmurs of agreement from the others, then everyone seemed to fall into their own thoughts. Jane came over and leaned against him, switching places with her father-in-law, and Lewis put an arm around his wife and continued staring out the back.
Before too long they drove high enough up the steep switchbacking road to meet the first rays of the morning sun peeking over the horizon to the east. Down below he could see blockhead vehicles converging on the burning buildings around the shelter, the few that had already arrived disgorging soldiers to scour the area. There�d be no good news for them.
At the top of the canyon Catherine Tillman was waiting with a group of defenders, just in case, and his dad had entrusted her with the detonator during the raid. She and those with her looked delighted to see they�d all returned and had brought so much with them, and there was a bit of a celebration as they stopped the trucks and piled out. A mostly one-sided celebration, admittedly, with the volunteers still subdued by the night�s events.
�This went better than I could�ve ever hoped,� the Mayor admitted, stepping away from embracing her daughter to rap the hood of the nearest truck with her knuckles. �I was half afraid I wouldn�t see any of you again.�
�What we managed to bring back should help the town,� Lewis offered.
Catherine nodded, although her eyes strayed to the fires visible below. �We�ll just have to see if it�s worth whatever the enemy response will be.� She shrugged and turned back to him a bit apologetically. �Sorry, don�t mean to rain on your parade. How about you and your volunteers head back to the refuge and get some rest? We�ll stay here and keep watch on the blockheads, just in case they get any ideas of hitting back.�
Lewis had no arguments. He was exhausted, and nothing sounded better than washing up and crashing until sometime that afternoon. He motioned to his people, who returned to their new vehicles while he hopped in the back of the one they�d come up in with Jane and the others.
To his surprise Uncle George waved for them to go on without him, insisting he wasn�t tired and preferred to stay behind for a while. It was his decision to make. Maybe he had the same problems sleeping Lewis did, or maybe he was afraid he�d have problems sleeping for another reason.
Either way Lewis wasn�t about to go looking for anything that kept him from getting some much needed rest. He�d probably have to assign some defenders to guard the vehicles and the stuff in them once they got to the refuge, but hopefully that would be the full extent of his duties and then he could crash.
Although to be fair, he supposed these days there was never a reason to complain about having supplies, weapons, and vehicles worth defending. Even if guarding them ended up being a hassle.
The raid couldn�t have gone better, and he intended to make sure the next one went just as well.

Chapter Two
Visitors

Visiting trucks weren�t common, but they came around the camp every now and again. Which was why the arrival of three heading southeast down Highway 31 caused a commotion rather than an uproar.
Then again, none of the other visiting trucks had been obviously Gold Bloc. With the exception of the one Vernon had brought, which was currently parked near the command tent with Davis�s other vehicles. So the approach of three potentially enemy trucks coming from the wrong direction did come close to an uproar.
At least enough of one that Trev paused in instructing an older volunteer on how to properly reassemble her M16, turning to watch as the vehicles pulled into camp. The fact that none of the Marines were freaking out at the sudden arrival suggested that the visitors had called in their approach, so there was no reason for him to freak out either.
Or so he thought, until he saw Lewis hop down from the driver�s side of the lead vehicle.
�Rick, you�re in charge!� Trev yelled, bolting for the main camp and leaving the training grounds behind without a second look. His cousin saw him coming, and barely paused to shake the hands of the Marines who came to greet his group before trotting over to meet him halfway. He left behind Jane, Ed Larson, and Uncle Lucas all still getting out of the blockhead vehicles.
And Trev�s dad, who hopped down from the cab of the second truck behind his brother-in-law and, seeing Trev approaching, made a beeline for him hot on Lewis�s heels. Jane, Lucas, and Ed stayed back watching the trucks and talking with the Marines, and after Trev exchanged backslapping hugs with his cousin and dad they gravitated in that direction, talking the entire time. Once they reached the trucks he hugged his uncle and shook Ed�s hand, and was surprised when Jane offered a handshake too.
The first minute or so of the reunion was a confused babble of questions and snippets of news, along with exclamations of surprise. The big surprise on the new arrivals� end was hearing that Fred Vernon was in camp, along with their stolen truck. The big surprise on Trev�s end was the three trucks the group had arrived in, although he was content to do a bit of catching up before asking about them. He let Matt�s dad know that his son was patrolling to the south, and offered to walk out there with him to say hello.
Finally, though, Trev stepped back and looked past everyone at the vehicles. �Where on Earth did you get three blockhead trucks?�
�Five, actually,� Lewis said, leaning back against the hood. �Two of these, and half the supplies, are a gift, while we�ll drive back in the third. We figured it was only fair we do an even split between you guys down here and the town. Consider it a contribution to put you in a bit better position� I imagine you can use all the help you can get.�
�I won�t argue that.� Trev stepped over to lean against the truck next to him. �Didn�t answer my question, though.�
His cousin clapped him on the shoulder. �The convoy that moved into Aspen Hill set up an outpost at the shelter. Eighty or so troops and eight trucks to man sentry positions, patrols, and permanent strategic emplacements north and west of town.� His mouth tightened. �They would�ve been literally sleeping in our beds if we hadn�t taken them with us.�
Trev could imagine Lewis�s blood boiling at that. �You attacked them?�
�A raid just before dawn this morning.� Lewis paused to greet Rick and the rest of Trev�s squad, who�d also broken away from the training grounds to come and say hello.
They all wanted to hear about the raid, too, so his cousin quickly described the morning�s attack. How they�d snuck into the shelter through the escape tunnel and taken out everyone inside, then gone on to steal the trucks and what supplies they could while firebombing the other buildings.
�We probably took out fifty or so blockheads in all, and came away with a good haul of supplies,� he finished. �We�re stronger and they�re weaker for it.�
Rick and a growing crowd of onlookers, including Marines and other volunteer groups, had been following every word, and at that the younger man whistled through his teeth while shaking his head. �Leave it to you to do the impossible every time, man,� he said. �How many people did you bring with you?�
�Fourteen. But judging by how it went we might�ve been able to pull it off with just me, Jane, Tam, Carl, my dad, and Martin.�
�The blockheads in the shelter,� Trev said quietly. �You��
�Took care of them,� his cousin replied with a slight grimace. �The most dangerous and least pleasant part of the plan, but it went off without a hitch.�
While he was talking Davis emerged from the command tent and came over. Lucas went to meet him, and after giving a quick summary of the raid he formally donated the two trucks carrying supplies to the sergeant.
After he was done Davis shook his head. �Incredible. Knew I should�ve tried harder to recruit you back when I had the chance. And your boy too, by the sounds of it.�
Lewis went over to join them. �We�ve got plenty to do up near Aspen Hill,� he replied, then introduced himself as leader of the townspeople�s defenders.
�Pleasure to meet you, sir,� the sergeant said, shaking his hand firmly. �I�ve heard a bit around camp and from Williams about your town fighting off some well armed raiders.� He chuckled. �I know your people need you, but if it ever gets boring up there you�re more than welcome to join us here.�
�I�ll keep that in mind.� Lewis turned towards the trucks. �We made a list of the supplies we brought, if you want to go through it with us.�
�Right.� But before following the taller man Davis turned to the crowd of onlookers. �Now I know not all of you are off duty at the moment. I get why you�d be interested in watching some much needed supplies come in, not to mention hearing about our side thrashing the blockheads, but that can�t get in the way of your duties.�
There were some groans of disappointment, and the sergeant abruptly grinned. �Dinner�s in a couple hours, ladies and gentlemen. What do you say we make a proper celebration of it then?� The groans turned to cheers as Davis glanced back at Lewis and Lucas. �If you folks want to join us we�ll give you a hero�s welcome.�
Trev was worried they would refuse, and he didn�t blame them considering the things they had to worry about at home. So he was happy when Lucas nodded. �Sure. That would give us a chance to touch base with friends and family here.�
�Glad to hear it.� The sergeant abruptly raised his voice. �Until then, back to work everyone!�
The crowd scattered to their various duties, or to whatever they�d been doing in their free time. Trev had Alice take Ed south to visit Matt, radioing ahead to let his friend know his dad was on the way. By that time Lewis had gone over the supplies with Davis, including enough food to put a dent in the camp�s hunger problems, two dozen AK-47s, a dozen MP-443 Grach pistols, and plenty of magazines and ammunition for both. More than satisfied with the haul, the sergeant got his Marines to work securing the trucks and unloading everything.
With their part of things done Trev figured they should get back to work, too. He led his dad, Lewis, Lucas, Jane, and the squad back towards the training grounds.
�If you want to give us a hand with the training I�d appreciate it,� he told his family. �We were splitting the duty with Matt�s squad, but with him back out there it�s on our shoulders.� He gave his cousin a lopsided smile. �Maybe you can tell me if I�m doing something wrong.�
�You seemed to have a handle on it when you were training your squad of volunteers before heading out here,� Lewis said. �But I�m happy to help out.� The others nodded their agreement, even Jane.
Trev grinned. �And while you�re at it you can tell us news from home. Especially how the blockheads responded to your raid. They did respond, right?�
His dad nodded grimly. �In a big way. Just about everyone who went on the raid decided to head back to the refuge and get some sleep, but I wasn�t tired. I stayed to watch the canyon with the Mayor and her defenders and saw their response firsthand. All the way through the morning and afternoon, right up until these guys finally woke up and invited me along to share the spoils.� He nudged Lewis with his elbow.
Lewis shrugged. �He�s been filling us in too, but we didn�t have time to hear everything. Let�s get started with training and we�ll discuss it while we work, like you suggested.�
�Sure.� Trev spent the next few minutes focused on getting everyone back to doing dry fire drills, in this case ones involving ducking out from behind cover. Once the recruits were hard at work his squad and their visitors could step back and keep an eye on their specific groups while his dad described his morning and afternoon watching to see how the blockheads reacted to the attack.
It turned out he didn�t have to wait long, and they reacted in a huge way.
The first sign of it came when Chauncey radioed ahead about a half hour later, passing on a message from Colonel Grimes�s people along Highway 6. The scouts there had noticed a detachment of blockheads breaking away from the fighting to head south, and were relaying that warning to everyone in the region in case they showed up somewhere else.
Trev�s dad, the Mayor, and the people with them hardly needed to be told. They�d watched as the missing vehicles rolled in from the north, and throughout the rest of the morning more vehicles rolled in from all directions until the size of the convoy below had almost doubled.
The new soldiers joined the ones already there in the furious work of building defensive fortifications and establishing an even tighter network of patrols and sentry outposts. They also built to account for their enemy having at least one heavy machine gun, and set up more than a few heavy machine gun emplacements of their own.
�We kicked the hornet�s nest,� Jane observed after Trev�s dad finished up with a few more pertinent details. Trev nodded grimly along with the others.
�Apparently while I was sleeping the Mayor radioed in a warning to camp that they needed more defenders out there,� Lewis said. �A lot of the sentries and patrols around the refuge itself have been pulled to guard the slopes. And since we�ve lost that layer of protection she wanted the townspeople to be prepared to flee deeper into the mountains at a moment�s notice.�
Lucas nodded. �It�s not just paranoia, either. If every single blockhead down there decided to charge up the mountain slopes simultaneously, I�m not sure several dozen defenders would be enough to stop them. Or even seriously slow them down, for that matter. Even with the weapons we got from Turner�s raiders, the numerical disadvantage would be overwhelming.�
Trev�s dad sighed heavily in unspoken agreement. He looked pretty ragged, which was no surprise since he�d been up all day and most of the night, and this grim talk had him looking even more tired. �One small silver lining, at least,� he said. �We�ve pulled a bunch of enemy troops into this area, which should ease the pressure on other more vulnerable spots along the mountains. If we can hold them off we�ve already done a lot for this war, without the need to stick our necks out again.�
�That�s a bit defeatist, Uncle George,� Lewis argued. �Just because there are more enemies down there doesn�t mean we can�t keep up our attacks, as long as the blockheads don�t decide to attack first. After all, we were overwhelmingly outnumbered during last night�s raid. That didn�t stop us from succeeding.�
�It�s not just the extra people,� Lucas chided. �They�ll be on high alert now. Any attack we try will be that much more difficult, and we won�t catch them by surprise again.�
Lewis glanced at Trev and grinned. �Sounds like a challenge, Dad. We could try attacking from a different direction, or attacking in a different way. They�ve set up some of their sentry posts pretty close to the foothills, for one thing.�
Lucas gave him an impatient look. �So? They�ve got the canyon locked down tight now. There�s no way we�re getting any more vehicles in or out of there.�
�We don�t need to. They�ve come to us, and while they�ve been doing their best to defend against heavy machine guns there�s not much they can do about missiles.�
Jane frowned. �You want to go with the plan of launching a few their way from a safe distance and then running?�
Lewis looked north as if imagining the view of the valley around Aspen Hill, with enemy soldiers swarming everywhere. �It�s not the worst plan. With so many enemies we�re running out of options, but we still have some. We should use them while we can.�
It was Trev�s dad�s turn to frown his nephew�s way. �Have you considered the consequences for the town if we provoke a response we can�t handle? What if the helicopter that attacked Matt and the other volunteers not a stone�s throw from here heads up to our neck of the woods? All it would take would be a few missiles of their own, launched at the refuge almost before we even know they�re coming, and hundreds of innocents could die.�
That was a good question, unfortunately. Trev was jazzed about his cousin�s successful raid, sure, but he didn�t want his friends and family facing the backlash for it. �Maybe we should suggest they move into the forests, on that slope near the meadow,� he offered. �They�d be more concealed in there, and with a bit of planning they could still evacuate to safety fairly quickly.�
�Conditions in camp are bad enough without making another move,� his dad argued. Then he sighed. �Although it�s probably a good precaution, since that helicopter could decide to swing by even if we don�t do anything else. Better to prepare for it now.�
Lewis nodded reluctantly, followed by Jane and Lucas. Trev glanced over at Rick and the rest of his squad for their opinion and got a few shrugs. �This is over my head,� his friend said. �I don�t know what plans you guys are making.� His eyes narrowed and he spoke to Lewis directly. �But for the sake of my family back home, whatever they are I hope you realize that defending the refuge is your first priority.�
There were general murmurs of agreement at that.
�Without question,� Lewis agreed. He straightened. �Looks like your volunteers finished this set of drills. What do you want them on next?�
Trev glanced at Rick. �Squad drills?� his friend suggested. �Covering fire and organized withdrawals?�
�Yeah, I�d say they�re ready.� Trev looked over at his family. �Want to give me a hand with some of the slower learners? They�re in squads with the better recruits, but they still need a bit of hand holding from time to time.�
There were nods all around, and they headed over to rejoin the volunteers.
Trev pulled Lewis aside for a second as everyone else got organized. �Hey, how are you doing?� he asked quietly. He remembered how his cousin had been after shooting Ferris and Turner, back when the raiders first arrived.
Lewis gave him a crooked smile. �Fine, all things considered.� Trev gave his cousin a doubtful look, and his smile faded. He leaned a bit closer. �It�s getting easier each time. I�m not sure if that�s a good thing or a bad thing.�
That sounded more like the Lewis he knew. �Being able to do what you need to do without tearing yourself apart over it seems like a good thing.�
His cousin shuddered. �It was pretty bad in there,� he admitted. �I�m not sure I ever want to get to the point where I can do something like that without hangups.�
Trev nodded soberly, resting a hand on Lewis�s shoulder. �Just remember yourself, and remember why you�re doing it.�
�Yeah, you too.� Obviously finished with the subject, his cousin thumped him lightly on the chest with the back of his hand and started past him. �Let�s get going.�
* * *
Davis normally gave everyone but those with specific duties the evening off, starting after dinner. True to his word, tonight he shifted schedules around so more people would be able to enjoy that time off to celebrate. Particularly by relieving Matt�s squad after a 12-hour shift rather than their usual 16.
Once the rest of the Aspen Hill volunteers arrived they wanted to hear about the raid again, a suggestion heartily approved of by the Marines and civilian irregulars and volunteers who�d missed the details earlier.
Lewis seemed a bit reluctant to dive into storytelling mode. Maybe he was leery of revealing the shelter�s secret tunnel to so many strangers, although after the raid the blockheads had almost certainly found it and that was now a pointless worry. Or maybe he wasn�t eager to boast about the necessary actions he�d taken.
Seeing his son�s hesitation. Lucas stepped in and gave a brief description of the raid. He also answered the inevitable questions and waited good-naturedly through the cheers and bold talk from Davis�s people. The camp had been on edge since the first attack, waiting for the other shoe to drop, and everyone seemed almost desperate for this sort of morale boost.
Or as one Marine put it, �If a bunch of hayseeds up north can pull off that kind of win, we�ll tear the blockheads apart.�
His boast didn�t get quite the reaction he�d hoped for. People might�ve been on board with the sentiment, but nobody wanted to downplay what Lewis�s team had accomplished that morning. Especially among the volunteers. The soldier flushed slightly, but made a small apologetic gesture before going back to his drink.
A few gallons of high proof alcohol were among the other supplies Lewis had brought in. Davis had set them aside for medicinal purposes, as an antiseptic or in extreme cases anesthetic, but somehow one of the jugs had �gone missing� and was now being passed around among the Marines.
Trev wasn�t sure whether the sergeant would go on the warpath for the theft, or given the celebration would let it slide. For all he knew the man might�ve handed off the bottle to his men himself, or given a broad wink as he turned his back. If so he hadn�t shared his generosity with the volunteers, and the Marines weren�t either. Trev heard a few mutters of resentment about it, but for the most part people weren�t in the mood to let it rain on their parade.
As the celebration wore on everyone from Aspen Hill sort of naturally gathered off to one side for their own more private conversations. With the big news out of the way the discussion had shifted to passing along news and messages from loved ones back home, and giving the Aspen Hill visitors letters and other messages to take home with them.
Matt had pulled Lewis aside to talk about his duties leading the defenders, and Jane had come along to listen in. With Trev�s dad, uncle, and Ed Larson talking with a few of the older men among the volunteers Trev felt a bit out of the loop, so he headed over to where Rick sat leaning against the mess tent�s cloth wall. His friend also looked a bit out of the loop, alone amidst all their friends, although he looked up and nodded as Trev approached.
�You seem strangely depressed about hearing that our town just scored a huge win,� Trev said, plopping down next to his friend.
Rick smiled faintly. �That�s not it. I was just thinking that if I�d been up there Lewis would�ve asked me to go along for sure. I could�ve been part of something useful. Here?� He waved towards the volunteers on the other side of the tent, many of whom were new recruits. �I�m stuck on babysitting duty.�
Trev did his best to hide his annoyance. �Training the new volunteers is important. It�s literally a matter of life and death. Not just for them but for us, since we�ll probably be working with them in the future.�
�I know that.� His friend looked a bit annoyed himself. �Still, man. Lewis�s team took out like fifty blockheads. They stole five trucks and a bunch of weapons and supplies. Then I look at what we�re doing and it just, well, doesn�t seem like much.�
�Maybe not.� Trev gestured vaguely in the direction of the canyon mouth. �At least you were part of that first attack.� Rick grunted but didn�t respond, so he kept going. �Come on, you�re complaining about not going into life or death situations. If it makes you feel better there�s still over ten thousand blockheads along this stretch of mountains. You�ll get more chances to fight them than you ever wanted.�
�Yeah.� Rick looked down at his hands, still morose. �If we ever get these recruits trained to the point they�re worth anything in a fight, so we�re free to get back to something useful ourselves.�
Trev�s annoyance was creeping back. �You�re the one who volunteered to join my squad. You could be out with Matt right now.�
�What, picking my way over deadfall up to my knees, trying to find deer and waiting for the enemy to attack the least likely spot ever?� His friend abruptly laughed and pushed to his feet. �I know, I know, I�m being a tool. I�ve got nothing to complain about, especially during a celebration.� He clapped Trev on the shoulder. �Speaking of which, should we get back to it?�
�Yeah.� Trev fell into step beside his friend as he headed towards Matt, Lewis, and Jane. �Let�s enjoy being out of the fight while we�re here, okay? I know Lewis, and what happened on that raid is tearing him up a bit. We might be in that same situation soon.�
�Sure.� Rick abruptly paused and turned to him. �You know I�m happy to be part of the squad, right? I never meant to complain about that.�
�I get it. I�m doing the best job I can here because I know it�s important, but it�s easy to feel like I�m not contributing much. I just don�t let that get in the way of doing what�s in front of me.�
His friend grinned. �I won�t either. We�ll get these guys whipped into shape so they�re ready when the time comes.�
When they joined the others that seemed to be a signal for a few of their squad mates to close in and pester Lewis for more details. Gutierrez in particular wanted to know what techniques they�d used sneaking up on the shelter, and all the details about the blockhead sentries and patrols they�d evaded. Things like how the enemy organized their emplacements and routes, what sort of night vision and other gear they had, how vigilant they were, etc.
Trev listened in with the others. He had a bit of practice with moving quietly in the night, but it was definitely something he could stand to improve on. Just in case he ever needed it. And if he found time the recruits could benefit from the knowledge as well.
Nighttime combat was still something he hadn�t covered with them, but they�d probably face it at some point.
The party wound down after another hour or so, well before sundown. As much as the Aspen Hill visitors enjoyed catching up with everyone, not to mention being the heroes of the hour, Lewis wasn�t the only one antsy about getting back to their duties protecting the town. Especially after kicking the proverbial hornet�s nest.
Trev, Matt, and the other volunteers from Aspen Hill came out to see them on their way, as they reclaimed the truck they�d be taking back with them from the pair of Marines guarding it. There were handshakes and hugs all around, especially where Matt and Trev were concerned, then the small group piled into the vehicle.
The engine roared to life, Lucas behind the wheel honked a couple times in farewell, and with a few last waves the vehicle rumbled its way back up Highway 31 headed for home.
From the looks on the faces around him, Trev had a feeling he wasn�t the only one wishing he could�ve gone with them. Not permanently, maybe, since he wasn�t about to abandon his duties here, but just for a visit. And there were volunteers who had a lot more pulling them back home than he did.
He moved a step closer to Matt, who was still waving. �I�m sure I would�ve heard if there was news, but you got a good chance to talk to your dad about your family. How is everyone?�
His friend gave him a tight smile. �Under the circumstances? Terry�s swamped with minor illnesses, people with the sniffles from the stress of abandoning their homes and living up in the mountains in inadequate shelter. April and Sam have been helping as much as they can, while Mom watches the kids and keeps an eye on the animals.�
�And Sam?�
�She�s reporting a bit of discomfort. Nothing out of the ordinary for a woman almost five months pregnant, but I think it�s scaring her a bit.� Matt looked a bit scared himself. �It�s her first child, and we don�t have the luxury of modern medical care. Not to mention four more months could put us smack dab in the middle of a nuclear winter.�
Trev nodded his understanding. That wasn�t a minor concern. Childbirth complications had been a serious risk throughout human history, and only within the last few generations had improved medical practices changed that. Sam was a petite woman, and conditions were anything but ideal.
She wouldn�t be the first childbirth since the Gulf burned, but of the handful of other women who�d given birth there had been some saddening results: even with Terry�s best efforts one mother had died shortly afterwards due to complications, and another had lost the child. They�d been severely malnourished, which hopefully was something Sam no longer had to worry about, but even so the danger was real.
He rested a hand on his friend�s shoulder. �We�ll be home before then,� he promised. �Or if not all of us then you at least.� Matt nodded but didn�t answer, still looking north. After an awkward silence Trev dropped his hand. �I�m not feeling much like heading back to the celebration. You?�
�No.� Matt turned his way. �I was thinking of getting our squads together for some nighttime training. Lewis�s raid proves that night combat is probably going to happen at some time. If not because we go out seeking a fight in the dark, then because there�s nothing stopping the blockheads from trying their hand at it.�
Trev nodded. �Well everyone�s conveniently here. Let�s get started.�

Chapter Three
Aspen Grove

Matt moved carefully along the game trail, leading four of his squad mates.
Even with scoped rifles, the most important part of hunting was not spooking the prey. From five feet or five hundred the slightest noise, the slightest motion, could send the target bounding away while he was still lining up the shot.
And given what they faced, they didn�t have any shots to waste. Lack of caution could lose them a bullet and meat on the hoof both.
Slow and careful, the way Lewis and Jane had taught him that spring. Then he�d gone out with grim determination every hunt, knowing he had a starving family that needed him to bring home meat. A starving wife with a baby on the way.
A camp full of fighters that needed feeding didn�t tug on the heartstrings quite as much. But if they didn�t eat they couldn�t fight, and if they couldn�t fight they couldn�t stop the blockheads. His loved ones would be right in the enemy�s path if Davis and his people fell, with no one left to protect them. And that did tug at the heartstrings.
So he�d bag every bit of game in these woods, just like he�d been trying to do for the last five days since the sergeant assigned him to the southern slope.
His squad had produced better results than he�d expected at the start. Matt wasn�t sure if the nuclear winter effect had slowed the spring migration of deer and elk back up into the mountains, which had been well underway long before the Retaliation happened, or if the influx of so many humans into the valley had scared the game into less crowded and noisy locations.
Either way he wasn�t complaining, because it meant they were bringing in meat every day and improving the situation in the camp. Even better, while they�d seen a few squads of Gold Bloc soldiers nosing around along the roads in the valley below, none of them had made any attempts to push up the slopes. His squad hadn�t been forced to fight yet.
Of course he should�ve known good fortune was the exception and not the rule, the way the world was now. Because while he was creeping along that trail, only a few hours into the morning shift, the warning from his lookouts that he�d been dreading finally arrived.
�Matt,� Pete hissed. �We�ve got blockheads headed our way, at least a dozen. They just disappeared into the scrub oak around the hills below the slope.�
Those hills were near the southern edge of the area Davis had given them to protect, where everywhere else the slope gave way straight to the valley below. The cover made them a good place to approach from.
Matt toggled his radio. �Got it. Hear that, everyone? Head for the southern emplacement.� Gutierrez, leading the other team, responded that he was on his way, and Matt continued. �All but you, Ben. I want you to stick around in case they send more people through your area, so you can call ahead to Davis for reinforcements.�
�Got it,� Ben replied. At the moment they had two lookout positions going, Pete to the south and Ben to the north, the same ones the sergeant�s lookouts had used before he�d made this forested slope Matt�s responsibility. But even with the lookouts everyone was expected to keep an eye on their surroundings and the valley below, just in case.
Matt waved the rest of his team forward. They�d split into two teams for hunting, starting north roughly a hundred yards apart and sweeping south side by side. At the moment they were in roughly the middle of the zone Davis had assigned them to guard, which meant they had half a mile through tightly packed forest densely blanketed with deadfall to cover.
Or would, if they hadn�t spent the previous weeks clearing trails for faster travel.
Scott nodded and led their team south at a run while Matt hung back to call in the news to Davis. They�d reach the southern emplacement in less than five minutes, which he hoped was fast enough.
It only took a a few seconds to relay the pertinent details. �Do you need help?� the sergeant immediately asked when he was done.
Matt hesitated. �I�m not sure.�
�I�ll take that as a yes. I�m sending Abrams with a mixed squad of Marines and volunteers your way. I want you to call in immediately if things start going bad out there, and don�t be afraid to fall back if you have to.� Davis paused. �In fact, if you want to keep up a running update on the action right from the start that might be best.�
�Got it. I�ll let Abrams know if he needs to change direction or if there�s anything else he needs to know.� Matt thumbed off the transmitter�s toggle, breaking into a run down the trail after Scott and the others. He pushed hard and caught up to them in under a minute, and together they continued on.
The southern emplacement was one of a dozen they�d set up to along the mile long area, covering the routes an enemy was most likely to approach along. Since this one was at the southern end of their zone, Matt had them spend a bit of extra time improving it. Just in case anyone making forays farther south got into deep water.
He would�ve been just as happy if the blockheads had stayed in the valley. But if they were going to make their way into the mountains, that emplacement was one of the more ideal locations to deal with them.
As they hustled to reach the spot in time, Pete kept up a running report on the progress the blockheads were making. The enemy wasn�t in any hurry, it sounded like, since they were doing their best not to be noticed. Matt was glad Pete had spotted them before they began creeping through the woods, or they might�ve posed a much bigger threat. One his squad might not have been able to handle.
It turned out that they got to the emplacement with plenty of time to spare setting up their ambush. The dug out fortification overlooked one of the few areas of the hillside that wasn�t quite so steep, and rather than dense evergreens the slope was dominated by aspen. The widely spaced, airy maze of straight white trunks were mostly clear of deadfall and undergrowth, and that visibility would make anyone passing through the location more vulnerable.
While setting up the emplacement Matt had accepted that a cautious enemy would likely go around the aspen grove, rather than through it. So he�d worked under the assumption that the enemy would stick to the steeper evergreen-clad slopes to either side. It meant the blockheads would have more cover to work with, but hopefully knowing exactly where they were would be enough to balance that out.
Since the Gold Bloc soldiers could choose multiple approaches, that made it all the more important that Pete keep an eye on which way they were going. At the moment the young man reported that the enemy was moving up the slope a bit north of the aspens, so Matt had his people set up on the northern end of the emplacement. That was good, since that spot was a bit more open and had a better view between the trees below.
Once they were ready there wasn�t much to do but wait until the enemy came to them.
�It�s about time we see some action,� Pete whispered as he came up beside Matt. He�d abandoned his more vulnerable lookout spot once the enemy was close enough he might be spotted; they�d soon be in sight of the emplacement itself.
�Been looking forward to this?� Gutierrez asked from farther down the line.
The young man grinned fiercely. �Are you kidding? Ever since Lewis took out those blockheads at his shelter, I�ve been waiting for my chance to take a swing at the enemy. Bagging deer is nice, but I�d rather gun down the guys murdering Americans wherever they find them.�
Matt made a sharp gesture for quiet. �They�re in sight,� he hissed. �Remember people, this is an ambush. No noise. And stay out of sight until I give the signal.�
In spite of his warning he only saw the one blockhead. He needed Pete�s help to identify a few more spread out through the trees, making their way up the slope. The advance scouts for the larger party. Even with that help they were hard to pick out through the trees.
Matt had to hand it to the Gold Bloc soldiers. They moved slowly and stayed to cover, obviously wary of an ambush. They seemed to know what they were doing, too, to the point that he only caught glimpses of them and could easily believe that half the enemy scouts went unseen.
Unfortunately for the blockheads they had two serious disadvantages. First of all, even the best skulkers couldn�t stay concealed forever when they were on the move. And by the same token since Matt�s squad was already in place, waiting silently for the enemy, staying concealed was much, much easier.
The second disadvantage was that the enemy didn�t know this terrain, while he and his people had spent weeks going over it constantly. The blockheads wouldn�t know the likely ambush spots, and conversely Matt could guess where the enemy soldiers were moving concealed even though he couldn�t see or hear them.
After a minute or so of watching the soldiers approach Matt had to assume that Pete had been, understandably, wrong about the numbers. Going by the guess that he could only pick out half of them, there were at least two dozen of the enemy down there. Although he doubted he�d be able to confirm that number until they sprung their ambush, if even then.
His heart was pounding, his hands shaking. This was it. Davis and his Marines weren�t here to help, or even any of the other volunteers. It was just his squad, possibly outnumbered two to one, with only the advantage of surprise and a superior position to see them through the day.
Even against the raiders there�d always been the comfort of knowing he had the whole town at his back, so they heavily outnumbered Turner�s people. Here there was no such comfort. Abrams and his reinforcements were coming, sure, but at best they�d still be minutes away when the blockheads reached the ideal ambush spot. Matt couldn�t wait on that.
The forward scouts reached the aspen grove. As Matt had predicted they split around it, to stick to the better concealment of the densely forested slopes to either side. This close it was easy to scope their exact location, and he could�ve taken any of them out with a shot. From Pete�s expectant look it was obvious the young man was hoping for just that.
Matt waited. No point ambushing the scouts and letting the rest of the blockheads slip away. Or, even worse, circle around and flank them once they gave away their location.
The scouts finished skirting the grove and paused upslope of it, reporting in on their radios. At first Matt wasn�t sure why, but then to his delight he saw that the rest of the blockheads were breaking from cover to move between the aspens, darting quickly from one white trunk to the next on their way up the hillside.
The scouts had given the all clear on the grove, and the rest of the blockheads were risking the open ground so they wouldn�t have to laboriously pick their way over the deadfall beneath the evergreens. Matt didn�t blame them, since negotiating the clogged terrain slowed your pace to a crawl and presented its own risks. Still, he could barely believe their good luck.
Everyone turned to him expectantly, and Matt irritably motioned for them to focus on picking out targets until he gave the order to fire. He�d wait until the blockheads were near the top of the open area. That was partly so his people would have clear shots, which even the widely spaced aspen trunks would partially obscure deeper in.
But mostly it was so the enemy would be stuck with the unpleasant choice: of either bolting the rest of the way forward to safer cover against a hail of bullets, or retreating back the way they�d come. A much farther distance out in the relative openness between the aspen trunks.
Experience and the advice of competent people had driven home the point that timing was important, and he was going to make sure he put that lesson to best use here.
One nice thing about the enemy moving out into the open was that he could finally get a read on their numbers. As he�d predicted, Pete�s guess of a dozen was off by almost half. It was closer to twenty blockheads heading up the slope towards them, a full two dozen if he counted the scouts.
Speaking of which; Matt focused his own sights on one of the scouts, since they were already behind better cover and would pose a bigger threat once the fight started. The rest of his squad could handle the blockheads in the grove.
He waited a few more seconds for the blockhead stragglers to get high enough up into the aspens, sighting on his target all the while. By that time the scouts were getting ready to move out again, so they could stay ahead of the main force of blockheads. Which meant he was about out of time; it would be better to start this while they were still unmoving, easy targets.
�Fire,� he said, quietly but clearly. He suited his words by squeezing the trigger.
His target went down with a shot to the throat, and Matt immediately swung his weapon to the next nearest scout. All around him he heard the reports of more rifles as his squad opened fire.
Down below chaos erupted as blockheads dropped with screams of pain, accompanied by cries of alarm and warning shouts from their companions. Soldiers ducked behind the inadequate cover of spindly aspen trunks or bolted for something better, many making themselves easy targets just long enough to take a bullet of their own.
The braver or better positioned ones returned fire, including the scouts, but doing so only made them immediate targets. Such as the second enemy Matt aimed for, who popped out with his rifle pointing at someone farther down the emplacement. That put him in profile, and Matt hit him in the shoulder just below the protection of his flak jacket. The man dropped with a strangled cry, weapon flying away.
As he searched for signs of another scout popping out of hiding he heard a yell of pain from down the line. It sounded like Carl Mitchell, who the defenders all called by his last name to not confuse him with Carl Raymond. His guess was confirmed when Mitchell�s buddy Eddy Hanson cursed and began calling for help.
�Stay down and don�t make yourself a target!� he hissed. �Do what you can for him and I�ll call in for help.�
He wasn�t sure what help the sergeant could offer, since they were far off any road. Hopefully Abrams had brought someone who knew a bit of combat triage with him, so they could get Mitchell stable long enough to carry him back to camp.
Assuming they won this. Assuming there weren�t more wounded before it was over.
Matt fired a few more times, sure he didn�t hit anything, then dropped down and toggled his radio. �We�ve got wounded, Abrams.�
The private swore. �Hold tight, we�ll be there in five. Stabilize them until then. Have you eliminated the enemy?�
�Getting there. Just a sec.� Matt toggled off the radio, moved a few feet along the emplacement, and popped up enough to see. The firefight was still going strong, but it looked as if they�d taken out over half the enemy. Those who remained had found better cover among the tree trunks and deadfall and were pinned down, returning fire where they could. He reported that in.
While he was on the radio one of the blockhead scouts abruptly threw away his weapon, calling �Surrender! Surrender!� over and over from his hiding place. The next few moments were chaotic as more of the enemy threw away their weapons, calling their own surrenders in an unfamiliar language. Others kept firing, while some ran.
Matt opened his mouth to tell his squad to cease fire, at least until they could decide what the blockheads still fighting planned to do. A lot of his people had already paused, so most of the shooting was coming from the other side.
Before he could give the order two shots rang out in swift succession from beside him. One hit an enemy soldier who�d jumped up to toss aside his weapon, and the other the unlucky man�s nearby companion who tried to bolt down the slope a few seconds later.
�Cease fire!� Matt bellowed. Then, remembering the first battle in the canyon, he leaned over and yanked the rifle out of Pete�s hands. Just in case his friend decided to disobey his order or �take too long� to obey it.
The young man swore and turned to glare at him. �What was that for?�
Matt didn�t have time for that right now. The rest of the squad had stopped firing, and seeing it the rest of the blockheads were throwing away their weapons and standing with their hands raised. Matt stood as well, cautious for any sign of a hidden weapon or other deception as he addressed the soldiers. �We accept your surrender! Come out into the open and gather up so we know where you all are!�
The only response was blank stares. It looked like none of the blockheads spoke English, aside from the word �surrender� itself. Matt repeated himself and communicated with gestures, and the enemy soldiers hesitantly started towards a more open area in the aspen grove, gathering together as directed.
�Gutierrez, take everyone but Mitchell and Eddy and go secure them.� The former soldier nodded and began calling orders, making his way down from the emplacement towards the nine blockheads below with his rifle held steady on them. Others followed, most making directly for the weapons that had been tossed aside to secure them.
As they left Matt hurried over to where Mitchell lay clutching at his neck. Dark red blood oozed between his fingers. But judging by the fact that he was still alive and it wasn�t spraying everywhere, Matt was fairly sure it hadn�t hit an artery. Eddy was kneeling over his friend, looking frantic but unable to do anything to help.
Matt wasn�t sure what he could do, either. He probably should�ve paid more attention to what Terry, April, and Sam were doing in the clinic, all those times he�d been around visiting his wife or seeing to a sick or injured friend. But he hadn�t, and that was on him.
He slung his weapon and Pete�s over his shoulder, then reached into a pocket on his combat vest and pulled out the small first aid kit there. There was gauze and antiseptic ointment inside, as well as a bottle of liquid bandage spray, butterfly bandages, rolls of cloth bandaging, and a small hand-squeezed water sprayer for irrigating wounds.
Matt decided to start out with the gauze until someone who knew what they were doing showed up. He doused it in the ointment, then had Mitchell move his hand long enough to press it on. �Hold it there,� he ordered. The wounded man nodded, dazed, but held the gauze on tight.
Pete had followed him over, hovering nearby as he worked. �Can I have my gun back?� he demanded.
Matt hesitated, then straightened, looking over at where his people were collecting the weapons and binding the surrendered enemy soldiers. He supposed now he did have time for this. He just wasn�t too eager to address it.
But he had to. He grabbed his friend and pulled him away a short distance. �You shot a soldier who was surrendering, then a running man in the back.�
Pete shrugged. �So? They�ve probably done the same to innocent Americans dozens of times.� Matt didn�t respond other than to stare at him steadily, and the young man�s anger ratcheted up a notch. �Why are you on a high horse, Matt? You were first in line to congratulate Lewis, when he came by with the news about slitting a bunch of blockhead throats and lobbing firebombs in at them as they slept.�
His friend�s casual disregard for what he�d done floored Matt for a second. Pete wasn�t even trying to pretend he�d mistaken the enemy movements as threatening or anything like that. �It�s not the same. Lewis wasn�t in a position where taking prisoners was an option. We are, and so we did. There are rules in war.�
�Rules?� Pete nearly shouted. �A third of the people on the planet are dead! These monsters have been tearing our country apart from one side to another, butchering everyone they find. You want to talk to me about rules? The only rule I care about is the one that says I kill every blockhead I see. I don�t feel bad about shooting those guys. At all.�
Matt leaned in closer to the young man, speaking firmly. �The rules aren�t for their sake, they�re for ours. To keep us from becoming animals like them.�
Pete looked away, sullen. �Yeah, well maybe if we were we�d be winning this war.� He held out his hand. �Give it back.�
Matt hesitated, hating this situation. He supposed he appreciated Pete�s honesty, but if the guy had at least pretended� gah, what a mess. He shook his head and gripped the straps of both rifles firmly in his hand. �I think I�ll hold onto it for a bit. Go help the others secure the prisoners.�
His friend spat off to one side. �Prisoners,� he muttered. �We can�t feed them and we have nowhere to put them. Wanna bet Davis is just going to put a bullet in all their heads once we get back to camp?� He started to walk past Matt, nearly slamming him with his shoulder.
Matt twisted and caught the young man in a firm grip, stopping him cold and turning him around so they were face to face. He didn�t like what he saw in Pete�s eyes. �Listen to me,� he said quietly. �You need to stop and seriously think about, well, how you�re thinking. Get your head on straight.�
�My head�s just fine,� the young man snapped, barely in control of his temper. �If you don�t want me to shoot blockheads under certain circumstances, just tell me not to and I�ll obey your orders.� He yanked away from Matt�s hand again, stomping towards where Gutierrez was lining up the prisoners. Matt reluctantly let him go.
I shouldn�t have to tell you that, he thought. He�d ignored Pete�s issues for far too long, but he didn�t think he could anymore. The only question was what to do about it.
He put aside the matter for now and returned to Mitchell, waiting for Abrams to reach them. Before too long Gutierrez brought the prisoners up to the emplacement, sitting them down with half the squad guarding them. The former soldier had also sent Scott out to take Pete�s place at the south lookout position, in case more blockheads were on their way.
* * *
When Abrams arrived he had one of his people take a look at Mitchell. Then the private had rest of his squad join him combing the aspen grove, to search the bodies and make sure all of them were really dead.
Once that was finished he returned to inform Matt that his people would take over guarding the area for a few hours. �Get these prisoners back to camp and report in to Davis. It�s up to the sergeant whether he wants to give you the rest of the day off or have you come back out here.�
Matt nodded and called for his squad to form up and get the prisoners on their feet. Then he hesitated and stepped a bit closer to the Marine. �Was letting them surrender the right move?� he asked in a low voice.
Abrams and made a noncommittal noise, then turned and began barking orders to his squad.
Shrugging away the lack of response, Matt went over to the Marine looking over Mitchell. �What�s the good news?�
The man smiled. �Thankfully it is good news. It�s a through and through, but not in any vital area. If the shot had been less than an inch up and to the left he�d have bled out in minutes. As it is he�ll be out of commission for a while, and for the first few days we�ll want to be very careful he doesn�t reopen the wounds. If possible I�d suggest he stay here for now, since moving him won�t do him any favors.�
Matt glanced at Eddy, and the man straightened. �I�ll stay here with him.�
He nodded and clapped his squad mate on the shoulder. �We�ll bring you some camping gear and other stuff to make you more comfortable.� He turned to Mitchell. �I�m glad the prognosis is good. Hang in there.�
With Gutierrez in the lead the squad headed back towards camp with the nine blockheads in tow. Matt brought up the rear, weapon ready in case any of them tried anything.
In spite of their wounded squad mate his people were in a good mood after their victory. Matt was fully on board with their raised spirits; they�d taken the enemy out without losing anyone, and that was always worth celebrating.
There was a bit of a hubbub in camp as they came in with prisoners. People stopped whatever they were doing to stand and gawk, and there were more than a few cheers. Davis came out to watch the show, and Matt couldn�t read anything from his expression as he walked over to him to report in.
�Prisoners?� the sergeant asked.
�They surrendered.�
�Yeah, that�s usually how prisoners get taken.� Davis spat off to one side. �Caught yourself a bunch of them.�
Matt hesitated. �Did I make the right call?�
�As opposed to what, gunning them down after they�d tossed away their weapons?� The sergeant shrugged. �Can�t really say. We�ll send them on to the higher ups to deal with. Maybe they can question them or arrange a prisoner transfer or something. Or maybe they�ll string �em up and finish what you started. Either way taking prisoners is usually the right call if you can do it safely.�
Davis motioned, and his Marines came forward to claim the prisoners. They wasted no time getting the nine blockheads into a truck, and within minutes were rumbling up Highway 31 and out of sight.
After that the sergeant gave his people a once-over, nodding in approval. �You all did good today, irregulars. I wasn�t wrong to trust you to protect that slope. Now, are you ready to get back out to your post? I�d like to free Abrams up to do some scouting in those hills, where the blockheads came in. See what he can see about why the enemy chose that spot for their first attempt to slip through.�
Matt glanced at his people, getting a few nods. �Yeah, we�re good to go.�
�Off you go then. And good work.� Davis nodded in dismissal and started for his command tent.
Matt hesitated, then followed after him. �Can I talk to you, Sergeant?� he asked in a low voice.
Davis glanced over. �Isn�t that what we were doing?� Matt shifted uncomfortably, and the man shrugged and held open the flap to his tent, motioning for Matt to go in ahead of him.
Matt stepped inside, and at the sergeant�s ushering settled into one of the two camping chairs off to one side near the wall, gripping the flimsy armrests. Davis plopped down into the other one and sat waiting patiently until Matt was ready to begin.
�You�ve seen plenty of action. As a leader you�ve probably had to deal with a few of your people getting bent out of shape.�
�What exactly are we talking here?� the sergeant asked with a deep frown. �Anything I need to worry about?�
�No, he�s in control,� Matt said quickly. �He�s not a danger to himself or the squad. It�s just, well, he shot up a couple of the blockheads after they started surrendering. He didn�t seem bothered by it when I called him out on it, either.�
�He wouldn�t be the only one in camp who doesn�t want to accept a surrender,� Davis said. �Did he disobey orders?�
Matt shook his head. �I�m just worried. He�s gone through a lot of bad stuff since the Gulf burned, and now he�s really gung ho about killing the enemy. Almost to the point I think he enjoys it. I�m worried about what that�s going to do to him down the line. What it�s already doing to him.�
The noncom sighed. �Give me the details,� he said. �All of them. Who�s your guy and what�s his malfunction?�
Although Matt didn�t really want to toss Pete to the wolves, he was here now and the sergeant probably wouldn�t appreciate him clamming up about specifics. He was the one who�d brought up the problem, and if there really was something to be worried about Davis needed to hear it.
So he started, haltingly at first, describing Pete�s willingness to help the town right from the beginning, how he�d lost his mother to hunger and sickness during the winter and his dad had been killed by the raiders in the spring. Then he, reluctantly, described the instances he�d seen from the young man that gave him reason to worry.
Through it all the sergeant stared ahead at the wall of the tent, expression curiously blank, and after Matt finished the silence stretched out between them. �Send him home,� the Marine finally said.
Matt blinked. �But we need everyone we can get. Besides, like I said he�s in��
�No, he�s not in control,� Davis cut in, turning to give him a piercing stare. �You came to me because your instincts told you there was a problem and you trust my experience, right?� Matt nodded reluctantly. �Well let me tell you what that experience is. This is not a pleasant business we�re in, necessary as it is, and it takes its toll on us. When that toll�s too high, when a soldier�s head isn�t in the right place, they die or they get the people depending on them killed.�
The older man looked away, as if remembering something he�d rather not from his past, and sighed. �It sounds like you have good reason to worry about your friend Pete, and I can pretty much guarantee you don�t want to keep putting him in combat. You�ll be doing him and yourself a favor by taking him out of the middle of it.�
Matt had been afraid of that. He trusted Pete with his life, but he didn�t want to put the young man in a position he couldn�t handle. �He probably won�t go,� he said quietly.
�Then I�ll pull him back to base camp and find something for him to do here until he gets his act together.� Davis stood and put a hand on Matt�s shoulder. �But first I want you to talk to him. Get in his head, yank out whatever�s got him bent out of shape, and then I�ll keep him here where I can keep an eye on him until I�ve decided he�s healed from whatever�s hurt him. If he can.�
�Okay. Thanks.� Matt stood and offered Davis Pete�s rifle to hold onto. �I�ll leave it to you to decide when he�s ready to get this back. In the meantime I�ll be down three men with him reassigned to camp, Mitchell wounded, and Eddy looking after him.�
�Talk to your buddy Smith and see if he�s got some people he thinks are ready,� the sergeant said, accepting the weapon and setting it aside. �If not pull some people from the night shift� you�re doing double shifts, why shouldn�t they?�
That seemed a pretty clear dismissal, so Matt headed outside. His squad was waiting for him, including Pete. Matt wasn�t sure he was ready for that confrontation just yet, so he sought out Trev at the training grounds for replacement fighters.
His friend saw him coming and called for his recruits to keep going before heading out to meet him. �Hey. I followed your ambush on the southern slope over the radio. Glad it went well.�
�Better than I could�ve hoped.� Matt took a breath. �How are your trainees doing? Davis said I could pull your three best to join my squad on a temporary basis. One for good, maybe.�
Trev gave him a worried look. �Three? I thought it was just Mitchell, with a wound that wasn�t too serious.�
�And Eddy to help him out for a few days.� Matt took another breath. �And Pete, who�s getting reassigned to camp to help Davis.�
He thought that was pretty vague, but his friend picked up on the implication. �What did he do?�
�Let�s just say I have my doubts about putting him in combat.� Matt motioned towards the training volunteers. �Who do you have?�
Trev led the way over to the range and called out a few names. Three middle-aged men peeled away from drilling and trotted over, slinging their rifles over their shoulders on the way. �Matt, these are the Carlisle brothers Les and Nick, and Wally Peterson. They used to head into the mountains every hunting season before the Gulf burned, and visited the range a couple times a year too. They should hold their own.�
Matt shook hands all around. �Sergeant Davis said I could get three people to join my squad for the next few days, and one possibly for longer. We�re going to be heading out to the southern slope in a few minutes to resume our duties, so go grab your gear.�
�Sure thing,� Nick said, nudging his brother. They trotted off towards their camp with Wally in tow.
�Hopefully we won�t see any more action down there after the thrashing we gave the blockheads,� Matt said, watching them go. �It should be uneventful for them.�
Trev nodded. �You ever imagine what it must be like for the enemy, ambushed the moment they get within a hundred yards of the mountains?� Matt shrugged but didn�t respond, thoughts turning to the next item on the agenda, his confrontation with Pete, as his friend continued. �I mean I try to imagine it myself, and I decide it�d probably be a good idea to not go to the place where I�d get ambushed.�
�Wouldn�t that be nice,� Matt said, shaking his head. �With the numbers they�ve got, they�re not going to be fazed by losing a few dozen people here and there.� He clapped the shorter blond man on the shoulder, waving a farewell to anyone glancing his way from the training grounds. Then he turned and started for his squad.
�We heading back out?� Gutierrez called as he approached.
�Yeah, once a few temporary additions to the squad report in.� Matt gestured curtly. �Pete, got a second?�
Wary, his friend followed him to well out of earshot of the others. �Look,� he began, �if it makes you happy I�ll admit that I��
�No.� Matt took a breath. �On Davis�s orders I�m assigning you to permanent duty at base camp.�
He hadn�t expected his friend to take the news well, and he wasn�t disappointed. �You�ve got to be kidding,� Pete said, face already reddening.
�It�s where you�re needed.�
�BS. You�re seriously benching me because I took a few shots before you even gave the order to cease fire?� His friend began pacing back and forth in clear agitation.
Matt sighed. �It�s not just that. I�ve been watching you for a while now, man, and I�m worried about you.�
�Why are you doing this?� Pete demanded. �Did I piss you off or something?�
�No!� Matt stepped forward and caught his shoulder, halting his pacing. �You need to get your head right, Pete. You�re going off half-cocked, you�re chomping at the bits to go off and shoot blockheads, and I�m not the only one who�s noticed you�re on edge. I mean, you�re even starting fights with your friends over nothing!�
�What, you mean that thing with Rick before he changed squads? He started that!� The young man was getting angrier and angrier. �Just because I�m friends with Alice and he can�t grow a pair and tell her how��
�Pete,� Matt cut in, quiet but firm. His friend reluctantly shut up. �I�m your friend, man. I�m doing this because I�m worried about you. I have to be the one to tell you your judgment�s off, because I don�t think you can see it right now. I don�t want you to get yourself killed, and I can�t take the risk of you getting anyone else killed. But even more than that, I want you to get your act together. So you can have whatever sort of normal life this messed up world will allow.�
The young man looked away resentfully. �If you don�t trust me then fine, I�ll stay behind washing pans.�
�You�ve got it wrong. There aren�t many people I trust more than you. But I don�t think you�re yourself right now.� Matt squeezed the tense shoulder beneath his hand in reassurance. �Just give it a few weeks. Get some sleep, sort out your grief for your parents and everyone else you�ve lost. I�ll be here to talk every night if you need me. And once your head�s in the right place you�ll be welcome back in the squad. We do need you.�
�Whatever.� Pete shook his hand off and stalked back towards the Aspen Hill camp, posture tense and angry.
Matt watched him go, feeling tired. He probably could�ve handled that better, but he couldn�t think of how.

Chapter Four
Night Lights

�Lewis, you still in radio range?�
Lewis blinked. As far as he knew Chauncey was back at the refuge, while he was halfway down the slope of the foothill just south of Aspen Hill Canyon. He obviously was in range, although the retired teacher�s voice was faint and grainy, but he wasn�t sure how. He lifted his radio. �Yeah I am. What�s up?�
�Just wanted to send along the good news. Matt�s squad ambushed a couple dozen blockheads south of 31 and killed or captured the lot.�
That�s what he liked to hear. �Are they all okay?�
�From what I hear Mitchell took one in the neck.� Before Lewis�s heart could sink at that Chauncey hastily continued. �Nonfatal, I mean. He should recover pretty quickly, although he�ll be out of action for a few days. Everyone else is fine.�
�That�s good to hear. Send along my congratulations and best wishes next time you get in touch with them.�
�Will do.� There was a brief pause. �How�s your thing going?�
Lewis glanced down the foothill at the nearest blockhead emplacements a mile or so away, then along the slope to the north, beyond the mouth of the canyon. He couldn�t see his dad�s team from here, of course, but they were probably in position by now. His own team would�ve made the agreed on noon deadline too, if they hadn�t been delayed by that scrub oak thicket.
It turned out his dad was also in range of the refuge. �Two is go,� he said in reply to Chauncey�s question.
�Copy that. One needs a bit more time. Too bad you�re at the refuge, Chauncey� you�ll miss the fireworks.�
The retired teacher chuckled. �Yeah, well I�m not too mobile these days. Good hunting.�
�Thanks.� He thumbed off his headset�s mic and glanced over at Jane and Uncle George. Tam and Carl were with his dad, and that was everyone he needed today; smaller teams all around for this attack. Truth be told they probably could�ve managed it with just him and his dad, but it never hurt to have backup. At least one person to carry the munitions and one to serve as a spotter.
�Good to hear things are going well down there,� his uncle said quietly. They were well out of earshot of the distant emplacements, but caution never hurt anyone.
Lewis nodded. �Let�s go.�
With his wife covering them they picked their way downslope to the next good source of cover, doing their best to move slowly and stay behind any concealment they could find. Once they reached it Lewis motioned, and it was Jane�s turn to head down.
Only a hundred or so yards more to the outcropping they�d picked out. Then they�d be ready to go.
It took about twenty minutes to go that distance at their slow, cautious pace. Once they reached the spot Lewis carefully unslung the missile launcher he�d been carrying, and Uncle George even more carefully withdrew the three missiles from his pack. Jane had already pulled out a pair of binoculars and was scoping the area below as his spotter.
Three missiles for his group, two to launch and one extra they�d brought just in case they needed it. The same went for his dad. That was more than half their remaining missiles they�d brought for this, not counting the ones they�d sent along with Matt. Which meant even if this attack was successful it would be costly, and they�d have to be much more sparing with their few remaining missiles afterwards.
But the potential gains far offset the cost. The blockheads didn�t know they had missiles, and in response to Lewis�s previous raid on the shelter they�d poured more soldiers into the area around Aspen Hill. That meant the emplacements below were stuffed with enemies, and most also had a heavy machine gun set up.
With his uncle�s help he loaded a missile into the launcher, checked it the way Gutierrez had showed him, then thumbed his mic. �One is go.�
�Copy. On your mark.�
Lewis glanced at Jane, who handed him her binoculars and pointed down at the closest emplacement below. �No heavy weapons there,� she said quietly. She kept pointing as she continued, also guiding his view through the field glasses with her other hand. �But that one and that one have something.�
He nodded, gauging distance. They were both farther away, but still within range. He turned to his uncle. �Want to give me a hand lining up the shot? I don�t want to mess up.� It was a fairly big emplacement, sure, but he�d heard about Gutierrez�s problems hitting the chopper. The embarrassment of missing a stationary target aside, he didn�t want to waste one of their precious missiles.
�I�ll do my best to keep you on target,� Uncle George promised. Jane nodded her agreement as she reclaimed the binoculars and panned the northernmost of the two targets she�d selected.
Lewis took a breath and hefted the missile launcher, going over the instructions for using the wire-guided system. His uncle crouched beside him and whispered a few suggestions for correcting his aim. Finally Lewis nodded his readiness. �Let them know.�
Jane lifted her radio. �Mark.�
He braced as best he could as the missile streaked away, doing his best to follow its progress and guess its trajectory so he could make corrections. Jane and his uncle also gave their advice.
Either they did something right or they were lucky, because the emplacement he�d aimed for went up in a brilliant explosion, dirt from ruptured sandbags flying everywhere along with tumbling bodies and equipment. �You got the machine gun,� Jane reported.
Lewis barely heard her, focused on scrambling to get the second missile loaded. It seemed to take forever as he fumbled it into place, and he knew time was of the essence. Once the enemy realized the danger they�d bolt from their emplacements, in case they were the next target. If they had enough time they might even manage to bring valuable supplies or even the heavy machine gun with them.
He should�ve spent a bit longer practicing loading and unloading the missiles, but to be honest knowing that he was handling high explosives gave him the heebie jeebies. Too bad they hadn�t had any dummy missiles to practice with.
Finally he got it in and began lining up the shot at the second emplacement. Over his radio he heard Tam reporting. �Two away for Two. Heading home.�
That was fast. Then again, they�d had longer to set up. Uncle George nodded his aim, and Lewis once again braced to fire.
The second missile wasn�t quite as good as the first, as far as he could see. Jane confirmed it a moment later. �It impacted off to one side of the emplacement, missing most of the supplies and the machine gun. Only a few soldiers hit too, it looks like.�
He had no idea what had gone wrong between that shot and the first one, aside from maybe rushing it a little. Which annoyed him; if he couldn�t figure out his error he couldn�t correct it for next time. But that was a worry for the future.
�Load up,� he said, already slinging the missile launcher onto his back. Jane was ready to go, and his uncle had the extra missile stuffed in his pack a moment later. Lewis lifted the radio. �Two away for One. Heading home.�
He heard the distant report of small arms fire from far below as they scrambled up the hillside towards safety, but he wasn�t terribly concerned. At this distance even a skilled marksman, with a powerful hunting rifle and an excellent scope, would have a near impossible time hitting a moving target. And it sounded like none of the heavy machine guns were joining the fray, at least not yet.
They didn�t have to go far, and then they�d be inside the scrub oak thicket and out of sight. From there it was safe going all the way back to the temporary camp the defenders had set up, not far from the top of the canyon.
�What sort of damage did we do?� Uncle George panted as they scrambled up the steep grassy slope, treacherous with rocks hidden underneath the long matted tangle.
�We hit at least a dozen blockheads with the first one, along with the machine gun,� Jane replied. �There was a secondary explosion too, explosives or fuel. The second one we got four or five, and maybe damaged some supplies.�
Could be worse. But for the price of their precious missiles Lewis hoped his dad had done better.
They made it to the safety of the thicket without so much as hearing the whine of a nearby ricochet. Since they�d already navigated the tangled scrub oak once, they managed better time coming back through, but it was still midafternoon by the time they reached their secluded camp.
Unsurprisingly the second team was already there when they arrived. �How�d you do?� Lewis called.
It was Tam who answered. She�d been spotting for that team. �Demolished both emplacements, including that new one the blockheads set up, along the road we took the stolen trucks from the shelter raid along. We got maybe two dozen blockheads and two big guns, and whatever else they had in there with them. Weapons, ammunition, that sort of thing.�
�Nice shooting,� he told his dad with a strained smile. �I didn�t do quite so well.� He repeated Jane�s numbers. As he was talking he pulled out his binoculars and looked down at the valley. He hadn�t had many chances to see the blockhead response while climbing in the opposite direction, other than the occasional glance over his shoulder. �What are they doing down there?�
�Not much,� Tam replied, coming to stand beside him. �I mean, they�re emptying out the emplacements aside from critical personnel, and they�ve got people dotted around in individual sentry positions with binoculars, watching the foothills like hawks. But no sign of any counterattack.�
Lewis didn�t like that. The blockheads had buzzed like a kicked anthill when they�d raided the shelter, bringing in more people and doubling their defenses. He supposed it was harder to respond to missiles, but even so he�d expected something.
He wasn�t about to believe the enemy would just roll over and take those kinds of losses without some kind of retaliation.
�Let�s double our sentries,� he suggested. �If they do have something planned I don�t want to be caught by surprise.�
In spite of his caution the afternoon passed towards evening with not much activity from the valley below. Like Tam had said, the blockheads were changing up their emplacements to be less vulnerable to missile attacks: fewer personnel more widely spaced, supplies moved to other locations, and scouts dotting the area.
They were definitely upping their vigilance. They just weren�t doing anything else that he could see.
As the sun sank towards the horizon he made sure the fresh shift all had night vision, and warned them to be even more watchful than the day shift had been. He could imagine the enemy responding to the threat of missile launchers and M2s by staging sneak attacks in the dark. Small hit and runs to whittle the defenders down, without giving them a chance to bring their heavy weapons to bear.
That�s how he�d go about it, at least.
In spite of that worry he forced himself to roll into bed just after sunset to get some sleep, grateful that Jane was back to taking shifts with him. They had the same sleeping schedule now, and he was happy when she followed him into the tent and snuggled up beside him. He always slept a bit easier with her close by.
Although it turned out they both had things other than rest on their mind that evening, so they didn�t go to sleep right away. After enjoying some intimate time together, their first opportunity in what felt like way too long, they spent an hour or so holding each other close, quietly talking about things that had nothing to do with the blockheads or war.
Jane wanted to hear about his time up in the mountains last summer, cutting firewood and turning the hideout into a more sturdy emergency shelter. She�d already said it in so many words, but she was also hinting more and more that she�d rather be up there with him. If they didn�t have their current responsibilities.
Lewis didn�t mind the thought at all. Especially when she almost wistfully mentioned that if it was just the two of them to worry about, they could forego the contraceptives for a while and put serious focus into starting their family.
He had to reluctantly remind her that even if the blockheads left tomorrow, he still had a duty to care for his parents and sister and Trev�s family. The chance for their own future would come, but it wouldn�t be so simple as packing up and heading off to the hideout.
Jane also opened up about her own past. It was one of the rare times she was willing to talk about anything from her life before the Gulf burned, although she still refused to give any details about the time between then and when her group arrived in Aspen Hill. He knew her mother and father had both died during that time, and they�d gone through some pretty terrible trials. He respected that she didn�t want to open those wounds and didn�t pry.
In a way it was almost incredible to hear how ordinary her life had been before everything collapsed. Growing up as an only child, graduating college early with a degree in Accounting and working towards her CPA in Provo so she could stay near her parents. Her time spent in competitive shooting, and hunting or spending time at the range with her dad.
Lewis couldn�t help but wonder how different Jane had been before the Gulf burned, and how much she�d changed since. Would they have even had a chance to meet in normal society?
She eventually fell silent, and from the subtle change in her breathing he was sure she�d drifted off. Lewis had been drifting in an out for a while himself, and with his wife peaceful at his side he allowed himself to sink down into sleep as well.
* * *
Trev didn�t so much wake up as miraculously jolt up into a crouch while still inside his sleeping bag, slapping his head against the low ceiling of his tent.
In the few moments it took for his mind to catch up to his body, all he heard was the piercing wail of an honest to goodness air raid siren he hadn�t known the camp even had. Struggling to be heard above the deafening racket were the voices of men shouting in alarm.
He started to reach for his gun first, then thought better of it and snatched up the earbuds to his radio instead. It took two tries to fumble the first one into the wrong ear, but at that point he completely forgot about anything but listening.
��still coming in fast directly for the canyon!�
�Shoot it down!� That was Davis, his usual no-nonsense bellow.
The Marine reporting in half laughed, sounding a bit wild. �Shoot it? I can barely see it, even with night vision! Only reason I know it�s headed our way is because it�s getting louder fast.�
The air raid siren abruptly cut off, almost immediately replaced by the sergeant�s voice on a bullhorn. �Everybody up! Grab your weapons and packs and anything else you can snatch up in two seconds. The camp�s about to come under attack, and if you dawdle you�re literally dead!�
Trev didn�t waste a moment shrugging out of his sleeping bag. All he grabbed were his boots, slinging them around his neck by the laces, his pack with his night vision goggles zipped in the side pocket, and his flack jacket with the gun belt wrapped around it and his rifle sitting on top of it.
Awkwardly juggling the heavy bundles, he crouched and grabbed the zipper, yanking it up. It snagged halfway to the top and might�ve even torn, but he didn�t care as he dove through the opening and scrambled to his feet dragging his gear behind him.
The main camp was a nightmare confusion in the dark. Only a few electric torches near the Marines� tents and the coals of a few campfires lit the darting shapes of hundreds of people. The Aspen Hill camp was just as bad, with a few of his people stumbling out of their tents while others bolted off into the darkness.
Rick�s tent near his was jumping around so much it looked like the younger man was seriously getting busy in there. But from the younger man�s frustrated shouts it was obvious that in his panic he wasn�t having any luck with the zipper. Trev bolted over and grabbed the zipper from the outside, yanking it up, and his friend stumbled out towing his own bundle onto the dirt of the campsite.
�Thanks,� he panted.
Trev ignored him, fumbling in his pack�s pocket for the flashlight he kept alongside his goggles and nearly dropping his rifle in the process. He managed to get it out, flipped it on, and began waving it around. �Everyone to me!� he shouted. �We�re out of here in five seconds, even if you have to go in your boxers! Five! Four! Three��
As he finished slowly counting down bodies surged towards him through the darkness, surprisingly not just from his camp but from the volunteer camps nearby. Trev led the way with his flashlight at a run, heading towards the nearby hillside and leaving the chaos among the tents behind.
There were still people scrambling around shouting in panic back there, and somewhere off ahead of him and to his left he heard Davis shouting evacuation orders through the bullhorn. But all the confused noises and sights faded to the background as Trev finally heard the dreaded sound: the thumping of a helicopter somewhere up above.
He�d gone barely a dozen feet up the slope when twin streaks lit up the sky, heading for the camp. Trev tried to call an order to get down, but it became an incoherent shout as he suited his own words, diving behind the nearest source of cover in a stand of scraggly trees.
The darkness exploded into brilliant white behind him, quickly replaced by the lurid reddish glow of fires. The panicked shouts became screams, some terrified but many pained. Trev lifted his head to peer through the undergrowth.
The command tent, mess tent, and the Marines� sleeping tent were all burning bright, highlighting the dark silhouettes of people bolting in every direction towards the closest edges of the camp. Some made it before the approaching helicopter opened up with its heavy machine gun.
A hail of bullets peppered with tracers arced down, cutting a swath through the civilian camp before moving on to where the new volunteers had set up their tents. The line sheared through tents like wet paper and cut through several fleeing figures, adding to the screams of pain.
Davis was shouting through his bullhorn again, struggling to be heard over the din. �Take it down! Somebody take it down!�
Either in response to the order or due to good timing, a streak of fire abruptly lanced up at the sky from just outside the Aspen Hill camp. Gutierrez? The missile intersected the line of bullets piercing down towards camp and exploded brilliantly, briefly illuminating the dark shape of the helicopter as it broke off its attack and banked away, heading north.
It might�ve been backing away for another missile attack, but even if it really was leaving for good it had caused enough devastation already. All in under a minute.
Trev pushed himself shakily to his feet, looking around with the flashlight. Dozens of pale, frightened faces looked back at him from the darkness. He didn�t see all of his squad mates, but from the looks of it Matt�s squad was gathered a bit closer to their camp, near where Gutierrez had fired the missile. Maybe they were with him.
Time to sort out the confusion as best he could. �Everyone to me!� he shouted. �Gather in squads and report anyone who�s missing. Once we�re sure the chopper isn�t coming back we�re returning to camp to find our people. Then we�ll help out however we�re needed.�
* * *
Lewis jolted awake to shouted warnings from the camp outside.
Jane woke up at about the same time, and for a frantic few moments they wrestled to extricate themselves from their zipped together sleeping bags. Once free his wife went for her clothes, while he grabbed his night vision gear and crawled outside in just his boxers.
All those nights sleeping in his combat fatigues captured from the raiders, sometimes even in the body armor as well if he expected trouble. And always with his other gear neatly set aside so he could throw it on fast. Why did he choose tonight as the one to be caught with his pants down?
The camp was a confusion of defenders running around, a few shouting into their radios. �What�s going on?� he demanded. He wasn�t the only one shouting that.
Ten feet away Carl briefly lowered his radio to look at him. �We got a warning from the military. A helicopter�s headed our way fast from the south.�
Lewis felt his blood run cold. �Then why are we all still in this camp?� He raised his voice. �Everyone out! Make for the nearest cover!�
Ignoring his own advice, he ran for where they�d stowed the missile launchers after yesterday�s attack. Getting away from camp was a priority, but if the blockheads were sending an attack helicopter his way he wanted to be able to defend himself.
Tam seemed to have had the same idea. She already had a missile loaded in one of the launchers, and was struggling to lift the nearly 70lbs of weight to sling on her back.
�Here,� Lewis said, taking it from her and slinging it on his own back. The metal was cold against his bare skin, and there was an uncomfortable sharp edge he hadn�t noticed when carrying the thing with his clothes and body armor on.
Carl had followed him, and with his wife�s help the man got the other launcher loaded and slung. Jane joined them too, in her shoes without socks and her uniform shirt unbuttoned, but with effort carrying their radios, both their rifles, and their combat vests in her arms or slung on her back. �I didn�t think to bring your clothes,� she said apologetically.
�I can stand to lose those,� he said, taking his gear from her. Then with a curt gesture to follow he turned and bolted from camp, shouting again. �Everyone into the trees, now!�
He could hear the thudding rumble of the approaching chopper as they ran out from between the tents, bolting towards the cover along the canyon stream. Rocks underfoot cut and bruised his bare feet, but he didn�t let that slow him down.
He seriously hoped the helicopter didn�t have some sort of heat sensing gear. Just in case it did, he had everyone that was gathering to him in the trees spread out at least ten feet apart. Especially Carl with the other missile launcher. At the same time he verified that everyone who�d been in camp had made it out, including his dad and uncle.
Jane refused to leave his side, even ten feet. �We�ll both get blown up either way,� she pointed out. Lewis wanted to argue that that was a good reason to spread out even more. But honestly whether they were in huge trouble or not depended on what the enemy had, not on how well they hid.
As the aircraft continued to approach he set the missile launcher down long enough to put on his combat vest and radio headset, then lifted the heavy tube to his shoulder. Jane had a night vision scope and was already peering into the sky to the south. �Give me a target,� he whispered. She nodded.
But there was was no target for her to give. As best he could tell the helicopter flew by miles to the west of them. He saw two bright streaks of missiles arcing down from the sky, heard the distant thunderclap of explosions, and felt his gut clench wondering what they were shooting at. His family, huddled in the relocated refuge? Better if the enemy had come for his camp instead.
After that one volley the enemy aircraft kept on going north out of sight.
As the thudding noise of its rotors faded his radio crackled. �Refuge to defender camp,� Chauncey said, sounding on the verge of panic. �Are you guys okay?�
Lewis lowered the missile launcher to the ground and thumbed his mic. �We�re fine. They flew right past us.�
�Wish I could say the same. They lit us up.�
He felt his blood run cold. He�d been afraid of that ever since he saw those missiles shooting down. �I thought we�d finished breaking camp and moving everyone into the trees.�
�Not the trucks. Can�t really hide those on a forested slope, so we had them parked on the canyon road close by. The blockheads demolished them.�
Although it was a huge relief to hear that no one had been hurt, this was terrible news. They depended on those trucks if things went wrong and they had to move people fast. �What did we lose?�
There was a short pause. �Well the good news is that our Mayor responded quickly. When the warning came she managed to get some people to the truck with the mounted M2 and drove it to safety. Unfortunately that meant there were half a dozen townspeople around the other trucks when the missile strike came. Three were killed instantly, and Terry�s seeing to the others. It�s not looking good, though. As for the trucks, we�ll be lucky if we can cobble one together from the spare parts of all the wreckages. If not we�re down to one vehicle, although thankfully we were storing the fuel separately.�
Lewis grit his teeth. This attack was probably a direct retaliation for his raid on the shelter and yesterday�s missile attack. Those lives were on his head. �The helicopter came from the south, not the east. Any news from Davis or the other military units?�
�Just jumbled confusion. I can confirm there was an attack along Highway 31, and from the sounds of things it might still be going on. There�s some talk of ground troops gathering at the mouth of the canyon down there.�
So it wasn�t just the townspeople he had to worry about. If the chopper had swooped in and hit Davis�s camp like it hit the town�s trucks then Trev, Matt, and the others might�ve been caught in the middle of it. And a ground attack meant they might be fighting for their lives right now in nighttime conditions.
Unfortunately he didn�t have time to worry about that. �Do you have everything covered at the refuge?� he asked. �I want to get my defenders out patrolling in case we see a ground attack up here, too.�
�Probably a good idea. We�ll drive the remaining truck over to you so you�ve got the M2 in case you need it. Although it would be nice if you could find a hiding spot for it in case the chopper comes back.�
The only good hiding spot was in the canyon itself, but that was probably okay. �Thanks, Chauncey.� He paused briefly before continuing in a brisk tone. �All night sentries, what do you see? Are the blockheads down below doing anything?�
His people hiding in the trees had begun to gather around him now that they couldn�t hear the noise of the chopper anymore. With the danger past Lewis felt a brief moment of embarrassment about being in just his boxers and a combat vest. He probably looked ridiculous.
There was a crackle and Martin Colton responded. �It all looks quiet down there, although it�s a bit hard to tell for sure even with night vision.�
�Do your best.� Lewis turned to his people. �Ten minutes to get dressed and sorted out,� he said, crouching to pick up his rifle and the missile launcher. Once he had them he started limping back through the trees in the direction of camp. �Then we�re all out there on the slopes watching.�
Nobody so much as uttered a single word of complaint as they followed.

Chapter Five
Blind Man�s Buff

�I can�t believe I missed again,� Gutierrez grumbled for what seemed like the tenth time.
Matt ignored the former soldier and kept shouting orders. His first priority was to get all his people gathered together and make sure everyone was accounted for. Once they�d done that they could focus on putting out fires and finding and tending to wounded. Whatever they were able to do.
From the looks of it Trev had managed to get quite a few people out just before the attack. His friend had wisely decided to bolt immediately with anyone willing to follow, rather than gather as many people as possible only ten or so feet from their camp, then try to organize things there like Matt had done. Matt sent Scott out to get that group and bring them back.
In the meantime he wanted everyone to get their night vision gear. The flickering light of the burning tents was already starting to die, and once it was gone they�d be fumbling around in the dark without the gear. It was also a good opportunity for those who�d run out in their underwear, or even in the altogether, to put on some clothes and more importantly shoes so they didn�t injure their feet.
The confusion ratcheted up a notch as Trev and the people he�d been leading arrived. Matt nodded at his friend as he came over to stand beside him. �The chopper went north,� Trev said quietly.
�I know.�
Before Matt could say more Davis trotted up to them, rifle slung over one shoulder and bullhorn tucked under one arm. �Good, you�re getting your people together,� he barked. �The sooner the better. You�re one of the few groups not running around like chickens with their heads cut off, and I�m going to need your help sorting out this mess.� His eyes narrowed as he looked over the group. �Anyone hurt here?�
�No,� Matt replied. He saw that the sergeant was wearing his radio�s earbuds. Matt�s own were tucked in a pocket; he knew he should probably be wearing them, but the chaos was overwhelming enough without the jumble of voices clogging the airwaves. He�d taken them off a few minutes ago just so he could hear himself think.
Still, Davis was probably on top of that mess. �The chopper was headed north, towards our people,� Matt said, half a question.
The sergeant nodded, a bit impatiently. �One of the first things I did once it left, even before it left, was radio out to everyone in the area. If any of your friend Halsson�s people were awake they got the warning.�
That was one weight off his shoulders, although he wouldn�t be perfectly at ease until he heard directly from Chauncey that Sam and the rest of his family were safe. �What about our supplies?�
�Most were in the trucks,� Davis replied, spitting off to the side. Matt felt his heart momentarily stop, since the chopper would�ve definitely targeted the vehicles first, until the sergeant continued. �The moment I got warning of the attack I sent the night sentries hauling butt up Highway 31 in them. The chopper missed them when it headed north and they�re completely intact.�
His shoulders loosened. �That�s a relief. So if most people managed to evacuate the camp in time, that means we just lost the tents?�
�They still had plenty of stuff in them, and you saw what the machine gun did to people too slow to get out in time.� Davis glared at the smoldering tents as if they were a personal insult. �What a mess. Our antitank missiles just aren�t cutting it. I should�ve asked for some Stingers after this chopper buzzed us the first time.�
Matt blinked. �Stingers?�
�SAMs.� At his blank look the sergeant made an impatient noise. �Surface-to-air missiles. MANPADS that use heat sensors. Our current two launchers shoot antitank missiles using a wire-guided system. Did you seriously not know what kind of missiles you brought with you?�
�I knew they were TOWs,� Matt said, hunching his shoulders in slight embarrassment.
Davis sighed. �Well that�s something. Anyway Command thought we�d get more use out of what they gave us, since the blockheads don�t have many aircraft. You saw the tanks rolling into Huntington, and I�m guessing our missiles are the only reason they�re not shelling us day and night. But it looks like this chopper�s got our number, and no offense to your man Gutierrez but he needs to stop wasting missiles if he can�t hit the broad side of a barn.� The Marine shook his head and swore. �Either way we�re going to have to move our camp into cover, under the trees or in cave systems if any are handy.�
�I don�t know of any caves nearby,� Trev said.
The sergeant curtly waved for him to be quiet, cocking his head as if listening. To his radio, Matt realized. The Marine abruptly stiffened and speared them with an urgent glare. �Forget the chopper for now, and even helping out in camp. You�ve got your people organized so you need to get them to the emplacements guarding the canyon.�
Matt felt his blood run cold. �Are you saying��
Davis nodded. �The helicopter was just the first strike. The blockheads have been gathering up hundreds of soldiers in the valley nearby, and they just started coming our way. They�ll be here within minutes� not only up the canyon but up the surrounding slopes too.�
�We�re on our way.� Matt turned to the gathered crowd, not just the two Aspen Hill squads but dozens of volunteers. �Everyone who doesn�t have your weapons, go get them! We�re about to come under attack. You�ve got one minute and then we�re moving!�
A dozen or so people bolted away. Matt turned to Trev. �Get your squad and half these volunteers to the emplacements on the canyon�s northern slope. I�ll get the southern slope.�
His friend nodded. �What about Davis�s Marines and the rest of the volunteers?�
The sergeant answered for Matt. �Dividing this group like that should work well. I�ll radio in and let the sentries already in the emplacements know you�re coming, and to be ready for more reinforcements coming behind. Mostly volunteers, I�d say; I want to have my Marines on the slopes picking off any blockheads trying to sneak up and flank us.�
�All right.� Trev turned and shouted out a couple names. �You two squad leaders, get your people together and follow me. Move, move, move!� He broke into a trot towards the northern slope, his squad following close behind. After a bit of confusion and shouting a couple dozen volunteers ran to catch up.
Davis ran off as well, going back to calling orders through his bullhorn. One of which was to Matt, through the loudspeaker. �� and use your radio so I don�t have to run up and shout in your ear next time!�
Matt hastily put in his earbuds, then turned to Gutierrez, who was scowling after the sergeant. �Can�t hit the broad side of a barn, huh?� the former soldier muttered resentfully.
He clapped his friend on the shoulder. �You heard what Davis said. Trying to hit a helicopter with that thing isn�t easy even for a pro. Besides, you�re still our best shot with it. Keep it close, we�ll probably be using it soon.�
Gutierrez nodded and motioned to Stuart, who Matt had assigned to carry a few spare missiles along with his other gear. It was a manageable burden for him, since he was easily the strongest man on the squad. He also spotted for the former soldier when it came time to shoot some of those missiles, although he hadn�t really had a chance to perform that role yet.
It only took a couple minutes for the volunteers to return with their weapons. During that time Matt made sure his people grabbed all the extra ammunition and magazines they could carry, since it was good odds the new recruits would forget.
A few people still hadn�t returned when Matt decided they�d waited too long. He called the order and started at a trot towards the southern slope, listening to the sounds of everyone falling in behind him.
After about a hundred yards he had Gutierrez take the lead while he stood off to one side, watching to make sure all his people were accounted for and they had their gear. His squad was decked out in the combat fatigues, body armor, and night vision they�d got from the raiders, and looked way more like Davis�s Marines than like the ragtag volunteers they ran alongside. Which wasn�t meant to insult the new recruits; they couldn�t help their lack of equipment.
As the last few people ran by he discovered that his entire squad was there. He felt a surge of annoyance as he fell in beside Pete, who�d snagged a rifle from somewhere and was trying to hide among the recruits. �You were assigned to camp.�
The young man gave him an incredulous look. �Are you kidding? We�re under attack!�
�We�ll be under attack a lot, that doesn�t change your orders. If we�re about to get steamrolled or the camp itself comes under fire you can pick up a gun and join the fight. Otherwise go back and help with the wounded, or wherever else you�re needed.�
Pete swore at him and kept running.
Matt tightened his jaw as he kept pace. �That wasn�t a request, Pete. Go back, now. Don�t make me waste someone�s time babysitting you.�
His friend swore at him again, but reluctantly stepped out of line and slowed to a stop. Matt craned his neck to look behind as he kept running with the group, and was relieved when eventually Pete turned around and headed back towards camp. Not before flipping Matt off with both hands, though. Matt shook his head and kept running.
It felt strangely surreal to be heading back to the emplacement where his squad had fought off the first blockhead attack, the day they came rolling in and took Huntington and the rest of the valley. Especially now that it was nighttime, with everything strangely contrasted through the night vision.
Davis had bludgeoned the chatter on the radio into some semblance of order. Spurred forward by notifications from sentries that the enemy was headed their way fast, Matt felt like the run to reach their spot simultaneously took forever and was over in moments.
The first minute or so after they reached the emplacement was a flurry of activity, as Matt directed his people to spots along the fortifications and gave terse firing instructions. He was so occupied with organizing things that he didn�t even pause to look towards the mouth of the canyon until he was sure all his people were in place and knew what to do. Only when he�d taken his own place behind the sandbags did he lift his rifle to peer through the scope.
He could�ve done without what he saw down there.
He�d expected to see a wave of enemy soldiers rushing up the road towards them, all nicely bunched up and running headlong into danger like some mindless, screaming horde. Unfortunately instead he saw brief snatches of organized and disciplined teams, running from cover to cover and setting up to offer cover fire to those coming behind or making the next leapfrog forward.
The only hint of the hundreds of troops Davis had warned about was that he saw signs of those teams everywhere he looked. Even on the slopes. Like a strong wind blowing the top of a forest canopy, making ripples in the leaves that slowly spread in waves.
And the closest were only five hundred or so yards away. Almost within accurate firing range already.
Matt toggled on his radio�s transmit. �You in place, Trev?�
His friend replied almost immediately. �Ready.�
�Good.� Matt set his rifle on top of a sandbag and got ready to sight through the scope. �Make sure your people know that the enemy will home in on their muzzle flashes. They�ll make an easy target at night if they stay still.�
�Understood.�
From the opposite slope he heard the sharp crack of gunfire, along with the flashes he�d just warned about. Someone over there was confident in their aim.
In a way he was annoyed that Trev had jumped the gun. A coordinated volley from all of them would�ve done more damage, especially if they�d let the enemy get close enough that even the green recruits had a chance of hitting something. But it was no use crying over spilt milk, and anyway their job was to stop the attack, not maximize the number of enemy soldiers they killed.
�Make your first shots count,� Matt told his people as he thumbed off the toggle. �Don�t hurry too fast just because the cool kids have already started the party.�
He sighted in on one of the closer teams of blockheads as he spoke, noting that the enemy had gone to ground as soon as they realized they were under fire. A wise decision, but it was hard to cover yourself from two directions at once. Matt saw plenty of exposed limbs, backs, and even heads.
He focused on the back of a blockhead already firing at the north slope, the man�s muzzle flash distinct even from slightly behind. He didn�t hurry, and he was confident of his shot when he squeezed the trigger.
* * *
That attack in the darkness was a nightmare. Only not for their side.
Trev wasn�t sure whether the blockheads had hoped the helicopter strike would disrupt their defenses more, or if the enemy just didn�t realize just how much night vision gear they had. Which was fair enough, since from what he could see less than one in ten of the Gold Bloc soldiers creeping up the canyon had their own.
They probably thought they were safe and concealed, right up to the moment him, Rick, and Tom all settled on good targets and opened fire.
Sure, he�d admit he wasn�t at his best. Not long ago he�d been sleeping peacefully, trusting he was secure in camp with patrols and sentries keeping the enemy away. Waking up and bolting for the trees moments ahead of a missile attack, then rushing to defend against hundreds of enemies, was a pretty rude awakening.
But in spite of grainy eyes and teeth chattering from a massive overdose of adrenaline Trev�s grip on his rifle was steady as he selected one target after another. Three round burst, briefly check to see if the target still moved and was out in the open. If so keep firing, otherwise move on to the next target and repeat.
The enemy responded quickly, but not quickly enough. In the vital seconds before they were able to identify where the shots had come from by the muzzle flashes, Trev managed to drop three blockheads in one of the closer teams. Even as the others fled behind cover he managed to tag one who had his arm sticking out in plain view.
�Down!� he barked, suiting his own words by dropping behind cover. For the first volley when they caught the enemy by surprise they could afford to stay up longer, taking full advantage of the brief time they had before the soldiers below recovered and returned fire. But now that they were alerted they�d have to snap off shots and duck and move immediately or risk getting shot themselves.
�Move!� he continued, shifting over a few feet. He popped back up just enough to see through his scope, looking for another target. One blockhead from his original team of targets had part of his arm and shoulder poking out from behind cover, but for the most part the easy opportunities were gone. Trev took a few potshots at that shoulder, but he dropped back down unsure he�d even scored a hit that time.
Then Matt�s fighters on the other slope opened fire, probably finding plenty of targets who�d been hiding behind cover from the wrong direction. That gave Trev an opportunity, he hoped, when the enemy soldiers scrambled for new cover and exposed themselves.
He moved a bit and popped up, and as he�d hoped a soldier darting for a tangle of deadfall moved practically right into his crosshairs. Almost by reflex he moved his rifle to follow the motion and squeezed off a shot, and the man dropped. Trev dropped too, but only to move again.
As the firefight progressed it started to feel more and more like a game of whack-a-mole, only Trev and his squad were the moles. That wasn�t a good thing for the blockheads.
One of his fighters would pop up with their night vision gear and take out an enemy or two, ideally one of the few who had night vision. Then they�d duck down behind cover as dozens of blockheads zeroed in on the muzzle flash and lit up that spot. Then another squad mate would pop up in a different location and open fire, and rinse repeat.
The tactic was simple but brutal, especially compounded by Matt�s squad providing another direction of attack that the enemy was vulnerable to, which they had to provide some response for. With their night vision they were gradually decimating the soldiers below, and so far hadn�t taken so much as a stray shot.
Even so Trev wasn�t about to take chances. As time went on he started having his people move after every shot instead of every few shots, just in case some of the blockheads down there weren�t just firing wildly at any enemy that shot at them and were actually covering a spot where they�d seen a previous muzzle flash.
With the preparations Davis�s people had made with the emplacements there were plenty of spots to fire from, and a little extra work on their part could mean life and death. Nobody complained about hoofing it to another spot between shots.
Unfortunately nothing was perfect, and while his squad had night vision the volunteers weren�t so fortunate. They relied on muzzle flashes from below, or pure luck, and it took them longer to line up shots. Trev felt it like hammer blows as first one volunteer, then another, cried out in pain and dropped. One called for a medic, the other didn�t get up at all.
�Volunteers to the fallback position, and take the wounded with you!� he called. �Alice, show them the way!�
There was a rustling as almost two-thirds of his people backed away from the sandbags and scuttled to the path. They were led by Alice in her night vision gear calling the way. Feeling a lot more lonely with less than a dozen fighters left, Trev called for his people to move even farther between each shot. He also advised them to take a few seconds before taking the shot to see what the enemy below was doing.
After being stopped dead for almost ten minutes the blockheads were finally starting to advance. They may have been getting cut down like wheat under a scythe, but there were a lot of them and in the dark and confusion they were able to find enough cover to keep moving forward.
Even worse, Davis delivered some bad news over the radio. �Smith, we�ve got our hands full with blockheads flanking you to the north! Can you send some people up here to help us out?�
Trev bit back a curse as he toggled his mic. �On our way.� He toggled the mic off again and raised his voice over the racket of gunfire. �Rick, you�ve got command here! Tom, Mason, with me!�
Before leaving the emplacement he shoved a dozen spare magazines into his combat vest, overflowing every pocket then stuffing even more down the front. He also took a moment to swap out his M16�s half-full magazine for a full one. Mason had the same idea, while Tom was fumbling with a backpack that clinked with what sounded suspiciously like Molotov cocktails.
He supposed firebombs weren�t the worst idea, if the enemy was overwhelming 1st Squad and whatever other fighters Davis had with him. Advancing under fire was one thing, but it took a whole other breed of crazy to advance into fire.
Once his two friends were ready they began scrambling directly up the slope, keeping to whatever cover they could. The northern slope emplacement was about halfway up to the ridge, which he assumed was where Davis had set up his people to defend, but the steep rocky ground was brutal terrain to cover even with night vision.
It felt like it took forever to reach the top. When they finally did, and before they even had time to catch their breath, Davis called to them from a short distance away. Trev straightened with effort and trotted along the spine of the ridge to where the sergeant and his team waited.
�Three guys, huh?� Davis said with a wry twist of his mouth.
Trev shrugged defensively. �I had my volunteers fall back, so there weren�t many people to spare. Without night vision they were getting picked off without accomplishing much.�
The sergeant sighed. �Guess it�s a good thing command is sending us reinforcements. They should be here within a half hour.�
�We�ve got firebombs and grenades,� Trev offered. He had a couple frags in his combat vest, and he thought Mason did as well.
�Well nice of you to bring firepower if you didn�t feel like bringing manpower.� The sergeant motioned curtly to the northwest. �2nd Squad is trying to get over to that other ridge before the enemy does. I want you to join them.�
Trev looked over and grimaced. The spine of the ridge they were on ran roughly northwest-to-southeast, with the peak overlooking the mouth of Highway 31�s canyon. A short way to the north was another ridge running more or less west-to-east that bisected the one they were on, on the other side of which lay Cedar Creek Canyon. That was the ridge Davis wanted him to get to, meaning he�d have to jog along this spine to reach that ridge and climb down onto it, then follow it to a spot where he could help Williams and his squad defend that entire slope.
Between the two ridges lay a roughly V-shaped valley they needed to defend, choked with scrub oak and with steep rocky slopes. The blockheads wouldn�t have an easy time covering that ground, but at the same time it was a lot of ground to defend. Which was what Davis and his people were having a problem with, especially since they also had to cover their backs, ie the slope leading down into the canyon Trev�s squad was guarding.
If he�d known from the beginning where Davis wanted him he�d have taken the path from the emplacement back to main camp and followed the trail to Cedar Creek Canyon. There were a few spots along it he could�ve climbed up onto the ridge from, and the entire trip would�ve taken half the time. But he was where he was, and Davis wanted him somewhere else.
�Let�s go,� he said to Tom and Mason. The two nodded and fell into line behind him as he trotted along the rocky, precarious spine, weaving around or through stands of trees. They passed a few clusters of Marines firing down into the valley, who ignored their passage other than a quick shout to confirm they were friendlies.
The run wasn�t exactly easy, but at least it was mostly downhill. Although in the dark that wasn�t completely a good thing; a greater danger than getting winded was twisting an ankle on the treacherous ground, and that kept Trev from moving as fast as he would�ve liked.
Not to mention that even though his night vision was fairly high quality, it was still sometimes hard to judge the ground he ran across. At the speed he was going he didn�t always recognize things in time, so he stumbled more than once on dips he thought were juts, and vice versa. At least his two squad mates were watching him and avoiding the same obstacles; as long as he didn�t break his neck, they probably wouldn�t either.
The climb down to the lower ridge was the trickiest part. The ground wasn�t any more treacherous, but it was steeper, and a thick stand of evergreens began halfway down that they�d have to find a way through.
Halfway down an immense rumbling blast to their left made them all drop into a protective crouch. Trev had to squint as a bright light momentarily blinded his night vision, and he lifted his goggles to watch the tail end of the explosion.
�Vernon blew it,� Tom said in a slightly loud voice. With the racket of collapsing rock there was no danger of an enemy overhearing, and actually Trev barely heard him from three feet away.
He nodded. If the former sheriff had taken out the Cedar Creek road, that meant the only way left into the mountains in this area was through Aspen Hill Canyon. Assuming Lewis and the others weren�t facing their own attack and hadn�t been forced to detonate as well.
It wasn�t a terrible loss, since their trucks could still transport supplies and reinforcements behind the lines, along a spiderweb of small mountain roads. But it meant they were close to being as trapped in the mountains as the blockheads were barred from reaching them, and if they did have a reason to bring their trucks into the valley they couldn�t do it. At least not without the same painstaking clearing and repairs they were depending on to slow the blockheads, in case they ever broke through. But even then they�d have to do it on foot.
At the moment he hardly cared. It meant the the blockheads would have that much harder of a time in tonight�s attack, and he was all for that. Motioning to his squad mates, he straightened and continued picking his way down the treacherous slope.
Williams had a Marine waiting for them just inside the stand of trees, his demolitions specialist Graham. �So you�re what we get?� the man grumbled.
�We�ve got night vision and explosives,� Trev replied.
�Fair enough.� Graham gestured for them to follow and led on into the trees. �Come on. The blockheads are pushing up Cedar Creek Canyon and Vernon�s boys are making them pay big time. Our job is to eliminate anyone who gets close to us on this range, and from the looks of things we�ve got our work cut out for us. You�re with me.�
�Where do you want us?� Tom asked.
�Just beyond these trees, actually. We�ll probably see the least action here, but if anyone does reach us it�s important we play mop-up. Think of us as the last line of defense, and if anyone gets past us they�ll be in a position to cause some serious problems.�
The Marine motioned to the south. �We�ll mostly be worrying about the southern slope of this ridge. Vernon�s boys are stationed lower down Cedar Creek Canyon, and Williams isn�t letting anyone past on the northern slope. I�d be flabbergasted if a blockhead managed to reach us on that side.�
�So we should probably keep half an eye on it just in case,� Trev said.
Graham snorted. �I like the way you think.� He sped up a bit. �Come on. If you�ve got night vision we might as well take advantage of it. Time�s a-wastin�.�
Trev hurried to catch up, still leading his squad mates. He had to duck branches just about every step, some whipping back at him as Graham shoved them aside, not a care for anyone following behind. But at least the Marine had found a decent path through the trees.
Before too long they reached a crudely dug out emplacement where they could hide behind stacked deadfall. Graham was already peeking over the top when they arrived, and he cursed. �1st Squad missed some people on their side,� he hissed, pointing across to near the bottom of the opposite slope of the V-shaped valley. �Glad you guys showed up when you did.�
Trev crouched beside him and peeked over, using his scope to follow the man�s pointing finger. Sure enough there were half a dozen blockheads creeping from cover, seemingly beyond the point of intermittent gunfire he heard to the east and southeast. They were nearly to the point where the two ridges met at the bottom, an area blanketed by a dense thicket of scrub oak leading almost all the way up to the top.
If they reached it then taking them out would be much, much harder.
His squad mates were also peeking over the makeshift cover. �I got this,� Tom said. He�d already pulled out a Molotov and had a lighter in his other hand.
A small flame flared to life, down low out of sight of the enemy below. As the older man began to move the lighter towards the firebomb�s makeshift fuse, a gas-soaked cloth stuffed into the lid of the glass jar full of gasoline, Trev caught his hand. �You realize if you pop up holding a burning Molotov every single blockhead in range is going to shoot you, right?�
Tom snorted. �That�s why I checked my target beforehand and am planning on tossing it from behind cover.� He tugged his hand free. �As long as you don�t delay me so much they�ve moved by the time I throw.�
Trev relented. Outside of family there weren�t many people he trusted more than the older man. �Best of luck with it, then.�
With another snort Tom lit the rag, which flared to life with almost painful intensity in Trev�s night vision. The older man raised in a half crouch, still behind cover, and with a look of concentration tensed up and hurled the firebomb with all his strength. From below voices raised in sudden alarm, speaking in an unfamiliar language. Then, with a whumph that undercut the distant sound of gunfire, the valley below lit up with the fireball.
Trev popped up from cover to see that Tom�s aim had been pretty good. He hadn�t hit the blockheads directly, but the firebomb had exploded just in front of them, spreading flames through the nearest trees in the scrub oak thicket. The enemy soldiers were backing away from the cover they�d been making for, completely exposed as Trev�s squad mates and Graham popped up as well and lined up their targets.
Blinded, surprised, and some on fire, the blockheads quickly fell to precise shots from only a couple hundred yards away. Most didn�t even have time to locate the muzzle flashes of the people shooting them, and the single soldier who did point his gun their way was immediately hit by three different shots by Trev, Mason, and Graham.
The Marine was laughing as they dropped back down to move to another position. �You know how much the explosives I work with cost? And just look at the fun you can have with a quart of gasoline. I love it when guests bring their own drinks to the party.�
After that first bit of excitement there wasn�t much more. Graham hadn�t been lying about them being back behind the action. They watched the slopes to either side, and tried helping the Marines farther along the ridges by shooting at targets at extreme ranges, even though they had barely a hope of hitting anything. At least until Graham told them they should probably stop wasting ammo.
Mostly Trev listened to reports on the fighting over the radio. There were a few spots where the blockheads threatened to break through, like on the forested slope south of the main canyon, where Matt�s squad patrolled during the day. Trev didn�t know who was over there now, a few squads of volunteers, but they were having some trouble. The main canyon itself was also having trouble, mostly because it was where the largest number of blockheads were trying to push through.
He also had to listen to casualty reports and calls for medics. The blockheads were definitely getting the worst of this attack, but it wasn�t all one-sided. Especially with the volunteer squads that didn�t have night vision. They might�ve been behind cover in emplacements for the most part, but they still had way more guns pointed at them than they could point at the enemies. And since both sides were essentially shooting blind, the casualty rate would overwhelmingly favor the side with superior numbers.
And the enemy got lucky even with the Marines. Williams called in a few casualties, and at one point Davis radioed main camp to let them know to expect wounded from him. And to Trev�s dismay Matt radioed in to frantically report that Tony, one of the Russo brothers, had taken a bullet to the head and was unresponsive.
Much as he wanted to be hope for the best, the rational side of him couldn�t help but think that unresponsive was his friend�s way of being hopeful, and really meant dead. Especially when Davis specifically asked if he needed to send a medic out, and Matt reluctantly replied in the negative. Trev bowed his head for a moment in grief, then passed on the grim news to Tom and Mason.
It was well after the promised half hour before the sergeant finally had good news for them. �Sit tight, everyone, reinforcements are here. Two hundred of our friends from the Army. In a few minutes they�ll have their assignments, then they�ll move out to relieve our people at every position. They�ve also kindly offered to stay the night so we can sort out the damage to our camp, see to our wounded, get everyone moved to a more safe location, and get some proper sleep. That last is important, because we�re expected to resume our duties in the morning.�
Trev felt like cheering, and Graham actually did.
The blockhead attack had been winding down for a while now. They�d fully committed to it, and had taken heavy losses testing defenses that were obviously stouter than they�d expected. Furthermore the helicopter, their most dangerous weapon, hadn�t returned to cause any more trouble. Maybe they feared risking it once the enemy was alerted, after how many near misses it had endured.
It took about twenty minutes for the Army troops to get people up to the ridge 2nd Squad was on. During that time they�d listened as the gunfire petered out, with reports of enemy troops doing their best to safely disengage all along the line. Davis and his fighters didn�t make it easy for them, and they lost more troops on the retreat, but eventually the enemy was gone.
The two squads of soldiers who replaced them didn�t have much in the way of night vision, but they were disciplined and obviously knew how to move and fight in the dark. Trev watched them pick their way down the same slope his team had come down, while Graham went to greet them and guide them through the trees.
In the meantime Williams was gathering his people to get them ready to move out, obviously relieved at the shift change. Trev�s team held their position, even though they hadn�t fired a shot in over a half hour, until half a dozen stony-faced soldiers came to take over the emplacement.
He overheard a bit of banter between the Marines and the Army reinforcements, mostly the Army guys grousing about being sent out in the middle of the night to cover their butts. But from the sounds of it a nighttime shift, especially one covering the tail end of an attack, was actually a change of pace for them. They�d seen fighting at their own location just about every day since the blockheads rolled in.
After a bit of orientation so the soldiers knew what to expect Williams led his squad back up the ridge, and Trev�s team fell in line at the back. The attack was over, and he was more than ready to get back to his tent and crash.
At least until he remembered that Davis wanted to move the camp into better cover in case of another aerial attack, and there still might be some stuff they needed to do to help out with the wounded. Which meant sleep would have to wait a bit longer.
In spite of the stink of fires long since put out, and the few charred patches where the major tents had been, there wasn�t much sign of the devastating helicopter attack that had started the chaos. At least until Trev saw the area where the victims of the attack had been dragged.
Fourteen people, and that was just the bodies. Possibly not even all of them, if the other units hadn�t had a chance to bring back those killed in the ground attack. From the sound of it Davis�s medics were dealing with at least twice that many wounded. Objectively it was a crushing victory against the blockheads, but every loss counted when they were so seriously outnumbered.
And personally a lot of good people had died tonight, including Tony Russo. A lot of friends and family left grieving loved ones. Trev didn�t envy Matt the task of radioing the loss back to the refuge, assuming Tony�s brother John didn�t want to personally call it in to their family.
Speaking of which, the two Aspen Hill squads had already returned to camp. They were gathered with dozens of other volunteers, all standing in front of four school buses incongruously parked on the road just northwest of the closest tents. The vehicles the two hundred Army soldiers who�d come to help them had brought, he assumed.
Trev barely had time to rejoin his squad and reassure himself that they were all okay before Davis trotted up, leading a couple of his Marines. �All right, everyone!� he bellowed. The conversation died, and the volunteers near Trev hurried over to gather around the sergeant.
Davis was wearing night vision gear, and he used it to look over the crowd carefully as he spoke. �I can honestly say this is one of the hairier situations I�ve been through. The enemy hit us hard tonight to see how we�d take it, and I�m proud to say you all handled it as well as could be expected. Night attacks can be as risky for the attacker as for their target, and I�m fairly confident that after this they�ll think twice about trying another one.�
A ragged cheer burst out at that, until the sergeant lifted his arms for quiet. It took longer than it should have, with the darkness making him no more than a silhouette to many in the crowd. �But this is just a small skirmish in the war, and our job isn�t close to over! If you�re injured seek the medics for treatment, but otherwise I want you to do your part moving your camp and then get what sleep you can. The civilians have already agreed to help with the wounded and cleanup, so those trained and equipped to fight will be free to rest and resume patrols and sentry duty tomorrow.�
�What about our dead?� Matt asked quietly.
The mood of the crowd immediately sobered. �We�ll bury them at dawn,� Davis replied quietly, �with full honor for their brave sacrifice. I wish we could give them more than hasty graves and our respect, but it�ll have to do. Personally my Marines plan to do better for our own the next time we�re off duty, and I�m sure many of you will want the same. Until then we have a job to do.� He abruptly raised his voice to a bark. �Get to work!�
Trev jumped slightly and immediately began gathering his squad. The rest of the crowd split off into their own squads with commendable speed, then began making for the camp. They hadn�t gone far before Davis caught up.
�Smith, over here,� the sergeant said, motioning curtly.
Trev nodded for his people to keep going and followed him off to the side a little. �What�s up?�
�What�s up is that the recruits you�re training just graduated. All of them. Congratulations. Which is great news for us, because it turns out we need more people out there guarding the canyons and other approaches.�
�I�m not sure they�re all ready,� Trev said, frowning slightly.
Davis�s mouth tightened in annoyance. �Then form the squads so the greenest recruits are paired with people who can carry their weight.� He turned and pointed north. �Were you following anything that went on tonight over the radio? The blockheads actually broke through and swarmed up onto the slopes a mile or so north of Cedar Creek Canyon. If the reinforcements hadn�t rushed there first we would�ve been getting hit from the sides and from behind. We probably would�ve lost this area entirely, which means the enemy would�ve had foothold in the mountains.�
�So ask your superiors to keep the Army guys here until things��
�They can�t spare two hundred men!� the sergeant snapped. �They�re desperately needed elsewhere, and we desperately need more bodies holding rifles out there on the slopes. Which means your remedial class just graduated. If their contributions to the fighting tonight weren�t enough of a trial by fire, then they�ll have plenty of chances to jump in with both feet in the next fight.�
Trev wanted to argue, but unfortunately he�d be arguing against reality, not Davis. �I�ll make sure they�re ready to start in the morning.�
�Good.� Davis gave him a curt nod. �Speaking of which, tomorrow your squad starts patrolling a route. Similar deal to how Larson�s squad is watching the slope to the south of here, except you�ll find a safe spot to camp closer to your route. Everyone will, actually; to reduce the risk of another attack we�re going to be having sentries sleeping near or even in emplacements, and patrol squads as close as possible the midpoint of their route. Your people are going to be covering the area north of Cedar Creek Canyon.�
In spite of himself Trev winced. �You just said the blockheads broke through that area! You want just us there?�
Davis waved impatiently. �We didn�t have anyone there at the time. Just a couple lookouts. Your squad should be able to handle it with the same conditions everyone else operates under. If it�s a small threat you take it out, like Larson�s squad did south of here. For a bigger threat you call for backup and watch their approach until we arrive, so we know where they�re at, and slow them down if you can. Spend some time preparing defenses and you�ll be fine.�
Trev had his doubts about that, since the approach north of Cedar Creek was a lot easier than to the south. But he just nodded his acknowledgement of the orders. Then another thought struck him and he grimaced. �That also means you�re stationing us right next to Vernon�s people.�
�For the love of� you�re still on about that?� the Marine demanded. �Listen, it can�t be helped. You know that area better than anyone, so it�s where you�ll do the most good.�
�With all due respect, Sarge, the last time I ran into some of the Sheriff�s thugs it ended in a fight.�
Davis waved that away too. �I�ll give Fred a good talking to, make sure he keeps his guys in line.� His tone hardened. �And I�ll expect your people to do the same. Unless you don�t think you can manage that.�
Trev sighed. The sergeant seemed determined to toss him and Vernon at each other. Was he hoping they�d resolve their differences? Maybe it really was simply the necessary decision each time, and the results just seemed deliberate. �We�ll be ready to head out after the funeral service.�
* * *
It didn�t take as long as he�d expected to move their camp.
Taking down the tents was a bit awkward in the dark, even with night vision, but for the most part the Aspen Hill volunteers had been packed up to move if needed anyway. As for their supplies, those had gone to Davis right when they arrived, and the sergeant would have the civilians moving them.
As for finding a safer spot to move to, that was more a matter of discomfort than time. Davis wanted everyone spread out in case of another missile attack, and also under cover in case that offered some protection. So they just had to hike up the hill into the trees and scrub brush until they found a spot large enough to put down twelve sleeping bags.
Putting up tents in that tangle would be a nightmare, and since they�d be setting up a new camp along their route north of Cedar Creek tomorrow anyway there was no reason to put too much effort into tonight�s arrangements. Trev just wanted his people comfortable and asleep as soon as possible.
The night vision gear came with solar rechargers that fairly reliably filled the batteries to capacity during the day for another night�s use. Even so Trev had everyone put theirs away and work at clearing their own little sleeping space by the light of a single electric lantern. No guessing how things would go settling into their patrol route tomorrow, and they might not get a chance to get a full day�s charging. He doubted a half hour or so of extra use on the batteries would make much difference, but you never knew.
As they worked he filled them in on their new task. He also discussed the terrain and ideas for how best to patrol the route. His squad listened attentively, but aside from a few halfhearted responses nobody really got into it with him. They were tired and shellshocked, more than ready to leave all of that for the morning. After a few minutes Trev gave up and let them settle down in peace while he did the same.
He was just about to take off his boots and crawl into his sleeping bag when Alice showed up with Pete from the direction of the main camp. She�d obviously gone to check on her friend rather than moving her stuff and getting ready for bed as ordered, but at least the two were lugging her things. They set it all down a short distance away, then to his surprise sought him out.
�Hey Trev, got a second?� Alice asked, Pete hovering a few steps behind her.
Here we go. Trev bit back a sigh and walked a short distance away from the impromptu campsite, the other two following. Then he turned to them and waited.
The blond young woman gave him an uncertain look in the dim light. �Listen. I was wondering if you could do me a favor.�
Trev glanced past her at Pete, who was fidgeting nervously. It was obvious what Alice�s favor was, and just as obvious their friend wasn�t thrilled she was asking it on his behalf. �I�m listening.�
If she was daunted by his noncommittal answer she didn�t show it. �Matt had Pete assigned to permanent duty in camp. He�s going to be cleaning weapons, scrubbing pots, cooking, that sort of thing. But he�d be way more useful in our squad, right?�
�That�s your favor?� he asked. Alice nodded. �All right, then. Go get some sleep.� He motioned to Pete. �Let�s talk this over.�
From the slightly brittle silence he had a feeling she didn�t appreciate being effectively told to get lost. But even if she was Pete�s friend this still wasn�t really her business. He didn�t want her there protesting when he gave Pete the bad news. And it was, unfortunately, going to have to be bad news.
After a borderline rebellious pause Alice finally left, giving Pete a reassuring hug as she went. That left him and his friend and the elephant in the metaphorical room.
Trev had to be honest, he didn�t really see the problem with Pete wanting to shoot blockheads. That�s what they were here to do, and you couldn�t argue the Gold Bloc soldiers had certainly earned it. Still, Matt was closer to the situation than he was, and he trusted his friend�s judgment.
Even accepting that, it was hard to force the words out. �Sorry, Pete. Matt says you�re better off in camp, so I�ll follow his lead.�
His friend swore. �What do you think about it, man? You know me. I�m a good shot, I don�t freeze up in a fight, and I�d walk through fire to help a squad mate. If Matt�s too squeamish to let me stay in his squad that�s on him, but I can do more good out there fighting blockheads.�
�The war�s not going to be over tomorrow,� Trev replied. �You�re not going to miss all the fighting if you take a break for a few weeks. Come on. Stay in camp, sort out whatever issues Matt�s so worried about, and once you�ve got your head on straight talk to me again. I promise you�ll have a place in my squad if Matt doesn�t want you back.�
Pete turned away sullenly. �So after everything I�ve done for the town, for all of you, one word from Matt and nobody trusts me anymore. I suppose if I tried to go back and join Lewis he�d probably refuse, too.� The young man kicked at a nearby scrub oak and swore again. �I don�t deserve this, Trev.�
Trev felt a surge of sympathy for his friend that he had to push down. �You know, if you stopped looking at this like a punishment it would go a long way towards sorting out your issues.�
�Screw you.� Pete turned and stomped away.
Trev sighed and made his way back to slip into his sleeping bag. He wished Matt would�ve told him more about what was up with Pete, so he�d have some idea of what this was all about. He trusted his friend�s word, but it would�ve been nice to make his own judgment on the issue. Unless it was something to seriously worry about it felt like making mountains out of molehills.
As the squad settled down, he couldn�t help but notice that Alice moved a short distance away from everyone and made her own little camp with Pete. Trev supposed that made a sort of sense, since the young man had been kicked out of Matt�s squad and wasn�t welcome in his, so with the camp moving he didn�t really have a place to stay.
He tried not to ponder too deeply about why the couple elected to set up a privacy tarp, or notice how a stone�s throw away Rick had stopped setting up his sleeping bag and was glowering at the rising screen.
Pete joining Trev�s squad wasn�t any of Alice�s business, and whatever the two decided to do on their own time wasn�t Trev�s business or anyone else�s. He put it out of his head and focused on what he remembered of the terrain north of Cedar Creek, doing his best to prepare for their new assignment.
It was a lot more broken and rough than the wooded slope Matt�s squad was in charge of. Less cover, and fewer approaches, which would make it harder for the enemy to get anywhere. That was nice. But at the same time it meant picking over the terrain to patrol it would be more taxing for them.
Maybe he should risk patrolling the foothills below instead. They�d be covering the same area, and should still be able to easily ambush any approaching blockheads. With some preparation they could also plan escape routes to safety if they had to bolt, and ways to punish the enemy if they were pursued.
It was something to think of. Tomorrow. Trev was crashing hard, the adrenaline-fueled night leaving him drained and a bit shaky. He was more than glad to let sleep claim him.

Chapter Six
Uneasy Routine

Trev ended up getting up far earlier than usual, in spite of the interrupted sleep from last night�s chaos.
Or maybe because of it. His sleep was uneasy, full of nightmares of explosions and people screaming. He kept finding himself starting awake, heart pounding and ears straining for the sounds he�d heard in his sleep. They felt so real he was certain at any moment his dreams would become reality. That the radio he�d made sure to keep on the standby channel, his earbuds in place despite the discomfort, would blare with Davis calling for him to get his squad together.
That never happened, and he was always able to calm himself by remembering that two hundred soldiers were out there guarding them while they slept. Even so, he still woke up when it was barely bright enough to see his hand in front of his face. He was exhausted, but that didn�t stop him from dragging himself out of his sleeping bag and packing up his things.
It didn�t help that the hastily cleared ground had been full of bumps, several large enough to be uncomfortable even through his sleeping pad. Tonight he was going to make it a priority to get his squad situated in a comfortable campsite. He wanted them to get some real sleep, assuming it didn�t interfere with their duties.
Trev wasn�t too surprised to find that he wasn�t the only one up and about. Nobody else had gotten much sleep either, which wasn�t terrific; today was going to be difficult for all of them, and he didn�t doubt they�d regret the sleepless night well before it was time to sleep again.
Although it was a temptation to put them to work, as much to get their minds off things as to be useful, Trev made it a point to have his squad have as relaxing a morning as they could, even if they couldn�t sleep. It gave his people a chance to properly wash up, shave, care for their equipment, and even do some laundry before breakfast, followed immediately afterwards by the funeral service.
The death total had gone up to nineteen in the night, and several more were still in critical condition. As everyone in camp gathered together for the service Trev overheard a few nearby Marines grimly pointing out that twenty of them for two hundred blockheads, although it was doubtful they�d killed close to that many, was at best an even trade considering how outnumbered they were. And the Army scouts sent out to scavenge the night�s battlefield hadn�t found much, since the enemy had time to retrieve most of their dead.
Trev could�ve done without that sort of talk when they were about to put friends and fellow fighters in the ground. Or maybe he just didn�t like the reality of their situation laid out so starkly in front of him.
He went over to the lines of bodies, who�d been zipped inside sleeping bags with only their faces showing. So the living could identify friends to pay final respects. He sought out Tony Russo and found him halfway down a row, fully covered by his bag. Because he�d been hit in the head, Trev guessed. He was able to recognize the body because John stood vigil over his brother.
Although he didn�t know the brothers well, Trev interrupted long enough to pay his respects. He received a stoic nod from John in response, gave Tony a moment of silence, then excused himself to rejoin his squad.
Davis showed up not too long after that, flanked by Williams and Graham and with several officers and noncoms from the Army reinforcements following behind. They came to stand behind the lines of bodies, so they could face both them and the crowd on the other side.
By the looks of it most of the Army guys were a higher rank than sergeant, but they deferred to Davis as he stepped forward and cleared his throat, looking down at the eighteen men and one woman laid out in front of him. His eyes lingered on a few friends, genuine grief twisting his usually impassive features. Then he looked up at the gathered crowd and cleared his throat again.
�Some of these people were fighters,� he said in a solemn tone loud enough to carry to every ear. �Some were civilians. Some died to the helicopter�s weapons, others while pushing back the blockheads. But however they died, each and every one of them was doing their part to help in the fight. Against an enemy who wouldn�t hesitate to kill them no matter the situation.�
The sergeant took a deep breath. �We honor their sacrifice and we mourn their loss. And we fight on, to make sure as few innocents as possible join them in death. Let�s observe a moment of silence.�
The crowd had already been quiet, but once Davis stopped speaking there was barely even a shuffle or cough. Even nature seemed to hold still for almost a minute as all stood with their heads bowed.
Then Davis quietly began issuing orders to his men, who solemnly got to work lowering bodies into the shallow graves, which had been dug in the rocky soil beside the road. As the Marines began shoveling dirt back into the holes, which would also be covered with low stone cairns, the sergeant dismissed the gathered crowd to begin the day�s duties.
Trev and his squad made their way back to where they�d left their packs, near where Matt�s squad had left theirs. The Aspen Hill volunteers took a moment to shake hands all around, since it would probably be a while since they saw each other again.
For a second watching Pete and Alice whisper to each other, Trev was worried the young man would try to pull something. Like just bringing his gear and following along, refusing to leave and forcing Trev to do something about him. But then the couple hugged for an uncomfortably long time, and Pete broke away and headed over to where the civilians were cleaning up after breakfast. It had been cooked under the open sky and eaten wherever people could find a handy rock or patch of grass, so the mess was similarly haphazard.
After trading backslaps with Matt, Trev called his squad into line and his friend did the same. The two walked in opposite directions towards the areas they�d been assigned to guard, and Trev didn�t look back. He hoped his friends to the south would be okay, but worrying about them wouldn�t help much.
Instead, he raised his voice to speak to the people following him. �One quick thing, guys. We�re going to be patrolling near Fred Vernon and his men. I don�t know if you�ve heard, but things aren�t exactly friendly between us.� That drew a few chuckles; they�d heard everything about the situation, either through rumors or from Trev himself. �But friendly or not, none of us are going to be the cause of trouble. And if anyone on their side tries to start anything I hope you�ll avoid rising to the bait. Understood?�
There were a few murmurs of assent, and Trev glanced back to see his squad mates nodding. They started up the path to Cedar Creek Canyon, and on the subject of the former sheriff Trev radioed ahead to let Vernon know they were coming. �We�ll be taking the cut just north of your canyon to get down to the foothills and start our patrol,� he finished.
There was a brief pause before Vernon replied. His warm, almost fatherly tone set Trev�s teeth on edge. �There�s a much faster and easier way to get to where you�re going through the canyon itself.� His tone became a wry drawl. �That is, if you�ll accept our hospitality.�
Against his better judgment Trev responded. �Thanks, but I learned my lesson from last time.�
The former sheriff chuckled. If he was offended it didn�t come over on the radio. �Fair enough. I�ve got a man watching the cut. I�ll let him know you�re on your way.�
Vernon�s voice cut off, and Trev sped up a little on the upward slope, stomping a bit more than necessary.
After only a few steps Rick caught up to him and walked to one side of the path, speaking in a low voice. �Listen, Trev, can we talk?�
At hearing his friend�s serious tone Trev nodded and motioned for the rest of the squad to slow down a bit for some privacy. �What�s up?�
�Vernon. You told us to avoid trouble, but I�m wondering how well you�ll be able to keep your own advice.�
Trev gave the younger man an annoyed look. �Why wouldn�t I?�
Rick shrugged. �Well you did get in that scuffle with some of his men a week ago. I think you have a bit of a blind spot with him� you�re striking sparks whenever the two of you come in contact.�
Trev stiffened. �Are you saying any of the trouble he and his men have caused is my fault?�
Rick hastily raised his hands. �Hey, I get that the three guys who jumped you and Matt were in the wrong. And it was a BS thing to do and doesn�t say much about him as a leader.� His friend shifted uncomfortably. �At the same time, he and his guys really know what they�re doing. Everyone who�s worked with him has nothing but good things to say.�
�Is this a �You should get along for the good of the unit� speech?� Trev asked sarcastically. �Because you know I just got done making one of those.�
�Which is why you snapped at him over the radio?� his friend replied, Trev stayed stubbornly silent, and Rick sighed. �I�m not saying you need to invite him to the next family barbeque. Just, you know, don�t make trouble if there is none, and if they try to start something be the bigger man. Our focus should be on patrolling our route, and that�s going to be hard if you keep tossing barbs every time you talk to the nearest group of volunteers.�
Trev nodded grudgingly. �I know, I shouldn�t have said that to him. I�ll try to be more civil. Thanks for the advice.� He clapped Rick on the shoulder and sped up again to get ahead with his thoughts.
The younger man hurried to catch up. �I know you�ve got good reason to be pissed at him. I just thought I should say something.�
�I get it.�
To his relief he recognized the man Vernon had guarding the cut. It was Trent Lincoln, who he�d met with the rest of the Lincoln family on the road to Michigan, heading the other way. The man waved as they approached.
�Looks like you�re going to get some exercise with your new job,� he said. He sounded slightly jealous, and Trev wasn�t sure he blamed him; even considering the risk of enemy attacks, sitting around guarding a treacherous path up a steep, rocky slope wasn�t exactly exciting.
�Wouldn�t be the first time I�ve gone long distances day after day,� Trev replied, offering his hand.
Trent chuckled as he shook it. �I hear you. It�s kind of crazy, but when my family was trekking across the Great Plains I just wanted it to be over. Now that it is I kind of miss putting ground under my feet.�
�I guess enjoy sitting around while you can. No telling what we�ll be doing in the future.�
�True.� The man hesitated, then leaned forward slightly and lowered his voice. �Why didn�t you tell me you and Fred had a problem?�
Trev bit back a sigh. He should�ve expected his new friend would hear about that, all things considered. �I didn�t want to drag you into the middle of it.�
�Okay. Only�� Trent frowned uncomfortably. �The guys are saying you accused him of stealing your truck. That you arrested him at gunpoint and made a huge deal about it when they first came into camp. They�re saying a lot of other stuff about you, too. I just wanted to get your side of it.�
�What sort of other stuff?� Trev asked sharply. So not only had Vernon robbed him, but now he was bad mouthing him behind his back?
His friend shrugged. �Just stuff. I, um, I�d rather not say.� He squared his shoulders. �So what�s your side of things?�
Trev shook his head. He should�ve warned Trent about Vernon that first morning after all. Only he hadn�t expected something like this. No time like the present to correct a mistake, but unfortunately he didn�t have time at the moment. �I�ll be happy to tell you everything, but we�ve got ground to cover. How about I visit you next time I�m off duty and we can talk it though?�
�Sure.� Trent grimaced. �I�m on mornings watching this deer trail for now, so you know where to find me.�
They met two squads of Army reinforcements heading back the other way not far from the cut. Their superiors had radioed ahead that Trev�s squad was relieving them, and aside from a couple lookouts they were heading back to 31. Although the soldiers were clearly eager to get some rest, Trev managed to convince them to stop for a second and fill him in on what they�d observed from the area.
Most of the details about the terrain he already knew, but he was interested to hear the routes the blockheads had taken to break through during last night�s attack. That would be a good place to start with establishing a good patrol route and preparing better defenses for the area.
He was also relieved to hear that when the enemy pulled out after their attack, they�d abandoned the foothills entirely. And in spite of their moderate success breaking through here, they didn�t seem to have left many soldiers in the immediate area in the valley below. Maybe they didn�t expect to get lucky a second time, and this stretch wasn�t important enough to devote more than a token force to.
Definitely not an excuse to let his guard down, but Trev had to admit the thought had him breathing easier. From the looks of it the rest of his squad was thinking the same.
After thanking the soldiers and wishing them the best he led his squad on. First things first he had Rick and Tom go on ahead, to take over for the remaining lookouts so they could rejoin their squads. Then he sent the rest of his squad to about the midway point of their assigned area, to begin scoping out the area and setting up their new camp. It was a fairly secure spot the Army squads had recommended, up on the lower slope just above the foothills, and would make a good starting point for their patrols.
Once that was done Trev called for Mason to join him, and together they began scoping out the foothills to plan the ideal patrol route.
It wasn�t easy going, whatever his previous estimation of the terrain compared to the slope Matt�s squad guarded. But there were plenty of choices for easy paths, which was more a potential problem than a convenience; with their superior numbers the blockheads would get better use of alternative routes than Trev�s people would, and he�d have to find a way to defend them all.
They were going to have their work cut out for them over the next little while.
Near the north end of the area Mason pointed him towards a few opportunistic turkey vultures circling a copse at the eastern edge of the foothills, just before where they gave way to the valley below. �Early birds.�
Trev nodded. If they�d spotted a kill from last night�s battle they�d been quick about it. But then again, a lot of people had died and that was bound to draw carrion birds. Or maybe the birds were still circling because whoever it was still had some life in him. �Go find a good spot to watch the valley. I�ll check it out.�
The man nodded and split off to begin making his careful way up a slope dotted with sagebrush and evergreen shrubs. Trev continued on alone, taking it slow and moving carefully. As he went Rick contacted him over the radio to ask what he was doing. His friend was in a position to watch, so Trev quickly explained the situation. It was a bit of a relief to know he had friendly eyes on him.
Finally he reached a spot where he could see inside the copse at what had drawn the vultures� attention, and he pulled out his binoculars.
It was exactly what he�d expected, but that didn�t make it easier to see. A wounded Gold Bloc soldier had dragged himself into hiding, and somehow managed to avoid the Army scouts who�d scoured this area. He was clearly dead, sitting unnaturally still propped up against a tree trunk. Just a kid, possibly even younger than Pete.
Trev approached a bit quicker, although still cautiously in case the enemy hadn�t been alone. Once he reached the soldier he confirmed he was dead, then with mixed feelings stripped the body of anything useful.
He felt like he should bury the blockhead. It was the decent thing to do. At the same time there were a lot more pragmatic things he had to take care of that were vital to his squad�s survival and defending this area. And if the situations were reversed he doubted the enemy would afford him the same courtesy, other than maybe disposing of his body for hygienic purposes.
But looking at the young, deathly pale face, it was hard to see him as an enemy. What country had he come from, volunteering or drafted to leave his home and attack a country half the world away? He�d probably left behind family and friends, who might not even still be alive after the Retaliation.
Trev called Mason over, and with his squad mate�s help scratched out a shallow grave by the tree that they covered with as many rocks as they could find in a few minutes� time. He also carved a mark into the trunk above the grave in place of a headstone.
Then, lugging the captured gear, he and Mason continued on their patrol.
* * *
Over the next six days, Trev managed to sort out a patrol route and sentry rotation that would defend their mile long stretch as well as possible, while still giving twelve people the opportunity to get the rest they needed.
It meant they didn�t have much in the way of off duty. They patrolled, they manned the sentry posts, or they slept. He�d planned the routes to keep everyone towards the center of the area as much as possible, so if there was trouble everyone could quickly join up and go wherever they needed to defend. Hopefully getting there before the blockheads.
The hunting wasn�t great around here, but he had his people keep their eyes open. He also passed on what Lewis had taught him of how to make snares, and they found a few trails to set them on. They even caught a few jackrabbits and some other critters; nowhere near what they needed, but enough for a bit of fresh meat.
His worries about trouble with Vernon proved unnecessary. The former sheriff and his men kept to themselves in Cedar Creek Canyon, and although Trev�s squad spotted their sentries up on the ridge just north of the canyon that was as close to contact as they got.
Aside from with Trent, who Trev ended up visiting a few times. He explained the entire situation with the theft of his family�s truck in Newtown, and then taking Vernon and his men prisoner in the very canyon he was now guarding. And he learned from his new friend that, while the former sheriff told basically the same tale, he twisted key details to put Trev in a bad light.
He was also putting Trev in a bad light by spreading the story of the fight in Westman�s bar, making it seem like Trev was the one who�d started it by seriously injuring an innocent man. To add to that he was claiming Trev�s family had stolen the truck, which was technically true, but being vague on where they�d stolen it from. According to Trent the unspoken implication was that they�d taken it from a neighboring town. That didn�t justify Vernon�s own theft of the vehicle, but as he put it at least he�d taken it from a thief.
It took most of Trev�s self control not to fly off the hook at that blatant defamation, and Trent always hurriedly changed the subject to something else at that point. That was fine with Trev, since it kept his visits with his new friend more pleasant, and he looked forward to what little time he could spare away from his duties.
As for the enemy, things were quiet there. They caught sight of a few patrols and passing convoys down in the valley and marked them closely, but the enemy didn�t come within five hundred yards of the foothills.
Trev wasn�t about to extend out that far, just to take potshots of the moving targets that his people would probably miss. Not only was it a risk but Davis had ordered them to avoid engaging the enemy, unless the blockheads tried to push up into the mountains or presented a real opportunity to do some damage. Besides, attempting that kind of foray would interfere with his squad�s duty to guard the area.
On the morning of the fifth day after the helicopter attack, Trev was startled to hear the national anthem being played over the radio. He hadn�t been keeping track of the days, so he hadn�t even realized it was the 4th of July until that point.
To celebrate Davis offered everyone double rations, for one day at least ignoring the fact that supplies were becoming a problem. And he handed out the good food, a proper meal and even some chocolate bars. There were no fireworks, but the sergeant handed out flags and invited squads to fly them atop the tallest ridges and hills, all along the stretch of mountains they were guarding.
Trev wasn�t sure how much was left of the United States of America, or what the country would look like in a year even if they did manage to beat the Gold Bloc and send them packing. But for one day at least it was nice to remember the parades and fireworks of childhood Independence Days, and town picnics and neighborhood block parties and burning his mouth on hot dogs straight off the grill.
And, more importantly, what all those things had celebrated. Still celebrated. What they were fighting for, beyond just their lives. That reminder and the chance to celebrate something raised all their spirits, which was always important.
The next day the blockheads got out of their trucks and began prowling the valley below, making their way closer and closer to the foothills. Trev wasn�t sure if this new behavior was part of some larger plan, or if it was a response to them flying the flags yesterday. A show of force in the face of their defiance?
Either way, when he called it in Davis wasn�t surprised by the news. �They�re scouring the land below the foothills all up and down these mountains,� he replied. �They seem to have abandoned going for the roads, and we turned back their attempt to break through in a large scale attack. Command seems to think they�ll try for a creeping advance, pushing their way forward cautiously on all sides. They�ll either press us until they tire us out and run us out of ammunition, or they�ll push us back until we expose a weakness they can exploit.�
Trev didn�t like the sound of that. An outright attack they could beat back and be done with. Constant pressure day in and day out would wear out his squad and run them ragged. �Do you have new orders for us?�
There was a long pause. �No, keep doing what you�re doing. Avoid engaging them unless they attack or provide an opportunity too good to pass up. We�ll see what they do over the next few days before we decide to change anything.�
�All right. Any news from the fighting in other areas? It�s always nice to hear about a victory.�
Davis snorted. �Precious few of those these days. There is some good news, though. The Chinese soldiers fighting General Erickson along the Wasatch Front to the north are showing signs of radiation sickness. Visible signs, so it must be pretty bad for them.�
Trev supposed that made sense, since they were so close to the fallout zone around Hill Air Force Base. �Are our people in the area getting exposed?�
�A bit. The mountains seem to be redirecting the prevailing winds away from the General�s positions, but his soldiers are starting to show minor symptoms. There�s talk of pulling farther up into the Wasatch Range and letting the blockheads fry, but that would open our northwest front.�
The sergeant had been sounding impatient, and he abruptly changed topics. �Listen, Smith, it�s been nice chatting but I�ve got a lot to do. Best of luck out there, and call in if you need anything.�
Trev glanced at his team, who�d paused to rest while he reported in. �We�re backing up to the westernmost foothills.�
�We�re letting them have the foothills without a fight?� Rick protested. �We�ve done a lot of work here.�
�I didn�t say we wouldn�t fight.� Trev scooted up enough to glance over the hill they were sitting on. It was one of the taller ones, and from it he could see the blockheads moving in the valley below. They were nowhere near the foothills. Yet. �Let�s see how close they want to come. If they see us patrolling farther down they might decide to stop, and once they stop their next move will be finding a way to hit us. I�d rather they saunter into an ambush and we be the ones to hit them.�
That, or pulling back would buy them the few days Davis wanted before deciding what to do next. Trev didn�t like being reactive, since it meant the enemy got to control the fight. So he�d spend the time making his own plans just in case.
Motioning, he led the way down the hill and back towards their camp.
* * *
Lewis had quieted down his attacks over the last six days.
Part of it was that he didn�t want to provoke another retaliation against the Aspen Hill townspeople. They were better hidden now, even the remaining truck, although aside from the helicopter strike the blockheads hadn�t tried to hit them that night. The enemy had saved attacking in force for the region farther south.
That aside, the main reason he�d quieted his attacks was because the enemy kept changing things up to discourage him trying anything major. He doubted he�d get off any really damaging missile or truck-mounted M2 attacks, at least without exposing his people to greater risks than he was prepared to take at the moment. Not to mention that they only had so much .50 BMG ammo and their missiles were almost gone.
Instead, after a lot of discussion with the town�s defenders and his growing group of volunteers, he�d settled on sporadic sniper attacks. There were plenty of targets below, even careful as the enemy had become. It was a lot easier to sneak up close enough to take a few shots, then either go to ground or flee to safety before the blockheads could respond.
Since it was something they could do in small groups, or even with just one person, they managed seven attacks in the first three days since the helicopter strike. Of those only five had confirmed kills, only one with multiple enemies dead. It was a long term strategy, one meant to slowly grind the enemy down and destroy their morale while exposing his people to as little risk as possible.
And Lewis wasn�t taking any chances. He carefully planned even those minor attacks before the team went out, and had another team cover them just in case. They spent agonizing hours at night sneaking to their planned positions, and always struck from a different spot and did their best to avoid establishing any predictable patterns. And the defender patrols and sentries on duty watched the valley below like hawks so the enemy couldn�t surprise them.
Although the blockheads certainly tried. On the fourth day his dad radioed in to warn that small teams of enemy soldiers were doing their best to sneak up into the foothills and lower slopes to set up their own hidden sniper posts. It was obvious they wanted to punish any future attacks, and it was a threat Lewis took seriously.
He tried sniping one of the new posts, bringing Jane, Tam, and Carl along a concealed path they�d used before. But as careful as they were the enemy proved more dangerous than expected, and they found themselves under fire the moment they popped up to begin searching for targets. There was no choice but to flee back to safety, Lewis sporting a wicked graze on his hip from a near miss to remind him of the incident.
After that he reluctantly decided to call off the sniping attacks for a while. Instead he had his volunteers sneak down to protected positions, where they could cover the area in case the blockhead snipers tried to sneak even closer. Those positions were well out of range and sight of the enemy teams below, but well situated to cover the ground between.
The blockheads seemed content with just stopping Lewis�s sniper attacks, so for the next three days it was a bit of a standoff. That gave the Aspen Hill refugees a bit of breathing room to properly celebrate the 4th of July, and from the sounds of things it was something to remember. Lewis wished he could�ve been there to enjoy it too, but he wasn�t about to let his guard down.
Instead he spent the time going over plans to have his people circle far around, maybe help Colonel Grimes�s soldiers to the north or Davis�s volunteers to the south by hitting at the blockheads in those areas.
It would mean traveling a lot farther for each attack, but the enemies there might not be expecting it and wouldn�t be quite as prepared to defend against it. It might also take pressure off the Aspen Hill area and encourage the enemy to divert some of the troops there to other locations.
Unfortunately, he wasn�t the only one who had the idea of circling far around. As he discovered just after midnight of the seventh day since the helicopter attack.

Chapter Seven
Night Terrors

Lewis and Jane had taken up a spot far north of Aspen Hill Canyon, almost to where Colonel Grimes�s soldiers patrolled in their own defense against major enemy attacks along Highway 6. It was the remotest of the ten concealed positions he and his volunteers had set up, splitting into pairs to swap eight hour shifts.
It wasn�t exactly fun duty, but at least it didn�t require anything but sitting around watching for the enemy snipers to make a move. That kind of vigilance certainly took its toll, but after days of hiking or crawling to and from different sniper positions, in tense anticipation of the enemy finally getting the drop on them and putting a bullet through their heads, it was almost restful.
He was even thinking of having the sentries farther up the slopes start spelling his volunteers, since there was no reason for them to be taking shifts when someone else was already guarding the area below. But that thinking felt a bit sloppy, when it was possible an enemy might somehow sneak past them and the redundancy of double sentries could save lives.
Although it would free up his people to start planning and executing attacks again.
Lewis had the night�s ten to six shift while Jane slept within arm�s reach. He was huddled up in a blanket against the chill, although he tried to tell himself that was a result of being at a high elevation, not the increasingly dire signs of nuclear winter on the horizon.
As usual he spent his shifts planning, inspecting every nook and cranny of the slopes below and the valley beyond them with his scope and binoculars. Wild plans, practical plans, cautious plans, elaborate plans. Everything from having all the defenders sneak in and begin sniping from all sides, slowly tightening the noose around the enemy occupying their town, to going in alone and trying to take out officers in Aspen Hill itself where they thought they were safe.
Hopeless plans, even stupid plans. He should stick with his idea of circling his volunteers far around to snipe blockheads in other places. More risky, since they wouldn�t know the terrain as well, but there were plenty of enemies to go around.
It was almost a relief to be distracted by the voice squawking through his radio headset. At least until he realized what it was.
�This is Brenton Tanner, patrolling along the northwestern-most route.� The older man sounded out of breath. Exertion, or panic? Both? �We�ve got enemies coming here. Lots of them.�
Lewis did his best to push down his surge of fear. Brenton wasn�t one of their best, which was why he was on that route. It was pretty much directly north of the refuge, close to due west of where he and Jane kept watch. Not to mention there was a defender sentry position and patrol between here and there, too. Nobody should be in Brenton�s area, certainly not enemies. �Are you sure it�s blockheads? It could be some of Grimes�s soldiers.�
If anything Brenton sounded even more anxious. �I tried radioing on the channels the military gave us. I�m not getting any replies!�
�Chauncey?� Lewis asked. �You hearing this?�
There was a long delay, but it was Wes Watson�s youthful voice, not his father�s, that blared in Lewis�s eardrums, slightly distorted by range and static. �I�m on it.�
�While you�re at it I need you to relay orders.� Lewis leaned over to shake Jane awake, although his wife had already started to sit up. �Get word to the Mayor to gather as many defenders as she can, even if she has to strip the refuge�s defenses. Brenton, I need you to carefully talk me through where you are and the terrain around you. I don�t know that area very well. And try to get a count on the enemy while you�re at it.�
�O-okay,� the older man stammered nervously.
Jane came up beside him, breath tickling his ear as she whispered. �Bad?�
�I don�t know.� Lewis snagged his pack, thumbing his headset�s mic so he could talk to his wife and the defenders both. �I�m close by, Brenton. I�m heading your way.�
�I�ve got this,� Jane said, settling into his spot as he vacated it and reaching for her rifle with its night vision scope. He nodded gratefully and gave her a quick kiss, made awkward by the goggles he wore, then began carefully picking his way up the slope away from their position.
He hurried as fast as he safely could, considering the possibility of snipers below, and as he moved he talked. With his careful guiding of the chatter over the radio, the chaos of the situation gradually resolved into a clear picture. Wes had gotten word back from Grimes�s people that they didn�t have anyone in the area, and Brenton had made a tentative count.
At least forty blockheads were circling far around northwest of them, trying to get in behind where the Aspen Hill defenders patrolled to come at them from the rear. Lewis was certain they hadn�t gotten past him, and the sentry and patrol just above his and Jane�s position were equally emphatic. That likely meant the enemy soldiers had come from farther north, somehow sneaking around Grimes�s soldiers.
The blockheads knew what they were doing, from the way Brenton described them. They were moving fast but with surprising stealth, in spite of the fact that only a couple of them had night vision gear.
A few hundred yards up the slope Lewis broke into a run, judging he was far enough away from any enemy below to be safe, especially as a moving target. He had a few miles to go and the enemy wasn�t too far away, so he angled his run southwest, to a spot where he�d meet up with the defenders Catherine was leading north from the refuge.
The Mayor had agreed to bring fully sixty people, although that forced her to leave the refuge dangerously unguarded. Lewis considered it worth it, since with any luck they�d be in position to fight the approaching blockheads far away from the defenseless townspeople. And once they managed to get the truck with the heavy machine gun in place, with everyone in good ambush spots covering the enemy�s approach, they�d make sure no one got through.
Although this was looking to be a hairy night.
Lewis had ordered Brenton to withdraw as soon as he�d gotten the enemy�s numbers and the direction they were approaching from. Hopefully the blockheads wouldn�t decide to veer off another way while they were temporarily out of sight, but the risk couldn�t be helped. Brenton wasn�t up to staying out of sight while he kept tabs on an enemy at in the dark, and also kept pace ahead of them.
Lewis didn�t want to see the older man discovered and shot for no good reason. Not only that, but if Brenton was discovered the enemy would know they�d been spotted and would become more cautious, fearing a potential ambush. That could lead to far more deaths than just one man�s.
In case the blockheads did change direction or send out scouts, he had the Mayor send a screen of defenders out to either side of the rendezvous point to watch and, equally important in the dark, listen. It was a bit frustrating to have to coordinate things over the radio while he bolted through rough terrain with the dubious aid of night vision. He wanted to be there, looking over the ambush spot and getting his people in position.
Instead Lewis had to trust that Catherine and her defenders would do a good job. Which he did� he just wanted to be there.
The Mayor reached the rendezvous much sooner than he did, even though it was about the same distance for both of them. She had a clear road most of the way, over more or less level ground, while he was forced to alternate jogging and walking uphill most of the way. By the time he got there he wasn�t much use to anyone, since he had to lean against a tree panting for several minutes. While he caught his breath the defenders around him quietly deployed, calling to each other as they got in position.
Once he�d stopped sounding like a leaky bellows he made his way to the truck, which Catherine was driving, and took over for the defender who�d been manning the M2. The Mayor had picked a good spot to place the truck: up on a rise looking over the area to the north, with most of its body hidden by cover which the heavy machine gun was high enough to see over, giving a good field of view.
Lewis looked over that field of view, doing his best to picture the approaching blockheads as Brenton described him, then at the defenders set up to either side. Most of the slope beyond the rise was dense scrub oak or aspen thickets, with only a few meadows spotted here and there. The enemy would have cover all the way to where the defenders waited for them, although he doubted they�d be able to move completely unseen.
This could get ugly fast. If Brenton was right the enemy didn�t have much night vision, but neither did Lewis�s defenders. A lot of what they�d got from the raiders had gone south with Matt and the other volunteers, and most of what was left was with Lewis and his volunteers. Who aside from him were all sitting on the slopes east of here, babysitting blockhead snipers who hadn�t moved in days.
Every tactician in history had agreed that night attacks, no matter how well planned and executed, were risky. High risk, high reward. There was too much confusion in the dark, too much uncertainty. Man�s own nature worked against him when facing an environment he wasn�t well suited for. Armies could end up routing when they were victorious, based on faulty information or baseless panic. Brothers could end up killing each other with friendly fire on accident, or entire companies butchering allies in the fog of war.
Of course this wasn�t exactly a historical battle. As long as the few people with night vision they did have were calling the shots, and his defenders were shooting at the enemy muzzle flashes they saw, things might not turn out so badly. Especially since Lewis would be manning the heavy machine gun on the truck.
That was a weapon that could take out the entire enemy force in the right circumstances, even if they tried to hide behind cover. He just had to make sure the circumstances were right, which against an enemy that knew what they were doing would be tough.
Yeah, this could get ugly.
After what felt like an eternity but couldn�t have been more than ten minutes, the scouts they�d sent ahead to give early warning radioed in. The blockheads were almost to them, on almost the exact route Brenton had guessed they�d take.
Unfortunately, almost immediately after that first warning the scouts radioed in again, this time with news that wasn�t quite so good.
�They�re circling around?� Lewis hissed. �Did they catch wind of us?�
�I don�t know, but they�re splitting up to hit the rise from both sides. Either they know we�re here or they�re being incredibly cautious.�
Lewis wasn�t about to dismiss this as simple luck. �Maybe they�ve got scouts you and Brenton didn�t see.�
The scout didn�t seem offended by the suggestion. �Maybe. So what do we do now?�
That was a good question, and the scout wasn�t the only one asking it. There were half a dozen defenders in the truck with him, using it as a mobile emplacement with the reinforced sides as cover. They�d heard the news and were watching him expectantly, expecting him to have a solution.
Only what solution was there? �We split up, too. Catherine, once the shooting starts take us after the western group.� That would be the more dangerous one, if any of them got past the defenders. He continued grimly. �Everyone on the western and eastern ends of the rise, pull back and try to circle around to hit them from another angle. And anyone who�s got Molotovs, grenades, whatever, get ready to use them. Remember, the refuge is less than three miles south of us. We can�t let them win here.�
On that note� �Wes, get in touch with Grimes and let him know what�s going on. If he can spare anyone have him send them to protect the refuge, just in case things go bad here. And while you�re at it get the defenders there and anyone else who can hold a gun ready to defend yourselves.�
�Right,� Wes replied, sounding shaken.
Lewis continued to whisper instructions. He could see the blockheads approaching now, ducking from cover to cover as if avoiding eyes on the rise. They�d be close enough to open fire soon.
Catherine leaned out of the driver�s window below him. �How do we do this, Lewis?� she hissed.
It took him a second to realize she meant what he wanted to do with the truck. �As soon as I open fire with this thing the truck�s going to become a target,� he replied. �So we might as well help out the left flank by using the headlights to pinpoint the enemies for our shooters and blind our targets.�
She frowned up at him, looking owlish in her night vision goggles. Since she�d been driving the truck she�d needed to have a pair. �I was thinking we�d try driving around so we won�t, you know, get shot at.�
�You�re not dodging bullets in a truck,� Lewis answered dryly. �We might end up moving if we need to, but at first we�ll want a stable platform to shoot from. Maybe after the blockheads take out our headlights.�
Before she could reply the tense quiet around them was shattered by the sharp cracks of dozens of rifles, and below the rise the trees and scrub oak thickets lit up like stars in Lewis�s night vision with muzzle flashes.
The enemy definitely knew they were here.
* * *
Lewis immediately returned fire with the M2, the shouting around him and noise of gunfire becoming a distant buzz to the roar of the weapon.
He still heard the sharp pings of bullets striking around him as he panned across the muzzle flashes below, not due to the volume of those ricochets but what they meant. He could only hope that the reinforced metal around the top and sides of the heavy machine gun, along with his body armor and helmet, would protect him, because he was going to be the enemy�s number one target.
For good reason. Under his withering hail of fire the muzzle flashes winked out, enemy soldiers either hit or taking cover from the M2. Some of them were illuminated by the truck�s headlights as Catherine flicked them on, the vehicle�s engine roaring to life in preparation to move.
The defenders were getting over their initial panic at the surprise attack, and around him he heard others also opening fire. Soon after that the twinkling stars of muzzle flashes were joined by brighter novas as Molotov cocktails and grenades were hurled at the enemy.
Unfortunately the explosions weren�t all happening in the blockheads� neck of the woods. Lewis winced and ducked slightly as the truck rocked beneath him from a grenade detonating nearby. He wasn�t sure if it was a stray shot, shrapnel, or just his imagination, but he could�ve sworn he heard something whizz by his right ear.
He looked around, trying to find the thrower, or any other weapon. There were plenty of muzzle flashes he could still see, but they were sporadic and never anywhere near where he was firing. The enemy seemed to be doing their best to mitigate the damage he was doing with the heavy machine gun, and even with night vision he couldn�t be sure he was hitting anything.
What seemed like only moments into the fighting he abruptly found himself flat on his back, nearly blinded by stars flashing across his vision and ears ringing. He had the vague impression he�d fallen on top of one of the other men in the back of the truck, who was now leaning over him shouting in alarm.
The spinning in his head was joined by a bouncing sensation as the Mayor lurched the truck into motion to move them to a new position. There was no sign of headlights, although it was hard to see anything with his vision obscured by the cab and the sides of the truck around him. That and it was hard to focus his eyes.
Lewis struggled to get his thoughts together, just long enough to tear off his night vision goggles and shove them at the man leaning over him. �Man the gun!� he shouted.
The defender abruptly went silent. �You�re alive!� he said, sounding shocked. Then he raised his voice. �He�s alive!� There were a few shouts of relief from the other men in the truck as they jounced along.
�Man the gun!� Lewis shouted again. His hand was waving wildly due to the truck�s motion, maybe a bit due to his dizziness, and the goggles slapped the man in the chest. That finally got the defender�s attention and he hastily snatched the night vision gear away, lurching to his feet and grabbing at the M2�s mountings to get behind it.
As soon as Lewis was alone, relatively speaking, he lifted trembling fingers to feel at his helmet. There was a deep dent there, which started less than an inch above the rim and dug a furrow up towards the top.
Less than an inch. Just a bit lower and the bullet would�ve destroyed the night vision goggles. And scattered his brains across the other defenders in the back of the truck. Lewis had to hold back a slightly hysterical laugh at how his mind, just for a moment, had prioritized the goggles first.
He had to get his act together, quick. He had no idea how the fight was going, but what he did know was that the truck had stopped and the defender above him had opened fire with the M2.
Who was that? Billy Yates, maybe? Whoever it was that should be Lewis up there, not him. Lewis wasn�t injured, not really, and he had no right to order anyone else to take the riskiest position when he could do it himself. He tried to push to his feet, and suddenly it felt like the truck was lurching beneath him again as another wave of dizziness struck.
Okay, maybe he wasn�t just fine. He let himself sink back down and closed his eyes, listening to the shouting, the sounds of gunfire and explosions, and the screams of injured and dying men. At least he had his noise canceling earphones, or the racket might�ve been overwhelming. He could only imagine how the defenders around him were handling it.
His radio abruptly crackled with the welcome sound of Jane�s voice. Although her news wasn�t so welcome. �The blockhead snipers are moving.�
Lewis fumbled for the transmit button. �Just yours?�
�And mine,� Tam spoke up. �And the ones farther south. Almost fifty in all. It looks like they�re using the distraction to try to sneak up. And blockheads are starting to come out from the emplacements farther east and head our way, too. Hundreds. There are signs of those stationed in Aspen Hill getting ready for something big, too.�
He cursed. �Scare them off, and make sure whoever�s got the detonator is ready to take out the canyon if they have to. Things are going bad here� we can�t handle a major attack.�
It was rare to hear his wife sound uncertain, but Jane definitely sounded that. �I�ll do my best. But you do know what �hundreds� means, right?�
From only a few feet away he heard the rattling, pinging noise of bullets bouncing off or piercing the truck�s side. The engine roared to life as Catherine moved them again, and Lewis determinedly grabbed the side of the truck and dragged himself up.
As they bounced along he lifted his head enough to search through the darkness for signs of the enemy. The moment they stopped he fumbled his G3 off his shoulder and began shooting at the closest muzzle flashes.
He might not be able to man the M2 in his condition, but at least he could provide Billy some cover fire. Maybe keep him from taking a bullet to the dome.
The blockheads were behind the cover of some trees and more deadfall, making his shots difficult. Since the Browning M2 could chew through even logs eventually, and Billy definitely seemed to be trying, Lewis focused on keeping the enemy pinned down until the heavy machine gun did its work. He just hoped it would do it quick.
In spite of his best best efforts, and the efforts of the other defenders in the truck bed, before too long enemy soldiers behind other cover began popping out shooting directly at Billy. And to a lesser extent at the rest of them. Still jittery from his near brush with death, Lewis ducked down and sprayed his bullets wildly at the spot of cover they�d been trying to clear. If nothing else maybe those blockheads would stay pinned down, at least.
To his relief half a minute later the idling truck lurched into gear, and the Mayor drove them away in search of a new vantage point.
He�d been so occupied with the fighting that he hadn�t even paid attention to what was going on over the radio. �Lewis?� Jane asked for the second time. �Lewis, are you okay? What do you mean it�s going bad?�
He dropped down into the safety of the truck bed with the others, including Billy, and hit the transmit button. But not to answer his wife. �Wes, radio Grimes.� The colonel had promised reinforcements, but Lewis had sent them to the refuge. That wasn�t going to be very useful for them in this fight. �Most of our defenders are in a genuine shootout here, and the blockheads are getting ready to push up from the valley. We need some sort of show of force or we could end up losing this area.�
There was no answer, which Lewis hoped meant the young man was already complying. Jane had stopped asking after him, maybe comforted by the sound of his voice verifying that he was still okay. Or maybe she had her own problems to deal with.
Either way he was distracted from the radio as they screeched to a stop. Billy started to rise, but Lewis put a hand on his shoulder to keep him down, retrieved his night vision, and went after the M2 himself. He still felt like the world was spinning slowly around him, and any movement quicker than a sloth�s made him want to puke his guts out, but he could man the machine gun.
There were certainly plenty of enemies. After what felt like way too long Lewis found the more extensive cover he�d been targeting before Catherine moved them, and he turned the gun that way. They had a better angle on it now, and he was able to mow down a few blockheads as the others scrambled for new hiding spots. Which put many of them in the sights of the defenders farther down the rise.
�Um, Lewis?� Wes�s voice, confused, uncertain. It sounded completely out of place in the nightmare battle around him.
Lewis kept firing even as he used his shoulder to tap his mic. �What?� Harsher than he�d intended, but who could blame him?
�Grimes�s people want to know where you are.�
Letting his hands drop to his sides, Lewis ducked down and stared blankly ahead. �Where we� what?�
�Are you to the north or to the south of the fight? East or west? What terrain? Who�s you and who�s the enemy?�
After what felt like too long, his dazed mind processing the question, Lewis answered. �We�re spread out on a rise to the south of the enemy, being attacked by two groups to the northwest and northeast.�
�Okay.�
For a confusing moment Lewis waited for more, but that was it. Why did Grimes want to know the specifics of their location? If he�d sent people to the refuge the directions weren�t really necessary, since the defenders there would be able to point the reinforcements the right way.
Not that it really mattered. At best the soldiers coming to help would arrive in time to mop up, assuming there were any defenders left by that point. Lewis shrugged off that unpleasant thought and continued firing at the enemy�s crude cover. If he could only get past that stupid pile of logs�
A blockhead popped out from behind a tree not far from where he was shooting, raising his rifle to aim at the truck. But before Lewis could target him the man abruptly dropped like a marionette with its strings cut. Almost at the same time, the racket of gunfire became even more disorienting as dozens more weapons joined in.
A moment later Jack Hornady�s came over the radio, shrill and excited. �The blockheads on the east flank are dropping like flies!�
Lewis stared at the dead man, vaguely aware that the blockheads behind the cover he�d been aiming at were also dropping, or stumbling into view only to be shot and flop to the ground. �Good shooting,� he said numbly.
A new voice appeared on his radio. �Thanks, Aspen Hill. We�re cleaning your mess up, now be sure to let your people know we�re friendlies.�
After a stunned moment Lewis relayed the order, not only over the radio but also by shouting it into the night. Somewhere out there, farther north he guessed, Grimes�s reinforcements had miraculously showed up to help them.
He addressed the newcomers over his headset. �Our mess? The blockheads didn�t break through on our end.�
Grimes�s man sounded a bit sheepish when he replied. �Yeah, sorry. They took out one of our patrols to the man and slipped through the gap. Good thing your people had their eyes open to pick up our slack.�
Lewis shook himself out of his daze. �Down in the valley! The blockheads are preparing a��
Sheepishness was replaced by amusement. �We�ve already sent four trucks, with enough troops and firepower to fight World War III. If the enemy tries to press their attack they�ll regret it.�
�I thought we were already in World War III.� That was Tam.
Grimes�s liaison sounded even more amused. �Well it�s about to get even more exciting. Give us your positions along the mountains overlooking the valley, so we don�t accidentally light you up as we deploy.� A slight pause. �And you best be grateful, civvies. You�re not the only ones fighting tonight, and we might get punished for sending help your way.�
The last blockhead in Lewis�s field of view fell and went still, and he nodded to the other defenders in the truck. �We are,� he replied. �I�m Lewis Halsson. You?�
�Lieutenant Faraday. Don�t let it go to your head, but I�ve heard of you. It�s a pleasure.� There was a brief pause. �We�ve eliminated the enemy here. Tell your people to stand down so we can come join you� we still need to deal with whatever the blockheads are sending our way from the valley.�
Lewis repeated the order, and the noise of gunfire faded to disconcerting silence around him.
Minutes later Faraday�s unit approached, those in the lead waving green glow sticks to indicate their friendly status. Lewis couldn�t help but admire the lieutenant�s people, who all looked like proper soldiers. They had the expected uniforms, equipment, and night vision gear, as well as camouflage paint. More than that, they slid through the night like they were part of it, so even with the glow sticks it was hard to follow them.
Small wonder they�d managed to ambush the blockheads from behind and wipe them out to a man.
�Cheers for protecting our southern flank,� Faraday said as he made his way up to the truck, piercing green eyes looking up at Lewis from beneath a shock of blond hair. �I wish we could do this more often, but we�ve got our own fires to put out.� He paused. �Speaking of which��
�This way,� Lewis said, hopping down to stand next to the lieutenant. �Thanks for saving our bacon.�
The gratitude was genuine, but it wasn�t all good news. The blockheads had given as good as they got, from the initial volley right up until Faraday�s people showed up. Over half of Lewis�s defenders had been killed or seriously wounded in the fighting, and as far as Lewis could tell their rescuers had taken out two dozen or so blockheads to finish the battle. Not the best showing for Aspen Hill; a lot of good people had died tonight.
�All part of a day�s work,� Faraday replied. �Or a night�s, in this case.� He motioned. �Are we taking the truck?�
Lewis shook his head. �It couldn�t take us where we need to be. Besides, the wounded need it.� He turned to Catherine, who�d hopped down from the cab to greet the officer.
The Mayor nodded at his unspoken question. �I�ll take over here.�
Faraday nodded as well. �Fair enough. I�ll leave behind the few people I�ve got with training in field triage.� He suited his words by barking a few orders, and a handful of soldiers trotted over to where the defenders were gathering the wounded. Catherine hurried after them to organize relief efforts.
During that time Lewis picked out as many defenders as he could spare from helping the Mayor, getting them ready to move out. Then, with Faraday waiting expectantly, he led the way back east towards the slopes and the threat there.
It turned out to be unnecessary. By the time they reached the sniper positions, where Lewis�s volunteers and the four trucks� worth of troops Grimes had sent had been desperately working to push back the enemy below, the blockheads had already withdrawn. Maybe losing their infiltration team had effectively ended the enemy�s attack, or they�d been intimidated by the quick arrival of reinforcements.
Either way it was over. After a half hour of waiting, once they were fairly certain there�d be no more excitement that night, Faraday announced that his men were needed elsewhere.
Lewis was a bit disappointed to hear that, remembering how the Army reinforcements helping Davis had stayed the night to give the sergeant and his people a reprieve. But from the sounds of it Colonel Grimes�s forces were getting hit hard in other areas, and after leaving here the lieutenant�s unit would work right through the night, hopping from location to location putting out fires. Lewis was just glad they�d come at all.
On the plus side, before leaving Faraday announced that Aspen Hill could have the gear retrieved from the blockheads they�d just fought. �You need that stuff more than we do,� he said with a tight grin. �Maybe it�ll help you hold this area on your own from now on. We might not be in a position to send help next time.�
Lewis nodded. After tonight it was pretty obvious he didn�t have enough defenders, so he�d probably need to talk more townspeople into signing up. It might be a hard sell after everyone they�d lost tonight, but he had to find some way to impress in his neighbors� heads that he couldn�t defend them as things stood.
People in town refusing to join Matt and his volunteers was one thing. But refusing to step up and defend their own homes, humble as those the refuge offered were, as well as their own family and friends, was something else entirely. If Lewis couldn�t get enough defenders the only option he could see was sending the townspeople even farther up into the mountains, then leaving them effectively defenseless while he pulled everyone he had to guard this area.
But that was an issue for another time, and hopefully one he�d never have to deal with. He held out his hand to the lieutenant. �Thanks again. Best of luck out there.�
Faraday shook, grip firm. �Same to you here. I had my reservations when I heard the Colonel was leaving this area�s defenses up to civvies, but you folks are doing all right.�
The soldiers left as quickly as they�d arrived. With them gone Lewis suddenly felt as if a boulder of exhaustion had landed on his shoulders, but he had a lot to do before he could rest.
First off he pulled his volunteers back from their sniper posts. They were too tired to keep going as they were, and anyway if the blockheads didn�t know where they�d been getting shot at from tonight by this point they were complete idiots. Besides, he didn�t have the manpower to defend everywhere without them.
Lewis spent a while organizing new sentry positions and patrol routes, to make sure that those who were most tired or shellshocked from the night�s fighting got the rest they needed. Then he left Jane in charge and headed back towards the refuge with those who were going off duty.
Not to rest, though. He needed to see to the wounded and the dead, especially giving their loved ones the bad news. Then he�d need Catherine�s help rounding up more volunteers, and he�d have to see to their training.
Thankfully his dad decided to come along and help with all that, as well as to make sure their family and friends from the shelter group were doing all right. It was a relief to have him there, although they walked in silence for a while.
The other defenders had gone on ahead, eager to get some rest, and once he was alone with his dad Lewis cleared his throat. �Tonight was bad.�
His dad nodded. �Might not be the last time it�s bad. It�ll probably get worse, even.�
Well he�d started the doom and gloom talk, but partly because he�d hoped his dad would offer reassurance. �Yeah, probably. We couldn�t expect the blockheads to sit around in the valley forever.� He let his shoulders slump. �So what do we do?�
After a moment his dad�s hand rested heavily on his shoulder, somehow bolstering him rather than weighing him down even more. �Nothing to do but fight and win.�
Lewis snorted. �That easy, huh?�
�Not easy, but doable. When the Romans fought the Carthaginians the whole world thought they were going to lose. In fact, at many points the world thought they had lost, when their defeats grew too costly and the wisest course was to admit defeat and end the war.
�Instead they fought on, refusing to give up and surprising their enemies with their determination. In the end Carthage lost due to the sheer stubbornness of the Romans refusing to allow themselves to be beaten, even when it seemed like there was no hope of victory.�
His dad took a deep breath, looking ahead at the defenders still barely in sight. �If we have any hope of saving our country, of even surviving the coming months, we�ll have to be just as stubborn. We�ll have to fight on until it�s too costly for the enemy to keep up the war and they leave. Even if it�s just as costly for us.�
The words were stirring, and Lewis appreciated the sentiment. But he couldn�t help but think that the Punic Wars had ended with Rome completely annihilating Carthage. In spite of the death and suffering the Gold Bloc had caused with their invasion, he hoped it wouldn�t come to that here. He would be content if the enemy simply left, never to return, so they could get on with their lives.
Rome had fought Carthage thousands of years ago. He had to believe humanity had grown more civilized since then.
Of course, the cynical side of him could argue that they already had annihilated the Gold Bloc with the Retaliation, on a scale that the ancient Romans couldn�t even conceive of. So maybe they hadn�t learned anything after all. Either way this was all philosophical; his job was to defend his home and the people of Aspen Hill, and that was what he was going to do.
But his dad had the right idea� Lewis was going to stubbornly fight to the end for that goal. He picked up his pace. �Come on. We�ve got a lot to do.�

Chapter Eight
Sticking Their Necks Out

�Unbelievable,� Rick, beside him, whispered. �Are they going to walk right up into the canyon?�
Trev shook his head. �This is what we�ve been waiting for. Get our team into position, I�ll let Tom know we�re doing this.�
His friend nodded and slipped down the far side of the foothill, waiting until he was out of sight of the dirt path below before breaking into a trot, the rest of their team following him. Trev gave the blockhead patrol and the area around them a final once-over with his binoculars. Once he was satisfied it all looked good he hurried to catch up, whispering into his radio as he went.
It had been three days since Davis gave the order to wait and watch the enemy to see what they did. In that time Gold Bloc patrols had encroached deeper and deeper into the foothills, usually going vaguely north-northwest or south-southwest in a way that clearly suggested they weren�t planning on suddenly bolting up the slope in a suicidal charge.
Not that their increasingly bold patrols weren�t suicidal in their own right. The twenty blockheads below were only five hundred or so yards from the mouth of Cedar Creek Canyon, following a rough ATV trail that led directly there. Were they getting sloppy, or did they honestly think that their enemies wouldn�t open fire once they finally wandered close enough?
Maybe they had orders of their own, to keep going until they did come under attack. Trev had no idea what strategies the blockhead leaders running this war were using, aside from the obvious goal of breaking through their defenses somewhere and killing every US citizen in the Utah Rockies. Maybe right now they were just trying to push for as much territory as they could hold, to give Davis and his people less room to work with.
Or maybe they just wanted to feel like they were doing something, even if what they were doing was getting their soldiers killed.
Sure, it wasn�t like the blockheads were just strolling down the path. They were moving cautiously from cover to cover, watching for signs of attack. But that alertness wouldn�t save them when they walked right into an ambush.
Whatever their reasoning, the time had come to punish them for it. Ever since picking up on the patrol an hour or so ago and following their progress, Trev had been getting his squad into position for an attack that would take place well after sundown. Just as it was starting to get dark.
They�d left Susan Donnell at a sentry post to the north where she could cover their entire area, just in case. Meanwhile Tom had circled his team of six north and east to get on the other side of the blockheads, to cut them off if they tried to bolt back to the valley, while Trev�s team of five prepared to hit them from the northwest.
Which meant the only way the blockheads could go to escape the ambush was into Cedar Creek Canyon, where Vernon�s people would be waiting for them if they got that far.
Unless of course the former sheriff didn�t want to wait, and was willing to join the attack. Trev toggled his radio to the appropriate channel. �Vernon, this is Smith.�
There was a long pause as Trev continued jogging after Rick. There was no way the group guarding the canyon wasn�t getting his signal, not from this distance. Finally he heard the amiable, hated voice. �Vernon here.�
�There�s a blockhead patrol heading for the mouth of your canyon.�
The tone became a bit more businesslike. �Does it look like they�re going to attack?�
�No, they�ve been edging their way farther and farther west like the other patrols, without ever committing. They just came close enough this time that I think we should attack them.�
Another pause. �We?� the former sheriff asked flatly.
Trev frowned at the tone. �It�s a perfect opportunity. If you come out of the canyon and hit them from the front while we hit them from the northeast and northwest, we�ll mow them all down before they even know what�s going on.�
�Yeah, no, Smith. There are a lot of things I don�t like about what you just said. Among them being �come out of the canyon�, �hit them from the front�, and �it�s a perfect opportunity�. Our orders are to guard the canyon, not go looking for trouble. And your orders are to scout for possible threats, not ambush enemy patrols unless you absolutely have to.�
Trev tried to shove down his impatience. �Davis told us to take any targets of opportunity, if it wasn�t too big a risk and didn�t go against our other orders.�
�What part of leaving the canyon we�re supposed to guard doesn�t go against orders?� the former sheriff shot back.
He gave up. �Look, my squad can take this group on our own. I just thought it would be a bit safer with your help, and you�d be happy to provide that help seeing as we�re on the same side and all.� There was no response. �At the very least I figured you�d want a heads up that we�ll be driving the patrol your way. We�re going to attack in five minutes. That should give you plenty of time to get in position if you want to lend a hand.�
�It�s a bad idea,� Vernon replied. The radio fell silent.
That wasn�t exactly a �no�, but Trev doubted it was a �yes� either. He shrugged and kept going, joining his team at the designated spot. It was the last foothill before the mouth of the canyon, which was choked with scrub oak and other brush for over a hundred yards of mostly level ground between here and there. Aside from the road the blockheads were on, which cut through the tangle in an almost straight line.
By hurrying Trev�s team had managed to outpace the enemy soldiers moving more cautiously below. Now it was just a matter of waiting until the blockheads walked right past them. Then, as long as Tom�s team had also managed to get in position atop the shorter foothill a bit southeast of the road, they�d all open fire and force the enemy to flee along the road right into the tangle.
From there they�d have trouble doing anything but following the road, which would make them open targets right up until they entered the canyon, where Vernon could finish them off. Assuming any got that far.
From a well concealed spot Trev watched the enemy approaching on the road below, picking out targets with his scope. He didn�t want to admit it, but he was starting to have misgivings about his plan.
On the one hand he couldn�t see a downside. His squad was well hidden and had assault rifles with burst fire. The blockheads coming up the road had no idea they were there, moving in a clump with only a few outliers watching the road ahead and behind. On a larger scale it was just like when he and Lewis had ambushed those robbers near the hideout and saved Jane�s group.
On the other hand he was about to engage an enemy that outnumbered him nearly two to one when it wasn�t necessary. Davis hadn�t exactly ordered him not to, but he hadn�t exactly encouraged it either. They were here to scout and to defend the foothills, not go hunting Gold Bloc patrols.
He�d heard all about Lewis�s push to attack Turner�s raiders in the spring. He agreed with his cousin�s point that the defending force couldn�t just hunker down, waiting for the enemy to figure out how to wipe them out. That attack had gone disastrously for Matt, but there the raiders had had all the advantages, and even as a disaster it had given the town a shot to take out the raiders for good.
Here his people had the advantages, and every small victory would add up to winning this war. Trev set his jaw and sighted in on the lead soldier in the line, then thumbed his radio. �Now.�
Beside him Rick rose up and hurled a grenade at the group below, mirrored by another man, probably Mason, on the foothill across from them. Both men immediately dropped down, and as the seconds ticked by Trev wondered whether the blockheads would even realize they were under attack. At least until they were getting blown to pieces.
Then he heard alarmed shouts from below and saw the enemy bolting in every direction. He followed the target he�d picked out and opened fire, only seconds before twin explosions erupted in the middle of the scattering patrol. Over half fell, several shredded by shrapnel and the rest ducking down from the blast with many wounded. Around Trev his team also opened fire.
The first few seconds of the ambush were every bit as chaotic as he�d expected, with the enemy below screaming in pain and shouting confused orders in whatever their language was.
Trev had his selector on burst, and he was firing off three rounds as quickly as he had a target picked out. Between his haste and fighting recoil his accuracy was probably terrible, but under the fire of his squad the blockheads had hauled themselves back to their feet to continue bolting for whatever cover they could find.
There was nothing there that would protect them from both teams, and as the enemy realized that their panic rose even higher. Few were even bothering to try returning fire, and the ones that did fell quickly as the highest priority targets. As those blockheads dropped the others realized the tangle was their best hope and sprinted for it, stumbling and weaving like drunken men to make themselves more difficult targets.
Trev�s gun clicked on an empty magazine, so he hit the release button and smoothly inserted a full one. While he was lining up a new shot he thumbed his radio. �Tom, you�ve got a few enemies circling around the hill to the southeast instead of following the road. Focus on those.�
�We got it,� Mason replied. The man sounded confident, as well he should: he was one of the people who�d stood in the back of a truck attacking the raider camp in the face of possible return fire.
�Good. Be ca��
Trev abruptly jerked forward, feeling as if he�d been punched in the back. Even in his confusion he managed to lunge to the side, where a dip in the ground formed a deeper depression. Once there he fell flat, hoping it would be enough to defend him from whoever had a bead on him. His back felt numb, but pain was starting to make itself known, along with the uncomfortable sensation of his flak jacket rubbing against forming bruises.
He�d been shot. If the bullets had been half a foot higher or two feet lower the jacket wouldn�t have protected him and he�d probably be dying right now. Through the confused roaring in his ears he heard more shots from both sides, inside the thicket of scrub oak at the foot of the hill to the south and from somewhere to the north of them.
The shot that had hit him had to have come from the north, and none of the blockheads below had reached the tangle yet. That meant there were at least two more enemy groups out there. Forward and rear scouts Trev�s squad hadn�t noticed, or had the blockheads planned to ambush the ambushers? Either way it didn�t matter.
�I�m hit!� he shouted. �There�s more enemies out there to the north and south!� With some effort he awkwardly hauled his M16 across his body, rising out of the dip just enough to look north with his scope.
Other shouts had started up over the radio, confusion from his squad mates. They were the ambushers, they hadn�t expected to be surprised themselves. �We�ve got some on this side, too,� Tom growled. �But I don�t see them. Anyone got eyes on where they are? How many?�
�Where did they come from?� Susan asked almost on top of the older man�s transmission. It was the least important of the questions, and one just as unlikely to be answered.
Trev couldn�t see any muzzle flashes from the general direction where the shots had come from, and whoever had targeted him seemed to have moved on to new targets. He heard a scream, not over the radio but from nearby. Where Fred Donnell had sought shelter in his own dip in the ground once they came under fire.
It wasn�t nearly as deep, and Fred was lying protectively on top of someone else, Alice, spraying blood from a shot to his leg. The blond young woman screamed for help again and frantically tried to staunch the wound, but even as she worked the older man abruptly went limp, eyes fluttering horribly in a way Trev didn�t think he�d ever forget.
He looked away, shuddering, and focused on the problem at hand. How had none of them noticed these blockheads? They must�ve gotten in position hours earlier, because no one in his squad had seen anyone coming or going after they caught sight of the patrol. They�d seen no signs that the enemy soldiers were expecting the return of anyone, either.
Then again, his squad might�ve been so focused on the patrol they missed seeing anything else.
That wasn�t important at the moment. His people were in a good position for cover from the road below, but completely defenseless to attack from the north and pinned down by the blockheads in the thicket.
It was an ugly situation, and he could only see one solution. �Tom, find whoever�s shooting at my team and pin them down if you can. I�m going to lay cover fire down on the blockheads below. We�ll return the favor for your team once we�ve made it to safety. Everyone else on my team, get to the cover of the thicket!�
There was complete silence over the radio for several seconds before he heard any confirmation. Bolting to the scrub oak would require running down a steep slope, crossing dozens of yards of open space. That would put them in the crosshairs of the enemy on the road as well as in the thicket. But it had to be done or they�d end up pinned down with inadequate cover, being shot at from multiple directions until they were all dead.
The same thing they�d tried to do to the enemy patrol.
Trev grit his teeth, mentally preparing himself for getting shot, and rolled up out of his dip and right over the other side to another depression, which hopefully would shield him from shots from the north. It did nothing to keep him out of the crosshairs of anyone on the road below, but beggars couldn�t be choosers. As soon as he thought he was covered he immediately halted his roll, raised up on his elbows, and lifted his rifle, searching the road leading into the tangle.
He saw one soldier peering out from the thicket, firing somewhere off to Trev�s right, and hastily lined up to fire. The man went down, revealing his lower half, and Trev fired a second burst where he wasn�t covered with body armor.
Trev immediately searched for another target in the thicket, sincerely hoping his people were taking this opportunity to bolt for safety in the trees. He fully expected to be shot soon, and he wanted to get out of there before that happened.
He saw muzzle flashes from behind some bushes and aimed at the spot. After a few bursts the flashes stopped, but he couldn�t be sure if that was because he�d taken out the blockhead or if the man had simply stopped shooting so he wouldn�t be a target.
Bullets thudded into the ground to his right, and Trev instinctively rolled away from them. He really wished he had better cover. Once he completed his roll he looked around desperately for the source of the shots. He saw more muzzle flashes from the thicket, on the other side of the road this time. Although he wasn�t overjoyed at being a target for them, at least they weren�t shooting at Tom�s people. He aimed for the spot and fired, and the muzzle flashes disappeared.
From in the thicket off to his right he heard a scream. One of his people, shot while trying to get to cover? Trev clenched his teeth in helpless frustration and kept searching for more targets, aware of shots thudding into the ground around him. Whoever it was shooting from the north had found a better position.
�I�m in the trees laying down cover fire, Trev!� Rick abruptly shouted over the radio. �Get out of there!�
Trev wasted no time throwing himself down the hill. The next few seconds were a blur as he tumbled in an uncontrolled roll towards the thicket below, aware of the whine of ricochets around him. He somehow reached the bottom of the slope still holding his gun and lurched to his feet, ducking and zigzagging towards the copse where Alice waved frantically for him to hurry.
As he ran he desperately toggled his radio. �Are you there, Vernon? We ran into an ambush and we need help!�
There was a pause that seemed to last forever with gunfire all around him, the trees seeming impossibly far away. In the frantic chaos of shots hitting the ground between his legs he was almost surprised when the former sheriff answered. �An ambush? You don�t say.�
Trev grit his teeth. �Where are you?�
�Back at the canyon, guarding it. What part of �It�s a bad idea� was hard for you to understand?�
He finally reached the nearest scrub oak and threw himself through the tough, jagged branches. With adrenaline surging through him he barely noticed the scrapes and jabs. He forced his way in deeper to where Alice waited, screaming into the mic. �You never actually said you wouldn�t help, and now we�re getting hit by blockheads from your direction!�
�Then it�s a good thing me and my boys stayed put.� The radio crackled and went silent with finality. For a moment Trev saw red with pure rage at the former sheriff�s betrayal.
He wasn�t the only one. A few members of his squad cursed over the radio, yelling at the man until Trev snapped for them to keep the airwaves clear.
�What do we do, Trev?� Rick shouted from his cover nearby.
Trev snapped off a shot at a muzzle flash to the east of them. It was getting dark fast, to the point where those flashes were immediately noticeable even in his peripheral vision. Instead of breaking off under his attack more muzzle flashes joined the first, and he ducked back behind cover fighting the urge to curse. �We�ve got to cover Tom�s people so they can get to the thicket.�
�No need,� the older man growled. Trev hadn�t realized he�d left his mic on when answering Rick. �We managed to reach the trees, those of us who�re still alive. Not sure how many that is, to be honest, but I�m sure Ray Colby�s dead. And we�ve got wounded.�
�We�ll come help,� Trev said, clenching his teeth around the words. He couldn�t afford to be angry at himself right now. Plenty of time for that later.
�Don�t you dare, kiddo. It�s hairy here like you wouldn�t believe, feels like we�re getting shot at from all sides. You�d just add to the confusion. The only thing we�ve got going for us is that in the dark, especially in this thick tangle, the person who shoots first fires his last. If you catch my drift.�
It was true. The gunfire continued from the few remaining blockheads on the road, and those who�d ambushed them from the north. But within the scrub oak nobody was firing. In fact, aside from Trev�s own shouting he didn�t hear much in the way of talking, either.
He lowered his voice. �Everyone switch to night vision and go slow and quiet for the canyon. Don�t fire unless it�s absolutely necessary. If we�re lucky the enemy isn�t still in front of us, or if they are they won�t have night vision of their own. We might be able to sneak past, or take out anyone who gets in our way.�
Tom took a while to reply, and his voice was doubtful. �We�ve got pretty dense thickets of scrub oak between us and there. If we try to break through with enemies at our backs, not to mention probably ahead and to the sides, it�s going to be a fustercluck.�
�It already is.� Trev shook his head and shifted position, fumbling out his goggles and flicking them on. With the improved visibility he began searching for his team, as well as a path ahead through the snarl of iron-hard branches and roots. �Good thing we know the area better than them.�
* * *
His team had scattered surprisingly far during their break for the safety of the tangle, and it took agonizing minutes to gather them together. At least aside from Fred Donnell they all seemed to be in one piece, although from the sounds of it Tom�s team had taken the brunt of the ambush.
But Trev couldn�t afford to think of the people he�d lost right now.
While he waited for everyone to get ready Trev radioed in a report to Davis. First thing the sergeant did was tear into him for not giving advance notice of his planned ambush. Next he got shouted at for not calling for backup when things went south.
And finally he got the less than fantastic news that, given how chaotic the situation was, his squad was on their own getting through the scrub oak. But at least once they�d managed that, and reached the safety of the canyon, the soldiers Davis was sending would be able to help them.
Until then they were on their own.
Trev looked around at his three remaining team members, Rick, Alice, and Rob Jonas. They were all watching him with pale faces, waiting for the signal to go. With a deep breath he scrabbled in one of his flak jacket�s pockets, pulling out the flashbang grenade he�d brought all the way from Michigan. The one he�d taken from the soldier in the internment camp.
�On three, we close our eyes and cover our ears,� he whispered, not just for his team but into the radio. Hopefully if Davis and Vernon�s people were in line of sight they�d also hear the warning. He didn�t want to accidentally blind his own side.
After a moment he received a quiet acknowledgement from Tom, so he lifted his goggles away from his eyes, the others following suit. Once they were as ready as they were going to be he slowly counted down, pulled the pin, waited what felt like way too long, and lobbed the grenade as high as he could into the air ahead of them.
As soon as it left his hand Trev crouched down and squeezed his eyes shut, slamming his hands over his ears. He wasn�t sure if his earbuds� noise protection would help with something like this, but he wasn�t about to risk it.
Long seconds later brilliant white light pierced his eyelids and he heard an oddly muted sharp thunderclap. The air around him shivered for just a moment, then as quick as they�d come the noise and light vanished.
All around him blockheads shrieked in surprise and pain, but Trev ignored them. He was already on his feet, goggles slammed back down over his eyes, picking his way as quickly as he dared through the thicket without sounding like a herd of buffalo. It took most of his concentration just choosing his steps and twisting his body, navigating through the snarl of roots and branches so he wouldn�t get caught.
When he could snatch a moment he searched the night around them for signs of the enemy, but so far none were visible. He didn�t hear them either. Hopefully that was because they weren�t making a sound, not because his earbuds were impairing his hearing.
Had they done it? Had they gotten past the blockheads while the enemy soldiers were still stunned by the flashbang? It didn�t feel like they�d gone very far, even though the seconds ticked by like minutes. Each careful step seemed to take an eternity.
To his relief they found a spot where the thicket gave way to evergreen shrubs, spaced close enough together that he had to push through branches on either side to slip past. But compared to the scrub oak it felt like walking through feather dusters.
It was a more friendly place to travel, which meant the enemy might think so as well.
Trev continued forward warily, doing his best not to make a sound. He hadn�t heard a gunshot for a long time now, and the night around him was eerily silent. He heard a few snaps and crashes among the dense underbrush somewhere to the east, but nothing close enough to be alarming. He only hoped that noise didn�t mean danger for Tom.
He had no idea where the other team was, or the blockheads who�d ambushed them in the thicket. He didn�t even know where the pursuing survivors of the blockhead patrol and the ambushers from the north were, other than somewhere behind him. He felt alone, even with his team following close behind and enemies likely a stone�s throw away. And all he had to do to find them was make the slightest noise and get shot, with friendly fire just as likely as enemy fire if Tom�s team was nearby.
And thank goodness for that, since it was why the gunshots had stopped. Nobody could see each other in the tangle, and no one wanted to risk a shot without the certainty of an enemy in their sights, for fear of hitting a friend as much as of any return fire they might draw. If they were smart they�d probably even avoid taking the shot then.
His squad was possibly trapped between hammer and anvil with the blockheads ahead and behind. But that also meant the enemy would be doubly wary of incorrectly identifying a target, firing, and accidentally hitting one of their own with a bullet.
Nobody wanted to make the first move and get shot, or run the risk of shooting a friend. But the thicket wouldn�t go on forever, and even if everyone stayed quiet Trev wasn�t sure this uneasy silence would last. Eventually someone would start shooting again, and then all bets were off.
It turned out that his caution wasn�t enough. Trev barely had time to respond, caught almost entirely off guard, as a rustling among the branches to his right became the blurry shape of a soldier lunging towards him.
He spun, raising his weapon protectively to block the butt of a rifle coming for his face, but for once his reflexes weren�t enough. He only managed to partially deflect the blow, and then a noise like glass breaking underwater filled his head and his vision went red tinged with black.
His rifle and goggles both went flying away. It was only by luck, or pure instinct, that he somehow managed to keep his feet beneath him as he reeled away from the impact. He kept backing away, desperately struggling to see in the sudden darkness. The stars swimming across his vision didn�t help. In spite of those obstacles he miraculously caught sight of his assailant�s weapon coming for him, just in time to awkwardly snatch at it.
This time Trev�s reflexes redeemed themselves, and against all odds his hand closed around the rifle stock and shoved it aside before it could connect. He held on like grim death as his enemy hissed what he was assumed was a curse and yanked at the weapon, trying to free it from his grip. In the next few seconds of frantic struggling he kept hold of it, at least long enough to fumble with his other hand and get a better hold farther down the barrel.
Around him he heard shouts, gunfire, and saw dark shapes struggling with each other among the branches. But he didn�t have time to worry about any of that as he fought back furiously, relieved he�d managed to react before getting his skull caved in by the surprise attack. The enemy soldier fought just as hard, struggling to retrieve his weapon so he could take another swing at Trev�s head. Together they heaved and stumbled their way through the closely spaced evergreens, each teetering on the verge of getting enough leverage to gain the upper hand.
But even though they�d found themselves in a life and death struggle neither one made any noise, aside from panting and the occasional grunt of effort. Trev was all too aware that any of the dark shapes around him could just as easily be an enemy as a friend, and he guessed his attacker had realized the same. That explained why the man had tried to cold cock Trev instead of just shooting him, which would�ve revealed his position and possibly even drawn friendly fire in the confusion.
There were a few times when Trev could�ve broken free and gone for the 1911 at his hip, but he didn�t dare for the same reason. Besides, as long as his enemy was willing to keep it hand to hand Trev was happy to play along. Even dazed and hurting he was still holding his own, and he was confident that he had the strength and speed to win this once he recovered his wits.
His opportunity came a few moments later, when one of his attempts to throw the blockhead off balance by abruptly changing from pushing on the rifle to pulling on it, or vice versa, finally paid off. The man stumbled on a root and started to go down, cursing, and Trev yanked the weapon free as his enemy scrambled to catch himself.
Then Trev followed the blockhead to the ground, leading with the butt end of the rifle as he slammed it against what he hoped was the soldier�s head. He heard and felt the dull thud of hitting something solid, a helmet probably. As the cursing blockhead tried to scramble away Trev swung at a different angle and hit something less solid, and the man went down with a cry.
Trev didn�t give the blockhead time to recover. He struck again, then again. Then, as the dark shape below him went still, he felt around until his fingers found his enemy�s face and lined up a final, brutal blow.
A hand on his shoulder almost set him swinging wildly with his new weapon, but then he heard Rick�s voice. �Easy!� A moment later he felt something hard bump his hands, and his fingers closed around his night vision goggles.
Trev hastily pulled them on, relieved to see that they didn�t appear to be damaged. But there was no time to celebrate as the sounds of gunfire continued around him. He looked around to see his other two teammates behind the inadequate cover of the evergreen trees not far away, huddling away from gunfire that seemed to be coming from everywhere. He also saw the bodies of two more blockheads, both shot.
So much for stealth. �We can�t be far from the canyon now,� Trev called as loudly as he dared over the noise. �Make a break for it! I�ll cover your backs!�
He suited his words by finding his M16, tossing the blockhead�s rifle away when he did. He wasn�t about to try to bring it along in this situation. As soon as his familiar weapon was in his hands he ducked around an evergreen, moving in a slightly different direction than his team as they bolted past him.
It didn�t take long to find a muzzle flash. Trev sighted on it and fired a burst, then immediately threw himself away as the enemy gunfire zeroed in on him. He ducked between a few more evergreens, glad they were so closely spaced, then circled around one and found another target to shoot.
By some miracle he didn�t end up full of holes as he repeated the process a couple more times. At that point, content he�d given his team time to get away, he began weaving southward through the trees to get out of there himself.
Before too long he found himself in the tangle of scrub oak again, his progress slowed and gunfire still flashing all around him. Trev threw himself against the grasping branches, grunting in pain as one slammed into his side. It would�ve stabbed right into him without his body armor. He determinedly spun around it and kept going, stumbling into more branches before he got his feet back under him.
He barely had the focus to do anything but keep going, but he still took the time to toggle on his mic. �Whoever�s in the canyon, we�re almost to you. Do us a favor and don�t shoot us, and if you�re feeling generous maybe you can shoot at the people shooting at us.�
Tom�s voice replied, sounding winded. �We�re about there, too. Actually I think I see you guys! Let�s group up and��
A sharp blow on Trev�s lower back made him stumble and fall. For a moment he was afraid that was it for him, but he could still move his legs and he didn�t feel any blood spraying. It looked like his body armor had managed to catch that one too, although it hurt a ton.
He threw himself up and kept going. �Don�t stop for anything! Just get to the canyon!�
Less than fifteen seconds later he reached the edge of the thicket, so suddenly he actually stumbled out into the open. Up ahead he could see some of Davis�s Marines peering out from behind cover, thankfully not shooting at them. In the fifty or so yards of clear space between the safety they offered and the thicket, what was left of Trev�s squad was running flat out.
Trev spared just enough time for a hasty glance over his shoulder, catching sight of a few muzzle flashes and the shapes of enemy soldiers among the scrub oak, then followed the others towards safety. It took most of his focus to remember to veer and dodge, rather than just making a beeline for the cover ahead.
The Marines abruptly started firing, but thankfully not at him or his people. In the thicket behind him the enemies that had been chasing them had started opening fire on his squad, and the Marines were doing their best to provide cover fire.
It wasn�t enough.
Trev could only watch helplessly as up ahead Alice screamed in pain and went down hard. Then, as if in a nightmare, he saw Rick and Tom skid to a halt and turn back for her, right out in the open and under enemy fire, and now moving in a predictable line to boot.
Tom barely made it halfway before twitching under the barrage of enemy weapons fire and falling with finality. From the way Rick jerked and stumbled as he fell flat next to Alice it looked as if he�d been hit too, right at the last second.
Screaming wordlessly in grief, Trev shifted his own course to join his friends. As he ran the Marine�s efforts finally paid off, and the gunfire behind him abruptly slowed to a few isolated shots. That left him and Rick clear to pick up a dazed Alice, and the three of them stumbled forward. They were so close to cover he could practically reach out and touch it.
His squad reached the mouth of the canyon in ones and twos ahead of them and took cover, joining the Marines in laying down cover fire for the people coming behind. Trev, Rick, and Alice arrived last of all, and at Trev�s urging limped right on past the Marines and their squad mates and kept going up the road.
Behind him a soldier, Abrams he thought, shouted for the others to follow in an orderly leapfrog retreat. The Marines stayed behind, covering them as they limped up the canyon, each step taking them farther and farther from the nightmare.

Chapter Nine
Recriminations

Only a few steps up the canyon ahead of them, Mason Priscott collapsed clutching his side.
Trev wearily looked for someone in his squad to carry the man. He only counted six of them left of the eleven who�d taken part in the ambush, many in bad shape. Rick was barely on his feet and Alice was worryingly unresponsive, so he couldn�t go himself.
A uniformed figure abruptly passed by them to hurry to the wounded man and get him to his feet. Abrams, looking back at them urgently. �There�s a truck waiting up beyond where we took out the road. We just need to get that far.�
A truck. Things really must�ve gone south if Davis was springing for a vehicle, even to go only a couple miles along the twisty, circuitous road between the two canyons. Of course he didn�t need a truck to tell him that.
�My squad mates,� he mumbled. �I left five people back there. They might still be alive.�
�They might be,� the Marine said, unconvincingly. He looked over his shoulder. �Get your people back to camp. If the blockheads stuck around we�ll clear them out, and we�ll make sure to bring our people back, too. We�ll hope they�re alive, but even if they�re dead they deserve a proper burial.�
Trev nodded dully as the Marine continued to lead the way up the road supporting Mason. But in the back of his mind a cynical thought popped up; Davis hadn�t sent a team out to help them, but he was willing to send one to gather up the gear from the enemies his squad had killed. And his priority was probably recovering the night vision and other valuable gear from Trev�s squad mates, not their bodies.
He immediately shoved that thought down, feeling even worse. Davis and Abrams were both good men. Even if the private was out there doing both those things, there was no reason he couldn�t be there for more sympathetic reasons as well.
Sometime during his conversation with the Marine Rick and Alice had exchanged roles, and now it was the younger man who could barely walk as the blond young woman supported him. Rick was trying to talk to her, but in spite of the fact that she was supporting a lot of his weight Alice wasn�t responding, as if she couldn�t hear him. Shock?
Trev hurriedly left Alice�s side and moved around to support his friend�s other shoulder, and was alarmed to find it soaked with blood. Rick yelped in pain when he did, and Trev hastily reworked his grip to support him around the chest instead. �How bad?� he asked.
Rick spoke through gritted teeth. �Aside from you yanking it around? Just great.�
That obviously wasn�t true, but Trev let it drop for now as he looked past the younger man. �Alice?� She didn�t respond, and he had to repeat himself twice before she finally looked over.
�It hit my vest,� she said dully. �I�m fine.�
�Thank God,� Rick said. �Why didn�t you just tell me that?�
She didn�t answer, and Trev felt his concern for her spike again. The blond young woman might or might not be fine physically, but her mental state was a whole other issue.
Before he could push the matter there was a commotion from up ahead. �Fred? Fred! Where are you?�
It was Susan Donnell. The woman had abandoned her sentry position and come searching for her husband, shouting his name frantically as she ran down the road past her beleaguered squad mates. Trev felt like a spike had been driven through his gut, and on Rick�s other side Alice abruptly stopped dead and began to cry.
�No,� she mumbled. �No no no.�
Trev realized the blond woman was still covered with Fred�s blood. From when the man had lain protectively over her in their dip in the ground, as she tried to stop his bleeding while he died practically on top of her.
�Hold on,� he said quietly, gently lowering Rick to the ground. Alice went with him, still weeping.
Trev hurried forward to meet Susan, who almost walked straight by before recognizing him. �Trev?� she said frantically. �Where is he? Where�s my husband?�
Trev couldn�t see her eyes behind her night vision, but he did his best to meet them anyway. �I�m sorry, Susan. Fred was hit near the beginning of the ambush. He didn�t make it.�
�What do you mean, he didn�t make it?� she demanded. �Where is he? Why didn�t you bring him with you?� Trev stared at her helplessly as her shoulders began to shake and she swayed on her feet. She half fell against him, pounding his chest with her fist. �Why, Trev? What happened to �no man left behind?�
He reached out to catch her, and her anger abruptly vanished as she slumped against him sobbing. �Why, Trev?� she kept repeating.
Rob Jonas materialized from the road ahead, and Trev gestured for him to help Rick and Alice as he started up the road, still awkwardly holding Susan and guiding her along. His back hurt fiercely in the two places he�d been shot, but neither injury could come close to matching the pain in his chest.
The nightmare walk up the road, awkwardly climbing over the pile of debris where the explosives had taken it out, seemed to take ages. But it was a vast relief to see the truck parked on the other side, a handful of Davis�s medics beside it. They were already working frantically, helping Trev�s squad mates get inside or seeing to their wounds.
It was less of a relief to see Vernon and most of his men also standing there, almost but not quite blocking his path to the vehicle. The former sheriff stepped towards him as he and Susan approached. �Still alive after your idiocy, Smith?�
Leaning against his shoulder Susan hissed in outrage, and Trev�s blurry vision briefly went blank with pure rage. He had to clench his jaw around the obscenities he wanted to shout at the man, biting his inner cheek in the process, but he barely felt the pain as he urged Susan on towards the truck and stepped around Vernon.
The former sheriff stepped back slightly. �Luckily I called for a truck,� he said, still trying for his jovial tone.
Vernon obviously expected him to be angry, but even so he was caught by surprise when Trev let Susan go and crossed the remaining distance between them, punching the former sheriff full in the face as hard as he could.
The man went down hard, struggling to get back to his feet but too dazed to manage it. Meanwhile his men surged toward Trev, pissed off and cursing. Trev�s squad started forward to protect him, and things looked only moments away from getting ugly.
�Wait!� Vernon shouted in a slightly nasally voice. His men paused, only for a moment, but that was long enough for the former sheriff to finish hauling himself upright. His nose was streaming blood and his eyes glittered as he glared at Trev.
�Haven�t we been through enough tonight without that?� he demanded.
Trev had to restrain himself from throwing another punch. �You haven�t been through anything,� he snarled, �you left us to die!� His squad mates shouted in agreement, Susan loudest of all.
The sheriff fumbled in his pocket for a bandanna and shoved it against his face. His reply came out a bit muffled. �It wasn�t part of our orders.�
�It was a perfect opportunity!� Trev shot back. �If you�d come out you would�ve been there to deal with the blockheads hiding in the thicket, and five of my people would still be alive!�
�If it was so perfect then it wouldn�t have ended up so badly.� Vernon started to walk away, motioning to his men. �It wasn�t part of our orders and I wasn�t willing to risk my men. I told you so before you went in. This is on your head. Next time don�t jump the gun then blame other people for what happens.�
Trev went after him, but he�d only gone a step before Abrams headed him off. �This isn�t the time for this, Smith,� the Marine snapped. �Get your people in the truck, now.�
For a moment he stood there, struggling to control his anger. Then he turned and hurried to help Rick and Alice the rest of the way to the truck. The medics immediately huddled around Rick, blinding Trev with their electric lanterns. He flinched away and pulled off his goggles, then did his best to help them get his friend into the truck.
Once they were safely in the vehicle, the last people in, its engine rumbled to life and they lurched into motion. The driver, obviously aware of the injured he carried, did his best not to make the ride too bumpy, although they still drove fast.
Trev left the medics seeing to Rick�s shoulder and made his way back to where Alice sat, staring blankly at a very disconcerted looking Rob Jonas sitting across from her. Almost as if she didn�t see him.
Trev knelt to put himself in front of her gaze. �Alice?� No response. He rested a hand lightly on her knee and repeated her name.
The young woman finally spoke, in a dull voice that definitely seemed to be in shock. �They came back for me, Trev. I took it in the vest, I was fine, and now Tom�s dead and Rick�s shot.� Her eyes finally moved slightly to meet his, looking lost. �Why did they come back for me?�
He looked away, unable to give her an answer. If there even was one to give. �We need to check where you got shot,� he finally said.
She didn�t seem to hear. �And Fred. He took a bullet dragging me into that hole where I�d be safe, and even then he still did his best to shield me with his body.� The young woman�s voice dropped until he could barely hear her. �Did I get two people killed, Trev?�
�No, you didn�t,� he said emphatically. �Whatever happened, it�s not on you.� He gently squeezed her knee. �Come on. Even if the shot just hit your vest we should still check it.�
She nodded and turned to face the front of the truck. Trev prodded at the spot on her back she indicated, feeling the groove in her flak jacket where the bullet had struck, but no fragments. He helped her remove her body armor and prodded more gently. In spite of her making a slightly pained noise at the bruise there didn�t seem to be any real injury. She wasn�t bleeding, at least.
Still, he�d want to have the medics look her over as well once Rick and Mason were stable. He just hoped his friends� injuries weren�t as bad as they seemed.
The ride felt like it took no time at all, and before Trev knew it they were pulling off Highway 31 near where the new, smaller main camp had been set up under cover along the canyon�s south slope. The medics helped them all out, then while two continued working on Rick and Mason one gathered the rest of the squad up and insisted on checking each one of them, even those who protested they were fine.
�If you�re in shock it�s possible you might not have even felt something serious,� one said as he motioned for Rob Jonas to take off his body armor. The older man reluctantly complied.
Trev saw Matt and his squad, minus a couple people he assumed were back on the southern slope keeping lookout, heading their way down the hillside. The group was lighting their way with a single flashlight, and Trev squinted into it as he started over to meet them.
The medic immediately pulled him back, probably noticing the stiff way he moved, and made checking him a first priority. Trev reluctantly removed his body armor, surprised to find the motions difficult, and endured a quick checkup as the other Aspen Hill squad reached him.
�I heard what happened,� Matt said in a low voice. �It�s� I don�t know what to say. I�m sorry.�
Trev couldn�t meet his friend�s eye, but thankfully he could focus on cooperating with the medic as he replied. �We lost five people, Matt: Fred, Miles, Ray, Nick, and�� he cut off to take a sharp breath, telling himself it was because of the fingers prodding at his bruised back. �And Tom.�
Matt�s eyes tightened, but instead of responding he just bowed his head in grief. Trev dully continued. �I thought we�d set up the perfect ambush, but they had people we didn�t even see. People behind us.�
His friend reached out and caught his shoulder. �You got everyone out, though. That�s a miracle in and of itself.�
�Right.� Trev looked away, and after a few awkward moments Matt went over to see how Rick and Mason were doing. The rest of the squad hung back, aside from a few who moved over to give close friends some company. Scott Tillman and Ben Thompson came over and patted Trev on the shoulder, although thankfully neither said anything before going over to comfort Susan, who was sitting on the back fender still crying.
Not too long after that the medic straightened, flashlight clenched between his teeth which he took out to talk. �Just bruising,� he said. �Lucky for you, since rifle rounds can sometimes penetrate body armor. You�re going to look like you got walloped with a baseball bat, and you�ll probably have trouble bending or twisting once the adrenaline wears off and you really start feeling it. But it shouldn�t bench you.�
�Thanks.� The man nodded and moved over to check on Alice, who was hovering near Rick watching anxiously.
Trev wanted to go off on his own, somewhere he could escape the reality of the situation and the suffering of his friends and just wallow in guilt. Instead he went around to each squad mate and spoke to them quietly for a moment, making sure they were as good as they could be mentally as well as physically.
The medics had given everyone but Rick and Mason a clean bill of health, and were getting those two ready to move by the time Davis showed up. The sergeant offered his condolences, but also congratulated them on their bravery and what they�d accomplished with the ambush, despite how it had turned out. He also assured them that another squad of volunteers had been sent out to watch the area they�d been assigned to guard, to give them the time they needed to regroup.
Then he pulled Trev and Matt aside. �I�ve decided what to do,� he said without preamble.
Trev stared at him blankly. �What to do?�
�About the blockheads encroaching on our territory,� Davis said patiently. �What we talked about a few days ago. I�ve decided what we�re going to do about it.�
�What about tonight?� Matt asked.
�Tonight�s part of it.� Davis clapped them both on the shoulder, starting to turn them around. �Go see to your wounded and get your people settled in for the night. In the morning I�m going to meet with all the leaders, military as well as irregulars. Trev, I�d like to talk to you before then.�
And just like that the sergeant walked off.
Matt turned from watching Davis leave to look at Trev. �Listen, I figure you guys left your stuff back at your camp. I don�t think you want to be hiking there in the dark. Stay with us, we�ll scrounge up some sleeping arrangements for you.� He hesitated, then lowered his voice. �And I�ll take care of radioing the town about the people we lost tonight.�
Trev balked. �It�s my duty to inform their loved ones. I owe them that.�
His friend gripped his arm. �Are you sure?� Trev nodded firmly, and he sighed. �All right then. But first get your squad together. We�ll worry about the rest once we�ve got you all settled in and done what we can for Rick and Mason.�
He couldn�t argue that. With a weary nod he followed Matt back to the truck.
* * *
Lewis knew from the moment a grim Chauncey called in to tell him Trev was on the radio that the news wasn�t good.
He knew he had no chance of getting back to the town�s refuge in time to talk to his cousin himself, but he still told the retired teacher he was on his way to hear the news personally. Chauncey acknowledged that, then signed off with uncharacteristic abruptness. Was the news really that bad?
Leaving Jane in charge of the defenders guarding the canyon and surrounding area, Lewis broke into a run back for camp. He wanted to cover the hour�s walk in a more reasonable time, and for more reason than so he could get back to his duties faster.
The refuge was quiet this time of night, almost everyone already asleep. Candles and other forms of light were in short supply, and while some people huddled around campfires talking quietly, most preferred to get up at the first sign of light in the morning instead. Firewood needed to be gathered, and if they were going to sit around a fire they might as well be cooking breakfast at the same time.
It was hard to see just how large the camp was, sprawling up the tree-lined slope. The townspeople had cleared away the deadfall and undergrowth for room, but hadn�t chopped down a single one of the trees that sheltered them from view. Lewis wove through the tents and trees to one of the few clearings, where the town�s meager supply of solar panels had been arrayed to catch as much sunlight as possible. The radio and a few other useful electronics were set up in a small pavilion, under one of the trees at the clearing�s edge.
He found Chauncey there, along with Mayor Tillman and a few others. To his surprise Edna was with her husband, and their son Wes. The former teacher�s face was gray in the light of a few strings of LED Christmas lights, and Edna looked as if she�d been crying.
�What happened?� Lewis asked as he joined the somber group.
Catherine stepped over to him. �Trev�s squad got hit hard. Some sort of failed ambush. Five people died, and Rick and Mason were hurt.�
Lewis glanced over at the Watsons. �I�m sorry. Is Rick hurt bad?�
�He could be worse,� Chauncey said heavily. He met Lewis�s eyes. �Tom was one of the people we lost.�
That hit him hard. Tom Harding had come to be a good friend, as well as someone the shelter group could rely on. Lewis sank onto one of the camp chairs set up around the radio, listening mutely as Chauncey relayed Trev�s grim message as close to word for word as he could.
Once the man finished Lewis looked around reluctantly. �Has anyone told Alvin?�
Chauncey shook his head. �Catherine�s agreed to go inform the families of the other four volunteers,� he said quietly. �But we figured since Alvin�s part of your group, and you insisted on returning to the refuge��
�Right.� Lewis nodded, sighing. �I�ll go talk to him.� In many ways Alvin was practically family. He deserved to have the news delivered as gently as possible.
Lewis stood to leave, but paused to hug Edna and grip Wes and Chauncey�s shoulders. �Our prayers go with Rick,� he said quietly. They nodded their thanks, and Lewis turned and slipped out of the faint blue glow of the LEDs, heading in the direction of the shelter group�s section of camp.
Linda was keeping watch over their tents and supplies when he walked in, and he was greeted by a flashlight to the face. �Lewis? What are you doing here so late?� his cousin asked. He could hear a frown in her voice. �I thought you were living over by the canyon these days.� Her tone abruptly spiked in alarm. �Has something happened? Is Dad okay?�
�Uncle George is fine, and so is everyone else out with the defenders.� Lewis hesitated. �There�s bad news from Trev. I�ll tell you about it later.�
He started past her, but the brown-haired young woman caught his arm. �He�s okay, right?�
�He�s fine.� Lewis disentangled himself. �Later.� He could feel her eyes on his back as he made his way over to the tarp hung up against the tent housing Jane�s group. Beneath it Alvin�s sleeping bag was laid out, his friend asleep in it.
Lewis crouched over him, feeling a moment of anguish at how young Alvin looked. Too young to be an orphan. He hesitantly reached out and shook his shoulder. �Hey.�
Alvin started awake. �What? Lewis?�
�I�m here.� Lewis reached into his pocket and pulled out a small flashlight, pressing it into his friend�s hand as he pushed his goggles up to his forehead. A moment later he was treated to another face full of blinding light.
His friend seemed to immediately realize why Lewis was there by the look on his face. �No,� he said, dropping the flashlight and starting to scramble out of his bag.
Lewis backed away slightly to give him room. �I�m sorry, Alvin. Just before nightfall Trev�s squad ambushed a blockhead patrol, and your dad��
�No!� The young man bolted out the back of his crude lean-to and disappeared barefoot into the woods, the word a drawn out cry of grief.
He was slow to push to his feet, staring after his friend. Did he follow him? Leave him to his grief? He could understand Alvin wanting to be alone, but it didn�t feel right to let him sit out there in the darkness hurting like that.
With a sigh Lewis crouched to retrieve his flashlight, then started in the direction Alvin had gone. He figured the light was a good compromise, giving the young man plenty of time to see him coming and avoid him if he really wanted to.
It turned out Alvin didn�t. Lewis went less than twenty feet before he found his friend sprawled beneath a tree, wiping at a bloody scratch on his cheek. Or maybe at the tears that flowed freely from his eyes. He quietly stepped over to sit close by, then flicked off the flashlight and waited silently.
�I wanted to go with him,� the young man finally said in a small voice. �It�s just the two of us, we�re all each other has. I didn�t want to let him go off on his own when I could help him. I mean he wouldn�t let me go when you guys attacked the raider camps, and he nearly got blown up. He should�ve let me go this time. Maybe if I�d been there��
Lewis couldn�t think of anything to say that didn�t sound asinine. �He wanted you to be safe,� he finally tried.
Alvin laughed, or maybe sobbed, but didn�t answer. Another silence fell, once that stretched for long minutes.
Finally Lewis reluctantly pushed to his feet and dropped his goggles back over his eyes. �I need to get back,� he said regretfully. �If there�s anything I can do for you, Alvin, let me know.�
�There is,� the young man said, gingerly standing as well because of his bare feet. �I want to go with you. Be one of your volunteers fighting the blockheads.�
Lewis winced. �You know I can�t say yes to that.�
Alvin did his best, but he looked more sullen than defiant. �Why not?�
�For the same reason I couldn�t before, you�re too young. Besides, you just lost your dad. I�m afraid you might not be in the best mental state.�
�BS. Pete and Alice are only a few months older than me, and both lost their parents. Pete fought the raiders right after losing his dad.�
It was hard to argue the first point. As for the second� �You know Matt reassigned Pete to camp because he was losing it.� Alvin�s determined look turned miserable, and Lewis sighed. He really didn�t want to leave his friend alone out here. �I�ll tell you what. The defenders do need more people. We�re running ourselves ragged keeping up on sentries and patrols, and volunteers are few and far between.�
Alvin brightened. �Really?�
�You won�t be doing anything dangerous,� Lewis warned. �At least not unless things go seriously south. But you can help out keeping watch on the enemy.�
He handed the young man his flashlight, and Alvin flicked it on and followed. With his friend close on his heels Lewis led the way down the slope towards their camp, so he could relay the night�s news to everyone else as well as so his friend could pack up his things. And get some shoes on.
�Lewis?� Alvin asked quietly after a few feet. �How-how did he die?�
Lewis slowed to let him catch up. �According to Trev, Alice got shot while everyone was making a last dash to safety. Your dad turned back to help her.�
�So he died a hero, right?�
Lewis put an arm around his friend�s shoulders. �Absolutely,� he said quietly. �The same way he lived.�
* * *
The next morning Trev woke to the sound of familiar voices shouting.
Alice and Pete. After everything that had happened last night they were still doing this? Trev growled in annoyance and climbed over Matt, gritting his teeth as his bruised muscles rebelled. Ignoring the pain, he awkwardly unzipped the flap and stepped into his boots in a crouch at the doorway.
In spite of the noise Matt just mumbled something and rolled over, going back to sleep. Probably the more sensible choice.
The two squads had made a temporary campsite near the top of the south slope of the canyon, above where Davis had built his new camp. Last night Matt�s squad mates had brought their camping gear from the camp they�d set up farther south, in the area they�d been assigned to guard, so Trev�s squad would be able to sleep closer to Rick and Mason. They�d massively inconvenienced themselves to make that kind gesture, and Trev was grateful for their thoughtfulness.
Although he could�ve done without this. �Give it a rest, you two,� he snapped at the young couple, who were standing just outside camp, features washed pale in the predawn glow. Both turned to glare at him.
After a few brittle seconds Alice sniffed. �Whatever. I don�t have anything else to say anyway.� She turned towards the tent Scott had given up for her to share with Susan.
Pete stared after her, then turned to glare at Trev again. �You should�ve let me join your squad. I could�ve protected her and she wouldn�t be taking Rick�s side over me.�
What in the world was going on with those three? Trev resisted the urge to rub his forehead. �And that�s what matters right now, huh?� he asked.
�It matters to me. But I guess you never cared about that.� The young man turned and stomped back down the slope towards the main camp.
With a sigh Trev headed the same way, but not to follow his friend. He wanted to check on Rick and Mason, then report in to Davis as ordered.
His two squad mates were sleeping soundly in one of the medical tents when he arrived, and a whispered word with the medic on duty assured him that both were recovering well and out of danger. He shook the man�s hand in thanks, opting not to wake his friends, and continued on to the smaller, more patched tent that served as Davis�s new command tent.
He found Trent Lincoln waiting outside it, and his friend immediately waved and started his way. Trev waved too, although a bit more cautiously. �If you�re here with a message from Vernon��
Trent shook his head. �What could he say, after last night?� The man looked in the direction of the tents for the wounded, then higher up the slope at where the Aspen Hill volunteers had set up their impromptu camp. �I�m not sure what to say myself. I�m sorry, Trev.�
Trev bit back a sharp reply. His friend hadn�t made the decision to leave them to the wolves. �I appreciate that.� He started to say more, then thought better of that too and just fell silent.
After an awkward silence Trent jumped slightly as if remembering. �Oh! If you�re just up you probably haven�t heard, but we recovered the bodies of all your squad mates.� He gestured down towards the road. �They�re waiting for you to pay your respects whenever you feel ready.�
Trev wasn�t sure he�d ever feel ready to face the people he�d let down, but he nodded and started down the slope. Davis could wait.
To his surprise Trent tagged along. After walking for half a minute his friend cleared his throat. �It looks like you were right about Fred. I mean, I thought I�d gotten to know him pretty well, but this? I-I can�t believe he would� that he�� he shook his head. �It�s messed up, man.�
�Yeah.� Trev didn�t really want to talk about it.
Trent caught his arm. �I came with Vernon this morning so I could ask Davis to reassign me. I can�t fight beside people I don�t trust to have my back.� He hesitated. �Can I join your squad?�
Well that was a surprise. Trev hadn�t expected anyone to want to serve under him after the mess he�d made of things yesterday. �If it�s fine with Davis I�d be happy to have you.�
The man smiled in relief. �Good. I�ll, uh, leave you to�� he trailed off awkwardly. �You know.�
�Yeah. You know where to find us.� Trev offered Trent his hand, then kept going down the slope as his friend headed back up to the command tent.
Abrams or whoever had recovered his friends had arranged them in a neat line beside the road, wrapped in shrouds of plastic and tape with just their faces uncovered. Trev stopped beside each one, bowing his head and whispering a quiet apology. He stayed by Tom longest of all, thinking of Alvin and everyone in the shelter group who was grieving for him this morning.
After a while he went and sat on one of the wooden beams holding up a guard railing, which wrapped around a curve in the highway not far away. From there he kept a silent vigil over his squad mates, and to be honest he was glad to have some time to himself.
The sun had risen its own height above the tip of the northern slope, which blocked his view of the valley to the east, when he heard the rumble of trucks. From the other direction he heard the crunch of feet on gravel, and turned to see Davis and a few of his soldiers walking up the side of the road to greet the approaching vehicles. Along with Vernon.
Trev stiffened when he saw the former sheriff, but if he�d planned to avoid him it was too late. �I was expecting you to come see me,� Davis called as the group approached, �but this�ll work too.� He motioned for his soldiers to keep going while he stopped beside Trev. Along with Vernon.
�Were we expecting those trucks?� Trev asked, avoiding looking at the sergeant�s companion.
Davis nodded. �More reinforcements. Sixty volunteers from the civilian camp up north that General Erikson�s men have been training, as well as another squad of Marines and some specialists. I told the General I needed more people to be effective in this area.�
Six squads would certainly help lighten the load when it came to defending this stretch. They�d be able to double up on more areas, giving the sentries and patrols there a chance for twelve hours on and twelve off. Definitely preferable to just having two lookouts at night, with the rest expected to wake up and fight at a moment�s notice. They might even be able to field more flex squads, to be ready to go where they were needed in case of an attack.
�We can definitely use them.� Trev held the sergeant�s eye. �What did you need me for?�
Davis�s expression turned stern. �First off, I hear you hit Mr. Vernon. I think you owe him an apology.�
�He did nothing while five of my people died,� Trev said, doing his best to keep his tone level. �I think he owes me an apology. Or maybe one directly to the families of the people I lost.�
�Well look at that,� Vernon said, taking off his hat and slapping it across his arm. He wouldn�t meet Trev�s eye. �The guy who doesn�t like me is blaming me for what went wrong last night. Go figure.�
Trev had to fight to control his temper. It seemed like that�s all he�d been doing when it came to the former sheriff. �I�m not blaming you for what happened. I�m just saying you could�ve helped and you didn�t.�
�My job is to guard the canyon, Smith, not go running off to save your bacon every time you screw up. I warned you it was a bad idea. Convincing you to call off your ambush is all the help you should�ve needed from me.�
Before Trev could respond Davis slammed his hands down on the railing, making them both jump and turn his way. The sergeant�s eyes were on road, as if he couldn�t stand to look at either of them. �That�s enough finger pointing from both of you. The attack didn�t go as well as it could�ve, it happens. Figure out what went wrong and do better next time and leave it at that.�
The older man immediately straightened. �Of course. I�ll get back to the pavilion for the meeting you called.�
Davis gestured curtly in dismissal. �Fine. Contact your people and let them know I�ve got a man on the radio, ready to relay my words to everyone out at their posts, too.� The former sheriff nodded and started off, at least until the Marine continued. �Vernon.� Vernon paused. �Don�t think you�re fooling anyone. You had a good excuse not to go, but you still didn�t go.�
The former sheriff turned to look back at them, face twisted in a bitter smile. �Well then I guess I can�t do anything right even when I do it right. Another thing to feel guilty about, eh?� He started up the slope.
Davis sighed and turned to Trev. �I don�t want to hear a word from you, Smith. Vernon may not be as good as I�d hoped, but he�s not as bad as you think, either. And he�s right that you shouldn�t have gone into that fight expecting help he hadn�t agreed to give you.�
�Is that why you wanted to talk to me? Chew me out for the mistakes I made last night?�
�I never was a fan of kicking a man when he�s down.� The sergeant leaned back against the railing. �Although if you want to talk about how you could�ve done it better, that�s a conversation I�d be happy to have.�
�Maybe you should have it with my replacement,� Trev said quietly, surprising himself. He hadn�t been planning to say those thoughts out loud. Davis gave him a sharp look and he continued a bit defensively. �I probably should be replaced, right? I got five people killed.�
The sergeant nodded. �Yeah, you did.�
Trev gave him a stricken look. He hadn�t exactly expected comforting words, but the guy had just got done talking about not kicking a man when he was down.
Davis sighed again. �You know what a leader is, Smith? Simplest question in the world, and somehow everyone gets it wrong. Or they get it half right with an answer like �It�s the guy in charge.�
Trev did his best to hide his impatience. He wasn�t in the mood for a lecture.
The sergeant seemed to read that in his expression, because his eyes narrowed. �The leader is the person who takes responsibility, plain and simple. That�s pretty much the only definition of the word that means anything. Responsibility for getting things done, responsibility for taking care of the people who depend on them. And responsibility for the consequences of their decisions. Because let�s face it, most people don�t want to take responsibility for anything, especially not themselves. Everyone�s got an opinion, and plenty of criticism for what they think are the wrong choices, but they�re still looking for someone else to make that choice for them so they can duck the consequences.
�And that�s the thing,� Davis continued. �Leading people isn�t just being the one who tells everyone what to do or sees they get it done. Everyone wants to be the leader when they think it�s just bossing other people around, until they actually have to step into that role. Because at that point they realize that a leader also has to be ready for when their decisions don�t turn out so great, or even to be criticized when they do. Believe me, it happens more often than any of us would like. And the hardest time to be a leader is when people can die on the back of your decisions.�
�So what do I do then?� Trev asked, fighting frustration. He�d done his best, but he wasn�t sure if he could handle knowing he�d gotten good people, friends, killed, when maybe he could�ve prevented it.
Davis was still looking at him, but his gaze had gone somewhere else. �You shoulder the burden, because there�s no easy answers or trite comforts anyone can give you. Or you decide you can�t handle that burden and you step away. But if you do that, you have to face the truth that you�ll probably be leaving a mess behind. And when that happens the people you took responsibility for usually end up suffering for it.�
�So I just keep going.�
�You knew that was the answer without me needing to say it.� The sergeant�s attention abruptly focused on him again. He stepped forward, putting a hand on Trev�s shoulder. �I know I just talked about trite comforts, but if I�m any judge you�re a good leader, Smith. You take your responsibility seriously, you�re careful with your decisions, and you�re willing to learn from your mistakes.�
Trev nodded, but Davis was right that the words sounded a bit trite.
The Marine�s expression firmed. �So learn one of the hardest lessons. That no matter how hard you try, how careful you are, sometimes the people who depend on you are going to die. You knew that from the beginning, but knowing and understanding are two different things. And when it finally happens you have to find that balance, between taking responsibility for those deaths but not letting responsibility for them crush you.�
After a short, solemn pause Trev stepped away. �Thanks, Sarge,� he said quietly. He turned to leave.
Davis�s voice followed him up the slopes. �By the by, for now I�m putting your squad with Larson�s guarding the southern slope. Also I�ll get some people to dig graves so you can hold a service for your friends before the meeting.�
Trev nodded. �I�ll go get the others.�
As he started up the slope Davis shouted at his back. �And next time you�re planning something fancy, fill me in first!�
Trev hesitated, then kept going, trying to decide if he felt any better. The answer was no, but at the same time he�d abandoned any idea of stepping down. Unless of course his squad demanded it, which he didn�t think would happen. Even if he wouldn�t blame them for it.
Davis was right, he�d taken on the responsibility. He�d bear up under it and keep going for his people. Although he had to admit it was a bit of a relief that he�d be serving under Matt for now.

Chapter Ten
Switching Up

There was a generous attendance at the funeral for the five fighters they�d lost last night.
Most of the people in camp showed up at least for the service, and many stayed around afterwards long enough to pay their respects. But with breakfast being served only a handful aside from the Aspen Hill volunteers lingered. Trent was one of those, and twenty or so of the recruits Trev�s squad had trained.
They spent the breakfast hour sharing memories of their fallen friends, picking at the food a handful of cooks thoughtfully brought out for them. Trev appreciated the fact that nobody seemed to be blaming him for what happened. Most of his squad mates went no farther than to lament that nobody�d caught sight of the blockheads who ambushed them.
All too soon Davis was calling for the meeting to begin, and Trev and Matt and a couple of the volunteer leaders who�d stuck around excused themselves to head to the new mess tent.
It was just four tarps hung up between trees and tied together through the loopholes, with another one strung across for a roof. There was no center pole to prop up the sagging plastic, and although it hadn�t rained since being put up nobody expected it to be waterproof.
The morning breeze running down the canyon was enough to make the tarps snap and flap loudly as everyone gathered, the buzz of conversation even louder to compensate. It took about fifteen minutes for all the leaders to arrive, especially the ones in charge of the northernmost sections of the territory Davis�s group was assigned to guard.
Once everyone was assembled a Marine called them all to order. He was a tall, lean, dark-haired man in his late 30s, with close cropped hair and a clean-shaven face. That sort of grooming was unusual in the camp these days. He identified himself as Sergeant Harmon. �I�m going to be in charge of coordinating with the volunteers defending this area, and overseeing our defenses here,� he finished, then stepped back.
There was a low murmur of confusion. Trev looked past Harmon to where Davis and Williams stood. Was Davis being reassigned? Demoted?
Their former leader nodded to Harmon and stepped forward. �All right, listen up, people!� he called, an unnecessary request since the tent had fallen silent the moment he started moving. �As you�ve probably guessed, there�s going to be some changes. This meeting is to fill you in on them. First off, how many of you have heard about Mr. Smith�s decision to attack a blockhead patrol without receiving orders to do so?�
There was an uncertain pause, then about half the hands went up. Trev hunched down slightly as eyes turned towards him, feeling like a student called out in front of the class for misbehaving.
Or not, he realized as Davis continued. �By his squad�s reports and Private Abrams�s best estimate, they managed twenty-three confirmed kills in the attack and lost five people. We mourn the deaths of those we lost, but by any objective standard his attack was a success, and would�ve been a complete success if it hadn�t been a trap.�
The sergeant abruptly scowled, looking around. �You want to know the reason why they were able to set up that trap? Because the enemy has been moving with impunity, knowing we�ll only hit them if they walk right up to us hiding behind our defenses. They spent days patrolling closer and closer to our positions, testing our response. They had all the time in the world to set up on us and dangle some bait practically on our doorstep.�
Trev supposed that was a good way of looking at it. He thought of the blockheads Matt had ambushed on the slope a mile south of here, who�d been practically crawling through the trees to avoid notice. Meanwhile the ones his squad had attacked had been moving cautiously but openly on the ATV trail.
Davis�s scowl became something else, almost a worried frown. �General Erikson and General Lassiter are being pushed back to the north and south,� he continued quietly. �General Erikson had to abandon several of his positions over the last few days, and Lassiter lost over four thousand of his soldiers to hold on to his. A very big part of their problem is this valley.�
He pointed vaguely eastward. �The enemy controls it completely. They can send troops north or south as needed along the roads down there, as well as supplies, and can also keep reinforcements stationed where they can quickly move where they�re needed. Folks, those thousands upon thousands of enemy soldiers down there aren�t for our benefit.�
�Are you saying you want us to go down there and attack them at their own fortified positions?� Vernon asked.
Trev didn�t miss the slightly contemptuous look Davis shot the man�s way. �I�m saying that while Sergeant Harmon leads our defenses, me and my Marines will be making attacks into the valley. We�ve been instructed to destroy any roads we can, and do everything possible to disrupt the movement of troops and supplies through this area.�
He waved at the volunteers. �As for you guys, I�m giving you all enough extra fighters that you can guard your areas, and have some free to rest or find other things to occupy yourselves. We�re guarding a stretch of almost twenty miles here, people. That�s a lot of room for potential mischief. From this point on I�m strongly encouraging you to take any opportunity you see to hit at the enemy, like Smith did yesterday. Be smart about it, and be careful, but do it. We need to make them bleed.�
Davis looked them all over, then glanced back at Harmon and nodded. The other sergeant stepped forward. �Before I dismiss you back to your duties, I�d like to talk about responding to the changes. First off we need to change how we go about reporting activity. We�ve relied on this camp, which is near the southernmost part of the area we�ve been assigned to guard, as a central hub. It�s slowed us down, especially closer to Aspen Hill Canyon. I�d like to have two more hubs, six and twelve miles north of here, to streamline our operations.�
He turned to nod to Davis. �We also need to assign two squads to take the place of Sergeant Davis�s Marines as quick responders. As well, I�d like to assign another group, one to three squads, to serve as quick responders in the event that the Sergeant�s squads need assistance or reinforcement. This will stretch us thin, but with the reinforcements I brought it should be doable. And it�ll be worth it, because this area will be much more secure afterwards.�
Harmon paused and looked around. �I look forward to working with you, and I�ll be speaking with all of you in the next few days. Until then, dismissed.�
Trev glanced at Matt, who shrugged. �Can�t say I mind the thought of hitting back,� his friend said. �Looking forward to seeing what kind of trouble Davis and his guys manage to stir up out there.�
�Not too much for us, I hope.� Trev started for the exit. �Let�s get our people to the southern slope. With both our squads there we should have plenty of extra people for hunting.�
�Including some blockhead hunting in the valley?� Matt asked, following him.
Trev hesitated, feeling a wrench in his gut. �Maybe.�
His friend caught his shoulder just as they stepped around the tarp. �Hey,� he said quietly. �It won�t be like last night again. We won�t rush into anything� we�ll be more careful.�
�We were careful,� Trev shot back. At Matt�s concerned look he relented. �We won�t rush into anything,� he agreed. �But let�s worry about that once we�ve got everyone settled.� His friend nodded, and they started circling around the mess tent to head up the slope.
They�d only gone a dozen or so steps when one of the other volunteer leaders called for them to wait up. Trev recognized Harvey Fredrickson, who�d been part of the group Trev�s squad had trained.
�Hey Trev,� the older man said, putting a hand on his shoulder. �I just wanted to offer my condolences for your loss. Miles and Tom went out of their way to help my people while you were training us, and we�re in their debt. The world lost five good men yesterday.�
Trev nodded, fighting back his emotions. �I appreciate that.�
Harvey dropped his hand, but hesitated and lowered his voice, glancing back at the tent. �Is it true Vernon didn�t help you when you needed it?�
He also glanced back at the tent, wondering if it would piss Davis off if he told the truth. �I asked him to help me with the attack and he refused. Then when things went bad for us I called in for help again, and he wouldn�t budge from his place in the canyon.�
�I see.� The volunteer sighed. �I don�t know if you knew, but his men have been badmouthing you and the other Aspen Hill volunteers at every opportunity.�
�We knew,� Matt said sharply.
Harvey shrugged, looking uncomfortable. �I didn�t pay much attention to it since it�s none of my business, but if he�s not going to have my back when things go wrong that�s something I do have to consider.�
Trev shook his head. �I can�t tell you whether that�s the right choice. I don�t want to cause problems in the camp, especially not when we�re all relying on each other to survive. But I know for sure I don�t trust him anymore. My people will be keeping our distance.�
�I don�t blame you.� Harvey nodded to them, then strode off towards the trail leading north to where his squad was set up.
Once he was out of earshot Trev glanced over at Matt. �Going to tell me to try to get along?�
�With Vernon? F that guy.� His friend started up the slope again. �Come on.�
* * *
Over the next five days Lewis received reports of Davis and his Marines wreaking havoc to the south.
It was a careful sort of havoc, though. The sergeant and his people took great care to avoid blockheads entirely, escorting their demolitions specialists to important roads and planting explosives, then just as cautiously extracting. From the sounds of it they took out key sections of seven roads in that time, including Highway 10 along a couple points.
Sometimes, when they thought it was safe, they�d remote detonate when a convoy was passing and do some damage. Just as often they�d simply destroy the road and walk away, leaving enemy vehicles to find another way around.
Lewis had a feeling that at some point Davis would set up on one of those alternate routes and hit a convoy, if the sergeant thought they could get away afterwards and the damage was worth the risk. At least, it was a strategy he would try if he was destroying roads.
Surprisingly the helicopter didn�t make an appearance in spite of the nuisance the Marines were making of themselves. Lewis wasn�t sure if the blockheads had been spooked off by the near missile hits, or if it was being used elsewhere. It might�ve even been destroyed without him hearing about it. Either way, he was glad it didn�t show up.
Because Lewis was causing his own problems around the area of Aspen Hill.
Since he�d quieted down his attacks the blockheads below had been shifting manpower away from defensive emplacements, and that exodus had doubled when Davis started making noise to the south. Lewis figured that was a good time to get his volunteers back in action, so they�d resumed their sniper attacks both north and south of the canyon road.
He�d even risked driving the truck, which sported numerous bullet holes after the blockhead�s attack in the night and had needed to have its headlights replaced, far enough down the canyon to turn the heavy machine gun on the emplacement guarding the canyon�s mouth. It hadn�t been for long, and from such an extreme range that accurately aiming was practically impossible, but even if it hadn�t done much damage he hoped it�d spooked the enemy.
The attacks had done their damage, in small ways, but the point of them had been to make the enemy think that Lewis didn�t have anything bigger planned. Which hopefully meant they wouldn�t be expecting anything the morning of the fifth day, when he took his people through the mountains north of Aspen Hill headed for Helper, to take out Highway 6 in the canyon just north of the town.
That had been the plan, at least. Unfortunately in spite of their somewhat asinine nickname the blockheads weren�t idiots, and although these mountains didn�t have any particular strategic value the enemy did hold them, so they were patrolling them.
Lewis and his volunteers were hidden halfway down a slope, watching with binoculars as a patrol of twenty men in camo bandannas passed single file along a narrow trail the next slope over.
�What are they even guarding?� Uncle George whispered. �We�re miles away from anything.�
Jane, crouched beside Lewis with her own binoculars out, shrugged. �They�ve got plenty of people, and I�d say our side�s proven we can be a nuisance if we�ve got some mountains to work with. Maybe they�re holding this area just to keep it from us.�
�Not to mention Highway 6 is pretty much the only route connecting Carbon County and everything north of us,� Lewis added. �They can�t afford to take even the risk that someone might get close enough to knock it out.�
His dad sighed. �I warned you going for 6 would be more than we could manage. Should we head home?�
Lewis hesitated. That patrol was a tempting target, if they couldn�t hit anything bigger. But at the same time they were deep in enemy territory, and there was no telling if there were blockheads in a position to cut off their escape if they revealed themselves.
�I�d like to hit that patrol,� Jane said. Lewis opened his mouth to raise the same objections he�d just been thinking, but his wife caught his eye. �Maybe just the two of us, after the rest of you have made it safely back to our territory.�
That seemed a bit more doable. Lewis nodded. �You guys okay with that?�
A few of the volunteers looked disgruntled. �Why do you get to have all the fun?� Martin asked.
�Because for all we know there might be a hundred blockheads on the mountainsides behind us,� Lewis replied. �No offense, but I�m not about to order anyone else through that gauntlet if we draw attention to ourselves here.�
That took a bit of the wind out of the man�s sails. Tam nodded in agreement. �It�s easier for two people to sneak out than fourteen. Besides, I�m not in the mood to stick my neck out that far.�
�I�m not sure you two should be in the mood to do that, either,� his dad said, giving them a worried look. Uncle George nodded in agreement.
�Well hopefully you�ll keep your eyes open on the way back, give us a bit of warning if there are actually enemies out there,� Lewis said. His dad�s eyes tightened at his light tone, and Lewis gave him a reassuring look. �We�ve done something like this before.�
�Never assume a plan will go smoothly just because it has before,� Uncle George warned. �That�s how you get killed. What happened to Trev�s squad should be a lesson for all of us.�
Lewis glanced at Jane, who looked back impassively. �Scout the way back,� he said quietly in a firm voice. �Radio in once you�re a safe distance away.�
His dad and uncle exchanged looks of mingled concern and irritation, then his dad sighed. �Be careful, son.�
The volunteers collected the missile launcher and two missiles they�d brought with them, in the faint hope they�d have a chance to hit at the highway, and slipped back up the slope, leaving Lewis and his wife alone. He motioned for Jane to take the lead, and she eased her way along a route that would shadow the course of the blockheads on the opposite slope.
The blockheads were good, he had to give them that. Although they obviously weren�t expecting company and seemed to prefer speed to stealth on their patrol, they moved with the sort of fluid grace that suggested they could disappear into the underbrush in a moment if they sensed a threat.
And they were vigilant for that threat: those in front watched ahead, those in back behind, and those in the middle to the sides. But in spite of that each and every man among them was aware of his surroundings, ready to pick up the slack if his companions failed. Lewis and Jane were no slouches when it came to tracking without being seen, and they were over a thousand yards away, but even so he felt his skin crawl every time one of those bandanna-covered faces turned his way.
He was willing to entertain the idea that going after these guys was a mistake.
Over the next couple hours they trailed the blockheads north along their respective opposite mountainsides, across a valley, and up another perpendicular slope to a ridge. Near the top they finally got word from the others, although it wasn�t very reliable; even though they were close to the highest point in sight, and presumably so was his dad, the transmission was so garbled he only caught one word in five.
It took almost ten minutes to confirm the simple message that the volunteers had reached safety, and as far as they could tell the way back was clear. Lewis signed off and glanced at Jane, crouched behind a tree ahead. His wife motioned, and he eased over to join her.
The enemy was slowing down, looking as if they were about ready to break for lunch. That was a good time to hit them, since their guard might be down while eating. Jane�s sky blue eyes reflected the same realization, and she nodded and started forward again.
It was slow going catching up to a wary enemy, and even though the blockheads did stop about ten minutes later, they were almost finished with their meal before Lewis was satisfied that he and his wife were close enough to effectively target them. Hopefully while still being far enough away to make a clean escape.
They found good spots to mount their weapons and began getting ready, part of those preparations being planning which route they�d take to get away. �Remember,� Lewis said quietly, watching the way the trees moved around the blockheads to assess windage. �We take a few out, just enough to spook them and make them realize these mountains aren�t theirs. Then we�re gone.�
�Preaching to the choir, honey,� Jane murmured, cheek hovering above the stock of her .308. �I�m ready.�
He took a breath, sighting on his target and willing his arms, his body, and the rifle to be still. Halfway through releasing the breath he slowly squeezed the trigger.
The report of Jane�s rifle sounded only moments after his, like an echo across the wooded hills, and his target and the man next to him both dropped. Lewis was already shifting to another target, pulling the trigger just short of the break in preparation.
He couldn�t afford to be as accurate this time, but he couldn�t afford to miss either. A hasty shot on a surprised target that was still sitting motionless beat a well aimed shot against one scrambling for cover. His wavering crosshairs settled on the next soldier down the line, weaved as he steadied his aim, and he timed it so his rifle went still centered on the target just as he squeezed the trigger again.
In spite of firing her first shot later Jane�s second shot came at almost the same time as his. After that the blockheads were scrambling for cover, leaving food and packs behind. Lewis abandoned attempts to aim, squeezing the trigger whenever his crosshairs settled for more than a moment on anything he thought he could hit. Jane was still firing slower, more methodically.
Ten shots in, while the enemy was still panicking and seeking cover, Lewis�s instincts kicked in. He engaged the safety, snapped the bipod legs back against the barrel of his G3, and in a smooth motion slung it over his shoulder while resting a hand on Jane�s back to alert her. She followed suit, fumbling slightly in her haste as she realized they might�ve stuck around longer than was safe.
Moments later they were sprinting down a fold in the slope, towards the evergreens densely lining the hillside below. There was a game trail there that was well concealed and led west in the direction they wanted to go.
The enemy was hundreds of yards behind, still hopefully scrambling to figure out what had just happened, let alone where their attackers had been shooting from. Even if they also sprinted they�d have trouble catching up, and long before then Lewis and Jane would�ve cut back to the more familiar terrain they�d taken to get here.
Coming the other way he�d seen a few good hiding spots, where they could conceal themselves to watch the trail behind them and see if they�d been pursued. Those spots would also give a good view of other approaches, in case the patrol had called in backup that was coming from other directions. Lewis wasn�t about to assume they were in the clear, but he was optimistic.
Half a mile later they reached the first of those spots and dropped down behind cover, panting as they checked the trail behind them. To Lewis�s dismay he saw that the enemy had sprinted to follow them. They didn�t seem to know where exactly he and Jane were, moving too fast to do any proper tracking, but they were headed in the right direction.
�Do we try ambushing them again, slow them down or turn them back?� Jane whispered.
Against upwards of sixteen or seventeen enemy soldiers, who were obviously in good physical condition and were out for blood? Lewis shook his head. �They don�t know exactly where we are, and running like that they�re obviously hoping to flush us out. Let�s try taking it slow in a different direction from the one they�re going, see if we can slip away.�
Her short, coppery ponytail bobbed slightly as she turned to look at him. �What if we can�t?�
Lewis reached up to touch the pocket on his combat vest that held a fragmentation grenade. �Then we find a choke point where they�ll either have to clump up or string themselves out. Either way gives us a better chance of taking out enough of them to turn the rest back.�
His wife nodded, expression grim, and Lewis squeezed her shoulder before setting off.
Their fears were unfounded. The enemy patrol might�ve been good, but even they couldn�t sprint and track at the same time. As Lewis and Jane veered south the blockheads kept going west, and within an hour they couldn�t see or hear any sign of them. They turned for home, wary of the enemy reappearing or other patrols converging on their location, but there was no sign of either.
A couple hours after that they waved as they passed the defender sentry guarding the northeast corner of their territory, and Lewis felt tension ease out of him that he hadn�t realized he still held.
It wasn�t exactly the attack he�d hoped for, but all was well that ended well.
* * *
Trev volunteered to lead the hunting parties, those first few days after his failed ambush.
What remained of his squad seemed happy for the chance to get away from combat for a while. At the moment it was just him, Trent, Rob Jonas, Hans Miller, and Alice. Rick and Mason were still recovering from their wounds, while after losing her husband Susan Donnell had returned to the refuge to be with the rest of her family. Although nobody had begrudged her the decision, she�d still promised to join the defenders there as if she needed to justify leaving.
Since Matt had more than enough people to guard the slope, Trev didn�t see any problem with heading west along and up it to reach a perpendicular mountainside, then going right up and over that one�s ridge to the other side. He wanted to see if game was more plentiful there, which it was, and as an added bonus it was out of view of the valley and the constant looming presence of the blockheads there.
His group was fairly somber in spite of the change in scenery. Especially Alice, who seemed to carry the weight of Tom and Fred dying and Rick being wounded almost as much as Trev did. With his permission she spent a lot of time with Rick, so it was a surprise to have her come out with them on the fifth day since the ambush.
Trev still felt a twinge every time he bent or twisted sharply, but it was nothing compared to the first day. His bruises had been a burning mass throbbing across his back by the end of that hunt, and he�d been physically incapable of helping carry the buck they�d brought down.
Today he had no trouble handling his half of another field dressed buck, wrapped in a tarp and slung from an aspen sapling between him and Trent, that they were bringing in. Behind them Rob, Alice, and Hans were spelling each other carrying a smaller doe they�d also brought down. The hunting had been good that afternoon.
They�d topped the ridge and were making their way along and down the slope, halfway back to Matt�s camp, when they reached an overlook in the trail that provided a good view of the valley below.
It seemed like a good spot to rest and get some water, so Trev called a break and set down his end of the sapling with a soft groan of relief. Behind him Trent set down the other end with an expression like he had another five miles in him, while farther back the trail Alice and Rob dropped the doe with similar relieved noises.
Hans had already edged past them to the overlook, staring down at the valley below as he took a sip of water from a stainless steel canteen. When Trev stepped up beside him he handed the water over, and Trev nodded in thanks as he took a drink.
�I still don�t get why the blockheads don�t just rush us with everyone they�ve got,� Hans said, eyes on a convoy crawling its way towards Huntington on a side road to get around a damaged section of Highway 10. �All those thousands of troops, and we�ve only got a few hundred to stop them. They�re losing so many anyway, they might as well do it rolling over us like a tide over a sand castle.�
Trev handed the canteen and cap back over, wiping his mouth on his sleeve. �It�d be pointless.�
The slightly haggard man turned to look at him. �Pointless? I thought taking the mountains was the whole point.�
�With access to roads, maybe.� Trev motioned to the slope below. �Let�s say the blockheads spend a thousand lives taking that and the other slopes overlooking the valley. So what? They�d be coming after us, on foot, climbing steep mountainsides under fire from fighters in fortified emplacements. Let�s say they actually manage it. At that point there�s another line of slopes beyond these ones that we can retreat to and make them do it all over again. So they�ve wasted a lot of lives to take some hills and they�re in the same position.�
Trent joined them, waving off Hans�s canteen as he produced his own plastic water bottle. �It�s not quite that cut and dried.�
Trev glanced at Hans. �Things usually aren�t. How do you see it?�
The squad�s new member gulped down some water before answering. �Sure, as long as we�ve got people and ammo and they�re only coming from the one side, it probably plays out like that. But if they manage to completely break through somewhere, and do it before we can regroup and send reinforcements, they get to flood into the gap and swarm across the hills. At that point it�s easy to attack us from behind and to the sides. Same thing if they kill us all in the attack, and there�s no one left to go defend the next slope along. Or if we run out of bullets and they can walk right up to us and shoot us in the face.�
�Can we not talk about this?� Alice asked in a soft voice. They turned to find her sitting on a rock nearby, back to the view below. She�d begun to shake slightly.
Trev shared a look with the others. �Sure. It�s a nice day, no need to spoil it.�
A slightly awkward silence settled, no one coming up with anything else to discuss. Trev called an end to the rest soon afterwards, and everyone seemed relieved to get back to carrying their meat back to camp.
Matt met them along the way, carrying a few jackrabbits from snares they�d set up. �Looks like we�ll be eating well tonight,� he said with a smile as he fell into step beside Trev.
�This dinner, at least,� Trev replied, drawing a few annoyed sounds from his squad mates.
They were giving everything they could spare to Harmon to feed the other fighters, eating from meal to meal. It provided a good incentive to have a successful hunt or place their snares in good locations, but it also meant they�d missed a few meals. Although on the plus side everyone was getting a lot better at gathering edible plants, since in a strange quirk nobody considered those something that needed to be shared with Harmon to be distributed.
His friend ignored the almost complaint. �Listen, Trev, your people are doing a great job hunting. But there are other jobs we need to do out here.�
Meaning patrol and sentry duty. Matt�s squad had generously let Trev�s squad have the less stressful hunting jobs, out of respect for what they�d been through, but it wasn�t fair to make it a permanent arrangement. �Okay sure. We�ll hop into the rotation with the next shift.�
He�d tried to keep his voice casual, but Matt must�ve caught a bit of Trev�s unease at the prospect of being out there again, where his squad mates might run into the enemy. His friend glanced back at Rob, who was walking at the back now that Hans had taken over carrying his end of the doe. �Hey, could you spell Trev for a second? I need to talk to him.�
�Sure.� Rob trotted up the line, and Trev reluctantly handed the sapling over to him and let Matt lead him ahead towards camp.
�Going to give me a pep talk?� he asked once they were far enough away.
�Something like that.� Matt sucked in a breath. �Listen, Trev, I know you�re not taking this easy. Believe me, I get it. I went through the same thing after attacking the raider camp and losing so many people. It�s the sort of thing you can�t really understand unless you�ve been through it yourself.�
Trev looked away. �Yeah.�
�We plan and we prepare as well as we know how, but sometimes we make mistakes that get people killed,� Matt continued. �And it hurts, but the only way past it is to keep going. Keep doing the best you can and hope it�s good enough, then keep going even when it�s not. Nobody else expects you to be perfect; even after what happened your squad mates still trust you as their leader. But you also need to trust yourself.�
�I know.� Trev took a shaky breath. �I�ll get there eventually. Getting back into the shift rotation will probably help.�
His friend patted him on the shoulder. �You know I�m here if you need to talk. It doesn�t even have to be about what happened. It�d be good to just hang out, get out of our heads and find something to think about besides what�s staring us in the face every day.�
�Yeah. Thanks.� Trev glanced back. �I want to make sure everyone in my squad is okay with getting out there again too. Especially Alice.�
�Okay.� Matt patted the rabbits on his belt. �This is probably enough for our dinner. Why don�t you take the deer straight down to 31? It�ll save you a bit of walking, at least.�
Trev nodded and started back to his squad, repeating Matt�s order. The trail turned off towards the main camp not too far ahead, and at that point they veered off to deliver the meat.
Fifteen minutes later they arrived at the main camp, and began picking their way down the slope through it to the mess tent. It was looking even more barren now, with the other two hubs to the north housing just as many of their fighters. Even the civilians had been split up between the three camps to help where they could, including taking sentry duty all along the line or hunting and gathering.
To Trev�s surprise Davis and 1st Squad were exiting the mess tent as he and his people passed, carrying the deer to the food preparation area. A few of the Marines waved, and the sergeant veered off to intercept them.
Trev waved back. He�d been back to camp frequently when he had time off, to visit Rick and Mason, and from what he�d noticed it was rare to see Davis there these days. The sergeant was usually either setting up for an attack into the valley or carrying one out.
�What�ve you got?� Davis asked.
Before answering Trev set down his end of the sapling, undoing the ties on the bundle and pulling the tarp back to reveal the field dressed carcass. Then he motioned to the bundle Alice and Rob carried. �A buck and a doe.�
�Nice. Glad you�re not just twiddling your thumbs out on that slope.� Davis hesitated, then lowered his voice. �Listen. I was going to radio Larson, but since you�re here it�s probably better you deliver the message in person.�
Trev gave him a wary look. �What is it?�
The sergeant shook his head, swearing softly. �You know a dog that attacks its owner has to be put down. It�s bitten the hand that feeds it, gotten a taste for human flesh. You can�t trust it after that. Even if that owner has been beating the dog every day since it was a puppy, and the poor critter had good reason. Even if after that you give it to good owners who treat it well, doesn�t matter. It�ll snap at the hand that reaches to pet it, snarl at anyone who comes close.�
�I�m not exactly sure what you�re getting at,� Trev said cautiously, glancing at his squad mates. They all shrugged, equally lost.
�I�m saying people get like that too if they get enough hurt in their lives, but there�s no easy solution since of course you can�t just put them down. Not unless they commit a crime warranting it, I suppose. But even if they�re snarling and biting the right targets you can�t ignore the hurt behind the behavior. What exactly do you do about it, when they start going out of control?�
Trev shifted uncomfortably. �I�m not sure I like talking about people like they�re dogs.�
�We�re all animals,� Davis said. �We react certain ways to certain things. We can reason and fight to change that behavior, and sometimes we succeed, but you have to accept the behavior�s going to be there to need fighting. We can try to help someone, but it doesn�t do much if they�re not willing to help themselves.�
�This is over my head, Sarge. Maybe you should just come out with it.�
�That wild kid Larson left in camp, Childress,� the Marine snapped. �Boy needed a shrink, maybe even meds, but we don�t have that luxury. Maybe we should�ve sent him home, but I�m not sure it would�ve mattered.�
Trev fought a surge of anxiety. �What did he do?�
Davis looked away. �He ran off with some stolen gear, including an AK-47 and an MP-443 Grach from the weapons we�ve captured from the blockheads. Along with enough ammo for both to fight a one man war. Nobody saw him go, and none of our patrols or sentries have seen him. I know, I�ve asked around.�
Pete, deserting? Impossible. Nobody wanted to fight blockheads more than he did. �Are you sure?�
�If he�s not with you guys out there I�m not sure where he�d be. Unless he decided to go out and fight the enemy on his own.� The sergeant shook his head. �I tried to keep an eye on him for your friend, but I haven�t had time in the last five days. And I had a feeling that boy needed watching.�
Trev glanced over at Alice. The blond young woman�s face had gone pale, her lips tightly pressed together. Pete had argued with her before they�d left for Matt�s camp, which depending on how it ended might�ve severed one of the last ties that kept him here.
�I�ve asked Harmon to tell everyone to keep an eye out for him,� the sergeant continued apologetically. �He might�ve disappeared for some other reason. Or he might�ve just decided to go home, up to your people. But wherever he is, I hope he�s okay.�
�Thanks,� Trev said, offering his hand. �I hear you�re stirring up some real trouble for the enemy out there.�
Davis shook it and smiled, obviously relieved to change the subject. �I won�t lie, it�s going well. We�ve managed to avoid the enemy and complete our objectives so far, at least.� He glanced back at his men. �Speaking of which, we should probably get back to it. Take care out there, irregulars.�
As 1st Squad walked away Trev reached down and retied his bundle, then picked up his end of the sapling again. They took their deer the rest of the way to the food preparation area, and once there got to work finishing the job of hanging, skinning, and butchering the animals.
The cooks accepted the various cuts right as they came off the carcasses, then immediately began preparing them. They�d reached the point where there just wasn�t enough food in camp to store anything, which worried Trev more than he cared to admit. Everyone else was eating meal to meal too, if they were lucky.
While they were working they heard a commotion from inside the mess hall, where a few squads of volunteers were having dinner. That commotion quickly spread to the rest of the camp, people moving more urgently and seeking out friends to whisper in a huddle.
�Any idea what�s going on?� Trev asked the cooks. The handful of men and women just shrugged. Trev glanced at his squad, then left the last few cuts undone and started for the command tent. He noticed more than a few people drifting in that direction, including the rest of his squad as they also abandoned their work and followed him.
Halfway there the flap was tossed aside and Sergeant Harmon stepped out. Trev had gone in for a brief interview with the tall, dark-haired man. Mostly a symbolic meeting, to reinforce that he�d taken over the reins from Davis, but Trev had to admit he admired the man�s head for organization.
Harmon looked as if he�d just heard his grandmother died, although he did his best to blank his features when he realized he had an audience. As a few people called out questions he held up his hands for quiet. The quiet came quickly, and he took a breath as if preparing for a storm.
�For those of you who weren�t aware, the Gold Bloc forces in the north began a major offensive against General Erikson�s positions in the Wasatch Mountains early this morning. The Chinese to the northwest and the Russians to the northeast attacked in tandem, and the fighting has been some of the fiercest we�ve seen so far.�
The sergeant closed his eyes, like a doctor preparing to give news of a terminal illness, then continued. �As of an hour ago, General Erikson officially announced that his positions along the Wasatch Front to the west have crumbled. The Chinese have broken through all along the line, from Salt Lake City to Spanish Fork. They�ve begun a final push to take Spanish Fork Canyon before full dark.�
Trev felt the news like a blow to the gut. That was almost half of the territory the military was trying to hold. More importantly, if the blockheads were in a position to take Spanish Fork Canyon that put them in place to wipe out Grimes along Highway 6. If that happened they�d have even easier access to Sanpete and Carbon counties. They�d be right on Aspen Hill�s doorstep, with no more military buffer between them and his friends and family at the refuge.
Harmon was still going. �With the Wasatch Front gone, the eastern front has been forced to withdraw as well. General Erikson has desperately held the enemy back for as long as he could, to buy time for his troops and the civilian refugees under his protection to flee to safety. If there even is such a thing.�
The small crowd had been dead quiet throughout the sergeant�s announcement, and when he paused the air felt heavy with the silence. �Any questions?� Harmon finally asked.
After a short pause to look around Trev raised his hand. �I thought the Chinese up there were all dying of radiation poisoning.�
Harmon�s eyes tightened. �As it turns out, people who know they�re dying can be convinced to throw their lives away. The blockheads were climbing over hills of their own dead to get at General Erikson�s forces. He ran out of bullets in several areas. The loss of life on the enemy�s side is horrendous, but even so now that they�ve broken through they�re managing to tip the scales. To the point where we�re still taking more casualties than we can afford in the exchange.�
The grim silence settled again. �What does that mean for us?� a civilian finally called.
The sergeant sucked in a sharp breath. �It means that the General will have to abandon the Wasatch Range. As early as tomorrow afternoon, assuming he�s managed to hold it, Colonel Grimes�s position along Highway 6 will be our northernmost foothold. As for us, we�ve been advised to be prepared for an influx of people within the next day, and have orders to make every effort to prepare to accommodate them.�
His voice dropped to the point that Trev could barely hear it. �It means we�ve been pushed into a corner, and what we have here is all we have.�

Chapter Eleven
Retribution

�Well, at least with all of Erikson�s troops joining us it�ll be easier to defend what we have,� Uncle George offered.
Lewis nodded vaguely. �Only because we have less to defend.�
His uncle gave him a curious look. �What exactly did we get out of that extra territory? A bit more land to hunt and gather from, maybe. More square miles to spread ourselves thin defending. We�re a tougher nut to crack now, and the blockheads don�t have the kind of heavy weaponry needed to punish us for clumping up.�
Lewis supposed he could appreciate his uncle looking on the bright side. But at the same time Erikson�s retreat meant upwards of two hundred thousand people, some soldiers but mostly civilians, were headed their way. The southern area Lassiter held was modestly large, a good deal larger than what Erikson had lost, but they were already taking care of a large group of civilians of their own down here.
Once Erikson�s people arrived they�d have over half a million US citizens to accommodate. That was going to be some seriously dense clumping.
Which was why Lewis had everyone he could spare out scouting the area around the refuge that morning. Grimes had radioed in to inform him that refugees would be coming his way in large numbers, and they needed to find places to put them. The military scouts had already located a few good possibilities, but with the need so great the colonel didn�t want to leave any stone unturned.
More importantly for the Aspen Hill townspeople, Grimes had informed them that they needed to prepare to assist the military in providing for the soldiers moving into the area, as well as any refugees relocated there. The slope they�d vacated after the helicopter attack was slated to become a major military camp, and Grimes was �asking� for Aspen Hill�s supplies and housing.
If even a heel of bread, a scrap of blanket, or enough space in a tent for a horizontal body could be spared, it was needed. Lewis and Jane were understandably upset about that, as was everyone else.
The small silver lining was that the military was finally taking over the defense of Aspen Hill Canyon and the surrounding area. They�d also be including the refuge�s current residents when it came to distributing whatever supplies they had available, including medicine. It wasn�t enough to make up for what Aspen Hill would be losing in the deal, how their circumstances would suddenly be much, much worse, but it was something.
And like it or not things were different from last time. This wasn�t another case of a petty bureaucrat like Ferris coming in, taking their food, and leaving them to fend for themselves. This was the final bastion of an invaded but not defeated nation, putting everything it had against an enemy that wanted to wipe them off the face of the map.
Lewis also had to acknowledge that, even if the shelter group had wanted to try to flee to the hideout with their supplies, it was far too late now. The military was already all over the area, and things would only get more crowded going forward. Besides, the shelter was far too close to Highway 31 to go undetected for long, especially with a large group living there.
No, they were committed now. Like it or not they had to contribute everything they had to offer and hope it was enough. After that they could worry about finding a way to survive whatever came next.
He didn�t have much time to muse on the future, though, because he�d only been out scouting for an hour or so before his dad radioed in. �Lewis, I need you to pull everyone back here.�
Lewis glanced over at Jane and Uncle George, who returned worried looks. His dad was leading the defenders guarding the mountain approaches this shift, which might very well be the last one before the military arrived to take over. So of course the trouble had to come now.
�We�re on our way,� he said, breaking into a trot across the meadow they�d been investigating. �What is it?�
�The blockheads are gathering at the mouth of the canyon,� his dad replied, tone tight with worry. �Twenty trucks, hundreds of soldiers, even a tank. It looks like they�re preparing a serious attack.�
Lewis paused in spite of the urgency of the situation. �Up the canyon? No way.�
�Yeah, I didn�t think they were that stupid either. But it looks like they�re planning to spread across the slopes and push at us in force.�
Jane shook her head, raising her own radio. �They either forgot we have an M2 and missiles or they don�t care. Either way we�ll have to make sure they get the message this time. The canyon�s ours.�
�Yeah that�s all well and good, but did you miss the part where they have a tank?� His dad abruptly changed his tone. �Chauncey, you there? We need to get ahold of Grimes and get help here now.�
There was a painfully long wait for a response as Lewis pounded across the meadow towards the canyon road, closely followed by his wife and uncle. Then Chauncey answered. �The colonel and his men are all engaged holding Highway 6. They can�t send anything.�
Lewis blinked when his dad cursed. A rare break in composure for him. �You made sure to mention what�s coming our way?�
�Yeah. Grimes isn�t too worried since we can always blow the canyon.�
That was true. But at the same time the defenders weren�t really equipped to push back a massive attack. Which had been painfully proven the night the blockheads snuck in and hit them from the north. Even Davis and his people to the south depended heavily on quick reinforcements, sending notice of attacks and holding out as best they could until relief came.
But there was no relief. Not when Erikson�s defenses in the Wasatch Range were crumpling, and he was doing his best to evacuate hundreds of thousands of civilians south while holding the blockheads off. Not when Grimes was getting hit from at least two sides by an enemy that desperately wanted to take his position.
�What about Lassiter?� he asked. �Even Davis, or this Harmon guy who took over for him. Can anyone send help?�
�We can ask,� the retired teacher said doubtfully. �But if the blockheads attack soon we�ll probably be alone for a while even so. I�d start thinking about how you�re going to welcome them.�
Lewis picked up his pace some more. �Believe me, I am.�
* * *
Considering the threat they faced, Lewis was able to get together almost a hundred townspeople, defenders and civilians willing to pick up a gun to defend their families. He also had the M2, several missiles for the two missile launchers, and a dozen assorted grenades and Molotov cocktails.
It didn�t feel like much, when tank armaments could be accurate at over a mile. At least the missiles they had were antitank, for what that was worth.
He left Uncle George, Jane, Tam, the Mayor, and most of the defenders up top with the civilians to man the emplacements they�d prepared, start digging new ones in potentially vulnerable places just in case, and keep an eye on the enemy. Whatever else happened, he wanted them ready to defend wherever the blockheads decided to attack.
That left the rest of his volunteers and a handful of his best defenders to hop in the truck and drive down the canyon. It was risky, but they had to try to take out that tank if they could. Besides, there were places in the canyon where they could really do some damage to an attacking force. They might not be able to hold any of them for long, or even at all, but the potential advantage couldn�t be ignored.
Lewis had his dad coast the truck down as silently as possible, just like that first ambush he�d done against the blockhead scouts coming up the canyon, when the enemy first arrived. His dad did his best to maneuver the truck to the less visible parts of the road, and hopefully he did a good enough job that they weren�t seen by anyone below.
�So I get the priority here is taking out the tank, son,� he said. �What then?�
Lewis glanced past Carl, who was in the middle seat between him and his dad. Lewis had one of the missile launchers, he had the other. �The tank isn�t the only threat. We also have a chance to get good use out of the M2, from better vantages than we�d ever get from up above.�
�And get ourselves blown up.� His dad veered tight around the inside of a corner, and Lewis glanced worriedly out the passenger window. The edge of the road blocked his view of the valley below, but the cab�s roof was higher than his head. It might�ve been visible for a moment. �Maybe we should consider ourselves lucky if we even manage to take out the tank,� his dad continued. �Call it good there.�
His impulse was to insist, but instead he hesitated. He�d been insisting too much, lately, and his dad�s advice was worth listening to. �Maybe.�
Jane�s voice abruptly came over the radio. �Hey guys? You�ve got a good vantage coming up around the next bend. I�d stop there for a look.�
Lewis felt a surge of anxiety. They�d taken a long time to gather everyone up and get the truck started down the canyon. He wouldn�t be surprised if the blockheads had started their attack before his team was ready. �Are they moving?�
His wife took a second to respond. �Um, yeah. Just not the way we expected.�
What did that mean? His dad braked the truck just out of sight behind the bend, and even before the vehicle stopped moving Lewis hopped out, missile launcher in tow, and moved in an awkward crouch with the heavy weapon. Jane was correct that the vantage offered a view of the mouth of the canyon down below, but what he saw was baffling.
His wife was also right that the enemy was moving. Specifically, all the soldiers previously lined up in squads, ready to be deployed, were piling into the trucks. Which had all pulled around to face away from the canyon. The tank was awkwardly turning around on its treads as well.
Even as he watched, in a display so obvious it might as well have been a parade, the blockhead attacking force packed itself up and left.
Carl had come up to join him, as well as a few volunteers from the back of the truck. They all broke into confused murmurs as they watched the departing enemy. �So that�s it?� Carl asked. �All that time and effort getting all those troops together, and they turn tail and run before encountering even a hint of resistance?�
Martin shrugged. �Maybe they finally released it was a bad idea. Only a fool underestimates the enemy.�
�Or maybe they got called to fight somewhere else,� Travis suggested. He pointed. �Look, they�re heading north towards Highway 6.�
Lewis felt an itch between his shoulder blades. �Something�s off about this. Maybe they planted mines and are trying to lure us into them, or they�ve got snipers or guys with grenade launchers sneaking up on us. Let�s get out of the canyon.�
He suited his words by trotting back to the truck, slinging his missile launcher into the passenger foot space and climbing in to the middle seat. Carl handed the other missile launcher up to him, waited for him to arrange it beside the first one, then scrambled in and slammed the door behind him.
His dad was already starting the engine, and as the last of the volunteers hopped into the back the vehicle lurched into gear. With a squeal of tires his dad turned them around, and the padded seat beneath Lewis bounced as they roared back up the road as fast as the heavy vehicle could accelerate.
As they went Lewis did his best to keep his balance and focused on the area around them, searching for any possible signs of danger. There didn�t seem to be any, and his prickling feeling of danger faded as they got higher up the canyon. Especially once they passed the explosives Graham had rigged. That territory was unquestionably theirs, so it was easier to feel safe beyond that point.
Still, it didn�t hurt to be cautious. �What�s it looking like up there Jane, Tam?� he asked.
�The blockheads are moving out,� Tam replied. �Heading north towards the highway.�
His dad shook his head. �Why on Earth?� He glanced in side mirror, even though he couldn�t possibly see the valley with it. �I watched them arrive, Lewis. Just drive right up, deploy for an attack, then sit there. And then, after scaring our pants off for less than an hour, they�re gone? There�s no way that�s the best thing they could be doing with their time.�
They rounded a bend going close to 40, and waiting in the shadows beneath a tree up ahead Lewis saw a dozen soldiers, faces masked by camouflage bandannas. One stepped away from the others and lifted the distinctive shape of a rocket-propelled grenade to his shoulder.
�Look out!� he shouted. But he couldn�t depend on his dad to react quick enough, so he reached out and yanked on the steering wheel. The truck swerved, hard enough to slam Lewis back against Carl, and a streak of fire flashed by the driver�s side window. As they went over the side of the road, plummeting down the steep slope of the gully toward the stream below, the deafening concussion of an explosion from behind rocked the entire truck.
His dad yelled a surprised question as he fought to get the runaway vehicle back under control, voice distorted by being jounced around the cab as they half rolled, half skidded over bumps and rocks.
Lewis was being jounced around too, and his efforts to regain his balance kept getting thrown off by his dad or Carl slamming into him. It didn�t help that only half his attention was on that task, as he fumbled to turn on his radio�s transmitter. �Tam! There�s enemies on the r�� he started to shout, then yelped as a particularly vicious bounce slammed his dad�s head into his face.
That bounce turned into an eternal moment of weightlessness as the truck finally flipped, and he heard screams. Loud screams from his dad and Carl, muted screams from the volunteers in the back.
Then gravity remembered its job, slamming him down into the ceiling with a noise like a gong shattering. Or maybe that was the windshield breaking.
* * *
In the future, it would probably be smart to put on a seat belt, even when driving away from a potential combat situation at breakneck speeds. Or maybe especially then.
Of course, if for some reason you had to quickly leave the vehicle, the seat belt might delay you just long enough to be fatal. You�d have to weigh the probability of a blockhead with a grenade launcher causing your truck to flip, slamming you headfirst into the ceiling, over just about any time that you might need to get out fast.
Right, blockhead with a grenade launcher. Focus, Lewis.
He hadn�t quite passed out, but for what seemed like hours he felt like he was floating in a small bubble, and everywhere outside it was searing pain in his head. He couldn�t focus his thoughts on anything immediate, anything important, so they kept drifting to his usual analysis of a situation and how to best respond to it.
Sometimes his mind quickly grasped on a solution, like lightning. Other times with deliberate focus it squeezed around the problem like a vise, exploring all angles, exhausting all possibilities, until finally cracking it. But however he did it, he solved the problem.
Which was all well and good, but his mind was drifting again. Probably because this time it was his mind that felt like it was in the vise, ready to crack if he exerted the slightest pressure. But if enemies were coming to kill him anyway, he might as well go out kicking and screaming. Or at least screaming.
With grim determination he focused through the hazy bubble and into his searing headache, trying to figure out what was going on. He could hear a distant, muted popping noise. Not quite regular enough for popcorn, but that wouldn�t have made sense anyway. He opened his eyes and tried moving his limbs as he became aware of them.
The cab was dark around him. There was a sharp pain in his back, something solid digging in there. His G3? He also felt a tangled weight over his legs, and another weight pressed against his side. Wetness on that side. Water? They�d been headed for the stream. No, he could smell a sickly metallic tang. Blood.
His dad, or Carl? Which side was which? The sudden fear of loss gave him something else to focus on, and he fumbled at his combat vest. Which pocket held the flashlight? He�d reached for it hundreds of times, but that almost reflexive action failed him.
He pawed over pockets with spare magazines for his G3 and his 1911, and the empty one where he usually carried his night vision goggles, which he�d left behind as unnecessary. Finally he realized the light wasn�t in his vest at all, but on his belt, and his hand immediately lowered in the familiar motion to grab and unclip it.
The light blinded him for a moment until he covered it with one hand, and his headache nearly got the better of him again. The windshield in front of him was blocked by what looked like mud, same with the driver�s side window. They must�ve plowed into the ground once they were upside-down.
His dad was the weight across his legs, blood trickling from his nose and one leg bent at an unnatural angle. Lewis felt a surge of fear and forced himself to shift his position, ignoring the lancing pain in his back where the G3 dug in as well as in his head. He was barely able to reach his dad�s outflung arm, and only after two tries managed to wrap his hand around the forearm and press his thumb against the inside of his wrist.
A pulse, steady. His fear turned to relief. His dad should be okay, once they got out of here.
With effort Lewis twisted around the other way. The pain in his back eased as he took weight off the rifle, but fireworks popped behind his eyes at the effort. On that side he could see a mass of tangled leaves and branches pressed against the passenger window, a hint of light filtering through. None of the reinforced glass had broken, although the windshield sported a long crack across it. The roof might�ve dented, although he couldn�t really tell with most of it covered by him, his dad, and�
Carl.
The two heavy missile launchers had been on the floor, and as the truck flipped both had come down on his friend. He might also have slammed the side of his head against the window, judging by the dark streak across the glass.
Lewis couldn�t bear to look for more than that brief moment to confirm what had happened. He�d seen plenty of terrible sights since the Gulf burned, but the sight of a close friend suffering something like that was its own kind of terrible. With his eyes closed he reached over and felt for Carl�s arm. No pulse. He sucked in a horrified breath, suddenly grateful for the headache making it impossible to focus on anything but what he had to do.
Get out. The easier way would be through the passenger window, past Carl. He could only bear to do it in the dark, gently moving his friend and the missile launchers out of the way and then squeezing past them. It took longer than he would�ve liked, with legs that felt like lead and a head that felt like a cracked walnut.
With everything so screwed up, he was almost surprised when the window rolled down with only a bit more effort than usual. The popping noises grew louder, and his dazed mind eventually identified them as gunfire.
Some of his people were alive out there.
The branches began snapping in as soon as the window rolled down enough to let them, and Lewis winced away until he was finished. Then he covered his face with his arms and pushed himself against the tangle, fighting to get free.
It seemed to take forever, and the branches scratched at his head and the backs of his hands until he abruptly popped out the window and half slid, half fell onto cool mud. He was on the stream bank, the gunfire going on somewhere above him.
Lewis couldn�t open his eyes in the blinding daylight at first. When he finally could it was only a slit, and he had to content himself with scanning the area around him one sliver at a time. The empty stream bed, a few lines of bootprints moving away towards a nearby copse. The sound of gunfire was coming from there.
He thumbed his mic, but the radio seemed to be dead. He tried turning it on, but it already was. Maybe his dad or Carl�s radio still worked. He needed to get them out of there anyway, in case the blockheads decided to launch another grenade and finish what they�d started. Or the fuel in the truck might catch fire, although he thought diesel didn�t burn very easily. He didn�t think it�d explode, either, although he wasn�t willing to take that chance.
With some effort he began clawing at the mud to turn himself back around, dragging his face through it as an alternative to lifting his head. The truck looked surprisingly intact in spite of being upside down, at least as far as he could see, but he didn�t have much hope for the M2 that�d been mounted on top of it.
Which didn�t matter. His dad. Carl. Gritting his teeth, Lewis moved one agonizing inch after another, determined to get to the window and get the people inside out. It was only a few feet.
He only made it one before passing out again.
* * *
The next time Lewis woke up was because of his head being jounced around painfully left to right. His body was swaying, tightly restricted from shoulders to toes. He opened his eyes to the sight of green canvas, making a narrow canyon up to a painfully bright sun shining down directly overhead.
He was being carried in a makeshift stretcher. Tarp from the truck�s back cover? He tried to speak and it came out as a croak. The coughing that followed made his head feel like a nail was being pounded into his forehead, but then his voice came out clearer. �Hello?�
Travis Marsh�s voice came from overhead. �Good to hear you talking, Lewis. You were looking pretty bad when we found you. Just rest easy, we�ve got you.�
Under the circumstances there weren�t many choices besides resting easy. �Did you get my dad?�
To his relief it was his dad himself who answered, somewhere beyond his feet. �I�m here, son. Got a busted leg so they�re giving me the same full service treatment.�
Travis spoke up again. �And it�s not easy, considering we almost don�t have enough people in good enough shape to carry those with broken bones or who�re otherwise injured. For example, I�m doing my best to manhandle this thing one-armed because my wrist is fractured.�
Lewis tried to look above his head. All he saw was Travis�s back. But there were no sounds of gunfire now. �What�s the situation? Are the blockheads still out there? Is Catherine sending help?�
�Yes and yes,� his dad replied grimly. �Jane and a couple dozen defenders are on their way fast, and we think the enemy is bugging out.�
�Yeah,� Travis agreed. �We had a pretty intense firefight with them, although it didn�t last too long. They hit the truck with another grenade after we managed to get you and your dad out, but that seemed to be the last of what they had. After that we were well enough dug in that they must�ve figured they wouldn�t be able to take us out before help arrived, so from one minute to the next they vanished. Martin and a couple others followed to make sure they don�t come back, and so far they haven�t radioed in.�
Lewis�s head was swimming, and it was hard to pick out one in every two words from what the man was saying. But he fought to focus. Stay conscious. �It was those commandos from yesterday, the guys with the camo bandannas.�
�Yeah, I noticed,� Martin said. There was the sound of spitting. �Maybe it was personal, for you hitting them, I don�t know. We�re guessing they snuck into the canyon, then had the blockheads in the valley gather up like they were attacking to lure us down in the truck. Your dad says you saw them just in time to turn us off the road before we got blown up. Guess this outcome is slightly better.�
His canvas stretcher abruptly bounced, Travis and another voice cursing above him, then something hit the back of his head. A strangled cry of pain tore free of his throat, then the spinning in his head spiraled down to unconsciousness again.
* * *
The next time he woke up he was lying on something soft, and the familiar sight of the inside of his tent greeted his opening eyes.
As well as Terry leaning over him, face tight as he wrapped a bandage around Lewis�s head, just above his vision. Behind Terry, crouched in the doorway, Jane watched everything with sharp eyes. He�d never seen her look so frightened, and in his confused state that made him frightened too.
He started to sit up, and Terry immediately pushed him back down. �Whoa, easy. You just don�t want to stay under, do you? At least don�t make us tie you up.�
�I need to stay awake,� he mumbled. �Concussion, right?�
Terry shook his head. �Staying awake isn�t an agreed upon necessity anymore. The general consensus these days is that concussed patients need sleep to recover, but should be awakened every couple hours to make sure they can be without trouble.�
Lewis closed his eyes, and that felt a bit better. �And if I can�t?�
His friend hesitated. �Then you�d probably need help I can�t give you,� he admitted. �We�ll just have to pray for the best.� Behind him Jane made a wounded sound.
Terry�s prodding along the top of his head hit something tender, and Lewis sucked in a breath as the pain in his head spiked so sharply he almost threw up. �Great.�
His friend patted his shoulder. �You should be fine. I don�t see anything that really worries me. Just focus on getting some rest.�
He wasn�t really in a position to argue that, even if he�d wanted to. �How bad?� he mumbled, opening his eyes again.
There was a somewhat uneasy pause. �Your head?� his friend asked carefully, looking back at Jane. �I just, um, explained to y��
�Not that.� Lewis tried to wave towards the door of the tent and managed to jerk his hand awkwardly. �How bad was the attack? Who was hurt? Who died?� He had a brief, horrible image of Carl�s broken body lit up by a flashlight. But that had to be a nightmare, right?
There was an even longer pause, reluctant this time. �I think that�s something you can hear after you�ve had some rest,� Terry said. He started to back out of the tent, inching his way around Jane when she was slow to budge.
Lewis reached out and caught the man�s collar. The movement hurt, bad. �Don�t leave me here wondering,� he half demanded, half pled.
His friend sighed. �It�s not great news.� Lewis just waited, keeping his hold, and Terry sighed again. �We might be able to salvage something from the truck, although they blew up the engine block. The M2 is scrap metal. Your dad�s leg is broken in three places and he also has some broken ribs. He�ll be as immobile as Chauncey for a long time, I�m afraid. A few others have broken bones from when the truck flipped, and they�re out of action too. During the fight afterwards Ike Randall took a bullet to the hip. It missed the bone, but he�ll probably also be out of action for a while.�
Terry fell silent, and something about it made Lewis sure the worst was yet to come. �And?�
�And Abel Moss, Toby Daniels, and Carl Raymond are dead,� his friend replied in a pained voice.
The words struck him like a blow. �Carl?� he repeated, finally releasing the man�s shirt. So that hadn�t been a concussion fueled nightmare.
His friend nodded sadly. �He died in the crash. I won�t go into detail how.�
Lewis looked away, feeling a moment of anguish. Tam, and Jen. Thanks to him their husband and father had died. His carelessness, his overconfidence.
Terry gave him a few moments to grieve, but he was fidgeting. �I have to go,� he apologized. �I have the others stable but I don�t want to leave them for too long. I just needed to check your head injury and bandage it.�
He nodded, and the man finished backing out and disappeared.
Jane immediately scooted in to take his place, moving as carefully as if he was made of glass. �I don�t think I�ve ever been this scared,� she said quietly, tentatively reaching out to rest her fingers on his cheek. Lewis could feel the dried mud caked on his skin cracking under her touch. �Especially when I heard what happened to Carl, and he was only a foot or so away from you.�
Lewis closed his eyes. He didn�t want to think about Carl. �We accepted the risk when we started this.�
�That doesn�t make it any easier.� Her hand drifted down to rest on his chest. �What if it�d been me in there, and you watching from above as the truck flipped?�
Lewis placed his hand over hers. That was another thing he didn�t want to think about. �So the blockheads are really gone?�
His wife took a shuddering breath, regaining some of her composure at the change in subject. �The commandos? Martin and his people followed them far enough to confirm they seemed to be heading back north. The soldiers in the valley have either pulled out on Highway 6 or are back to defensive positions.� She hesitated. �Lieutenant Faraday and a couple hundred soldiers are here, too. The military is finally taking over defending this area.�
�Better late than never,� Lewis mumbled. He sounded more bitter than he would�ve liked.
Jane nodded. �They�re insisting on blowing the canyon road. Faraday says it�s a miracle we haven�t needed to up til now, but it�s time to stop pushing our luck.�
�Too bad I won�t be there to see that. I was kind of looking forward to it.�
His wife�s lips thinned worriedly. �If you tried to leave I�d pin you down. You need to rest.� She licked at her sleeve, then began wiping his face with it to clean off the mud.
Lewis endured the mothering stoically. �I probably look as if I rolled around in a pig pen,� he said. �I sure feel like it. Grit�s chafing my skin pretty much everywhere.�
Jane finished doing what she could. �We�ll get you washed up after you�ve rested a bit.�
�If you�re willing to give me a hand I�d prefer to do it now. I�m not sure I�ll be able to sleep like this.� That wasn�t strictly true, considering the sharp headache and his physical and mental exhaustion. In spite of Terry�s advice he was struggling hard just to stay awake.
But if he was going to crash for who knew how long, he preferred to get out of his body armor and filthy clothes and wash away the dirt. He could endure being up another few minutes for that.
Jane gave him a doubtful look, then nodded and crabbed her way out of the tent. �I�ll get some water and clean washcloths.�
As soon as she was gone Lewis�s focus fled, and he drifted in and out of consciousness. He didn�t know how long he laid like that before a shadow darkened the entrance to his tent. When it moved forward enough to cover his face he looked up at the figure crouched there, expecting to see Jane returning with the water. Instead it was a different redhead.
�Tam,� he said, half in greeting and half in anguished apology.
His friend�s eyes were red and her face was splotchy from crying, but her expression was rigidly controlled. �Lewis. I�m glad you made it away from that in one piece.� Her words were sincere, but there was no warmth in her tone.
He looked away. �I�m sorry.�
She didn�t answer. After an awkward silence that seemed to stretch on forever Lewis found himself drifting again, almost relieved to escape the scene. But before his thoughts could scatter too far Tam abruptly spoke up. �I�m done.�
He nodded, still unable to look at his friend. Even that slight motion was agonizing. He wasn�t surprised by her decision, and he certainly didn�t blame her.
Maybe she thought he hadn�t understood, or maybe she felt the need to elaborate, because she continued. �Completely done, Lewis. With being a defender, with volunteering in any way. I�m all Jen has left. I need to focus on her now.�
He nodded again, but that didn�t seem to be enough of a reply. The auburn-haired woman snorted bitterly. �I should�ve been done from the start. I didn�t turn Matt down when he was looking for volunteers just to throw myself into the same mess here. Just to throw Carl into the same mess and get him killed.� She abruptly cut off with a strangled sob, and her voice was strained when she continued. �Sorry, but I�m done.�
Lewis couldn�t find any words that could possibly be good enough, probably wouldn�t have been able to say them even if he could. He closed his eyes, and moments later the shadow across his face disappeared. He heard the soft sound of Tam�s footfalls as she walked away.
Sometime later Jane returned with the water and some clean cloths, zipping the tent door behind her. He couldn�t think of anything to say to her, either, as she helped him with the excruciating process of stripping down to his boxers, then began bathing him with the cool water. And bless her heart, or her usual taciturn nature, she didn�t feel the need to speak either.
Her hands were gentle as she tended to him, finishing by laying a damp cloth across his forehead, partly over the bandage Terry had tied around his head. Then she curled up at his side, resting his head gingerly against her chest, and pulled an unzipped sleeping bag up to cover them both.
�I screwed up,� he finally whispered.
His wife didn�t answer, the perfect response. In the comfort of her arms Lewis finally gave in to the sleep he�d been fighting, gratefully sinking down into blackness.

Chapter Twelve
Homecoming

At Catherine�s request Matt agreed to accompany Scott up to the refuge for Carl�s funeral.
He was grateful for the chance to pay his final respects to his friend, although the Aspen Hill volunteers also held their own quiet gathering for him and the others who�d died once they heard the news. But at the same time he had a feeling the Mayor wanted him up there for more than moral support.
Trev seemed fine with taking over for him while he was gone, which was a relief. His friend�s spirits had recovered a bit as he sank back into the routine of patrolling and scouting, and Matt couldn�t help but notice that Trev also pushed himself and the others on duty to ever greater vigilance. As he put it he didn�t want a so much as rabbit to bolt for its hole, anywhere on the mile-long slope they watched, without being noticed.
�You�ll check in on Lewis, right?� his friend asked as Matt and Scott packed up their things. Catherine had obliquely suggested they might be up there long enough to need them. �And the rest of my family?�
Matt nodded. �I�d do that anyway.� He clapped Trev on the shoulder. �Chauncey says Terry�s confident he�ll be fine. And I�m sure everyone else is, too.�
He and the older man set off for the main camp, waving to acknowledge requests from other squad mates to pass on messages of their own to loved ones back home, and sympathies to those who�d lost loved ones that morning. And a more quiet plea from Alice to keep an eye out for Pete.
There was a lot more traffic along 31 with refugees pouring in from the north, and that had led to an increase in military vehicles coming and going. When Matt radioed in that they were headed north, one of Harmon�s dispatchers from the main camp replied that a truck was headed that way soon. They�d hold the vehicle until Matt and Scott could get there.
It would be driving past a fair distance from the refuge, so they�d still have several miles to walk along the canyon road, but compared to going on foot all the way from camp it was a generous offer. And the dispatcher hinted that, with the military camp being set up next to the refuge, they might encounter some vehicle traffic to take them the rest of the way. Or at least company on the road as they walked, from soldiers marching to their new assignment.
The truck was still there when they reached the highway, a smaller pickup with its back open to the sky. Several soldiers lounged around it chatting, but as soon as they saw Matt and Scott they piled into the vehicle. Matt hopped in the back after three of them, then reached down to offer Scott a hand up.
�Sorry to hold you up,� he said as they settled on the lifted tailgate, arranging their legs over the supplies piled in the bed. The truck was already lurching into motion beneath them, the wind picking up and turning the day from slightly warm to slightly chilly.
The soldier to his right, who looked to be in his late teens, waved that off. �Any excuse to take a break that doesn�t come back on us is fine with me.� He glanced around the forested slopes as they rumbled up the highway. �You guys are locals, right? Nice view you�ve got around here.�
�Thanks.� Matt caught his balance as they went over a bump; if he wasn�t careful he might end up flipping backwards and splatting on the road. �Have you guys been busy with the evacuation?�
The soldier to Scott�s left, also in his late teens, laughed and spoke loudly over the roar of the wind. �Dude, you have no idea. Just wait, you�ll see soon enough.�
The man was right. They didn�t have to go far before encountering a vast tide of refugees. Hundreds, even thousands in view at all times, blocking both lanes and walking on the shoulders as they headed south. Or more like tottering in most cases, clutching meager bundles of possessions and struggling for every step. Of all ages and from all walks of life, as many were resting on the roadside as moving, and those in the truck�s path only sluggishly parted to make way.
Some called questions, asking for news, and others begged food or other necessities. A few even asked to ride along, despite the fact that the vehicle was going the other way.
�They�ve already managed to make it this far south?� Matt asked quietly, incredulous. Even if these people had been undergoing a forced march, moving nonstop ever since leaving their camps in the Wasatch Range, he didn�t see how it was possible they could�ve walked this far.
The soldier to his right shook his head. �Nah, that�s not how General Erikson is handling the evacuation. These guys are from the camps near Fairview. The General�s relocating them so the people he�s bringing in can occupy that space.�
�Where are they going?� Scott asked. He was a bit gray in the face, same as he�d been ever since getting hit by the news of his son-in-law�s death. At least he hadn�t withdrawn into himself.
The young man shrugged. �From what I hear General Lassiter has been diverting as many people and resources as he can, to building new camps in time to take in these evacuees. Although they�ll probably end up sleeping under the stars or beneath tarps for a while, and if they were hoping for rest they�ll be disappointed. They�ll need to help build their new homes and get the camps livable.�
�Any of them have a problem with that?� Matt asked. He knew he�d be pissed if he was told to march south while strangers took his home, especially if he couldn�t expect anything at the end of that journey.
The soldier closest to the cab snorted. �Like you wouldn�t believe. I�m glad I drew supply run duty instead of being one of the unlucky SOBs who has to herd these beggars around, making sure they all get where they�re going in one piece.� As if to demonstrate he waved as they passed a group of four soldiers walking among the refugees. The men waved back, looking a bit resentful.
Matt didn�t share the apparent humor. He�d been on the other end of the situation, and he knew what it was like to be one of the �beggars�.
Their going was slow through the crowd of refugees, and slowed down even more every time they encountered a vehicle coming the other way. Matt soon got used to the driver�s impatient honks as they inched along at barely ten miles an hour. Although he constantly had to remind himself that if they weren�t in the truck, they�d be lucky to be going a quarter that pace.
Matt didn�t even need to tell the driver to stop when they reached the canyon road. He just nodded goodbye to the soldiers and vaulted over the side of the still-moving truck, stumbling slightly from the weight of his pack as he landed. Then he ran next to the vehicle so Scott could hand down his own pack, and a moment later the older man joined him on the ground.
There were a few soldiers lounging by a makeshift roadblock across the road, who nodded as the two of them approached. �I�m guessing you�re not refugees,� one said, looking over their gear. �Irregulars?�
Matt nodded. �What�s all this?� he asked, pointing at the jumble of logs.
The soldier shrugged. �We�ve already got two thousand people filling up the accommodations along this road. Aside from special cases we�re turning everyone else away.�
Two thousand. That was almost three times Aspen Hill�s population. And the refuge had been struggling to begin with. �Special cases?�
Another shrug. �It�s a pretty quiet, out of the way place. Good place for a few treatment wards.� The man straightened and motioned to his companions, who quickly began tossing logs off the road. �Speaking of which��
Matt followed his gaze north along the highway, to where another truck was headed their way. This one had a solid shell over the back and was more boxy. It also had the easily recognizable symbol of the Army Medical Corps on the sides. �Treatment?�
The soldier nodded. �Mostly wounded from the fighting, but I hear they�re thinking of bringing in the radiation sickness patients from the north, too.�
So not just a refugee camp, but also a field hospital. �They�re putting all that at the refuge, just up the mountainside from Aspen Hill Canyon?�
The soldiers, who�d finished moving the logs and were standing beside the road, exchanged blank looks. �You mean that civilian camp with the displaced town, by where Faraday�s camp is going up? Nah, that would be putting wounded and refugees way too close to the front lines.� The spokesman waved lazily over his shoulder. �The main camp is going to cover a few meadows not too far from here.�
�Ah, okay.� Matt thought he remembered the area from the few trips he�d made along this road. Those meadows were lower elevation, secluded and far enough away from the front that they�d probably be safe from aircraft. Especially with a military base between them and the blockheads.
The truck stopped beside the road so the driver could greet the soldiers manning the roadblock. While they chatted Matt moved around to the passenger window. �Think we could hitch a ride?� he asked.
The medic frowned. �Sorry, we�re full up with wounded. Unless you want to hold onto the back or something.�
Matt glanced at Scott, who shrugged. �That�s fine.�
�Hop on, then.�
They circled around the truck and stepped up onto the back fender, holding onto racks that held stretchers. The double back doors also each had a small window, through which he could see that the vehicle had twelve narrow cots, six on each side stacked three high and two long in the cramped space. The wounded lying on the cots gave him strange looks as he glanced in, and he awkwardly waved. Only one waved back, making the situation even more uncomfortable, so he repositioned himself so he wasn�t looking inside.
The truck only went about another mile along the road before passing the makeshift refugee camp coming together there. The two thousand refugees were all seated in clumps on the grass, only a hundred or so of them busy building shelters or otherwise preparing the camp, aided by a few dozen soldiers. The rest looked listless, exhausted or hopeless.
The vehicle continued on a few hundred yards more, to where several large tents had been constructed next to a stream. Fires had been built close to the water, and over them large vats hung boiling water for use. Medics, nurses, and orderlies in white bustled around hard at work, and unlike the refugee camp nobody was sitting idle.
Matt and Scott still had six or seven miles to go to reach the refuge, but older man assured him he could keep up the pace so they�d get there by dark. They started walking, leaving the field hospital behind.
After about an hour another truck rumbled down the road in the same direction they were going, carrying a load of soldiers headed for the military camp. Like with the hospital truck Matt got them permission to tag along, squeezing in at the end of the benches with their packs on their laps.
This truck�s covering tarp had been removed to give those in back a view and some fresh air, probably since they didn�t expect to go fast enough for wind to be a bother. Thanks to that Matt got his first few of the refuge as they drove up.
The military camp wasn�t quite as extensive as he�d expected. Neatly laid out tents for two hundred or so soldiers, a few mess tents, and a small motor pool with a few vehicles. Even though it was just after the dinner hour there wasn�t much activity around the camp itself, and he got the impression the soldiers were out familiarizing themselves with the new territory they�d been assigned.
Although the flurry of activity at the refuge, hidden on the forested slope nearby, more than made up for it.
Hastily created, the camp beneath the trees was just as quickly being taken down. The former residents left behind only bare spots of packed dirt swept of branches and pine needles, buried garbage pits, and fire rings full of ash. For the moment all the townspeople�s possessions were being stacked in piles, to be carried away in whatever wagons and carts they could scrounge up.
The people of Aspen Hill were getting ready to move, and he hadn�t heard anything about it.
After hopping off the truck and starting for the camp his first instinct was to find Sam and the rest of his family, to ask what was going on. But they hadn�t gone half the distance before Catherine, Tam, and young Jen spied them and rushed over to pull Scott into a group hug.
Jen clung to her grandpa in near terror, as if losing her father and witnessing the grief of her mom and grandma had overwhelmed her young mind. Catherine was weeping openly, while Tam had broken down into wracking sobs. Matt stood back from the reunion a respectful distance, feeling equal parts awkward and awful.
After a few minutes Catherine broke away from her family, leaving Scott to comfort the other two, and came over to Matt. �Thank you for coming,� she said quietly, folding him into a hug.
Matt hugged her back. �I�m so sorry, Catherine.�
The older woman had regained some of her composure, and seemed to be clinging to her role as Mayor. �I asked you to come for a reason, Matt. Scott�s agreed to stay here with the town, but I also need your help.�
He�d guessed as much. �Anything.�
Catherine met his gaze firmly, in spite of the fact that her light gray eyes were cloudy with tears. �I want you to become acting Mayor.�
Shocked in spite of himself, he took half a step back. �You want me to take over? I-my squad needs me down south.�
�Your town needs you here,� the Mayor shot back. She sucked in a sharp breath. �Maybe �acting Mayor� isn�t the best term. Assistant Mayor, if that makes you feel better.� She took his hands, squeezing hard. �Matt, I can�t do this alone. With Scott and Ben gone, and Lewis always needing most of the rest of the people around here who are willing to help, for the fight against the blockheads, I�ve been running myself ragged trying to keep the refuge going practically by myself. And now, losing Carl, and just when we�re about to undertake another major move��
She sucked in a ragged breath. �Having Scott with me will help, but just the two of us aren�t enough. If you�re worried about the volunteers down south, don�t be. With the military taking over here we don�t need all our defenders, and Lewis has suggested that we send a few dozen of them down there. Jane�s expressed some discomfort at the thought of acting as a leader, but she�s agreed to lead the group south as soon as they�re ready. And Lewis will be available to take over for you down there once he�s recovered enough to move. You wouldn�t be abandoning your people, just swapping jobs.�
Catherine paused, smiling grimly. �Not to denigrate what Lewis has managed fighting the enemy, but you�re better suited for helping me with all this than he is. I need the remaining defenders to help build the town, not just guard it. For that I need you.�
Matt�s dazed mind finally caught on to what she was saying. �What major move?�
The Mayor gestured towards the military camp. �Since our defenders don�t need to be here anymore neither do we, and honestly I�d rather be away from everyone else if we can. Off to ourselves, minding our own business and left alone. Jane suggested we move west, to that little valley where she and Lewis found the beehive. It has water, and enough space for us, and access to good hunting, trapping, and foraging.�
�That�s probably a good idea,� Matt admitted. It wasn�t the perfect location, and the canyon road ran right through it, but at least it would put them a decent distance away from the refugee camps and the front lines here.
And he had to admit that her offer to take over some or even all of her responsibilities was tempting in its own right. He�d be close to Sam and the rest of his family. He�d be away from the fighting, from the pain of loss and the constant fear of attack, tucked in a safe, quiet valley with a strong military force between them and the blockheads.
It was hard not to feel guilty at the thought of abandoning everyone down south. But if Lewis really did plan to bring more defenders down, his friend would probably do a better job than Matt himself could. And Matt really couldn�t leave Catherine and Scott to do all this by themselves after losing their son-in-law. Besides, he�d probably be working twice as hard up here as he was down there, if not harder.
Here was an excuse to have what he wanted, a chance to be with his family, and he didn�t have to feel selfish for accepting it. �All right,� he said quietly.
The Mayor smiled in immense relief. �Thank you.� She let go of his hands. �We�ll bury Carl tonight and finish packing up, then leave in the morning. Barring any delays Jane will take the defenders willing to go south in the morning, too, while Lewis will go after them in a week or so. In that time he should be able to fill you in on anything you need to know to take back your job.�
�Okay.� Matt glanced toward the camp. �I�d like to see my family, then I�ll start pitching in.�
Catherine�s smile turned more genuine. �Of course. Sam will be overjoyed to see you, and the rest of your family too.� She turned to rejoin her own family.
Matt followed, just long enough to hug Tam and Jen and express his condolences, and then he left them to their grief and sought out the shelter group�s camp.
* * *
Sam was overjoyed to see him, and Matt was overjoyed to see her. And especially overjoyed when his wife pressed his hand to her belly with both of hers, and he felt for the first time as his child kicked. The experience was so overwhelming that he shed a few tears in spite of himself, holding Sam close and kissing her tenderly while never taking his hand away from the life moving within her.
His mom, dad, April, Terry, and the boys were also overjoyed, and seemed almost as moved by his experience with his child as he was. They shared a wonderful reunion as the sun sank towards the horizon.
That reunion eventually expanded to the rest of the shelter group, and Matt was able to send word from Trev to the Smiths and Halssons and take Alvin aside for a moment to offer what comforting words he could about his father�s death.
Lewis was sleeping, although he�d been drifting in and out of consciousness ever since the attack earlier. Jane had stayed with her husband after Matt�s arrival, and anyway she wouldn�t have been very comfortable at a reunion anyway. Although she did seem happy to see him, and was kind enough to fetch him during one of those rare moments that her husband was lucid. Or at least partially so.
Matt shared a few words with his friend as Lewis drifted off again, mostly about what they could expect leading the volunteers to the south, then wished the couple the rest they needed and returned to Sam�s side.
Happy as he was to see everyone, he was less overjoyed at the news that the military had taken almost all the refuge�s food, including the shelter group�s, as well as every spare blanket, scrap of clothing, tarp, and tent. At the very least they�d left the animals alone, and unlike Ferris hadn�t gone after anyone�s weapons or other possessions.
They�d just been interested in whatever they could collect to keep the massive influx of refugees warm and fed and under shelter. They�d also promised that, moving forward, Aspen Hill�s townspeople would have their share in what was available same as everyone else.
It was hard to begrudge them that, but Matt somehow found a way. Maybe once they�d relocated to Lewis and Jane�s valley they�d be left alone, so any other food and necessities they managed to scrape together would stay in their hands. They�d managed to claw their way out of starvation through hunting and gathering once, they could do it again.
And if the military kept their promise of future aid that would just be a bonus, although he wasn�t crossing his fingers.
Carl�s funeral was well attended by most of the town, and even a few soldiers and officers from the military camp dropped by to pay their respects. Lieutenant Faraday, a blond man of medium height who apparently had a lot of respect for what Lewis and his volunteers had accomplished, was one of those.
Many in town had lost someone since the Gulf burned. But in spite of that Carl�s death still felt personal for the town, and for more reason than because he was the Mayor�s son-in-law. He was one of those people who was liked by everyone, had served the town quietly, and now that he was gone left a hole many felt.
After Carl was lowered into the ground Matt helped fill in the grave, then sought out Catherine and Scott to contribute to the town�s preparations to move. That didn�t take as long as he�d expected it would, since much of what had been worth taking with them had been �requisitioned� by the military. With their trucks the military had shown zero interest in the wagons and carts, however, so there were enough to haul away what was left.
It was only an hour or so after dark when Matt was finally done, and could return to the shelter group�s camp and slip into bed with his wife. She clung to him as if she�d been alone on a desert isle for years, and they spent the next few hours sharing all of their experiences while he�d been away. As well as all the fear and longing of being separated, and the loneliness of sleeping without their spouse.
He fell asleep with her head on his shoulder, breath tickling his neck, and enjoyed the best rest he�d had in weeks.
* * *
The next morning Matt was awakened early by Trev�s dad slapping the side of his tent.
�Hold your horses,� he said just loud enough to be heard, disentangling himself from a sleepy Sam to pull on his clothes. He leaned out the low tent door holding his shoes, squinting towards the beginnings of a sunrise to the east and then at George. �What�s going on?�
The older man clapped him on the shoulder. �Faraday�s taking out the canyon road. I was wondering if you wanted to see it.�
Matt glanced back at his wife, who�d buried her face in her pillow. �What do you think, honey?�
�I�m not waking up,� she said in a muffled voice. �Go ahead.�
�You sure?�
She slapped her arm back behind her at an awkward angle, trying to catch his foot. �Wanna sleep. Either go away or come back to bed.�
He leaned over to kiss her shoulder, then set his boots on the ground outside the tent and stepped into them, glancing over at George. �Anyone else coming?�
�Catherine thought she should be there. Lucas wanted to see it, but he�s in no position to move around on his broken leg. I asked Jane, but she�s busy getting the defenders ready to head south.� The older man chuckled. �Although Lewis asked me to carry him out on a stretcher to watch the show. Jane threatened to tie him up.�
Matt had bent to tie his laces, and he talked to buy a bit more time while he finished up. �I�m surprised you guys managed to keep it open this long. You must�ve really made an impression on the blockheads to keep them away.�
George�s smile faded. �Not enough of one.� He started for the edge of camp, and Matt hurriedly straightened and fell into step beside him.
The kids were waiting for them at the edge of the shelter group�s camp. Jim, Alvin, Linda, and Mary, along with a couple of their friends. George gave them a slightly exasperated look, but he didn�t protest as they followed him and Matt towards the military camp. Along the way they heard a call from within the refuge, and Catherine, Scott, and a few dozen other curious townspeople cut across the meadow to join them.
Matt hadn�t realized this was going to draw spectators, although he supposed people liked watching things go boom. Together the crowd entered the military camp and sought out Faraday, who was waiting by some trucks with a dozen soldiers.
The lieutenant gave them an annoyed look as they approached. �Hey! I offered to take some of you out there to watch as a courtesy, sort of a nod to the time you spent defending the canyon. I never agreed to host a field trip. I�m only taking four or five of you.�
There were some disappointed groans at that. �Can�t we just ride on the tailgate or something?� Jim asked.
�Heck no.� The blond man�s glare intensified. �If you really want to see it, you can head out there on foot and hope you get there in time. But you�d better be ready to do more than two miles in fifteen minutes.�
�Fine.� Jim broke into a run along the canyon road. A few others joined him, including Alvin. Most, however, turned back towards the refuge, grumbling.
Faraday snorted. �Kids.� He motioned. �Five of you.�
They settled on Catherine and her husband, George, Matt, and Mary to ride along. Everyone else joined the others heading back to the refuge.
The ride didn�t take long in a vehicle, and they passed Jim and the others not far outside of camp. Once they reached the top of the canyon and piled out George led the way to an overlook that gave a good view of the canyon and valley below.
�This is where me, Lewis, Dad, and Uncle George watched the Gold Bloc troops arrive and occupy the town,� Mary said. �It�s been almost a month, hasn�t it?�
George nodded. �We could�ve blown the road then. We haven�t really used it, aside from when Lewis took the truck down to take the scouts out that day, when we drove up it with the stolen trucks from the shelter, and one or two other times. And� yesterday.�
�We should�ve blown it,� Catherine said quietly as she leaned into her husband, who put his arms around her. �It�s just been a threat all this time.�
Matt had heard Lewis�s reasons for keeping the road intact, and he agreed that it had been pretty useful. But the Mayor�s words came from grief, and he didn�t see any point in contradicting her.
Faraday broke away from his soldiers to join them on the overlook, whistling softly at the view. He held the detonator in his hand. �Would any of you like to do the honors?�
There was a pause as everyone looked around, then Catherine broke away from Scott to stand beside him, holding out her hand. The lieutenant showed her how to disable the safety, and the older woman nodded her understanding and lifted the device.
�Brace for detonation,� Faraday said into his radio. Probably an unnecessary precaution, since no one on their side was anywhere near the site. Catherine waited for him to receive confirmation, then at his nod pushed the button.
Matt watched with the rest of the group as a deceptively small series of explosions went off, all along the cliff overlooking the narrowest part of the canyon down below. There was barely enough room for the road and the stream to run through the gap there; it also wasn�t far from where the truck had gone off the road.
The explosions tore free chunks of rock and set off small landslides, and with a rumbling roar loud enough to have a physical force even from where they stood the gap was closed off.
Maybe Catherine was right, and they should�ve done it from the first. They�d taken a risk keeping the road open for so long, with a chance that the enemy might find a way to defuse the explosives and force their way up the canyon. If the blockheads had they would�ve gained a path into the mountains that they could use to attack a dozen other positions, all the way north and south along the range from Highway 6 to I-70.
They�d played with fire keeping the canyon open for potential raids, and they�d been burned for it. Good people had been killed. Then again, who knew how things would�ve worked out if they�d tried something else. Matt wasn�t about to judge Lewis�s decision or its outcome.
He turned away. The canyon was sealed now, and nothing short of a major effort and heavy machinery would open it again. And now that the military had taken over defending the area that wouldn�t happen, even if the blockheads did have the equipment to try.
The others joined him, Catherine pausing just long enough to return the detonator to Faraday. The lieutenant waved them on. �We�re going to stick around and get to work,� he said. �Hope you folks are okay with walking back.�
�Fine,� Catherine called in a weary voice. �Thank you for giving us a chance to see that.�
�Least I could do. My condolences again for your loss.�
The group was silent as they passed the truck and the soldiers clustered around it and started up the road for home. After about five minutes they caught sight of a very winded Jim and his companions stumbling up the road.
�Oh come on!� he wheezed, barely audible in spite of his effort to shout. �You couldn�t wait a half hour?�
Mary ran ahead to give her cousin a consoling hug. �I�ll describe it for you,� she said by way of apology.
The rest of the group caught up, and George tussled his son�s hair. �You realize we�re moving everyone to Lewis and Jane�s valley today, right? You�ve been up less than an hour and you�re already pooped.�
Right, the move. That was going to be a delight. Matt glanced over at the Mayor. �I was thinking we should get going hauling the carts and wagons as soon as possible. I�m not sure we can reach the valley by nightfall, but we should try. The sooner we can get there, the sooner we can start building shelters and making other preparations.�
Catherine nodded. �Not everyone will be ready to leave, but those who aren�t can catch up. Will you go on ahead and get started?�
Matt nodded and quickened his pace, pulling ahead of the group. George caught up to him, and together they hurried back to the refuge.
He was an old hand at moving by now, having gone to and left the shelter a few times. Not to mention traveling. And after evacuating their town the other residents of Aspen Hill would also be better prepared for it. He was more worried about how they�d fare once they got to the valley.
At least the defenders who weren�t heading south with Jane would have more time to help out, rather than needing to patrol and do sentry duty all the time. It would still probably be a good idea to defend their new home, just to be safe, but unless the refugees by 31 got rowdy or the blockheads broke through he didn�t expect too many threats.
The shelter group had packed up their camp by the time he and George got back, to his relief, with even the animals tethered to the wagons or cart, or their cages loaded up for travel. Two of the last items to load up were Lewis and Lucas, lifted carefully onto a nest of sleeping bags in the cart. The two men grumbled at being a burden, doubly so because they couldn�t help haul the group�s belongings. George�s attempt to lighten the mood, by pointing out that the cart was pretty light thanks to all the grain they�d lost, fell completely flat.
Matt took a look around the group and realized that missing so many of their men they were going to suffer, even hauling the lighter loads. Which meant that even though he was needed to oversee the entire town�s move, he�d have to do it while throwing his weight against the cart�s pushbar.
�Rest up,� he told everyone. �I need to see how everyone else�s preparations are coming, and if anyone needs a hand. I�ll be back once we�re ready to move out.�
From Sam�s expression it was obvious she wanted to go with him, but the prospect of the day�s ordeal was enough to dampen even her determination. He gave her a kiss and left her watching the group�s animals, then headed out into the camp.
As it turned out there were plenty of people who needed a hand. Jane had already gathered the thirty or so defenders willing to go south, to help with the preparations to move, but when Matt arrived she dropped everything and announced that they should probably head out. She had some of her people go grab the two missile launchers and remaining missiles, which they�d be taking with them along with the best of the remaining gear and weapons Aspen Hill had to arm the group.
�I just want to say a last goodbye to Lewis,� the redheaded woman abruptly said as the men ran off to complete the task. Without another word she turned and headed for where her husband lay in the cart.
In the slightly uncomfortable silence that followed Matt turned to her other volunteers. �This is probably a good chance for you to say your goodbyes too,� he told them. �Just don�t take too long.� The crowd nodded and dispersed.
Matt took the opportunity to catch up to Jane, handing her the radio Davis had given him. �Believe me, it�s come in handy for me and it should for you, too.�
His friend immediately stuck it in her pocket and put on the noise canceling earbuds, talking as she worked. �Thanks. It�ll probably be less awkward for me if I�m delivering orders by radio.�
Matt remembered Catherine saying Jane had worries about leading. He cleared his throat awkwardly. �You�re going to do a great job.�
She gave him an impatient look. �I doubt it, but I�ll do the best job I can. Lewis really should�ve picked someone else to take charge, though. This feels like nepotism.�
He couldn�t help it, he chuckled. �You may not be the most social person out there, Jane, but believe me: you�re probably the only one who thinks you�re not qualified to lead.�
Jane hesitated, looking up at him with clear blue eyes. �As long as it just involves making sure my people get what they need and are where they need to be, maybe,� she replied. �I�m not going to be giving any rousing speeches or rallying the troops, though.�
She sped up a bit, clearly done with the conversation, and Matt let her go say her goodbyes to her husband. They didn�t take long, and within just a few minutes she was back gathering her volunteers and chivvying them to get on the road.
As the group made their final preparations to leave Matt gave the redheaded woman a few last tips on what she could expect to the south, both with the blockheads and with the volunteers already there, as well as with Davis and Harmon. She listened attentively, but even so he did his best to keep the instructions brief and pertinent.
Then Jane and her volunteers were ready to go. The town�s preparations to move slowed to a halt as the group set off down the road, a crowd of friends and families gathered to bid them farewell. Lewis�s mom and sister were there waving to Jane, and Matt joined them in waving until she and the others were out of sight.
At which point Matt got everyone back on task packing up camp. First off he put the remaining defenders to work where they were needed, as well as assigning them to hauling wagons and carts. There was a bit of grumbling from some but everyone pitched in, and within the next hour the town in exile had started on its way to their new home.
Matt�s dad joined him pulling the cart, although he looked sad. �Every step takes us even farther from Aspen Hill,� he said.
�Two miles or twenty, it hardly matters as long as the blockheads are occupying it,� Lewis said. �And two or twenty, once they leave we can go back.�
�Maybe,� Matt�s dad replied, glancing over his shoulder at the two men in the cart. �Or maybe they�ll burn it to the ground, or this war will go on for years. We might not see it again for a while, or there�ll be nothing left to return to.�
Matt�s mom spoke up reprovingly from beside the cart, where she was carrying Paul and leading Aaron by the hand. �Home is wherever we all are. Whatever the future may hold, for now we�ll make this valley our home.�
The day dragged on with the drudgery of pulling their burdens, everyone moving at a snail�s pace along the road. Sometimes vehicles passed going one direction or the other, and even a unit of soldiers on foot headed for the military camp. Nobody had an easy time of the trip, but working together they kept moving without anyone straggling behind.
When they stopped for lunch Matt went around seeing how everyone was doing. He was tired enough that he wanted to just collapse somewhere and enjoy his meager meal with his family, but he couldn�t shirk his responsibilities.
To his surprise there was less complaining than he�d expected. The townspeople were tired, but at the same time they were glad to be on the road. There�d been a lot of fear at the refuge, with blockheads a stone�s throw away and only the massively outnumbered and outgunned defenders holding them back. The idea of going to a place where the reality of war was far removed appealed to his neighbors.
It wasn�t far as the truck drove, but even on bicycle it took a while to reach and everyone considered it a safe distance away. Matt had to admit the move appealed to him as well, and if anything he considered it past due. It offered a more permanent place to settle in and really begin concentrating on preparing for the winter, and was close enough to Huntington Creek along 31 (albeit probably wanting to give the refugee camps a wide berth), that fishing, hunting, trapping, and gathering trips were realistic.
Much as he hated to do it, he called everyone back onto the road after only a brief lunch. They still had a long ways to go, and their pace hadn�t been reassuring.
He ended up working with Tam to get the line of people moving again, and awkwardly felt his way around a conversation with her. The auburn-haired woman asked how Lewis was doing, and admitted she didn�t blame him for losing her husband. But she also said she didn�t think she could talk to him, at least not for a while. Matt supposed he couldn�t blame her for that, and left her and her family to their place in the line while he returned to the cart. The shelter group was one of the first to get going, so they led the line setting the pace.
It took some doing, but with cooperation and determination most of the townspeople reached the valley that day, although for many it was hours after nightfall. The long line of hundreds of weary men, women, and children continued filing in as those who�d arrived struggled to create temporary accommodations for the night. Those that didn�t decide to just drop where they were and sleep under the stars, huddled together for warmth. Around fires if they were lucky. Very, very few among them found the time or energy to attempt to build shelters for others, although Matt did what he could.
The few stragglers that couldn�t manage to make it the entire way all camped together with a few defenders to protect them, a mile or east along the road. It didn�t seem so far to go, but exhausted and hauling burdens Matt couldn�t blame them for deciding to finish in the morning.
As for him, all aches and discomforts aside he got to collapse into bed with Sam huddled against him, and that was better than a hotel. She seemed to feel the same, although in her condition the walk had been hard.
There was no conversation tonight; both were asleep within minutes.

Chapter Thirteen
Aid

�Are you going to be okay doing this, son?� his dad said quietly.
Lewis tried to nod, but the motion made his head spin so he stopped. He hoped he was going to be okay. �I�ll tough it out. I�m more worried about how you�ll manage with your broken leg. It was my fault, after all.�
His dad straightened slightly in his lawn chair, awkwardly adjusting the leg in its cast. �That wasn�t on you. What happened, happened. No use making it worse by trying to find someone to blame.�
Lewis glanced towards the soldiers still talking with the Mayor. It looked like he still had a bit of time to say a proper goodbye. If he could figure out what to say.
It had only been five days since the disaster in the canyon, and Terry hadn�t been joking about how long it would take Lewis to recover. But opportunity didn�t always fit any ideal timing; about fifteen minutes ago, just after noon, a truck from the military camp had stopped in the valley, a delegation hiking out to visit the town�s new camp.
The residents of Aspen Hill had built their new home a few hundred yards off the road, well out of the way in an effort to avoid disturbances. The soldiers hadn�t intended any disturbance, they�d just come at Faraday�s behest to make sure everyone had made it safely, and that the town�s building efforts were going well.
They also asked if there was anything the town needed, and while they couldn�t guarantee anything they promised to at least see what they could do. Small surprise they were so solicitous, when a lot of what Aspen Hill had �donated� had gone to their camp.
More importantly, though, the soldiers had announced that they were headed south on 31 to rotate troops from Davis�s squads. Lewis had jumped at the opportunity to get down there without having to walk, even if he wasn�t really fit to travel, and a handful of other defenders had decided to join him.
Terry had thrown a fit when he found out. But when Lewis mentioned hiking the dozens of miles in another few days, and probably not fully recovered even then, his friend had grudgingly admitted that the early ride was probably worth the strain.
Still, he�d looked a bit smug when Lewis had needed help even leaving his tent. The defenders who�d be coming along with him had practically needed to carry him, and his gear, over for his goodbyes to his family, since he couldn�t go three steps without staggering like he was falling down drunk. He couldn�t even stay upright for more than a few seconds without falling over, and had to be propped up in another camp chair next to his dad.
Since his head swam even when lying down, sitting up straight his head was a tsunami. Not to mention the dull throb that was always in the background had become the world�s biggest bass drum.
Going south to join Jane and Trev was still worth it. If he was going to be useless in recovery, he�d rather do it near his wife. Besides, since the blockheads had successfully pushed Erikson out of the Wasatch Mountains they�d eased up on their attacks, regrouping and feeling out the US military remnants� new boundaries and defenses.
He doubted there�d be trouble for another little while, which would give him time to finish his recovery. And he�d be in good company there; Rick and Mason were still recovering, but they�d also moved back to the camp to be with the other Aspen Hill volunteers. Maybe they could organize some card games.
His dad was waiting patiently for him to collect his thoughts. Lewis had already said brief goodbyes to the shelter group, and more extensive ones to the Smiths and his mom and sister. Which just left this one with his dad. Although he didn�t have all the time in the world, since the soldiers would be on a schedule.
So he sucked in a breath and got on with it. �This may sound silly, but growing up I always figured adults got something when they reached a certain age. You were all so confident, so in control. You always seemed to have the answers, and you seemed able to solve problems I could barely even understand.�
�I�m surprised to hear you say that,� his dad said with a chuckle. �You were always the most mature kid I knew. You acted more like an adult than a lot of my friends.�
Lewis shook his head. �I always figured that at a certain age something would change that�d make me different, so I could act the way I saw you act. I�d stop being scared of things, stop doubting myself. Things would suddenly click and everything would stop being so hard. Even after I moved out, built the shelter, and started living my own life, I kept wondering when that would hit for me.�
He looked up to see his dad nodding in sympathy. �Responsibility,� he said quietly. �That�s the main difference between a child and an adult. You don�t lose your fears and doubts, you just realize that ultimately you�re the only one who can or will solve your problems. And if you�ve got people depending on you then you�ve got to offer them that same reassurance. You�ve got to act confident, in control, even when you�re at the breaking point. I figure as a leader you�ve learned that lesson better than most.�
Lewis glanced over at the rest of his family, who were talking quietly a short distance away. �And if that confidence gets people killed?� he asked in a low voice.
His dad took a while to answer. �I figured you�d already worked that out for yourself, after everything that�s happened to you.�
He shrugged. �I�m not sure that�s something you ever work out.�
�Probably not.� His dad reached over and patted his shoulder. �Things go wrong. Can�t do much about it other than learn from your mistakes and keep going.�
Lewis wasn�t sure how helpful that answer was. Then again, there probably wasn�t a helpful answer available. He probably shouldn�t have brought it up. �I always wondered why you never took over for me after you guys got here.�
To his surprise his dad laughed. �You were doing just fine, son. Your leadership saved lives, and it�ll save more lives. Besides, with what you�ve been through the last year I�d say you�re twice as grown up as I was at your age. Heck, even kids like Alvin and Jim are. We�ve suffered hardships, but I�d like to think they�ve made us stronger.�
The hand on his shoulder squeezed briefly, and then his dad leaned back. �We�ll be fine here while you�re gone. You just take care of everyone down there. And look out for Trev; he�s had his own reasons to doubt his leadership after losing Tom and the others, and he was never quite as rational as you.�
�I�ve got to admit, it�ll be good to see him again.� Lewis waved over at the defenders, who�d been standing with the shelter group waiting. They came over and helped him out of the chair, and two draped his arms over their shoulders while another picked up his pack, handling its weight along with his own.
They started over to where Catherine and the soldiers waited, along with a modest group of loved ones and neighbors there to wish them well as they set out. Lewis couldn�t help but notice that from the Mayor�s family only Catherine herself was there. With a pang he saw how haggard she looked, worn down with the burden of her duties to the town as well as her grief and worry. Scott coming home had helped, but things had still been hard for her since Carl�s death.
When he reached her he offered his hand, but Catherine ignored it and pulled him into an awkward hug around the two men propping him up. �Be safe, all of you, and pass that message on to everyone with Davis, too. We�ve lost enough people already.�
He couldn�t really return the hug. �Are you going to be okay?� he asked, hoping he wasn�t overstepping.
The Mayor pulled away, with effort managing to compose herself. �We�ll manage. It�ll be a comfort to know you�re out here keeping the blockheads far away from us, and we�ll stay in contact with radio relays like we have been.� She did her best to smile. �And if we find any more hives out here we�ll send some honey your way as a treat.�
�That�ll be something to look forward to.� Lewis and the others offered a few final goodbyes to the gathered crowd, then followed the soldiers the few hundred yards back to the truck parked off the side of the road. Even with help, that short trip was excruciating.
Aware of his condition, the men in uniform generously offered him the window seat in the cab. The drive south didn�t take long at all, but with the discomfort he was in it couldn�t be over fast enough. Especially with the way he braced himself in his seat to avoid jostling, which steadily tired him out.
Lewis occupied the time by talking to the driver and middle passenger, who�d both served under Erikson along the Wasatch Front. Both men had participated in the brutal fighting against the Chinese, and had been part of the rearguard for the General�s nightmarish retreat with the civilian refugees.
Neither one seemed particularly interested in going into detail about their experiences, and Lewis had the impression that they�d been transferred to lighter duty well away from the front for a good reason. To give them time to recover from what they�d gone through.
As the truck pulled up to Davis�s camp, Lewis noted that it looked way different from when he�d seen it last. He�d heard that the sergeant had opted to move it up onto the south slope in the canyon after the helicopter attack, and had approved the decision, but it was still a shock to see.
It also wasn�t all that well hidden. Maybe from overhead it was more obscured, but from down on the road it was obvious that most of the tents had been set up in clearings, which sort of defeated the purpose. Also a lot of stuff had been cleared away to make room, even some of the trees, which didn�t help.
The soldiers left him and his defenders to find their own way in the camp, while they headed up to the command tent to talk to Sergeant Harmon. Lewis wanted to talk to the man too at some point, but at the moment he would be more than happy to just get to the Aspen Hill camp. The hike up over the ridge and back down to where it was on the southern slope was going to be brutal.
Halfway through the camp, picking their painstaking way up the slope, a sharp whistle stopped them. Lewis and the others turned to see Raul Gutierrez, accompanied by a couple of familiar faces from the defenders who�d come down with Jane, emerging from what he assumed was the mess tent. They were carrying pots of food, and he guessed they were picking up lunch for their squad.
The former soldier clapped him on the shoulder and shook hands with the other defenders. �Welcome to the war zone. Although I�ve heard you guys have been tearing things up around Aspen Hill, so you know the drill.�
�Thanks,� Lewis said, propping himself up with the help of just one defender so he could shake hands too. �I heard you got one of the new squads, congratulations. You were due a leadership position way before now, honestly.�
Gutierrez shrugged. �I was an outsider, it took time to prove my trustworthiness. Besides, Matt and Trev both did good jobs. Same with you and Jane up north.� He motioned down the canyon along the slope they were on. �Want to come say hi to everyone?�
From what he remembered from his previous visit, that was the direction of the emplacements overlooking Highway 31. �You�re guarding the canyon now?� Lewis asked.
The former soldier nodded. �Half of us. Mine and Ben�s squads are manning the southern position in the canyon, while Trev and Jane�s squads are on the other side of the ridge on the southern slope. We have over four squads� worth of people, you know. Closer to five with the guys you brought, once our wounded are back in action. That�s way more than needed for what Matt was assigned to guard, but Sergeant Harmon was willing to give us duties that didn�t split us up too far.�
�Well that�s good.� Lewis didn�t want to be rude, but he was in a hurry to get somewhere he could lie flat. Preferably with a willowy redhead wearing a matching wedding band curled up against him. �Why don�t you and Ben come around to our camp tonight for dinner, if you�re off duty?�
His friend gave him an uncomfortable look. �I don�t really like leaving my position, even when I�m off duty. I like to stay on top of things.�
Lewis grinned. �I�m not asking you to a party, Raul. I figure even if we�ve all got our assignments, there�s still some things the squad leaders should discuss.�
Gutierrez grimaced. �What, like supplies and rosters? I could be spending that time sleeping.�
�No, like the fact that we�ve got more people than we need to man the positions.� Lewis leaned in, immediately regretting it when he nearly fell on top of Gutierrez. �Davis did say he wanted us to find opportunities to hit at the enemy, right?�
The defenders murmured their approval at that, and the former soldier�s eyes lit up. �Now that�s a meeting I wouldn�t mind attending. I�ve been going crazy waiting around for the enemy to come to us.� He offered his hand again. �Listen, I need to get this food back to my squad. I�ll see you tonight, okay?�
Lewis awkwardly returned the handshake, then got propped up between the two men helping him again. As Gutierrez and his squad mates headed off to their lunch, he turned to look up the slope. �Let�s go check out our new home away from home� away from home.�
* * *
His cousin�s arrival was a pleasant surprise for Trev.
Although if he�d hoped that Lewis would take over leading the volunteers the moment he arrived, that obviously wasn�t going to happen. His cousin�s face was gray after the relatively short hike from the road, and the two men propping him up were practically carrying him as he struggled to drag his feet into each new step. Trev hurried over to take the place of one, returning Lewis�s weak smile of greeting as they continued on into camp.
Jane, who�d been out on patrol, had rushed back when she learned her husband was here. As soon as she saw his condition her face paled, and she immediately moved to take his other side and guided him toward her tent. Trev had expected some sort of scolding, but all she said was. �I think this was more than you could handle.�
�Probably.� Lewis�s head was lolling with every step, but he struggled to lean in and kiss her cheek. �Worth it.�
�Good idea or not, it�s good to see you,� Trev said. He turned to the defenders who�d come with his cousin. �Welcome to camp, guys. If you want to start setting up your tents, we�ll get you to work right away and introduce you to how we�re defending this hillside.�
The new volunteers nodded and headed deeper into camp to greet friends, the one carrying Lewis�s pack pausing to set it beside Jane�s tent. That left the three of them to themselves to help him over to the tent and the rest he needed.
In spite of Lewis�s condition, he was smiling as Trev and Jane carefully manhandled him down through the open flap. �It�s good to see you too, man. It�ll finally be the two of us going after the blockheads. That�ll be something to see, huh?�
Trev paused lowering his cousin the last foot or so to the waiting sleeping bag, feeling a wrenching in his gut. He quickly recovered and set him down, trying to keep his voice casual. �Going after them, like your raids around Aspen Hill?�
Lewis caught the edge in his tone and gave him a sharp look. �Yeah, something like that. We�ve got more people than we need, and running a few raids would take the pressure off Davis and his Marines taking out roads. Spread the enemy�s attention out.� He paused. �Some of the other volunteer squads are attacking into the valley, aren�t they? I�m sure I heard that.�
�A few,� Trev agreed reluctantly. �Vernon, Harvey Fredrickson, some of the groups farther north. Nothing big, mostly taking potshots at patrols or emplacements, but they�re out there.�
His cousin and Jane were both staring at him now. �Okay then,� The redheaded woman said slowly. �I�ve brought up us attacking the blockheads before and this is the first time I�ve seen you balk. What did you have in mind for us?�
Trev shrugged. �I don�t know. I figured we could just run down the clock.�
There was an uncomfortable silence. �Run down the clock,� Lewis repeated flatly.
�Yeah. I mean we�re about a month into summer, and the temperature is capping out at 75 degrees in the valley on the warmest days. And from what I�ve heard it�s still getting colder, not warmer. It�s not going to be too much longer before we run into a brutal nuclear winter, and the blockheads aren�t going to be able to do anything then. Besides, they�ve got supply lines that stretch across half the country, and that�s got to be killing them. The war will win itself if we just wait.�
�Like the town waited against Turner?� Lewis asked. Trev fidgeted uncomfortably as his cousin continued. �Let�s say winter did come, and instead of leaving the blockheads decided to hunker down. How�d you like to be trapped up in these mountains, which may I remind you we know from personal experience are way colder than the valley, through a nuclear winter, with enemy soldiers out there causing mischief?�
Another awkward silence fell. �Besides,� Jane said. �We�re not even to the hottest part of summer in a usual year. Nuclear winter may be coming, and probably way earlier than winter usually does, but it�s still months off. The blockheads could do another attack like they did along the Wasatch Front any day now. We can�t afford to sit around waiting for an act of God to save us.�
Lewis propped himself up on his elbows with a grimace of pain to meet his eyes. �We�ve all lost people, Trev,� he said quietly. �But we can�t let up now. Everything we can do to win this war, we need to do. We�ll all have an easier time during this winter if we can drive the blockheads away before it starts. Especially if we do it soon enough that we have some time to properly prepare for it, without needing to look over our shoulders for enemies.�
Trev tried to smile. �You�re right. Besides, with you here we could really do some damage.�
If he could go into a situation with anyone, it would be with Lewis. But even so it was hard to drum up any enthusiasm for the thought. He didn�t like the fact that the thought of going after the enemy left a sick feeling in his gut. He didn�t like the thought that he was afraid to act because he might get more friends killed.
It wasn�t rational, and it was keeping him from doing his job as a leader, but feelings were rarely rational. He just needed to act, even when it was the last thing he wanted to do. Bury the doubts that made him hesitate, made him refuse to act, until they weren�t quite so loud.
He wasn�t sure he could, but it would be easier with Lewis in charge. He could set aside some of the burden of being a leader and it would make things less complicated. Maybe he could even limit who went on these raids just to volunteers, so even if things did go wrong again he wouldn�t have ordered anyone to their deaths.
Trev grit his teeth. He didn�t want to think like that. �What do you have in mind?� he said to get out of his own head.
Lewis and Jane glanced at each other, then at him. �I�ve been thinking it over in my copious spare time,� Lewis admitted. �I�m sure my wife has been too. And don�t lie, Trev. Even if you�re not wild about the idea, you�ve probably considered possibilities yourself.�
�Maybe. So again, what did you have in mind?�
His cousin told him.
Third time�s the charm for uncomfortable silences. Jane finally cleared her throat. �Sounds doable.�
�You�re going to have to run that by me again,� Trev said, shaking his head slowly.
Lewis grinned at him. �It�s not as crazy as it sounds.�
�It sounds like you want to lead a raid against a target a stone�s throw from thousands of blockheads in Huntington,� Trev shot back. �It doesn�t have to be as crazy as it sounds.�
�No really, just hear me through. Davis has spent all this time staging attacks where he did everything he could to avoid the enemy and just take out high value targets. And you�re right, we�ll be sneaking right into the belly of the beast to do our damage. They won�t even see us coming.�
�Sorry Lew, your logic falls apart there. If we walk right into the middle of them they don�t have to see us coming to crush us. We won�t be able to do anything without raising the alarm, and then we�re stuck with no way out.�
His cousin waved a finger at him. �Ah, that�s where you�re wrong.� He reached into his backpack and pulled out a small black device.
Trev frowned at it. �Oh yes, that explains everything.�
�Come on, Trev. Don�t tell me that after all this time you�ve spent around Graham, you never asked him about the tools of his trade.� Lewis carefully waved the device his way. �This is a detonator with a countdown timer. When his team was setting up explosives in Aspen Hill Canyon Graham gave it to me, just in case the remote detonator malfunctioned.�
�Graham�s going to kill you if he finds out you stole that,� Trev said with a low whistle.
Lewis�s smile turned a bit lopsided. �He never asked for it back. I�d rather say �sorry� than �please�, especially with a crater fifty feet wide to show for it.� He carefully tucked the detonator away again. �Give me five minutes in a blockhead armory with this thing, and I�ll make every raid we�ve done up til now look like a water balloon fight. And best of all we�ll be in and out without making a stir, long gone by the time it goes off.�
Trev tried to hold his annoyed expression, but against his will a rueful chuckle burst out. �Remember back in the good old days, when you were the one calling me crazy when I came to you with these sorts of plans?�
Lewis grinned back. �So that�s a yes, then.�
�I guess we�ll see what Gutierrez and Ben think.� Trev reached down to clap his cousin�s shoulder. �But I�d say it�s a definite maybe.�
* * *
Lewis finished outlining his plan, then leaned back away from the campfire, resting his head on the log he was leaning against. �What do you think?�
�I think we didn�t have a proper fireworks display last 4th of July,� Trev, seated next to him, replied with a wide smile. On Lewis�s other side Jane simply nodded in agreement.
Ben, sitting across the fire, leaned back and raised his hands. �Not that I think it�s a bad idea, Lewis, but my squad�s out. I want to bring my people home once this war�s over, and that means letting the blockheads come to us behind the safety of our emplacements. That�s worked well for us so far. Everything else we�ve tried?� He shrugged. �Not so much.�
�Fair enough,� Lewis said. �I prefer volunteers for these attacks anyway. Would your people at least be willing to consider picking up the slack, taking extra shifts on sentry duty and patrols while we�re out there?� Ben hesitated, then nodded. Lewis turned to Gutierrez. �Raul?�
�Of course I�m in.� The former soldier leaned forward. �But you know what I say? I say taking out roads is great and all, and shooting at blockheads is going to happen no matter what.� He waved towards the campfires visible in the valley below. �What we should really be going for is stealing their supplies, like you did in that raid on your shelter. Hit them right in the gut and make things easier for ourselves at the same time. And if we�re sneaky enough we don�t even have to get into a shootout.�
Lewis had been nodding the entire time. �I had the same idea, after we�ve done this first raid taking out their armory. Davis has been avoiding blockheads while taking out the roads, and nobody�s tried to go anywhere near one of their camps. If we blow up some munitions they�ll double up their defenses around armories, and might not even see us coming for their food.�
�Well I was thinking we raid their weapons too,� Gutierrez admitted. �Although the idea of blowing up more than we could ever carry away is an opportunity too good to pass up.�
�Exactly. It could make a big difference in the war.� Lewis glanced around at the small crowd gathered by the fire, just about everyone off duty from all four and a half Aspen Hill squads. �But that�s just the squad leaders. Like I said, I�ll be relying on volunteers for this. Who�s with me?�
Within five seconds over twenty people had raised their hands.
�Are you going to give the people on duty right now a chance to volunteer, too?� Gutierrez asked.
Lewis nodded. �Absolutely. Depending on what we�re doing we might not need everyone, for example with this one ten people should be more than enough, but we appreciate everyone who offers. You will all have a chance to join us at some point.�
He briefly closed his eyes against his pounding head. Resting until dinner had helped, but he was still more than ready to get horizontal and sleep if he could. He couldn�t exactly call it a plus, but since his head injury sleep had come twice as easily as before. Unfortunately it had also come twice as much. �All right, everyone, get some rest and relaxation. We�ll spend the next few days picking out our target and planning the raid. Once that�s done we go, so be ready.�
There were a few murmurs of assent. Lewis stuck around for about ten minutes answering questions, responding to well wishes, and chatting with friends, but then he couldn�t stand it anymore. With help from Trev and Gutierrez he made it back to his tent, sinking down onto the sleeping bags while Jane headed out to lead the night shift, making up for missing the afternoon one being with him.
He hoped he�d be in good enough shape to go on the raid by the time they had it planned out. Trev and Jane had both agreed to lead teams out scouting, doing most of the legwork and then bringing the information back to him so they could brainstorm. They�d avoid fights at all costs for now, to keep the blockheads from raising their guard, and hopefully their raid would be a complete surprise.
It was probably Trev�s flippant remark during the campfire meeting, but that night he dreamed about fireworks.
* * *
Trev shifted slightly, focusing the binoculars on a pair of trucks that had just pulled into the depot.
Even as he watched the backs were thrown open and soldiers began hauling bedraggled men and women in filthy, torn clothing out. Some fell painfully to the ground, too off balance or stiff to catch themselves. The soldiers beat at these poor people with the butts of their rifles until they managed to get their feet under them, staggering away from the vehicles to make room for more prisoners to emerge.
And more, and more.
�Jeez,� Trent muttered, watching the event a few feet away through his own binoculars. �How many they got in each of those things? Twenty? Thirty? They�re like clown cars.�
Trev watched a young woman who was trying to stand take a brutal blow to the back of the head, then collapse back to the ground. Her attacker and one of his companions broke away from the other soldiers herding the prisoners away from the trucks, laughing as they lifted the woman by the shoulders and legs and hauled her limp body towards the nearest tent. Trev doubted it was for medical assistance.
He looked away with a sick feeling in his gut. �There�s nothing funny about this.�
Trent gave him an abashed look. �Sorry.�
�One or two trucks full of prisoners have passed through this depot every day I�ve been watching this place,� Jane said, �Some they take on north, some they drop off like these ones, shoving them into that barn in the middle of camp. The ones that stay get brought out to do manual labor, not just here but walking them down the road to Huntington. Digging ditches, hauling supplies, and cooking and cleaning for the camps. Along with�� she broke off with a shudder, �other things.�
Trev�s earbuds crackled with Lewis�s voice. He and Jane had their mics toggled on to a private channel, so his cousin could hear what they were talking about and give his two cents. They could still receive messages from the main channel, but their mics only went to each other. A nice bit of communications technology.
�We saw them bringing prisoner trucks like this through Aspen Hill, too,� his cousin said. �So it�s a pretty large scale operation. And it makes an awful sort of sense, I guess. The Retaliation very likely knocked us into a pre-industrial existence. Life back then was harsh and labor intensive, literally backbreaking for most but the wealthy. Most societies had slaves, or a class similar to them, to do the hardest work with little hope of ever advancing to anything better.�
�So the blockheads are reinventing slavery to drive the growth of their new civilization, and not just being vindictive?� Trev asked.
�A little of both, probably.� Lewis answered. �Either way free people will work just as hard with the right motivation. Harder, if they have the hope of a brighter future. A lot of scholars agree that the fall of Rome was largely tied to their indolence and reliance on slaves, while the American Dream inspired previous generations to succeed. Not to mention that slavery is fundamentally wrong and we�ve long since moved past it.�
�I appreciate the history lesson,� Trev said. �But all of us already know they�re wrong. The question is how we�re going to help the people they�re capturing.�
There was an awkward silence. �It looks like someone�s gotten over his reticence about going after the enemy,� his cousin said dryly.
Trev flushed. �Shut up, Lewis.�
There was another silence. �Sorry, man. I don�t know how bad what you guys are seeing out there is. But that�s beside the point. Our first target is the armory� the shed, not the barn.�
The shed was on the northern side of the camp, with its own layer of protection. �But the barn�s where they�re putting a lot of the supplies. It�s worth considering.�
Jane gave him a sympathetic look, but her tone was firm. �Considering what? Even if we could manage to free a bunch of people, how would we get them out? We�ll be lucky if we can get a small team in and out.�
Trev watched the hopeless prisoners being led into the barn. �I�m not sure I can just watch this.�
Lewis�s voice came back sounding comforting. �I�ll talk to Harmon and Davis, Trev. With the military�s help it might be possible to mount a large scale rescue, get them all out and to safety.�
�From a camp with hundreds of soldiers, less than a mile from an occupied town filled with thousands of soldiers?� Trent demanded. �This is awful to see, sure, but Erikson would have to send a brigade to help those people. Maybe even a division. All for a few hundred half-starved prisoners who might die in the fighting.�
Trev lowered his binoculars. �I think I�m done here,� he said.
�We�ll keep an eye open for opportunities, Trev,� Lewis assured him. �Maybe if the blockheads send a work team of prisoners out close to the foothills we could stage a rescue. Or Davis might be able to catch some of those trucks in transit. We�ll make it a priority.�
He appreciated the reassurance, but he didn�t respond. A moment later Jane lowered her binoculars too. �I think I�ve seen enough,� she said. �We know our route into and out of the camp, and the sentries and patrols have been regular as long as I�ve had an eye on them. I just wanted you to get a look at it too, see if you agree that it�s a good target.�
Trev had been ranging farther south these last few days, and his list of potential targets was pretty thin. �Yeah, I wouldn�t mind hitting this place.�
�I�d definitely say it�s our best shot,� Trent agreed. He started sliding down the hill they�d been observing the depot from, roughly south and a bit west of it. The hill wasn�t very tall, but it was close to a rise that ran southeast all the way from the southern slope to the base of the hill before petering out. The enemy to the east couldn�t see anyone moving behind that rise, but from their higher elevation on the southern slope Trev�s and Jane�s sentries and patrols could easily see the rise and the terrain beyond.
They�d moved along the rise reach this spot, and agreed it was fairly reliable. Reliable enough, in fact, that it would probably be their best bet for sneaking into the camp when the time came. It also helped that once they got closer to the slope they�d be in range of a few hills at its base. Trev had put Rob Jonas with a team on the southernmost one, to cover the last few hundred yards of their retreat and give warning of any blockheads approaching.
Trev, Jane, and the other three members of their team followed Trent down, waiting until they�d made it behind the rise before getting to their feet. Then they started at a jog towards the hill where Rob�s team waited.
They were halfway there when the main channel abruptly exploded with chatter. Cutting over it came one louder voice he thought might be Graham, the demolitions specialist. �Is anyone out there?� the soldier yelled. �I repeat, is anyone south of Huntington?�
Motioning for the team to duck behind better cover for the moment, Trev toggled his mic back to that channel. �Trevor Smith here, half a mile southeast of the slope south of 31�s canyon.�
There was a brief pause, broken by the sound of gunfire over the radio, before Graham answered. �We�re about a mile east-southeast of you and running hard for the mountains. It�s pretty bad terrain for vehicles so we don�t have that problem, but a swarm of blockheads on foot are hot on our heels. Can you get to us?�
�On our way.� Trev motioned to his team, feeling his heart begin pounding. This was his first engagement since the failed ambush outside Cedar Creek Canyon, and it sounded like Graham�s people were in bad trouble. If they went after them they might end up in the same situation.
Still, he had to try. He wasn�t going to be like Vernon, watching people on their side fighting a stone�s throw away while he stayed safely back. He reversed direction and ran back the way they�d come, trusting the rise to hide him and his lookouts to the northwest to give warning of approaching danger. His team followed in their usual formation, moving quietly in spite of the fast pace.
He had a vague idea of where Graham might be. There was a place not far past where the rise ended where they could break south to meet up with him. Better yet, it led to a good vantage: a spot overlooking a ravine between two hills, where they should be able to lay down cover fire against the pursuing enemy and give the Marines some breathing room.
After going for about five minutes Jane volunteered to pop her head over the rise and see what things looked like. Graham had been giving a running commentary on their progress, and Trev had directed him and his soldiers towards the ravine.
When the redheaded woman scrambled back down her expression was grim. �Trucks are circling the bad terrain to cut Graham off. They can�t really block our retreat to the mountains if we go due west from here, but they�re going to reach the top of the ravine before us. The Marines are going to be in a shooting gallery.�
Trev relayed the information to Graham even as he broke into a sprint, finishing with: �Keep your head down, but make sure they know they�ve got you pinned so their attention is on you.�
�I�m guessing they won�t be confused on that count,� the demolitions specialist replied.
That didn�t seem like it needed a response. As they ran Jane spoke to the team. �We�re going to pop up behind the blockheads cutting off Graham�s escape. They won�t have any good cover from this direction, so we should be able to wipe them out and give the Marines time to reach us.�
�Unless they know we�re here and keep going right to the rise,� Hans muttered.
Trev put on an extra burst of speed. �Hopefully Graham will let us know if they do.�
The rise petered out ahead, and they found themselves ducking through clumps of sagebrush in deceptively flat terrain. In fact there were all sorts of bumps and dips in the ground, but using them to stay out of sight slowed his team�s progress to a crawl. Ahead he heard the sound of gunfire.
�Whatever you�re planning, do it quick,� Graham said. �Blockheads are coming at us from both ends of the ravine, and as soon as they climb up the sides they�ll be shooting down at us too.�
Trev poked his head out of a low depression in the ground, then ducked down again quickly. The blockheads were less than a hundred yards away, now. As he�d guessed, they were focused on the Marines in the ravine with their backs to his team.
He looked around at his companions. �Take them all out before they know we�re here. We can�t let this turn into a shootout.� He receive five nods of acknowledgement, and after a few deep breaths popped up with his rifle ready and opened fire.
Under his team�s barrage a dozen blockheads dropped within ten seconds, and Graham�s soldiers cheered and bolted for safety, staggering up the ravine through the opening created by the cover fire.
The position was terrible for the dozens of enemy soldiers pursuing them up the ravine, the same poor position Graham had been before Trev�s team showed up. Even so, the chasing blockheads might have been a problem if they kept going after the Marines. Luckily instead they broke for any cover they could find.
Trev supposed they�d already learned plenty of hard lessons about pushing hard into areas where the military was set up to push back. They had no way of knowing whether this was a desperate last ditch cover action to save Graham�s men, or a carefully prepared ambush they were being led into.
He kept shooting along with his squad, getting a few hits on any blockheads that couldn�t find cover quick enough or had anything sticking out from their hiding spots that could take a bullet. He even hit one enemy in the head when the man popped out to shoot at Graham. It was the exact same spot the idiot had just popped out from, and Trev had the shot lined up before the blockhead even showed himself.
In just over a minute Graham�s people had safely joined Trev�s team in the depression. After one last barrage to encourage the blockheads to keep their heads down, they all bolted back for the rise. It was risky going until then, seeking any cover available but mostly hoping to speed and their head start to stay ahead of enemy gunfire.
To his relief the blockheads were slow to open fire again, and by then his and Graham�s teams had reached the rise. At that point they�d bought themselves a few minutes of breathing room with good cover, so now it was time to make themselves scarce. Some of the Marines were wounded, including Graham, so Trev�s team moved to give them shoulders to lean on as they staggered towards the safety of the mountains ahead.
Trev got a grateful look from the demolitions specialist as he got under the wounded man�s arm. �Thanks. And for more than just the shoulder to lean on. We lost half our guys just trying to run.�
Trev winced. Graham only had five men with him, but it figured they were part of a larger squad. The demolitions specialists were too useful to venture out without an escort. �Who was with you?�
The Marine gave him a troubled look. �The entire 2nd Squad. Williams was escorting us as we put down mines on one of the roads the blockheads were using regularly. We were planning to blow up a convoy this time.�
That was even worse news. Trev only saw two of 2nd Squad�s Marines among the survivors. �What happened?�
�The target convoy arrived early. Way early.� Graham looked away. �Williams wanted to go as soon as we heard the engines, but I insisted I could finish getting the explosives ready in under a minute and refused to leave. I didn�t realize how fast the blockheads were coming, or how quick they�d respond once they saw what we were doing.�
�Sounds like it was a calculated risk,� Trev offered, unsure what to say.
�Yeah, sure.� The Marine stumbled, leaning more heavily on him. �Calculations shouldn�t come into it. They�ve got vehicles, we�re on foot. We should�ve run as soon as we heard the engines, like Williams wanted. Instead we tried to race half a dozen trucks to terrain they couldn�t follow us through. Most of our losses came in those first few minutes, although it certainly wasn�t a picnic when they started chasing us on foot, either.�
Graham fell into grim silence, and Trev didn�t pester him any further. He understood what the man was going through.
�Keep coming, Trev. We�ve got you covered.�
Trev perked up. Rob Jonas and his team were on the way. That was good, because if any blockheads were brave enough to sprint in pursuit his and Graham�s teams were sitting ducks. �Straight west?�
�You can come northwest a bit. I wouldn�t stick to the rise with blockheads in trucks hot on your heels, but I think it�ll cover you long enough if you make for the foothill south of our slope.�
A quick look ahead revealed that the foothill in question was still half a mile away. �Are we going to make that before the blockheads?�
�You should, but if not I�ve got more of our people coming. You can hunker down somewhere while we find a way to extract you.�
Trev really didn�t want to leave it at that. �Let�s pick up the pace a bit, okay?� he told Graham, pulling the Marine into a quicker trot. The man grit his teeth around a yelp of pain, but he kept pace. So did the others.
The foothill didn�t seem to be getting any closer, and with every step they took Trev felt like they had a huge target on their backs. At any moment he expected to feel the pain of being shot, this time maybe in a spot his body armor didn�t cover. As for Graham and his wounded, they were having a harder and harder time pushing forward.
Jane and Hans lost their hold on the man they were practically carrying, and he dropped like a stone and curled up whimpering on the ground. It took them precious seconds to scoop him back up and keep going, and their pace slowed to barely over a walk. Trev glanced over his shoulder anxiously, searching the terrain behind them for signs of enemies taking aim. If he saw any he wouldn�t be able to do more than shout for them to get down, but it was better than nothing.
Then Rob�s voice came over his radio again. �You can take it easy now, Trev. The blockheads aren�t pursuing.�
Trev slowed to a stop, and with a relieved gasp Graham slipped out of his grip and slumped to the ground, panting. Trev ignored his condition for the moment, turning to look behind him with a frown as he replied. �What do you mean they�re not pursuing? We�re still hundreds of yards away from safety and they were right behind us.�
Rob responded in a pained tone. �I think they�ve got something else in mind.�

Chapter Fourteen
Helpless

Trev�s and Graham�s teams reached the hill Rob was keeping watch from with no further incidents, aside from having to go slow for the wounded. Lewis radioed in to let them know that Harmon was sending medics, which was a relief.
But once Trev had done what he could for Graham and his team he couldn�t spare too much focus on them, because although their wounds were a serious concern their conditions weren�t life threatening. Which couldn�t be said for everyone.
He joined Rob, and through his binoculars watched as the blockheads set up on the rise that had covered his team�s rescue and escape. It wasn�t the worst spot to put a defensible position, he supposed, but it didn�t really do anything for the enemy either. They�d just be wasting manpower guarding nothing.
And it looked like they planned to waste a lot of manpower. Trev counted almost sixty blockheads hard at work digging emplacements on the rise and scouring the nearby area for threats. Trucks had made their way over the rough terrain to flank the position as well, ready to pursue anyone foolish enough to get close.
All that effort, for only three people.
�I want to see,� Graham growled. His face was gray and blood had soaked through the makeshift bandage on his arm, but he�d still found the strength to stand and join them.
Trev wordlessly handed over his field glasses. He�d already seen as much as he could stomach of the sight anyway. Graham had to lean on him as he lifted the binoculars one-handed to inspect the scene, but within seconds he sucked in an alarmed breath. �Oh, no.�
On the highest point on the rise the blockheads had planted three poles in the ground, smack dab in the center of their new fortifications. Just in the last few minutes they�d brought three men up to hang from them, their bound hands tied to the tops. In that position their entire weight rested on their stretched arms and the tips of their toes, at least for as long as they could hold that posture before slumping to hang in an agonizing position.
The demolitions specialist had recognized the bound men as Williams and two other members of 2nd Squad. All three appeared wounded, the corporal so badly he couldn�t keep his feet and hung suffering. The blockheads had bandaged the wounds but that was the extent of the mercy they showed. If you could call it that.
What were they doing posting the Marines up on that rise, within binocular range of the foothills? It was almost like they were inviting a rescue, only with so many soldiers and the fortified positions they�d hastily set up around the rise any attempt would be nothing short of suicide. They seemed to be parading their prisoners for no purpose but to show they had them.
He felt his blood run cold as a creeping suspicion dawned on him. This seemed like some sort of mind game, a demoralizing attempt for the benefit of those watching from the safety of the mountains. And whatever the enemy was planning, odds were it wasn�t going to be pleasant for the three Marines.
Graham had begun cursing, and Trev saw tears slipping down his cheeks from behind the binoculars. He reached out to take the field glasses from the Marine, but Graham stubbornly held on. �I�m not looking away. I owe Williams and the others more than that.�
Trev nodded and thumbed his radio toggle. �Smith here,� he said, aware of how hoarse his voice sounded. �The blockheads have set up on the rise about a mile southeast of the slope my squad�s guarding. They�ve got Corporal Williams and two of his men.�
Harmon responded immediately with some emphatic cursing. �What do they want?� he demanded. �Some kind of prisoner exchange?�
�I don�t think so,� Trev said. �Whatever they�re doing looks pretty messed up.�
Davis�s voice came over the radio. �I�m a ways out but I�m on my way. What exactly are they doing?�
Trev reluctantly described the situation, noticing how Graham�s gray face paled to nearly white as he did.
Once he finished there was a long pause before Davis responded, voice strained like he was running. �I�ll be there soon.�
�So will I,� Harmon said grimly. �Let us know immediately if anything changes.�
* * *
Lewis was feeling fine, now. Or at least that�s what he�d insisted, when he hiked down to join everyone on the hill overlooking the rise where the enemy held their prisoners from 2nd Squad. And it was mostly true, since aside from a mild pain behind the eyes and slight vertigo he was pretty much completely recovered.
Davis and Harmon stood not far away talking over an unencrypted channel on the radio. They were having a heated conversation with some officer on the Gold Bloc side, and Lewis was barely getting their side of the conversation.
But from the sounds of it the negotiation wasn�t going well. The sergeants were getting angrier and angrier, doing their best to control their tempers because they knew it wasn�t them who�d end up suffering for a careless word. It was Williams, Peterson, and Anders on the rise.
Finally, though, Davis toggled his radio off and slumped down onto the rock he�d been using as a seat for the last hour. �No exchange,� he said wearily. �No concessions, no hope of an agreement. They want our people to die, and they want us to watch.�
Nearly fifty fighters had joined them on the hilltop. A handful of medics were tending to Graham and the other wounded, while everyone else swapped binoculars or used rifle scopes to follow the horrific events unfolding on the rise. In response to the arrival of so many fighters the blockheads had brought in another six trucks, dumping a hopeless number of troops onto the rise and even some heavy weaponry. It was obvious they didn�t intend for their message to be interrupted.
Graham looked up from where he�d been dozing against a rock padded by his combat vest. �Will they execute them?� he whispered.
�In a manner of speaking,� Harmon spat. �Those monsters are going to leave them up there to die of thirst or their injuries, whichever comes first. All to send a message to us.�
�What message?� Abrams demanded, clenching his hands around his rifle. �That they�re merciless SOBs who deserve to be gut shot and left to die? We already know that.�
A bitter silence fell. �What do we do?� Trev asked quietly. He and Jane were standing with Lewis and their squad mates near the wounded Marines.
Davis looked away, jaw clenched in helpless rage. �We can�t go after them and they know it,� he snarled. �The way they�re set up, we could send every fighter we had against that rise with barely a chance of taking it. Even if we somehow won they�d kill Williams, Peterson, and Anders just to spite us. Our people are dead no matter what, they�re just going to force us to watch them suffer first.�
Harmon jammed the binoculars back to his face and scoped the hill again, cursing under his breath. After about a minute Lewis cleared his throat awkwardly. �So we just watch? There�s nothing we can do?�
�No, there�s something,� Davis snapped, whirling to face him. �How many missiles you got left, Halsson?�
Lewis blinked in surprise, and took a moment to find the answer. �Seven.�
�Well if you don�t mind I�d like to borrow them, and your launcher.�
�You�re going to bombard the rise?� Trev demanded.
The sergeant looked over at him with a frightening gleam in his eyes. �They�re sending us a message with this stunt,� he said quietly. �They expect us to just sit and watch our people die because we know we can�t do anything. Well Williams and the others are going to die over there, but when they do we�ll give them a proper sendoff. However long we have to wait.�
Lewis nodded and motioned for the Aspen Hill volunteers to get ready to move. �I�ll get them to you as fast as I can.�
�Do that.� Davis turned back to watching the rise. By that point Lewis�s people were ready, and he led the way down the back of the hill and started up the southern slope.
Trev and Jane walked beside him, with the implied suggestion that they could support him if he needed it. �So we just do nothing?� Trev asked. �The blockheads are going to torture those guys to death right in front of us, and our response will be to blow some of them up afterwards?�
�Trying to rescue them would be suicide,� Lewis said quietly. �But that doesn�t mean we do nothing.�
Jane gave him a sharp look. �Tonight?� she asked.
Lewis nodded, glancing up at the sky. Still a few hours to dark. �Everyone�s attention is down here, and will be for however long Williams and the others can hold out. Now�s the perfect time to hit the depot armory. We�ll circle around north instead of south, that alternate route you mapped out. The armory�s on the north end of the camp anyway, so even if it�s more dangerous it�s also more direct.�
Trev frowned doubtfully. �Won�t all this going on with Williams mean that they�ll really be on guard right now?�
�In a way.� Lewis grimaced slightly as vertigo made him stumble. �They�re provoking us, so they expect a certain type of response. Like Davis with the missiles, or some sort of full scale attack. What they won�t be expecting is a small team sneaking into their camp and blowing up their munitions.�
�You hope,� Trent said from behind.
Lewis didn�t even try to turn his head enough to look over his shoulder. He was fine, not fit as a fiddle. �I hope,� he agreed. �But don�t you think they�ll be just as on guard a week from now, if not more? Everyone knows revenge is a dish best served cold, and that�s when they�ll be expecting the sneaky sorts of retribution. Now�s as good a time as any.�
�I�m in,� Jane said. �Let�s get our team together.�
Trev sighed. �It seems a bit messed up to not help Williams and the others, but it�s better than doing nothing. I�m in. Rick told me this morning he thinks he�s in good enough shape to hold a gun, so he�s in too. And Gutierrez has been chomping at the bit since you suggested this four days ago.�
�And me,� Trent said, sounding a bit miffed. Now Lewis did turn to look at him, and the man hunched his shoulders slightly. �Hey, even if it�s more dangerous I�m still going.�
Lewis shrugged. �That should do it, then. We�ll have the other volunteers sneak as close to the perimeter as we can get them, standing by in case something goes wrong. Let�s get ready.�
* * *
Williams died an hour after full dark.
It wasn�t unexpected, given the severity of his wounds. Actually it was a tribute to his determination that he�d held on so long, hanging from his bound wrists on a hilltop being randomly pelted by rocks from bored blockheads.
That also happened to be the time when Trev joined Lewis and the other volunteers setting out on their raid. It helped that in response to the corporal�s death Davis and his Marines began making minor incursions towards the rise to pick off blockhead patrols, trying to bunch the enemy up in preparation for the missile barrage following the deaths of the other two Marines. Trev just hoped it would provide a distraction to the south.
Lewis�s revised plan called for them to circle north around Huntington and approach the depot from the northeast. It meant they�d have to hike twice as far, but it took them well away from the rise and the action happening there. More importantly, going on Trev�s earlier observations while patrolling the area north of Cedar Creek Canyon, the blockhead patrols were less vigilant east of the town.
�We�ve all had experience with this,� Lewis whispered before the team of six set out. �We go slow, we watch in all directions, and we be ready to seek cover or even just freeze where we are if there�s even a hint of attention in our direction.�
Trev nodded with the others, then followed his cousin as he set off.
Behind them the squad of volunteers went a different direction. Lewis�s plan was for his raiding team to get in and out by the same route circling north of town, but just in case something went wrong the volunteers would be waiting due west of the depot, close enough that they could take out the sentries and patrols and provide an avenue of escape for the team.
That would mean shooting their way out of a camp with hundreds of enemies, which didn�t say much for their chances of success, but the option was better than nothing in case things went wrong. But since it put the volunteer squad far out in enemy territory, where discovery would quickly lead to being chased down by enemy vehicles, they were instructed to only reveal themselves if specifically ordered to do so.
Trev was content to let Lewis and Jane lead the way once they struck out into the valley east of Cedar Creek Canyon. The two had more experience sneaking around at night like this, which meant he could leave deciding a route and checking the landscape around them for enemies to them, and focus more on following them exactly and moving carefully and without sound. He did keep his eyes and ears open to possible danger, of course, but it was a lower priority than being sure he was hard to detect.
Trent and Gutierrez made up the rearguard. The two men were also uncanny good at stealth, and their presence at his back was comforting. It also gave Trev an opportunity to keep an eye on Rick, moving along beside him.
His friend had mostly recovered from his shoulder wound, and had demonstrated so by rotating it through every motion without the slightest hint of favoring it. Although from his strained expression there was still a bit of pain. That was good enough for Trev, considering Lewis wasn�t fully recovered either.
Besides, an injured Rick would still be more of an asset than just about any of the other volunteers, and on top of that just about everyone in the raiding party was used to working with him. Even Trent had spent some time with the younger man while he was healing up, swapping stories and sharing laughs.
It took them a few hours to circle around northeast of the depot. Just as Trev had seen, east of town the patrols weren�t quite as vigilant and they were able to move faster, keeping cover between them and any camps or patrols they saw.
They only had a few scares, usually with a truck driving by, where they had to stop and hide. Trev wasn�t actually too worried about the chance of being caught in any of those situations, but the consequences if they were kept him extremely cautious.
When they finally neared the depot they slowed down again. They were getting back to an area where sentries and patrols were far heavier, and the cover wasn�t always great. During his and Jane�s scouting they�d selected a few possible routes to the camp, places where they thought the cover was good enough to safely approach.
This one was in a ditch alongside a gravel road, which connected to Highway 10 near the north end of camp and went right past the shed. The plan was to use the ditch to get in between the tents, then leave the road behind and go through the camp itself to avoid notice.
It seemed crazy to try to get in along a road, but Lewis was confident that the sentries along it would mostly be keeping an eye out for vehicles. There were just as many sentries watching the camp in all directions, and away from the road those sentries would be vigilant for people trying to sneak in on foot.
Even having found the best spot to approach the camp, they still spent almost a half hour watching the sentries and patrols to find openings. They were sticking with the two-man teams going in and while in the camp itself, since two people at a time had an easier time than six. They�d stay within view of each other, and try to follow the same route, but each team would be responsible for watching for danger and making sure they weren�t spotted.
Finally, with the next opening, Lewis and Jane picked their way along the ditch as if they were part of the night, nearly moving with the grass and leaves as they were blown by the breeze. Trev barely saw them even though he was watching them the entire time, and the sentries didn�t even pause in their routine. He couldn�t help but admire the display of skill.
The two made it safely to the first tents and left the road and ditch behind, disappearing off to the left between two tents. Then it was time to wait for his and Rick�s turn. The sentry off to the left had a habit of wandering away close enough to chat with the next sentry along the line, although he always came back after a minute or so. They just had to wait for him to do it again, at the same time as the sentry on the right�s back was turned.
It seemed to take forever for the few minutes before the next opening. Then, senses alert to his breathing and the location and movement of his limbs, Trev checked his 1911 in its holster at his hip and his M16 slung on his back one last time, then slipped along the ditch towards camp.
He tried to mimic his cousins� ease, but he still felt clumsy and obvious in spite of the fact that he made so little noise he could barely hear himself. Behind him Rick was just as quiet, and a glance back showed his friend moving slowly but surely. He still expected to hear a warning shout, followed immediately after by gunfire, with every step he took.
Then they were in the camp. Trev poked his head above the side of the ditch and looked around to make sure the coast was clear, then with a curt gesture climbed out and broke left into the tents, trying to be stealthy and appear casual at the same time. Behind him he heard Rick grunt softly in pain at having to use his injured shoulder to pull himself out, but it was quiet enough Trev didn�t feel any alarm. Still as the camp was with everyone sleeping, there was still enough noise to cover minor slip ups.
Lewis and Jane crouched behind some tents ten feet ahead, and when the redheaded woman saw them she nudged her husband and the two broke away to move farther down the row of tents. Trev and Rick followed until they�d reached his cousin�s former hiding spot and used it themselves, waiting tensely for what seemed like forever until Gutierrez and Trent appeared.
Everyone had made it in without drawing notice. Now they just had to pick their way a hundred yards to the shed, between tents full of sleeping enemy soldiers with patrols regularly moving through the area.
Lewis and Jane led the way, still keeping ten feet ahead. Trev and Rick followed at their signal, and ten feet behind them Gutierrez and Trent brought up the rear. They used a pattern of hiding behind cover to see if the coast was clear, then hurrying down the lane to duck between the next two tents and look around.
Sticking to that pattern the hundred yards between the edge of camp and the armory shed was whittled down to fifty, and everything seemed to be going well. A few patrols passed, flashlights sweeping the night, but they were easy to avoid and didn�t seem to be too vigilant. Unless something went wrong they�d never know anyone was in camp, right up to the moment Lewis�s team had safely gotten out and the armory went up.
So of course something did.
There was no warning as a shirtless blockhead stumbled through the flaps of the tent to Lewis and Jane�s left, yawning hugely and scratching at the side of his head. He nearly walked right into Jane, and for an eternal moment the two stood frozen gaping at each other.
Then Lewis lunged forward around his wife, closing his hands around the enemy soldier�s throat not quite in time to choke off a surprised shout. They both dropped to the ground, struggling. Jane recovered almost as quickly, yanking out the knife sheathed at her hip and dropping to a crouch to plunge it into the blockhead�s eye. A moment later the man�s struggles ceased, and Lewis pulled himself into a crouch with a sigh of relief.
Just in time to hear another shout from down the row of tents behind them. A flashlight beam swung their way, blinking through the tents as it moved in their direction.
�Get to the armory!� Lewis hissed back at Trev and Rick, grabbing the dead soldier. With Jane�s help he started dragging the man back into the tent.
Trev wasted no time darting into a gap between the tents, just as the light panned along the row behind him. Gutierrez and Trent had already bolted the other way between two more tents ten feet back.
�Fantastic,� Rick muttered as he followed Trev down the narrow alley, then across another lane to get between two more tents. They both ducked a bit lower as a light shone through the tent next to them, revealing the silhouettes of sleeping soldiers inside. �We�re all going to die because some idiot had to take a piss.�
�Just come on,� Trev hissed back. They were almost to the armory, so they could figure out what to do once they got there.
Of course, at the moment the flashlights were herding them away from the shed, in the direction of the barn. There was also the fact that even though Lewis had split them into pairs in case some of them got caught, his cousin was the one with the detonator.
Sure, if they got into the armory Trev could probably figure out some way to make things go boom. But there�d be no countdown timer, so whatever they did would probably start the fireworks while they were still in camp. Getting out then would be a delight.
Gutierrez�s voice whispered in his earbuds. �Whoever�s headed for the barn, that patrol we spooked is on your tail.�
That drew a curse from Rick. Trev toggled his mic. �Gotcha. We�ll try to lose them, or if not we�ll lead them on a merry chase to buy you guys some breathing room.�
�Be careful,� Lewis said. �Me and Jane are almost to the shed. If you do get pinned down maybe you can wait out the timer, and the explosion will buy you the distraction you need to slip away.�
�What a mess,� Rick muttered. �Gone wrong before we made it fifty yards into the camp.�
Trev ducked between tents to reach another row, just as flashlight beams tracked along the row where they�d been. Their pursuit was still shouting to each other, but they sounded more confused than anything. With any luck the blockheads might not even be sure they were chasing anything. Maybe they�d give up soon, or start searching another direction.
Gutierrez again. �Hey Lewis, me and Trent are close to the motor pool and it seems unguarded. Do you need us at the shed? If not we could be useful here slashing tires and cutting fuel lines.�
�Yeah, that might help us get away if the patrol decides to sound the alarm. Although we�re close enough to Huntington that they�d probably just send trucks down from there. Do it anyway, though. That�s the sort of damage we�re looking to do here.�
Trev and Rick had made it to within thirty feet of the barn. To his relief the patrol seemed to be sticking to the lane they�d just abandoned, the lights shining down it as they searched between tents. He slowed to let Rick catch up. �Let�s get to the barn and circle around it,� he whispered. �That should take us far enough out of the way that we can make for the shed again.�
His friend nodded, and Trev motioned for him to lead the way so he could hang back and keep an eye on the patrol.
The shouts and waving flashlights hadn�t drawn as much interest as he�d feared, but a few soldiers did stumble out of their tents to see what the commotion was. Most immediately dismissed it and headed back to their cots, but he saw one or two start poking around their tents. Rick led the way to yet another lane to avoid them, although they had to wait a while for two blockheads chatting in front of a tent to duck back inside.
Finally they reached the barn, following the row of tents that ran parallel to its reassuring bulk off to their left. At the corner Rick checked the wider lane between their hiding spot and the building, then gave Trev the all clear sign and started across.
Halfway across, at the worst possible time, shouts off to their left indicated that the patrol that�d been chasing them, or maybe a different one, had finally chosen to search this lane.
Trev bit back a curse as flashlights swung his way. His first impulse was to freeze, since movement would almost definitely draw attention. But if he just stood around in the open they�d see him anyway. Ahead of him Rick was already the rest of the way to safety around the corner, and Trev barely had time to follow before the light passed near them. He ducked behind the barn, holding his breath as he fell into a crouch.
Less than a second later the beam of light shone directly on the wall around the corner, and men yelled to alert everyone. Rick swore, but Trev didn�t waste time doing even that. He was already bolting hard along the south wall of the barn, headed for the tents on the other side and possible safety.
Unfortunately, what they hadn�t planned on was the guard standing near the barn doors halfway down the large building. There was a sliding door for vehicles, and beside it a normal one for entry and exit. It was that one the guard stood in front of, right where he wasn�t supposed to be.
Nobody had been there during the day when he and Jane had been scouting, and they hadn�t seen anyone there during the few inspections of the depot they�d done at night, either.
The blockhead turned their way, raising his rifle and calling an uncertain question. He didn�t have night vision, and in the darkness his aim was off. Trev gave a low, incoherent shout, a warning noise, and pointed vaguely ahead in case the soldier could see his silhouette, trying to confuse him. At the same time he ducked into a full sprint, ready to drop to the ground the moment the blockhead managed to aim properly.
Neither of those happened. The soldier stayed confused and uncertain right up to the moment Trev tackled him to the ground. He cut off the enemy�s cry for help with the butt of his own rifle to the man�s face, and the blockhead went limp, stunned. Trev hit him again, then again, until he was sure he was at least unconscious.
Rick already had the door to the barn open. Trev grabbed the guard under the arms and started dragging him inside, and his friend ducked down to help. �What do we do now?� he hissed.
In answer Trev handed off the body to his friend. �They�re expecting a guard on this door. I�ll take over for him while you wait just inside, ready to pop out and start shooting if anything goes wrong.� It was a good thing Lewis had insisted on the precaution of dressing in blockhead uniforms for this. Even if that precaution was probably pointless, since none of them spoke the language or languages these conscripts used.
The younger man raised just that objection. �You can�t talk to them.�
�So I�ll grunt and point wildly to keep them running off after imagined enemies.� Trev glanced towards the corner, where the light was bobbing wildly and so bright he expected the patrol to pop into view at any second. He tucked his M16 just inside the door and dove for the sentry�s dropped weapon, hissing over his shoulder. �Go!�
He heard the door close behind him as he came up with the captured rifle, and trying to act as natural as possible he straightened to stand where the sentry had been. At the last second he remembered the man hadn�t been wearing night vision and yanked his goggles off, shoving them into his vest just as shouting soldiers rounded the corner and he was pinned by a flashlight beam.
As soon as he knew he�d been seen Trev started towards the blockheads with an urgent expression, pointing at the tents south of the barn and shouting vague noises. He felt like a moron, but he wanted to get the flashlight beam off the door as well as buy himself time to properly put away his goggles.
The blockhead patrol called questions at him, and he nodded exaggeratedly and pointed even more wildly over his shoulder while making an affirmative noise. Then he held up two fingers to indicate the number he�d �seen�.
At any second he expected to get shot in the face for trying to fool them without saying a word of their language. But either there were enough different languages among the army that had come up from Mexico that communication was a problem, or his vague noises were convincing. Either way the patrol bought him as a soldier in uniform guarding a barn door.
The flashlight swept away from him in the direction he was pointing, and as Trev slowed to a halt the blockheads rushed past him, now calling what sounded like orders. Either they were telling him to come along and guide them or to get back to his post. Trev hoped it was the latter as he returned to his position at the door and watched them run past.
After they were a hundred or so feet away among the rows of tents he pulled out his night vision to watch as they kept going. Once he could be sure they wouldn�t be coming back in the next minute or so he turned to the door, which was open a crack with Rick�s goggled eye peering out. He gestured. �Let�s get out of here before they come back.�
The door opened a bit more and Rick poked his head out. �Wait, there might be a problem.�
Trev tensed. �What?�
�What do you think? I�m not alone in here, and if we just leave someone might be tempted to give us up.�
* * *
Deb huddled in her cage with a dozen other prisoners, the closest of the twenty or so cages in the barn to the front doors, fighting to keep down the slightly rotten food the blockheads had given them for dinner. She knew if she couldn�t hold it down she wouldn�t have the strength to work tomorrow, wasn�t sure she�d have the strength anyway, but she couldn�t afford to be hungry.
She only hoped she wouldn�t get sick. From her experience so far the blockheads didn�t care why you couldn�t work, they just beat you if you didn�t. And they weren�t the sort to spare the rod, either.
Her group was supposed to be in transit to someplace up north, but while they were stopped at this camp waiting for something to happen, some facility to get prepared for their arrival or some road to be repaired or something, the enemy soldiers were putting them to work digging ditches and doing camp chores.
The first night here she�d tested her cage looking for weaknesses, as well as inspecting the barn for a good spot to escape. Neither one had offered much hope, not in the middle of a camp with hundreds of soldiers, with guards who checked on the prisoners every half hour or so.
Then the blockheads had put her to work the next day doing laundry, and by that night she was too exhausted to even think of escape. The work wasn�t just tossing clothes into a washer and waiting for it to ding, either: the blockheads had them doing a full industrial sized operation to clean every sheet, blanket, and uniform in camp, all without technology. Instead she and several other women were forced to use an enormous tub filled with scalding water mixed with some nasty cleaning solution that made her hands burn up to her elbows, and her eyes and nose sting too if she caught more than a whiff of the steam right to the face.
The blockheads gave them dowels to literally pound the dirt out of the cloth, then they had to toss the laundry into another tub of cold water to rinse and finally hang it up to dry. The wet cloth was surprisingly heavy and difficult to handle, using the dowel deadened her arms within an hour, and if her or any of the other women slowed down in the slightest their captors were on them in a heartbeat.
Those men had dowels too, but they weren�t for stirring laundry soup. So far Deb had managed to keep going fairly well, but some of the women in the cage sported more than a few bruises from failing to keep up.
A fresh wave of nausea gripped her, and she clenched her jaw around it. She had to tell herself this was bearable. Terrible as today had been, terrible as every day since she�d been taken prisoner had been, none compared to those first days when they-
Deb shuddered and did her best to blank her mind. Thankfully the gorge rising in her throat gave her something else to think about, and she determinedly focused on keeping the bad food down so she could stay strong to work.
Other women were still going through that hell, the newer prisoners who hadn�t been worn down by near starvation and being worked ragged day after day. Although the rest of them who�d been around longer had to fear more of the same as well from time to time, depending on the mood of their captors.
After a lifetime of being blessed with reasonably good looks, Deb had never thought she�d be grateful for aging badly under stressful conditions. But every time she caught a glimpse of the cracked sandpaper skin of her hands, or the reflection of her haggard face and limp stringy hair in the rinse water, every time she was ignored by the soldiers as long as she kept doing her work, she was.
Which only made her feel even worse for those who weren�t as fortunate.
A commotion at the door near her made her cringe back in fear. Blockheads sometimes came in the night looking for amusement, either to taunt and torment the prisoners or for� other things. It was a bit late for that, and anyway her cage of laundry workers was usually passed by, but the fear was still there.
To her surprise she caught the dim silhouettes of two men dragging another man inside. One man ducked back out the door while the other closed it to a crack behind him, and she saw his faint outline standing staring out the narrow opening into the night.
Something was wrong. The blockheads who came after dark were always loud, usually drunken. These furtive men were the opposite of that. And was the body on the floor the sentry who�d been guarding that door?
Deb heard the man whispering, and to her shock he spoke in English. �Come on, run on by.�
It was stupid, but she couldn�t help herself. �Who�s there?� she hissed.
The man froze, then slowly turned to stare into the dark openness of the barn�s interior. Deb saw a bulky shape over his eyes, goggles, and from the way he moved he seemed to be able to see. Night vision?
�Ah crap, I forgot,� he muttered.
The prisoners in other cages were stirring. �Are you American?� a man somewhere behind her hissed. �Have you come to free us?�
The man glanced back out the doorway, tense. �Not this time,� he hissed back. �There�s no plan for it. If we even tried you�d probably all end up shot before you even got halfway out of camp.�
Deb had felt a surge of hope when she�d realized she could understand him, even when she�d thought he might be an enemy. After a month of being abused by soldiers she couldn�t even understand, just hearing her own language from someone who wasn�t a prisoner was a relief.
That hope was rising in spite of his words. �Do they know we�re here?� she demanded. �Is someone going to help us?�
The man turned back to the door, calling quietly to his companion outside. After a moment that man slipped inside. He also wore night vision, and his head moved as he inspected the cages. �Can we trust you to keep quiet so we can escape?� he asked. His voice sounded familiar.
Deb lurched to her feet, pushing the nausea down through sheer willpower, and clutched the metal mesh of her cage. �Let me out!� she begged. �I don�t care if they kill me, I�d rather die trying to escape than stay here!�
The man started forward until he stood only a few feet away. Deb fought the instinct to cringe away, staring at him pleadingly as he inspected her. �My God,� he breathed, sounding shocked. �Is that you, Deb?�
The haze of exhaustion, starvation, and pain lifted just long enough for her to finally recognize the voice, and hope brought something back to life inside her. �Trev?�
* * *
Trev barely recognized her. The Deb he knew from Newtown had only been a few years older than him, friendly and energetic and just a tad bit plump. Now she looked like she was in her 40s, gaunt and listless and with her brown hair hacked short and brittle as straw from prolonged malnutrition.
She�d cringed away fearfully in spite of herself when he came close, even when she thought he was here to help, and her face bore the marks of old bruises. She was also hunched slightly around her stomach as if in pain.
He wasn�t sure he wanted to know what she�d been through. �How did you end up here?� he asked incredulously.
Other prisoners were crowded the mesh walls of their cages nearest to him and Rick, and before Deb could answer another prisoner cut in. �I�m with her,� the man said hoarsely. �Set me free and I�ll strangle the first blockhead I find and take his gun, even if I get shot trying.� There was a quiet but desperate chorus of agreement. Not all of the prisoners chimed in, but most did.
�Trev, Rick?� Lewis�s voice came in their earbuds. �Did you shake the patrol? I�m setting the detonator now.�
�Get outside and play sentry,� Trev told Rick as he toggled his mic. His friend nodded and took the blockhead�s rifle, then slipped out the door. �I�m here, Lewis. We shook the patrol, I think, but we had to hide in the barn. There�s over two hundred prisoners in here.�
There was an uncomfortable pause. �And?� Jane asked.
Trev glanced at Deb, who�d sank to her knees as if too exhausted to stand. �They want to try to escape. They say they�d rather die than stay prisoners.�
�We talked about this, Trev!� Lewis snapped. �You realize that if they try they will die. All of them, and us too!�
He realized that, of course. Blast, why�d they have to use the barn to hide? He could�ve kept ignoring the prisoners if he didn�t have to see their plight directly. Caged like animals, starving and bruised and exhausted from hard labor. He couldn�t walk away now. �Yeah, probably. But I know some of these people, Lew.�
�So get them out and try your luck with just a handful. Although even that�s probably suicide.�
�What do you think the rest will do then?� Trev took a deep breath. �Listen. Set the detonator and get out. I�ll try to figure out something here, so if it doesn�t work at least it�s just me.�
�And me,� Rick chimed in. �It may be a horrible idea, but I won�t just walk away.�
His cousin swore. �I�m not leaving if you�re not. If you guys are going to be idiots, at least give us a chance to plan it out so it has a shot of working.�
Trev set his jaw. �I�m not going to get you guys killed over this.�
�Then start sneaking your way out of camp, just you and Rick,� Lewis snapped. Trev had no answer for that, and his cousin continued. �Thought so. Just give me a minute, okay. Sit tight, and don�t draw attention to yourselves.�
There was a slight pop as Lewis toggled off his mic. Trev turned back to the prisoners in the cages, who were all staring at him in silent expectation. �If you�re willing to take the risk, we�ll try to find a way to free you,� he said. �For now, though, stay quiet until we can figure something out. We only need to get you to the foothills west of here, and then you�ll be safe and protected by the United States Armed Forces.� Instead of a cheer there was something more like a mass exhalation, a sigh of relief from hundreds of mouths.
He looked down at Deb, who�d started to cry, and dropped down into a crouch in front of her. �Where�s the rest of the people from your town?� he asked gently.
�I-I don�t know.� She pulled her knees up against her chest. �We split up once we ran into the army coming from the south, to avoid their patrols. There were only a dozen of us in my group. Half were captured along with me and the blockheads left the others behind. I haven�t seen anyone I recognize in this barn with me.�
�How long ago were you captured? Up until about a month ago they were killing any US citizen they came across.�
Deb shuddered. �They did plenty of killing. I watched them shoot a woman right in front of me.� She pulled her knees tighter against her chest. �And we passed other groups who�d been gunned down by the blockheads. So many others.� Her voice dropped to the barest whisper. �Maybe they were the lucky ones.�
Trev waited, but her thoughts seemed trapped in a dark place. �But they didn�t kill you and these other people, though,� he said gently.
The haggard woman raised her head to look at him. �No,� she agreed. �No, they took any adults who were young and in good health. They�re taking us up north to work, they say.�
�You mean slavery?�
Deb laughed, mostly bitter but slightly hysterical. �They call it forced labor. Reparations for the Retaliation. But they�re not fooling anyone, even themselves. They certainly treat us like slaves.�
Trev nodded. �Mistreat you, you mean. I hardly recognized you at first.�
�Yeah.� She lifted a skeletal forearm to look at it. �There are worse things than being ugly in this camp. Small silver linings.�
He rested a comforting hand on the mesh near her, then stood. �All right, everyone. Let�s get these cages open.�

Chapter Fifteen
Desperate Measures

�We�re almost finished sabotaging their vehicles,� Trent was saying. �Shouldn�t be more than another few minutes.�
�And then we�re out,� Gutierrez added. �Sorry, Lewis. I�d love to see those poor people freed, but when I volunteered for this it wasn�t a suicide mission.�
�I understand,� Lewis replied, double checking the detonator�s wiring. As he�d hoped, the armory held a modest store of high explosives. �Be careful, you two.�
�He�s got a point,� Jane whispered after he�d toggled off his mic. She was busy stuffing grenades, handguns, and loaded magazines into two packs for them to take with them. At least some of the prisoners would be armed. �We should take time to plan this properly.�
�Maybe.� Done. Now all he needed to do was set the timer and get out. Once he figured out how much time to give them. �Unless the blockheads move the prisoners before then. Or this attack makes them triple their security and we never get another chance.�
She paused with a flashbang in hand. �This wasn�t part of the plan,� she said stubbornly. �I�m not ready to die.�
�Neither am I. Neither is Rick. And stupid as he�s being, neither is Trev.� He gave his wife the most reassuring smile he could. �Let�s make sure it doesn�t happen.�
He switched his radio to the main channel and toggled his mic. �Sergeant Davis, you there?�
There was a brief delay. �Same place I was when you left hours ago, Halsson. What�s up?�
�I could use a hand. Trev is about to commit suicide and get over two hundred US citizens killed.�
A new voice came over the radio, Harmon. �The blazes are you talking about?�
Lewis briefly described the situation. �I was thinking if we could make some noise we might have a better shot. When we blow the armory that�ll be a start, distracting them to the north, and you could distract them to the south. I know Peterson and Anders are still alive on the rise, but if you�re willing to start your attack against the blockheads there soon, you could save lives.�
�You want us to throw away our lives breaking prisoners out of the middle of a blockhead camp?� Harmon demanded.
�No,� Lewis replied, trying for calm. �But if anyone on our side already has an attack planned and is willing to speed up their timetable, it would help. Trev�s going to try no matter what.�
There was a longer pause, then Davis sighed. �You know, sometimes Smith�s moralizing can be downright demoralizing. Give us an hour, Halsson. Can you stay under the radar for that long?�
An hour? That was a long, long time to be hiding in an enemy camp. What was Davis planning, a picnic? �Maybe.� Lewis set the timer on the detonator, then motioned to Jane and stood. �The armory will blow in exactly 60 minutes.�
�Roger that. We�ll do what we can.�
Along with the packs, he and his wife both slung two extra rifles on their backs. It wasn�t much, but anything was better than nothing; even this weighed them down as much as they could handle. With Lewis in the lead they ducked out of the armory and shut the door behind them, then slipped towards the tents to the south.
Burdened with added weight, and conscious of the timer ticking down behind them that they didn�t want to draw any attention to, they were even more slow and cautious heading to the barn.
Along the way Gutierrez radioed in to let them know that he and Trent had safely escaped the camp, and rejoined the volunteers hiding to the west of them. Lewis asked them if they�d be willing to set up there to cover the prisoners� escape as best they could, and the former soldier reluctantly agreed.
�We�ll be falling back if our position gets compromised, though,� he warned.
In a way it was nice that the barn doors faced south, since most of the camp was to the north. It would make getting everyone out without being spotted slightly easier. But at the moment it also meant they had to hike all the way around to get inside. �We�re almost to the doors,� Lewis told Rick well before they came around the corner.
�Good, the coast is clear for now. Hurry.�
Together he and his wife trotted along the front of the barn to where their friend waited, and Rick cracked the door open just long enough for them to slip inside.
Trev had all the prisoners freed from the cages and somewhat organized. Under his supervision they�d ransacked the supplies to find any food that didn�t require preparation, as well as five-gallon jugs of water. While they�d been waiting they�d enjoyed an impromptu meal, their first good one in weeks judging by how gaunt they were. Some were even loading themselves up with food to take with them, as if they thought they�d be able to escape hauling a burden in their condition.
Lewis took one look at those emaciated forms and felt a moment of despair. They looked as if they could barely walk, let alone run the way they�d need to if they had any hope of getting to safety. But at least as Trev led a few dozen men forward, introducing them as those who�d at least handled a gun at some point in their lives, Lewis could see the determination burning in their eyes.
He and Jane started passing out the spare rifles, handguns, and grenades. �From what we can tell the soldiers sleep with their weapons,� he said as he produced the last of the 9mm Grachs and two spare magazines, handing them to a man in his teens who swayed with exhaustion.
Then, with great reluctance, he drew his 1911 and handed it to another prisoner, along with all the spare mags from his vest pocket. Jane and Trev did the same, and his cousin ran to grab Rick�s sidearm to also arm a prisoner.
�Do you think we could raid some of the tents?� Trev said after he got back, passing Rick�s pistol to a gaunt older woman who�d been hovering around him before he left. He�d introduced her as Deb, a friend he�d made in Newtown.
�You heard Davis,� Jane snapped. �He wants us to stay under the radar. If we try sneaking into blockhead tents and slitting their throats for their rifles we�ll be caught within minutes.�
Trev held up his hands. �Fine. Then we hope to get out without a fight, and if we can�t manage that we pick up the rifles of anyone we gun down in front of us.�
Lewis very much doubted it was going to be anywhere near that simple. He and Jane helped Trev finish organizing the prisoners into groups for more orderly movement, assigning each a leader from the armed men. As they did they all checked their watches, waiting as the time marched forward to the hour deadline.
After they were done eating about thirty of the prisoners shuffled back into a few cages, asking to be locked up again. Apparently the sight of weapons being handed out had driven home the price of freedom, which they would very likely pay if they left.
Lewis couldn�t fault them for that, but to be safe he had them bound and gagged. Just in case they decided their captors would punish them less if they raised the alarm. It felt terrible to give the order, and Trev looked like he was on the verge of protesting, but Lewis wasn�t about to take any chances.
With about fifteen minutes left on the countdown Davis finally called in. �Okay Halsson, here�s the deal. We�re hitting the rise now, with the aim of obliterating everyone on it. At which point we�ll fan out and begin striking at patrols and sentry positions in the area.
�Even better, your friend Lieutenant Faraday up north says he�s been getting harassed by blockhead commandos in camo bandannas. He�s about had enough of it, so he�s agreed to make a committed attack into the valley himself. He�ll even hit at your old town if he gets an opening. Between those two we should get reinforcements scrambling out from Huntington, and maybe even your depot. It won�t be enough to clear the place out completely, but it might create some confusion and give you an opening. Especially once the armory blows.�
That was more than he could�ve hoped for. It also explained why the sergeant had asked for so much time. �Thanks, Davis. We�ll see you soon.�
�I sure hope so. I want to tear you a new one for going off half-cocked like this. Look to the south and you might see some fireworks.�
Lewis changed channels. �Rick, keep an eye on the camp. See how they respond to the attacks. Especially due west.� That was the direction they planned to go, a direct line between the barn and safety. There wasn�t really any other option.
As his friend acknowledged the order Lewis gathered all the prisoners together. �All right, here�s the deal,� he said just loudly enough for everyone to hear. �The military is going to create some distractions. We�ll wait until we find the best opening we can, then we begin sneaking west through the tents. Stick to your groups, and try to stick with the larger group as well.�
There were nods all around, and Lewis continued. �If the enemy starts shooting at you we�ll do our best to take them out if it�s just a few. Keep heading west and trying not to be seen. If we�re caught and the blockheads really come after us in large numbers, anyone with a grenade chucks them: either at the enemies shooting at them, at a tent, or lob it as far as you can and hope it creates some confusion. Then we bolt for the edge of camp and don�t stop running until we hit mountains. We�ll have people out there covering us, but don�t expect any miracles.�
�How far?� Deb asked.
Lewis glanced over at her. �At least two miles.� There were despairing groans at that. �It�s going to be a hard run, maybe the hardest you�ve ever done. But things get better at the finish line.�
They continued waiting in nervous silence. In the distance, just at the edge of hearing, Lewis thought he heard explosions. After a few minutes he began hearing shouts from closer, within the camp. Then a loudspeaker blared in a foreign language.
�That�s done it,� Rick whispered. �Soldiers are stumbling out of their tents. They�re looking to the south. Now they�re heading back inside to get dressed and grab their weapons.� The loudspeaker blared again, more urgently, and his friend abruptly swore. �Now they�re tearing the camp apart, searching the tents and along each row.�
�Why?� Lewis demanded.
�I don�t know! Maybe they tried to drive off in their trucks and found out we sabotaged them.� Rick swore again. �Some are headed this way, Lewis!�
Lewis glanced at his watch. Four minutes until the detonator blew. Too long. �All right, people,� he said. �Hug the front wall, lie flat, and shut up! Rick, get inside!� The younger man stumbled in, expression panicked under his goggles, and Lewis slammed the door behind him. �Trev, get some people and make an opening on the western wall. Try not to be obvious about it.� His cousin nodded and grabbed a few dozen of the unarmed men.
Motioning to Jane, Rick, and the armed men clustered around them, Lewis set up next to the doors, G3 ready. �This wood won�t stop a bullet from an AK-47,� he whispered. �Remember that they can shoot you through the walls.� Several of the prisoners moaned in fear.
�So what exactly is the plan here?� Rick demanded.
�Wait until they come in, try to take them out quietly, then wait until the armory blows.� Lewis produced a can of bear spray from his pocket. Rick and Jane gave starts of surprise and produced their cans as well, as if just remembering them.
What, had they thought Lewis intended for them to ambush and grapple with armed and wary enemy soldiers without getting shot? Even at the shelter they�d only managed to take down the sentries coming inside because those blockheads had been completely oblivious to the danger.
Not for the first time Lewis silently thanked Matt for his foresight in picking up the bear spray, way back near the beginning just after the Gulf burned. His friend had almost run out of the stock he�d gotten from the store, but Lewis had managed to snag the ones he still had left: enough for everyone but Trent to carry one on their person.
It wouldn�t exactly be a silent takedown, but it was definitely quieter than a gunshot and with luck would choke off any warning shouts.
Only a few seconds later the door flew open and half a dozen armed men streamed in, flashlight attachments on their rifles waving wildly. They froze for just a second when they saw the empty cages, and Lewis used that time to spray a broad sweep at point blank range in the general direction of their heads. He dropped three before they even realized they were under attack, while between them Rick and Jane took out the other three and made sure all six had gotten a good faceful.
The blockheads had mostly dropped their weapons and were on the ground retching and gagging, trying to shout around the breaths they couldn�t catch. Lewis kicked the rifle out of the hands of the one soldier who managed to keep hold of his and dropped down to put him in a choke hold, while the freed prisoners swarmed over the others and got to work clubbing them to death with the weapons he and Jane had brought them.
It was a savage display, but Lewis didn�t exactly blame them. He slammed the door shut again, made sure all the blockheads were at least unconscious, then distributed the newly captured weapons to more unarmed prisoners.
Once all that was done he motioned to the prisoners watching him in tense anticipation. �Get to Trev at the new exit and be ready to go.� They�d pushed their luck hanging around for so long and then taking down that patrol, and there was no telling when it would finally run out.
Speaking of which� as the prisoners detached from the south wall and trickled over to the west one, Lewis cracked the door open and slipped outside to take over playing sentry for Rick.
At which point a few of the soldiers milling among the tents turned his way. Lewis didn�t know whether it would�ve been less suspicious to just keep the door shut, hoping the lack of a sentry wouldn�t rouse suspicion. But as soon as the blockheads among the tents started bolting his way, shouting and raising their weapons, Lewis knew the jig was up.
At least he had some warning. He raised his own G3 and opened fire, slamming his back against the door to open it behind him as he did. Jane joined him as he backed into the barn, also shooting at any targets that presented themselves.
�Trev, exit!� he shouted.
�Almost there!� his cousin yelled back. �It�ll take a minute.�
�We don�t have one!� Behind him Rick had rolled open the garage door and he and a dozen prisoners were shooting out, yelling for those who had grenades to use them. Several men pulled pins and threw.
Then the enemy returned fire, punching holes through the old wood of the barn like it was cardboard. A few prisoners went down screaming. �Drop and keep shooting!� Lewis shouted, following his own advice. �Trev?�
He heard grunts and the sound of splintering wood from the wall off to his right. �Got it!�
The roar of explosions came from outside as the grenades detonated, and he heard men screaming. �Everyone out!� Lewis shouted. �Start running and don�t stop til you�re dead!�
That probably wasn�t the most motivating thing to say, but the prisoners clustered around the west wall began jamming themselves through the hole. Trev was already on the other side shooting.
Lewis kept firing into the night to the south, doing his best to pin down the blockheads there. This had turned out worse than he ever could�ve feared, alerting the camp while they were still in the barn and with enemies converging from all sides. But maybe it had been optimistic to hope for anything better.
Then luck finally turned their way. A deafening roar shook the barn from the north, and glancing over his shoulder he saw a red glow streaming through the cracks in the boards. The armory had finally blown.
He was on his feet even before the noise died out, sprinting for the opening Trev had made. �Out, out!� he screamed.
Behind him most of the armed prisoners followed him clutching their weapons, flanked by Jane and Rick still firing at the south wall, in the slightest chance they might hit anyone on the other side. But he saw to his irritation that some of the men behind him were actually fleeing out the front doors; either they realized that the hole Trev had made might draw enemy fire, or they saw the logjam there and were desperate to get out ahead of the press of people. Some went down, some didn�t. A few might�ve even done some good, ducking between tents shooting into the night.
Lewis shoved through the prisoners bottlenecked at Trev�s crude entrance, which he�d apparently created by breaking or tearing off enough splintery boards for three people to leave at once. Joining the flow of people streaming outside, he made it through the exit with his gun leveled over the heads of the prisoners in front of him, searching for the targets he knew were going to be there.
Walking right into the closest thing to Hell he could imagine.
* * *
�Out, out!� Trev yelled, firing wildly at every moving shape in front of him as he ducked through the tents.
A blockhead emerging from a tent just in front of him took one of his bullets almost immediately, and the man�s rifle clattered to the ground as he fell. Trev stepped over the body, while one of the prisoners behind him scrambled to pick up the weapon and started firing.
Trev raised his voice even louder. �Everyone get out of the barn and spread out! Don�t clump up, don�t stop!�
Deb ran beside him, firing Rick�s .45 at muzzle flashes coming from within tents. Too many muzzle flashes. They�d left the corpses of a dozen or so prisoners, the first who�d come through the hole after them, scattered on the ground somewhere behind, and more were dying by the minute.
This was a nightmare. If every second blockhead wasn�t running north to do something about the pyrotechnics display from the armory, they�d probably all already be dead.
�Maybe I� should�ve� stayed in� cage,� Deb wheezed, every shot making the large caliber pistol buck wildly in her hands. He wondered if she was even coming close to hitting anything. The haggard woman stumbled, and Trev paused for a second to catch her elbow and haul her back up. She weighed practically nothing.
Dozens of voices were shouting around him, and several more in his earbuds. Gutierrez was one of those. �Keep going, guys! The sentries and patrols around the western perimeter have all turned your way, so we�re hitting them from behind. And we�re also gunning down any blockheads we see near the edge of camp. We�ll carve you out an escape route if you can reach it.�
Trev slapped his radio�s toggle. �You�ll shoot as many of us as you will of them!� he panted, using the brief break to fumble a spare magazine into his M16�s receiver.
�Give us some credit.� An explosion lit up the night ahead of them, a firebomb, and a tent went up in flames. �See that tent? Tell your people to leave camp in the lanes to either side. We�ll shoot everywhere else, but even so we�ll be taking care to only shoot at blockheads.�
Trev ducked down as a hail of gunfire ahead ripped the tent beside him to shreds. Grabbing Deb, he pulled her between that tent and another one and dropped down for a second, fumbling for a grenade to throw at the blockheads who�d been shooting at them. The enemy seemed so intent on gunning them down that they didn�t notice it sailing towards them.
A few seconds later it went off, accompanied by screams, and he felt a bit of satisfaction at his aim as answered the former soldier. �The burning tent, gotcha. Just remember that me, Rick, Lewis, and Jane are all wearing blockhead uniforms.�
Then he threw back his head and bellowed at the top of his lungs, grateful that few if any of the enemy spoke English. �Prisoners run to the burning tent!� He sucked in another breath. �That�s our exit! Run for the burning tent at the west end of camp!�
He popped out from behind the tent, sprayed burst fire at the enemy soldiers he saw ahead, then glanced back and saw a stream of prisoners heading down the lane towards him. �Follow me!� he shouted, running.
The next few minutes were a nightmare of screams, explosions, and gunfire all around. He saw prisoners fall by the dozen, blockhead soldiers drop all around him, and even friendly fire from both sides. Secondary explosions from near the armory kept the chaos up there going, hopefully keeping most of the camp occupied with that disaster.
If the prisoners hadn�t had the tents to run between none of them would�ve gotten thirty feet from the barn. But as it was the canvas maze provided just enough cover from enemy sight that the blockheads had to be practically on top of them before they could start shooting. And enough of the haggard men and women were armed that it wasn�t a completely one-sided fight.
Trev finally reached the edge of the camp, passing the burning tent, and skidded to a halt. �If we run out from the cover of the tents we�ll be instant targets for every blockhead on this side of the camp,� he told Gutierrez.
A familiar, but unexpected, voice replied. �They�ll make themselves targets for us first, don�t worry.�
Trev gaped into the darkness ahead. �Vernon?�
The former sheriff sounded amused. �I�m one of Harmon�s relief squads, Smith, so here I am. Relieved?� Before Trev could answer he continued. �We�re taking out any blockhead that pokes his head into view west of the barn. Get your prisoners and get out here, before the rest of the camp overwhelms you and they send trucks to surround us. Which will probably happen anyway.�
Nodding, Trev glanced back at Deb and the prisoners behind him. More were coming, although they hesitated when they saw him stopped. �Keep going!� he shouted. Then, gritting his teeth at the bullets he knew were about to head his way, he turned and bolted past the camp�s perimeter towards the nearest cover.
Gunfire sounded all around him, but that was nothing new. A lot of it was from ahead, but he heard the whine of bullets all around, and saw one spark off a rock only a few feet in front of him. Only a few steps behind him Deb sobbed as she struggled to keep up, either panting for air on the verge of exhaustion or completely terrified. Maybe both.
�Lewis, you alive?� Gutierrez asked in his earbuds.
�For now. The blockheads are all running away from your attack, but that�s not stopping them from shooting any prisoners they see.�
�You�ll be out soon,� Vernon said.
Stinging pain on his thigh made Trev stumble, and he dropped to one knee and felt at his leg. Blood, but not much; he hoped that meant a graze. Still, the fact that he just got shot indicated that not all the blockheads were running away.
�Keep going!� he shouted, waving for Deb and the prisoners following close behind him to run on. �You�re almost to our friends!�
Not stopping to see whether they listened he twisted around and lifted his rifle, searching for the soldier who�d shot at him. He spotted a few blockheads poking out from behind tents shooting at prisoners, and he focused on returning fire as more and more men and women fled past him.
There were a lot of people getting away. Dozens. Maybe the enemy hadn�t killed as many of them as he�d feared.
Every few shots he dropped, rolled a few feet, then popped back up. He had to favor his thigh with each roll, which slowed him down, but hopefully in the darkness the enemy was going after his muzzle flashes. Even after he stopped seeing blockheads he kept shooting into the tents to the north and south ends of camp, where he was confident he wouldn�t accidentally hit any prisoners. He doubted he�d get lucky and hit anyone, but he might get close enough to spook some and keep them pinned down.
The stream of prisoners finally flowed to a trickle, accompanied by Lewis, Jane, and Rick, and Trev popped up to join them as they bolted for safety. One of the armed prisoners in front of him went down with a cry, looking as if he�d tripped. It wasn�t until Trev stopped to haul him up with his free hand that he felt the blood soaking the man�s shirt. He was moving though, and groaning, so Trev slung the wounded prisoner over his shoulder and kept running.
Up ahead, among the flashes of gunfire, he saw men waving frantically. �Go, go, go!� they shouted, cheering him and the others on. Trev dug for an extra burst of energy and ran faster, stumbling and nearly going down but somehow staying on his feet.
Hands caught him as he reached the line of volunteers, lifting the wounded man from his shoulder to carry for him. But nobody stopped running and neither did Trev. Ahead of them the prisoners were still staggering in ones and pairs and clumps for the southern slope. Some stumbled, some fell, but there was always someone from the Aspen Hill volunteers to pick them up and keep them going, or carry them if need be.
With a start Trev realized that the man now carrying the wounded prisoner beside him was none other than Vernon himself. The former sheriff and his men were forming the rearguard of the retreat, bolting from cover to cover and keeping up their fire on the camp behind them as everyone else ran.
Vernon nodded at him. �Smith.�
Trev nodded back, forcing his reply out between panting breaths. �I have to admit� Vernon. You were the last� person I expected to pull� us out of the fire back there.� Then, although it wasn�t easy, he forced himself to continue. �Thanks.�
The older man�s eyes were on the ground ahead of him. He didn�t have night vision, so he had to trust that the silhouettes of the people in front of him were leading him across clear ground. �You don�t think much of me,� he said bluntly, �and you�ve got good enough reasons not to. But I�m willing to admit I made a bad call back in the canyon, and because of it five good people died. I couldn�t just leave it like that.�
Even after Vernon�s save tonight, the last thing Trev had expected from the man was an apology. He couldn�t help but push it. �You didn�t think it was a bad� call after it happened.�
The former sheriff risked looking over at him, anger briefly flashing across his face. �The bad call wasn�t disagreeing with your plan, Smith. I still think it was reckless, it went against our mission there, and you tried to force me into it even after I objected. But in spite of that I still should�ve helped, since the alternative was leaving good people in a bad spot.�
Trev backed off. That wasn�t where he wanted this to go. So he moderated his tone. �If you�re willing to admit you� made a bad call then I can, too. I should�ve made sure you� were on board before trying a plan that might� rely on your help. It wasn�t my only mistake� that night, but it�s the one I blamed you for.�
Vernon hesitated for a second, then grunted. �We can�t pretend there�s not bad blood between us, Smith, and I wouldn�t recommend any joint missions going forward. But it can�t hurt to remember we�re on the same side.�
�Fair enough. Thank you, again.� Trev broke away from the former sheriff to join Lewis, Jane, and Rick, who were running just ahead of the rearguard looking ready to join the fighting if they had to. He was still out of breath, but now that he was no longer carrying the wounded man, and everyone was moving slower to accommodate the exhausted prisoners, he was starting to get it back.
�Mending fences?� Rick asked, a slight edge to his voice as he jerked his head Vernon�s way.
Trev nodded. �Within reason.�
His friend swore. �Does he honestly think we�ll trust him after everything that�s happened? I don�t care if he personally carried me out in his arms, tonight doesn�t change anything.�
Although he couldn�t blame Rick for feeling that way, Trev couldn�t let that slide. They still had to get back to the safety of the mountains with Vernon�s people, a long distance to go. They couldn�t afford to be snapping at each other like chained dogs the entire way. �The world isn�t black and white,� he tried.
�Don�t give me that.� Rick tore his eyes away from Vernon�s back to glare at him. �He got our friends killed. He got Alice shot! As far as I�m concerned he��
Trev grabbed his friend�s arm, quieting him. �I�m as much to blame as Vernon,� he said fiercely. �I made the call to go ahead with the attack even when I wasn�t sure he�d join us. I thought we could handle it and I was wrong, and our friends got killed because of it.�
The younger man flinched slightly. �Don�t�� he started, then cut off. �You know I don�t blame you. None of us saw the blockheads hiding out there.�
�It was a bad night. There�s plenty of blame we can throw out, as much on the enemy doing things right as on us doing things wrong. Not to mention plain old bad luck.� He tightened his grip on his friend�s arm. �But whatever happened, happened. Our focus has to be on tonight, not something that took place weeks ago. And tonight Vernon�s people risked their lives to save us, and some of them might�ve died in the process. Tonight we have to get back to safety alongside them. So we will.�
After an eternal pause his friend nodded reluctantly, although his eyes strayed back to Vernon and his expression remained dark. He lowered his voice for Trev�s ears only. �I�ll go along, but I can�t forgive him for what happened. Even after tonight I�m not about to trust him, no matter what you say.�
He supposed that was only fair. �We�ll take precautions, and once we�re back in the mountains we can go back to avoiding each other. But until then we do the right thing, and hope they do the same.�
�You really think they�ll stick with us if we get attacked and they can break away clean?� Rick asked.
Trev hesitated. �They did at the camp.�
Vernon abruptly whistled piercingly from ahead. He wasn�t the only one giving warning, either. Prisoners were shouting and pointing, and the Aspen Hill volunteers were gathering up on the right side of the line of fleeing people, holding their weapons ready as they faced north. Trev looked that way and groaned, putting on a burst of speed to catch up to his friends.
Half a dozen trucks were headed their way, headlights on and engines roaring. It looked like Faraday�s distraction to the north hadn�t been enough to pull all the vehicles from Huntington, which was hardly a surprise.
* * *
�Grenades!� Lewis shouted. �Anyone who�s still got one, now�s the time!�
In spite of his confident tone sick dread was churning in his gut. The camp had been horrific, but at least there they�d had confusion, distraction, and a few squads� worth of cover fire going for them. If even one of those trucks had a mounted heavy machine gun or missile launcher, they�d mow down the straggling line of fleeing people without difficulty.
Even if each vehicle only carried a full load of troops they�d outnumber the fleeing fighters and armed prisoners two to one, with the mobility to surround them and set up in the most advantageous positions. There�d be no running away, and Lewis and his people would have to worry about protecting more than three times their number of helpless civilians.
This was going to get ugly fast.
He pulled out his last grenade, yanked the pin, and hurled it towards the headlights, trying to time it so the explosion coincided with a vehicle driving over it. That the trucks were already in throwing range was a bad thing. Or maybe not quite, since his grenade went off a good ten feet ahead of the vehicles, who swerved to avoid the explosion.
Other people wound back to throw, while his and Vernon�s fighters all raised their weapons and began firing at the headlights, or above them at the windshields. Behind the blinding light slightly dimmer twinkles appeared in burst patterns as the enemy returned fire, and around him people cried out and fell. The exploding grenades rocked the trucks but none scored a direct hit, and they continued forward.
�Halsson, Vernon, order your people to get down, NOW!� Davis�s voice abruptly roared in Lewis�s headset.
He dropped like a rag doll, as ordered, while at the same time shouting for everyone else to get down, too. Vernon was also shouting, as were members of their squads. The prisoners seemed only too happy to drop to the ground, especially as the gunfire from the approaching trucks continued.
Then twin streaks of fire lit the night from the slope to the southwest, making a burning line to the blockhead vehicles. One of the trucks exploded, while behind it two more were flipped sideways like kicked toys and fell into wild tumbling rolls. The final two vehicles screeched to a halt, then whipped around and headed back the way they�d come in a squeal of tires.
�That�s the last of our missiles, Halsson. And from the looks of it the last of their pursuit, too. Hurry up and get those poor people to safety.�
Lewis lurched back to his feet, reaching down to haul up one of Vernon�s fighters. It turned out the man was wounded, blood soaking his shoulder, and he yelled bloody murder as his wounded arm was yanked around. Lewis awkwardly hauled the fighter up into a fireman�s carry while keeping hold of his G3, then lurched into motion again. �We�re in the clear, people! Let�s get out of here while it stays that way!�
A ragged cheer went up around him, and other figures popped up and began running again. Lewis looked around and spotted Gutierrez with most of their volunteers, weapons trained on the crashed vehicles. �Good thinking, Raul. Make sure none of the blockheads get out of that mess and start shooting us.� The former soldier nodded.
The first of the freed prisoners reached the bottom of the slope and began crawling up it, picking their way over deadfall and undergrowth. The squad mates Trev and Jane had left taking their shifts on the southern slope were there to greet them, as was every single medic under Harmon�s command. Together they helped the exhausted and wounded people continue to safety.
Lewis got his wounded man to the nearest medic and lowered him as gently as he could, then collapsed a few feet away. A moment later Jane collapsed behind him, pressing her back against his to keep them both upright.
�How many did we save?� he mumbled.
The question was directed at no one and everyone. Alice, helping the medics, hesitated. �At least a hundred, I think.�
A hundred. The prisoners had flipped a coin on whether they�d live or die when Trev let them out of those cages. Lewis knew they�d accepted the risk, and had expressed a willingness to die rather than remain prisoners. Even so� had they known beforehand how it would turn out, would so many have taken the chance anyway? And what about their rescuers? Could they even call this a success?
Either way what was done was done. They�d all made their choice, and there was no taking back the consequences. Lewis sighed. �What about us? Did we lose anyone?�
It was Trent, standing nearby with Trev and Rick, who answered. �Mason,� he said reluctantly, �and Ted, I think. A few others are wounded.�
So Mason hadn�t made it through this time. That was going to hit Trev hard. Lewis shut his eyes and tried to focus on the positive. �We did a lot of damage to the blockheads tonight.�
�And Davis and Faraday will have done more,� Jane agreed. �Not bad, considering we ripped our carefully crafted plan to shreds and took a flamethrower to the��
�Whoa whoa whoa!� Trev abruptly shouted, and they both stumbled to their feet in surprise. �Deb, put the gun down!�
* * *
Trev breathed an inward sigh of relief as he managed to get himself between the muzzle of Rick�s 1911 and Fred Vernon.
Of course, that meant he was staring up the iron sights into the eyes of an obviously unstable person.
For a moment Deb�s expression went slack, as if she hadn�t quite grasped what had just happened. Then her eyes grew even wilder. �You�re with him?� she demanded. �You, of all people?� Her arms holding the gun began shaking slightly, not a good sign.
�We�re all on the same side,� he answered, doing his best to keep his voice calm. He slowly raised his hand towards the pistol as he continued. �Whatever he did in the past, it�s the blockheads who�re our enemies. Put it down.�
Deb wavered, starting to look calmer. And Vernon chose that moment to open his mouth. �Trevor�s right, woman. I�m not your enemy, I just saved you.�
�Saved me?� Deb said, voice cracking. Her arms began shaking even more, and Trev saw her finger twitch on the trigger as she tried to sidestep around him. At this range he wasn�t sure how much his body armor would do to stop a .45 ACP round. �Because of you I was their prisoner in the first place! Because of you they starved me and beat me and worked me to the bone for over a month! Because of you they�� she cut off, shuddering.
Trev�s hand had frozen when she came close to pulling the trigger, but now he continued to lift it until just his index finger rested on the top and side of the barrel. �I don�t think you really want to kill him. Do you? And I�m pretty sure you don�t want to kill me.� He ever so carefully began lowering it to point towards the ground.
She was wavering, her eyes calming down. �You know what he did to us, Trev,� she whispered, voice pleading. �You know what he left us to. You could�ve been in the same situation. Your family.�
The gun was pointing at the ground now. Trev breathed another inward sigh of relief as he moved his hand up to the back of the barrel and put the safety on. �He stole from us,� he agreed. �He abandoned us. But there are people guilty of far worse. Let�s focus on justice for them.�
Deb�s shaking had grown so bad he was afraid she�d drop the 1911 on her own. Trev gently closed his hand over hers and started to take the gun from her. �I borrowed this from my friend,� he continued. �May I return it to him, please?�
After one final moment of tension Deb nodded and let go of the weapon. As Trev turned to hand it to Rick she dropped to the ground and began to sob. Alice came over and knelt to put her arms comfortingly around the older woman�s shoulders, and Deb leaned into her and sobbed even harder.
Trev turned to look at Vernon, noticing that many of the man�s fighters held their weapons ready. �You handled that well,� the former sheriff said grudgingly, �but I think I�m tempting fate staying here. Too many old grudges. We�ll go ahead and get going.�
�That�s not the worst idea.� Trev glanced at Rick, who hadn�t put away his pistol, before looking back at Vernon. �Thank you again.�
The former sheriff motioned, and his people fell in and started up the slope towards the path that led over the ridge to the main camp. But Vernon hesitated after only a few steps and looked back at Deb. �I am sorry, Ms. Rutledge. Whatever I did, I never meant for it to cause anyone this sort of pain.�
He continued on, and Trev finally let out his pent up sigh of relief. He turned back to where the medics were working, ready to get back to seeing what he could do to help.
When he saw Davis standing there with everyone else he jumped slightly in surprise. �How long have you been there?�
The sergeant snorted. �Long enough to see I didn�t need to step in. Nice save, Smith. I think this is your first run-in with Vernon�s people in a while that hasn�t ended with you punching someone.�
Trev found himself grinning instead of getting annoyed. He stepped forward to offer Davis his hand. �Nice save yourself. It was turning ugly with those trucks.� The sergeant returned his strong grip. �How did it go to the south?�
�It went. We got their trucks, at least, and one or two emplacements. The blockheads scattered like roaches at that point, and Sergeant Harmon and the others pursued them in a cautious but exuberant manner. In the meantime Abrams and I brought the remaining missiles and launchers, for which there was little use against the currently dispersed enemy targets, to haul your collective bacons off the fire. I figured I�d lost enough good people today.� Davis�s eyes tightened. �The dogs killed Peterson and Anders before running.�
They�d all known it was coming, but a heavy feeling still settled over Trev. �I�m sorry, Sarge.�
The Marine sighed, shoulders sagging. �I don�t know, maybe a quick death was a mercy.� Abruptly straightening, he turned and looked over the ragged prisoners gathered in an uncertain mob around the medics, just inside the treeline.
For once Davis tried to inject a bit of warmth into his voice. �You escaped,� he said loudly but with feeling. �And I�m glad for that. Now that you�re in the mountains you�ll have the protection of the United States Armed Forces, and as long as we can hold off the enemy no harm will come to you.�
There were a few grateful murmurs, but the majority of the newly freed men and women just listened silently. For his part Trev tensed slightly. Was this a recruitment speech? These poor people had already suffered so much.
He was half right. The sergeant continued. �As you might be aware, the people who rescued you tonight are volunteers. Civilians, like yourselves, who picked up a gun to fight the blockheads. While escaping tonight, many of you also picked up a gun and fought. If you want to continue to do so, to fight to make sure you�ll never suffer the Gold Bloc�s tender mercies again, you�re more than welcome. If not I�ll send a few people along with you to the nearest civilian camp, deeper in the mountains where you�ll be safe.�
Davis looked around, then clasped his hands behind his back. �It�s not a decision to make lightly. You�ve been through a lot and could use a good meal and a night�s sleep. Tomorrow morning I�ll arrange the trip to the civilian camp for those who want to go. You�ll have to walk, I�m afraid, and I can�t offer much in the way of supplies, although of course you�re entitled to everything you took from the enemy. If you set a good pace you can be there before nightfall.�
An uncertain silence settled as people processed that. In that silence the sergeant turned to look at everyone. �All right, people! The danger�s passed but we�re not quite home yet. Let�s get you all to our camp and get you dinner and a bed. Tomorrow we�ll observe a proper mourning period for all your fellow prisoners who didn�t make it, but for tonight we can be grateful for those who did.� He waved towards the Aspen Hill volunteers. �Smith, Halsson, our priority is the wounded first. Come on, move it!�
The Aspen Hill volunteers quickly got to work helping the medics finish stabilizing the most injured, then moving them onto the stretchers they�d brought. At that point they left most of the medics behind to tend the other wounded, while the last two medics helped them carry the stretchers along the most level, easy route Trev knew of.
Most of the freed prisoners were long gone by then, following Davis back to camp. But Deb had remained with Alice, and as Trev and Gutierrez worked together to carry a stretcher she came to walk beside him.
�I want to join up with you,� she said.
Trev wasn�t sure how he felt about that. He�d seen the trouble Pete had caused Matt before running off, and although he liked Deb he wasn�t certain of her mental state. Not to mention that when it came to firing Rick�s pistol she�d been enthusiastic rather than competent, and that was putting it as nicely as he could.
�That�s a possibility, once you�ve received some training with the others who volunteer,� he hedged. �Davis will want to make sure you�re ready before you go out and fight.�
The brown-haired woman met his eyes stubbornly. �I was talking to Alice, and she said just about everyone in your squad started out as inexperienced as me. They all learned as they went, and I can too.�
Trev shook his head, fighting irritation at his squad mate. What kind of stories was she telling? �That�s not exactly how it works. We spent a long time training together before we were ready to go out and fight, and now we are going out and fighting. Things will probably end badly for you if I let you just jump in unprepared.�
Deb didn�t look happy about it, but she nodded reluctantly. �I guess I�ll train, then. As long as you promise me that once I�m ready there�s a place for me in your squad.�
That wasn�t a promise he wanted to make, but he felt he should at least offer something. �If I decide you are. And if Davis doesn�t have some other duty for you and the rest of the new volunteers.�
The brown-haired woman�s lips pulled up hesitantly, the first smile he�d seen from her since discovering her in the barn. Even seen with night vision it made her look decades younger. Or, he supposed, closer to her actual age after everything she�d been through.
�Thanks.� Deb hesitated. �And thank you again for saving us. You have no idea what you took us away from.� She leaned in to give him a quick hug, careful not to jostle the stretcher. Then, after a slightly awkward pause, she turned and headed back down the trail to rejoin Alice, who was with a few of their less muscular squad mates carrying equipment.

Chapter Sixteen
Ups and Downs

Trev wasn�t sure if it was because of their raid on the depot, but over the next two weeks the blockheads started stepping up their attacks.
They never committed to anything major, but instead tried for the same types of harassment techniques Lewis had used up near Aspen Hill, sending out probes of one or two squads. The probes were careful, obviously intended to draw out Davis�s fighters into a more vulnerable position without exposing the blockheads to too much risk. Unfortunately those lures also came with consequences for not taking the bait, so they couldn�t just be ignored.
Specifically, the enemy was finally putting their tanks to work. The probes would mark the positions of emplacements up on the mountain. Then, if they couldn�t draw the fighters out of those emplacements for an ambush, the tanks would roll in and shell them. Depending on the situation, the probes would then be there to attack the fighters scrambling to escape the shelling.
That was pretty bad, but after the first couple times the solution was obvious; abandon the emplacements, scatter across the slopes in individual foxholes, and hunker down when the shelling started, popping up between shots to fire at the blockhead squads.
It got a bit more hairy when the blockheads began using that same strategy, except with snipers instead of tanks. Or even worse switching up between the two. The more scattered foxholes were vulnerable to getting picked off by sniper teams, and any time the fighters grouped up or sent in reinforcements the tanks rolled in. The blockheads also started using rocket-propelled grenades more often, with a similar result to the tank shelling but with much less warning.
All that started to take its toll, especially since the enemy was relentless in their attacks. All along every front, completely surrounding the territory held by the military, the enemy gave them no breathing room, no chance to rest and recover. Gunfire and the sound of explosions became a common backdrop to Trev�s routine; just from Davis�s stretch of territory, between Highway 31 and Aspen Hill, casualty reports of wounded and dead were called in practically every day.
Few attacks came along the highway itself, but the southern slope received its fair share. Luckily they weren�t one of the first to be shelled, and Lewis was able to change their strategy before the tanks rolled in. In doing so he prevented any deaths from shelling, although they still lost their emplacements. And over time a few of their people fell to sniper attacks.
But in spite of frequent pressure by the blockheads, the Aspen Hill volunteers were one of the few groups that still managed to send attacks of their own into the valley. Led by Lewis, and nothing anywhere near as ambitious as blowing up the armory or rescuing the depot�s prisoners, the attacks mostly involved carefully moving fighters into position to snipe enemy emplacements, then coming home.
They did stage one major attack, aided by Davis. Word reached them from Lassiter�s forces along I-70 that a lone truck carrying prisoners was headed their way. With the sergeant�s help they were able to ambush the truck, kill the soldiers riding in the cab, and free twenty-two US citizens.
While the ambushing party retreated to the safety of the foothills due west, towards a team of Aspen Hill volunteers waiting to cover them there, Trev and Jane drove the truck full of prisoners as close to those foothills as they could along side roads. Then they unloaded the shaken and disheveled men and women and led them to freedom.
The rest of the rescuers, coming behind on foot, stopped at the truck just long enough to strip it of anything useful, then permanently disabled the vehicle. There was no road available nearby to bring it up into the mountains, and even if there had been the blockheads would�ve been guarding it too closely to attempt breaking through. Not to mention the risk of driving any distance through enemy territory to reach that road.
Even without capturing the truck the rescue was still a massive success, and there wasn�t a person involved who didn�t feel pride at saving the prisoners from the fate that awaited them.
Bringing those people to safety, their ordeal finally over, would�ve been Trev�s high point for the two weeks. It still probably was, although a close second came when Harmon radioed everyone with good news on the afternoon of the last day of July, the eighth day since the attack on the depot.
�I normally prefer to keep the airwaves clear,� the sergeant admitted. �But this is worth an exception. Word has reached us that Canada is in open revolt against their Gold Bloc occupiers.�
For a moment Trev, on patrol along the southern slope, just stared ahead in shock, taking in the news. Then he whooped. The rest of his team quickly followed, and he heard more cheers from the direction of their camp.
Lewis�s voice cut into the silence on the airwaves following that bombshell. �How did it happen?�
�I was getting to that.� Harmon sounded cheerful rather than annoyed. �It started when the Canadians began looking into large numbers of American prisoners being brought across their borders, to the Gold Bloc civilian camps. The blockheads were supposed to be moving people out of those camps, not into them, since that�s where their settlers wait to be relocated to conquered territories.
�It didn�t take long for the Canadians to discover that the prisoners were being used as slave labor. That plus horrific details about how they were being mistreated, including overwork, beatings, starvation, and rape and forced prostitution, were enough to make the Canadians cut off all supplies and military support to the Gold Bloc.�
Trev shuddered, thinking of a prison camp like the one he and his family had escaped from, only without even a trace of compassion or humanity from their blockhead captors. He was glad they�d managed to get away, and equally glad he�d been able to help other prisoners escape that fate.
He was also more than happy to push aside those unpleasant thoughts and listen as Harmon continued. �Losing that support compelled Gold Bloc troops to turn on their hosts, capturing vital Canadian facilities and supply storehouses. Which pretty much incited our northern neighbors from simply withdrawing support to outright revolution. We�ve yet to see how this will affect us down here, but the results can only be good.�
For Trev the ramifications of the news were obvious, and major. Without supplies the Gold Bloc forces surrounding them would quickly run out of gas, literally as well as figuratively. They�d have to withdraw, not just here but possibly from other areas of the US as well. Or at the very least they�d lose most of their mobility and would be reduced to the same sort of low tech, asymmetrical warfare the US remnants relied on.
This could explain why the enemy had stepped up their attacks, not out of retribution but out of desperation. Even more than that, it might be the first step to a real and permanent victory. Even though the blockheads outnumbered them, even with the enemy�s supply lines, somehow the US remnants had managed to outlast them. They just had to hold out a little longer and it might all be over soon.
The blockheads didn�t give them a chance to really appreciate Harmon�s news, staging a series of attacks up and down the range that had them scrambling all day. Still, in spite of that there was a mood of subdued celebration in the camps that persisted for days afterwards.
Two weeks after gaining their freedom, the freed prisoners who�d volunteered to join Davis finished their training. It provided a welcome reprieve for everyone after weeks of tension interrupted by minor attacks, since it meant almost fifty recruits were ready to be rotated in. Those who needed the rest most could finally get it, without needing to weaken their defenses anywhere.
Trev was surprised to discover that the Aspen Hill volunteers were inundated with offers to join from the recruits. He supposed that made sense, considering the role they�d played in freeing the prisoners, but he�d never expected anyone to be fighting for the chance to join his squad.
He didn�t forget his promise to Deb. Once the offers started rolling in he spent some time talking about her performance, along with her temperament, with Abrams and the veteran volunteers who�d helped with the training.
The brown-haired woman hadn�t stood out, either by excelling or by falling behind, but those who�d worked with her said she was determined and had put in a lot of effort. Not the easiest thing to do when recovering from a month of deprivation and mistreatment, but she hadn�t complained.
Her trainers, women who�d volunteered to work with Deb and the other female recruits out of consideration for what they�d suffered, did mention that she might have potential issues recovering from her trauma. But since the same could be said for the majority of the escaped prisoners, both men and women, that was an issue they�d all have to handle as best they could.
So Trev sought Deb out to let her know she was welcome in his squad.
On the way he ran into Grant, the second recruit he�d asked around about, and invited him to join the squad as well. Grant was the man Trev had loaned his 1911 to during the escape, and he�d kindly kept hold of it to return afterwards. From what Trev had heard he�d also done well in training, not just with his drilling and target practice but in following orders and working well with his squad.
The one reservation his trainers had was that he tended to keep to himself when he could, but Trev had plenty of experience with people like that. Such as Jane, who was leading a squad but still did her best to avoid people when off duty, or even Lewis at times.
The gaunt man was only too happy to accept his offer, and agreed to meet him back at their camp once he�d gathered his things. Trev continued on to the women�s section of the recruit camp and, keeping to the fringes, spied Deb eating next to a campfire and called her name. She looked up, wary, but perked up when she recognized him, quickly setting her plate aside to make her way over to him.
The last two weeks had done the brown-haired woman an astonishing amount of good. Most of the haggardness had faded from her features and she looked more like her actual age, if a bit weathered by what she�d been through. Her eyes were also clearer, calmer, unlike the wild swings between blank passivity and uncontrolled emotion he�d seen from her just after she�d been freed.
Trev was glad. He hadn�t had time to think about much but the fighting since freeing her, but he had worried about her welfare, her and the other freed prisoners. They�d been through a lot, and throwing them into combat training to prepare them for fighting didn�t seem like the best therapy.
But maybe her sense of purpose had pulled her through whatever dark places she�d had to navigate, or at least allowed her to focus on something besides her time as a prisoner.
�Am I in?� she asked.
Trev nodded. �If you�re still interested we�d be happy to have you.�
For the second time since finding her in that cage he saw her smile, a slightly painful thing but showing a lot of her former self. �And Davis approved the assignment?�
Trev nodded. �He gave us first pick, since everyone was asking for us. Lewis will give him the names once we�ve filled our squads.�
�Okay.� She turned and hurried to gather up her things, showing the slightly hesitant steps of a recovering patient in spite of her enthusiasm.
Along with the tattered clothes on her back, the sum of her worldly possessions were made up of the weapons and gear she�d been issued after finishing her training, her blanket and some coarse sacks that could be stuffed with grass for padding, and a bright red coat that would make her a target for miles if she had to use it. Which she probably would.
Trev offered to carry the large bundle for her, more out of necessity than chivalry since he doubted she could get far with it, and was relieved when she gratefully handed them over. He half wondered if he wouldn�t have to offer her his arm as well, but she kept up as he started along the trail between the two camps.
* * *
Matt worked nonstop to build the town�s new valley refuge, from the moment he woke up at first light to the moment he collapsed in bed beside Sam just after full dark.
And he couldn�t have been happier about it. He worked beside family and friends, got to take his breaks and meals in the company of his wife and parents and other loved ones, and everything he did secured a better future for those he cared about.
Yes, the work often left him so sore that he moved like an old man getting dressed in the morning, and was usually the backbreaking sort that had put overworked men into early graves throughout much of human history. And yes, he sometimes felt quiet moments of despair when he thought about just how much there still was left to do, and how difficult things would be for a long time before they got any easier.
But he was back in the community, with family. He didn�t have to start awake at any loud noise, fearing it was the prelude to an attack. He didn�t have to face enemies who wanted to kill him, and grieve at being unable to save those they did kill. He had the luxury of looking to the future, rather than facing the immediate grinding weight of imminent extermination. He didn�t have to look out every day at an endless expanse of enemies in the valley below, with the knowledge that today could be the day they came for him.
Sure, much of that peace of mind was an illusion, a threat that was out of sight, out of mind. And he always had to carry the silent guilt that he�d left his friends to face it without him. But even so it was hard not to cherish the chance to hold his wife in his arms, to feel his child kick beneath his hand, to watch his nephews run and play or help however they were able.
Although that was another burden. When Faraday learned that Aspen Hill�s doctor had experience treating wounds and performing surgeries, even amputations, he�d requested Terry come join the military where he could do far more good. Matt�s brother-in-law had reluctantly agreed, leaving his wife and children in the care of Matt and their dad.
So perhaps that wasn�t a burden, since Matt being at the valley refuge had freed someone who could do more good for the war to go and help out. In the meantime April and Sam were doing their best to take over for Terry, treating any illnesses or injuries the townspeople came to them with as best they could. Their work could be distressing, but for the most part it was also fairly light. Which for their sake Matt was grateful for.
His own was anything but, since his main job was seeing to housing for hundreds of people.
Most of the town was resorting to stick-and-mud houses for shelter. Specifically a shallow hole up to four feet deep with a short ramp leading down into it, covered by a dome framework of sticks bound together with strips of bark or any rope, wire, or cable to be found. For the final touches it was lined with tarp on the inside then plastered with mud, with a trench dug around it for drainage.
For the door many made do with a tarp or blanket, although eventually most of those took the time to create another framework of sticks plastered in mud to cover the ramp, which could be lifted aside completely to enter or leave.
A few families actually wanted the houses built around their tents, so they�d get the benefit of sleeping in a tent but with enough insulation for the coming cold. Not the worst idea, if slightly impractical, but most preferred to have a log support pole holding up the center of the dome for extra stability. When winter came the snows would pile up on the structure, on the bright side adding extra insulation, but nobody wanted to risk having their roof collapse on them under the weight of it.
The structures were crude, cramped, and uncomfortable, but they had the benefit of being fairly quick to build, without the need for many tools. Those tools were available, although not as many as the town needed, and the hands to wield them could also be found, if with more difficulty. What the valley refuge lacked was time.
People needed shelter now, and even with everyone working together log houses couldn�t be built quickly. That wasn�t even taking into consideration giving the lumber time to season, which was ideal. Every scrap of deadfall within a mile had already been gathered, either for firewood or for construction, and a lot of the trees the men were harvesting, as quickly as they could bring them down, were intended for firewood.
In fact there was a constant debate over whether the wood would be more valuable for shelter or to feed the fires. Some argued that the stick-and-mud shelters were actually warmer than log cabins, even with the best chinking, and the smaller space made them easier to heat. On the other side the argument was that fireplaces and chimneys could be built in log cabins, to which the rebuttal was that nobody was stopping anyone from building those in a stick-and-mud structure, either.
Ultimately the three biggest differences between the two were in effort, appearance, and security. The stick-and-mud shelters were easy and functional, but they looked like they�d been built in the Stone Age and anyone could kick their way in with little effort. The log cabins were more difficult to build but also functional, and they looked more like a proper home and a would-be attacker would have a harder time getting inside.
All arguments aside, those who did have the tools and manpower to build a cabin usually built one. And the log cabins Matt and his semi-retired defenders were building nonstop, and still far too slowly, were always filled beyond capacity as soon as they were completed. Usually even before then. Matt had started out the work building stick-and-mud structures. But since most families could handle building those on their own, and many were even without prompting, he�d put his men to work on more specialized and labor intensive construction instead.
Vital as building houses was, however, finding food had to take first priority for his defenders. Hunting, trapping, and gathering were tasks everyone in the valley refuge helped with where they could, and the town�s animals were jealously guarded for their future value while hungrily eyed for their meat.
They had a few windfalls there. First of all Jim and Alvin had shown true enterprising spirit, going out and scouring every single wood copse and other potential spot looking for wild beehives. After days of searching they�d found two, which combined with the original one Lewis and Jane had found promised a good store of honey.
On Lucas�s recommendation the two young men had smoked the hives, hacked them open, then taken every single bit of honeycomb they could find. Matt was a bit sad to hear it, since harvesting like that would almost certainly kill the hives, but the town�s immediate need was greater than the future benefit of multiple smaller harvests.
Besides, they still had Lewis and Trev�s captured hive to cultivate. Not to mention that where three hives could be found, more were out there. Ones that ideally they�d harvest more sustainably, once the town�s circumstances had stabilized.
An even more unexpected windfall came from a group of hunters traveling a far ways down the valley�s stream, when they stumbled across a small herd of goats. The animals obviously weren�t native to the area and had probably been livestock, but how they�d escaped and ended up in the valley without being hunted or captured was anyone�s guess. Lucas seemed to think that the animals, being natural escape artists, had gotten free of their pen after something happened to their owners, then wandered away into the mountains.
Either way the eight goats (five does, a buck, and twin doe and buck kids) were a welcome surprise. At least they were after they�d led the dozen men a merry chase for hours trying to catch them. Even better news came when the breed turned out to be excellent milkers, with the mother producing nearly three quarts of goat milk a day.
There was a lot of anticipation for when the rest of the does would kid and start producing. And although a lot of the valley refuge�s construction tended to be hasty, the construction on the goat pen was very careful. Just in case the little jailbreakers wanted another taste of freedom.
The last windfall came from the military, although not in the form of food or clothes. In spite of having lost all their trucks the town still had a decent supply of diesel, while the military was running critically low on fuel and had a surplus of vehicles. Thanks to that Chauncey and Faraday collaborated to get a backhoe loader brought in, a �loan� that the lieutenant confessed would probably never be collected on.
Frankly, after everything else the military had taken Matt was a bit surprised they�d been allowed to keep their fuel. But the backhoe proved immensely helpful for construction, allowing them to save hours of backbreaking work digging in the stony mountain soil. They could also use it to knock down smaller trees, saving effort with logging as well.
Operating the tractor was something Chauncey could do even with his amputated leg, and the retired teacher quickly staked a claim to the vehicle for any job that required it. Thanks to his proficiency they were able to use less fuel to get tasks done, and the logging and construction work progressed immensely.
All in all, in the three weeks since moving to the valley refuge the town had made a lot of progress. Water from the stream was plentiful and relatively clean, food wasn�t a complete emergency, and just about everyone had some sort of permanent structure to live in.
Matt just hoped they got to keep their new home, and whatever was happening in the outside world would pass them by.
* * *
Grant and Deb settled into Trev�s squad fairly well over the next four days. They got along with everyone, although Grant kept his tendency to keep to himself and Deb usually tried to stick close to either Trev or Alice.
Trev had his worries about how the brown-haired woman would do in combat, but in the two situations where they had to fight off blockhead probes Deb stayed calm. He couldn�t be sure of her accuracy, but she was there with the rest of the squad firing at enemy targets. She had more reason to hate the blockheads than most, and it showed in her determination bordering on ferocity.
He also found that having her following him around wasn�t as awkward as it could�ve been. She was gradually starting to come out of her shell, and he saw more and more hints of the woman he�d known in Newtown. She even participated in card games and other group activities, and he saw her smile more than once.
Understandably, at times what she�d suffered came crashing back, and she�d break down. Thankfully only when she was off duty, and so far he�d seen no sign of that vulnerability on patrol. Equally thankfully she�d found a real friend in Alice, and the blond young woman was usually there to comfort her through it.
It did make him wonder how the other recruits were doing. Ideally they might have fared better if their training squads had remained intact, working beside familiar faces who�d all experienced the same things and knew what they were going through. But most squads along the line needed at least one or two replacement members, and Davis couldn�t really afford to throw an entire green squad out there against the enemy.
Besides, Deb and Grant were faring well and seemed content, as did the recruits who�d joined the other Aspen Hill squads. He could hope the others were equally fortunate.
Unfortunately the recruits didn�t have long to get used to fighting: on August 10th, only the fourth day after they were assigned, the blockheads finally showed the plan behind their constant probes.
For two and a half weeks the enemy had used their superior numbers to relentlessly grind away at the US forces from all sides, exhausting them in body and spirit. Not to mention exhausting their supplies and ammunition. Everyone was on edge, worn out, and the attacks kept coming.
Early on during the probing attacks Lewis had predicted that the Gold Bloc�s end goal was a final sweeping rush once they�d ground the fighters down enough. It wouldn�t be completely out of character, considering their near suicidal rush on General Erikson�s defenses along the Wasatch Front.
His cousin had begun seriously working the Aspen Hill volunteers to be ready, not just to drive off the probes but also to respond to that serious attack when it finally came. An attack that might last days, where they were heavily outnumbered and might run out of ammunition, but still needed to find a way to slow or stop the enemy.
And now his prediction had come true in a huge way.

Chapter Seventeen
Inferno

Lewis had never had trouble waking up without grogginess. Just the opposite sometimes, when some noise or sudden light would make him start upright clear-eyed and alert. Getting back to sleep was the problem after that.
Which was why he sat up immediately the moment Jane began shaking him, even though a quick look at the outline of the rising sun visible through the tent wall showed him he�d only been asleep for an hour or so. He and Jane had taken over night shifts almost immediately after their respective arrivals, since they had no problem working at night and even preferred it, so these days he was going to bed at dawn.
�What is it?� he asked as he grabbed his gear.
His wife was already completely kitted out, shoulder length red hair pulled back in its usual tight ponytail and tucked inside the collar of her uniform shirt. �Word just came from Harmon, passed on from the lookouts. The blockheads are massing for an attack. Along every front, as far as we can see.�
He sucked in an alarmed breath. An early morning attack was bad news: it suggested the enemy wanted to have the entire day to keep fighting, possibly even longer. Which meant this was probably the big push he�d been dreading. If he wasn�t already wide awake, that realization would�ve done it.
�Are all our people up and mobilizing?� he asked, pulling on his combat vest and checking to make sure the spare magazines were loaded.
�They�re getting started,� Jane gave him a tight smile. �I figured waking the leadership first off would probably be a good idea.�
�I�d better get my squad up, then. See you out there.� He hastily kissed his wife, and she gave him a last worried look as she ducked out of their tent to get her own squad up and organized. After she was gone he finished cinching his belt, pulled on his boots, grabbed his rifle, and ducked out in the slight morning chill.
The camp around him was devolving into chaos, as news spread and people prepared for what was coming while on the verge of panic. That panic wasn�t helped by the racket coming over the radio.
Lewis had to fight down his own trepidation, fears for his wife and cousin clawing at the back of his thoughts. And the rest of his family, too, if Faraday couldn�t hold up north and the blockheads pushed all the way through to the valley refuge. The enemy had already made it more than clear they weren�t kind to civilians.
But he couldn�t afford to think about that now. His duty was this slope, right here, and making sure no enemy reached the top. There were civilian camps west of here, too, that depended on him not failing.
His squad mates were stumbling out of their tents, none looking as alert even now as he�d been from the start. They splashed water on their faces, pinched themselves, and jumped up and down as Lewis strode over and called them to gather up.
�Everyone up?� He looked around. �We�ve prepared for this. Whatever happens we�ve done all we could to swing things our way. Let�s trust it�s enough.�
His headset�s earphones crackled slightly. �Lewis, Jane, you up?�
Lewis tapped his mic. �We�re up, Trev. What�s it looking like?�
�Like a kicked anthill, and we�re the ones that got them riled up.� His cousin paused. �We�re getting things in place.�
�Good.� Lewis had always planned for his squad to be the ones to kick things off, but Trev�s was the one up and where they needed to be. �Me and Jane have our squads good to go. We�ll start moving the camp and preparing the finishing touches on the upper emplac��
He was interrupted mid-word by Davis�s voice booming over the main channel. �All right, boys, this is what we�ve been afraid of from the start! The blockheads are massing their troops just below the foothills, tens of thousands of soldiers strong just along the front we�re holding with Lieutenant Faraday to the north and Sergeant Thompson to the south. It�s pretty clear the enemy is going to try to push up every canyon, scale every mountain slope, and sneak through every cut, gap, and jag from here to Highway 6.�
Lewis expected that to cause an even bigger hubbub on the channel, but the only reaction was grim silence. Yeah, they�d all been afraid of this for a while now, and everyone was waiting to hear what happened next.
The sergeant continued. �It�s not just us. From the looks of it the blockheads are moving in on the territory Generals Lassiter and Erikson hold from all sides: north, south, east, and west. They were saving this as a last resort because they knew it was going to cost them, since even with small arms we can take them out in waves wherever they come at us, and with heavy weaponry we can stop them completely. But they�ve got the numbers to press us on every front like they did to General Erikson, and frankly we don�t have enough people to defend everywhere. This is going to get bad.�
�Can we expect some help?� one of the other volunteer leaders asked. �We�re just a few hundred people, against the thousands and thousands they�ll be sending against us.�
It was Harmon who answered. �For the moment we�re on our own, and help might not be coming at all. General Lassiter is pulling back along I-70 to his most defensive positions, and he�s diverting a few thousand soldiers to be ready to go wherever they�re needed to shore up weaknesses, along with all the heavy weapons he can spare. But along our territory this side of the mountains we�ve got a huge advantage, defending choke points or steep slopes the enemy�ll have a hard time with, and everyone�s expecting us to hold out.�
Davis continued where his fellow sergeant left off. �Make no mistake, this is going to be the hardest fighting we�ve seen since this war started. By the end of it we could be facing enemies attacking us from behind as they break through in places. We�re going to have to massacre an army that outnumbers us twenty to one or better along this stretch, and we�re going to lose people in the process.�
His tone firmed. �But this also means that the enemy is desperate. We�ve slogged through this fight for nearly two months. Summer is more than half over and a bitter winter is coming our way. We�ve bled the blockheads of supplies, and left them with no option but to win with one final push or withdraw. So take that one small bit of hope as we head out to do the impossible; if we can manage it, we�ve won.�
Lewis wasn�t entirely sure of that. The blockheads probably had two or three major attacks left in them, with the soldiers and supplies they had. The question was whether they wanted to completely destroy themselves attempting them. From what he�d heard of the situation in Canada, and how it was affecting the enemy�s ability to hold territories all over the country, the blockheads should�ve already withdrawn to try to keep what they had.
So Davis might be right that throwing them back now meant complete victory, but he might also be raising hopes about something that wouldn�t happen.
Either way, his words produced the response his earlier announcement hadn�t: soldiers and volunteers alike cheered the prospect over the radio. In spite of his reservations Lewis found himself cheering as well, as much for the sake of his and Jane�s squads and their morale as anything else.
Although the prospect of an end to the fighting, an actual victory, was enough to momentarily block out the thought of a tide of blockheads washing over the mountains, with only a few brave fighters to hold them back.
He hoped whatever preparations they�d made were enough.
�All right, everyone,� he shouted. �Our job is to move the camp before it�s completely destroyed, so let�s get going!�
* * *
Trev crouched halfway up the southern slope, behind a pile of deadfall up to his chest that stretched for nearly a hundred yards in a diagonal northeast to southwest slant. He had Deb and Grant with him, while the rest of his squad was in three more teams behind similar woodpiles, scattered all the way along the mile of territory they were assigned to guard.
Thanks to Lewis, Trev was fairly confident the Aspen Hill volunteers would be able to defend their stretch of forested slope south of Highway 31. Although admittedly this was an ideal spot for the blockheads to push in large numbers, through the thick cover provided by the trees, so the danger was very real.
That plentiful cover would favor the enemy nearly as much as Lewis�s volunteers in a firefight, as long as the blockheads didn�t walk into any outright ambushes. Which meant that even with prepared emplacements the fighting would be brutal, and the enemy would almost certainly win in the end. Probably with far fewer losses than acceptable.
Unfortunately for the blockheads, nature was on Lewis�s side.
Specifically, after facing one attack after another in the last few weeks his cousin had begun seriously considering what would happen if the enemy came with more than probes of one or two squads. He�d brainstormed with Trev, Jane, and the other squad leaders, and none of them had liked the obvious answers, so they�d begun looking at a way of turning the terrain in their favor.
That terrain was a slope densely treed with evergreens and a few small pockets of aspen, and about half of those evergreens had been killed off by the wave of bark beetles that had ravaged the area over the last decade or so. The insects had left ugly swaths of dead gray trees across mountainsides throughout the Manti-La Sal National Forest, still standing but ready to topple with a strong wind or winter conditions. Many had toppled, contributing to the thick tangle of deadfall blanketing the forest floor.
It created dangerous conditions for fires, several of which had already run rampant through the National Forest area. The amount of work it would�ve taken to clear away the dead trees had been daunting even before the Gulf burned, and now the area seemed doomed to devastation by wildfires at any time.
Lewis had decided that, for this particular slope and assuming the blockheads decided to try their luck sending large numbers of troops up it, that time was now.
Whenever they�d had spare time Trev and the other leaders had put their squads to work, piling branches and armfuls of dead pine needles beneath carefully positioned and stacked piles of deadfall in optimal places. While planning those piles they�d done their best to judge the prevailing winds and lay of the land, to guess where the fire would go once started. That was impossible to predict with perfect accuracy, but they�d done their best.
Lewis also had them clear away the upper slopes and create firebreaks that would hopefully push the flames downslope, leaving the area untouched where the Aspen Hill volunteers had set up to defend in earnest. They�d alerted the squads under Sergeant Thompson to the south of them of their plans, leaving them with a choice of what they wanted: to set up conditions so the fire would burn their terrain as well, or to create their own firebreaks to contain the fire to the southern slope.
Thompson�s people had opted for firebreaks, and Trev didn�t exactly blame them. Fire could spread with frightening speed, especially on a windy day, and especially helped along with a bit of planning and preparation. Once it got started they�d have to hope their efforts to contain it would be enough, because none of them were in a position to attempt major firefighting operations. Especially not during an attack.
By the same token, when Lewis sprung his trap the blockheads would have to either try to outrun the fire�s spread to reach the safety of the upper slopes, walking right into ambushes they wouldn�t have time to approach carefully, or fight the spreading flames even as they fought the Aspen Hill volunteers. As their least desirable option they could back away and let the wildfire run its course, then try again after the flames had out. Which could take hours or even days.
If the enemy went for that last option they�d then find themselves attacking up a bare, blackened slope where hiding would be next to impossible. Their only choice would be to charge uphill into a withering hail of automatic fire, firing back at an entrenched enemy shooting at them from behind the safety of emplacements. Brutal didn�t begin to describe the prospect.
No, Trev didn�t expect to have too much trouble defending this forested slope. Sure, it was possible things might go wrong and the wildfire wouldn�t burn as they hoped, especially since it was harder to get a fire burning downslope than upslope. But even so he was fairly confident his people had done enough to match this threat.
Although he didn�t look forward to the coming hours or even days.
Time dragged by at a crawl hidden behind the deadfall, waiting for Lewis to give the signal to start the fires. That was going to be dangerous, because his cousin wanted the blockheads to advance as far up the slope as possible before springing the trap. That meant that after Trev�s squad lit these fire lines they�d have to bolt for safety upslope, probably while eluding an enemy that could see the whites of their eyes. Lewis and Jane�s squads would cover them, but that was dubious consolation.
As for Gutierrez and Ben, their squads were on the other side of the ridge, defending the south slope of Highway 31�s canyon with Harmon�s squad. They�d have their own challenges to face, so Trev couldn�t really hope for backup from them if things went wrong here. He�d just have to make sure they didn�t.
Slow as time seemed to pass, it didn�t feel like long at all before Lewis�s voice came through his earbuds. �All right, Trev, the blockheads are moving. We�ve got a few hundred headed directly for us. Make sure your people have their escape routes planned and are ready on my mark.�
�Team one, ready,� Trev said. Rick, Trent, and Hans, the other team leaders, reported ready as well.
Trev unslung his rifle and carefully moved to a spot where he could look over the deadfall, seeing down the slope without being seen. The trees were too thick here to see all the way the valley below, and he didn�t hear any sounds from the approaching enemy either. Not yet, at least.
Grant remained hidden behind the deadfall, one of their last Molotov cocktails in hand. Trent and Hans each had one as well, while Rick would have to make do with balls of cloth soaked in some of the gasoline from the Molotovs.
The idea would be to set fires, using the dead pine needles and some paper as kindling, along the middle and top parts of the four lines of piled deadwood. Then, once those fires had really started, they�d lob the incendiaries downslope to the lowest part of the line, where the fire needed to grow the fastest and burn the hottest.
Hopefully the rising flames would distract the blockheads from Trev�s teams, all bolting like mad up the slope for safety.
Rather than wait with Grant, Deb picked a spot beside Trev where she could also watch down the slope, standing on one of the lower logs. �Trev?� she said quietly after about a minute.
He glanced over and saw she wasn�t looking his way, eyes locked on the trees below. He also noticed that she was sweating more than the cool, windy morning could account for. In spite of her determination she was obviously terrified, but her hands were steady on her AK-47.
�I�m here,� he said.
She finally glanced at him. �I just, um, well, I wanted to thank you. For saving me, of course, and for letting me join your squad. But also for making sure I had the training I needed before you�d let me.� The brown-haired woman chewed her lower lip. �I know I�ve only been with you for a few days, but I wanted you to know that I�m glad there are still people out there I can depend on. I�d lost that after Vernon ditched us.�
He felt his face flushing with embarrassment, although he was touched by her words. He only hoped he could live up to that trust. �That means a lot,� he said quietly.
Deb flushed with embarrassment too for some reason, and they both focused on the trees downslope of them. Maybe ten minutes later Trev finally caught the first flash of an enemy soldier, then another, then a whole line of them, with more coming behind. All moving cautiously from cover to cover below, with the inexorable inevitability of spilled molasses spreading across a tablecloth.
Trev slowly lowered his head, motioning for Deb to do the same. �Get up to the top and get ready to light the fire there,� he whispered as he moved in a crouch back to where Grant waited.
The brown-haired woman nodded, clutching her rifle tight to her chest with one hand as she cautiously crept her way up the slope. Trev got his balled paper and matches out and began setting them up in the nests of kindling and dry sticks he�d prepared.
�Hold,� Lewis whispered in his earbuds. �Let them get closer.�
Over the ridge behind him he heard the sound of gunfire and explosions start up, followed moments later by Harmon�s voice. �We�ve engaged the enemy along Highway 31.�
A few other volunteers radioed in to report similar engagements, one already asking for help. Trev wasn�t sure if that was panic or they really were in trouble, but Davis replied that he was coming with reinforcements. He didn�t sound happy about it, though.
�Hold,� Lewis said again. �All but you, Trev; the blockheads are farthest up the slope near your team. Start your fires now.�
Trev struck the match and began touching it to paper, crouch-walking his way along to hit every spot. Upslope Deb had also gotten to work, cursing softly when she accidentally dropped a match but wasting no time lighting a new one. Behind Trev Grant lit the Molotov and held it ready.
�Everyone else, light your fires now,� Lewis said. �Trev, you need to toss your cocktail and get out now. Now!�
A soft whoosh behind him signaled his teammate throwing the firebomb down the slope. Grant had assured him his aim was good, and he lived up to his word. The gas-filled jar smashed into the middle of the nest of sticks and needles they�d piled on top of the deadfall, down at the very bottom of the line.
The bottle shattered into a spray of liquid fire, splashing across the dry wood and kindling and starting it up like a torch. From there it immediately began spreading through the densely packed trees and deadfall downslope and to the south, and Trev heard alarmed shouts from enemy soldiers.
He grabbed Grant by the shoulder and hauled him into a sprint upslope, keeping behind the cover of the deadfall line. Deb, following orders, had bolted as soon as she set her fires, and was already thirty feet up the slope ahead.
Behind him gunfire sounded, and he instinctively ducked down even though he was confident he was covered. They reached the end of the fire line, where Deb�s lit fires were already larger than campfires and spreading fast, and Trev led the way through the dense trees along the path they�d cleared ahead of time.
There was no need to worry about the enemy using that clear path against them, since within minutes this place would be an inferno, and within hours it would be a wasteland of ash and blackened stumps.
He barely heard Lewis�s voice in his earbuds as he continued his mad scramble to safety. �Everyone else, throw your cocktails and get out!�
To the south and downslope, at the very edge of his vision when he glanced that way, he saw two more brilliant explosions of liquid flame. Hopefully Rick, farthest south, had managed to throw his cloth balls to similar, if not quite as spectacular, effect. They�d set up his fire line to burn quickest, so that might make up for it.
After a frantic couple minutes of scrambling he reached the firebreak near the top of the slope. Deb was waiting there, hands on her knees as she panted to get her breath back. Trev caught up to her and offered a helping hand, and together his team climbed the rest of the way to the nearest of the emplacements they�d built there.
Judging by the haphazardly stacked piles of hastily gathered supplies and equipment, Lewis and Jane�s squads had managed to move the camp in time. The emplacements were also stocked with shovels, buckets of water, and other firefighting tools. Just in case.
Lewis was waiting in the emplacement with a team, and as Trev�s team stumbled in he came over and clapped Trev on the shoulder. �Good job, guys.�
Trev sucked in enough breath to ask. �The other teams?�
�All safely away.� His cousin smiled. �Mostly because the blockheads discovered the greater part of valor. They bolted back downslope as soon as they realized they were walking into the beginning of a wildfire.�
That was mixed news. �So we don�t get to burn up hundreds of them, or send them running into our ambushes.�
�No. But they won�t be doing anything along this slope for a while, so our people are safe.� Lewis clapped him on the shoulder again. �I�m taking my squad to help Gutierrez and Ben. Jane�s taking hers to help Thompson�s people south of here. I want you to keep your squad up here watching the fire, to alert us when and if any blockheads make their move on this slope. While you�re at it finish moving our stuff over the ridge and out of the way.�
�Gotcha.� Trev let himself collapse to the ground and pant for a bit, while Lewis�s team got together their gear and headed out. They were joined by their squad mates from the other emplacements, and quickly slipped out of view towards 31.
He toggled his radio. �My squad, post sentries to watch the slope while we move our supplies the rest of the way to safety. After that we�re splitting into two man teams to watch the emplacements. All but Rick and Trent� you guys have solo duty.�
�So we�ve got fire watch?� Alice asked. �Is that a good or bad thing?�
Trev glanced downslope at what could now officially be classified as bonfires, which were spreading in all directions and starting to leap where the wind caught them. �It�s a vacation, as long as the fire goes where we want it.�
* * *
Over the next five hours, until roughly noon, Lewis and his squad fought in the canyon above 31.
He�d survived plenty of fights since the Gulf burned, but few compared to that experience. For one thing the tanks stationed in Huntington rolled out, and to cover the blockheads approaching on foot they began shelling the emplacements along the road from a distance. If they hadn�t already known Davis�s fighters were out of antitank missiles, they had to know it after that provocation produced zero response.
Several people died in the first few hits, after which the fighters were forced to abandon the emplacements and scatter along the slopes. Without the cover of the fortifications the hundreds of blockheads streaming into the canyon were far more of a threat, and holding them back became a serious challenge. Even using their few remaining grenades barely slowed the enemy.
As the hours passed they were forced to give ground yard by yard, until they�d been pushed back almost half a mile up the canyon. The fighters desperately holding the ridges to either side became surrounded, and it was all they could do to keep the enemy back until Davis and his reinforcements managed to push in and hold the north ridge.
On the south ridge Trev and everyone in his squad but Alice and Deb, who remained as lookouts, came up and over to help out. Some of that help came in the form of holding the emplacement alongside the beleaguered fighters. But more importantly, at the same time Trev worked to bridge the firebreak they�d created along the ridge, which was keeping the wildfire from getting into the canyon itself.
It was an incredibly risky maneuver, but since the canyon was already nearly lost there were few other options. Once freed, the fire swept around and raged across the south slope in the canyon, engulfing dozens of blockheads in flames and forcing the rest to flee right at Lewis and the other canyon fighters.
The fighting had become beyond fierce at that point, but eventually they killed or captured the enemy soldiers or drove them back into the flames. In the meantime Davis managed to take and hold the north ridge, and working together his and Harmon�s fighters pushed the blockheads back to the mouth of the canyon again.
The blockheads backed away for a while after that. Davis�s fighters used the time to halt the wildfire�s advance on the south slope, then regroup and prepare for the next wave of the attack.
That was the good news. The fighting wasn�t going so great along other fronts, and Gold Bloc forces had managed to break through in several spots. The military forces there, routed and panicking, had all they could do to withdraw and set up new positions. In the meantime enemy soldiers were drawing perilously close to two different refugee camps, which were undergoing emergency evacuation while soldiers scrambled to plug the gaps.
Lewis didn�t have time to worry about any of that, though, since just after noon Trev radioed in to announce that the wildfire had died down along parts of the southern slope. The enemy wasn�t wasting a moment responding to the opportunity, and once again hundreds of blockheads were massing down below to try pushing their way up. At the same time the tanks resumed their shelling of the canyon, and hundreds more blockheads pushed up the road for another attack.
�Go,� Harmon told Lewis when he heard the news. Lewis nodded, shook the sergeant�s hand, then gathered his squad. He�d lost two men in the canyon, but with the rest at his back he rushed to circle around the fires still raging on the south slope, hoping to get to his cousin in time to help. Jane had already pulled her squad back from helping Thompson�s fighters, who weren�t doing so great either but had managed to hold so far.
Rather than making their way down from the ridge, they followed along it to where it connected to the main ridge the southern slope ran down from, in a fairly continuous hillside all the way to the valley below. A hillside that was still an inferno in many places.
Near the top Trev, Jane, and their squads waited in the emplacements. It looked as if they�d lost three fighters from Jane�s squad and one from Trev�s, so the Aspen Hill volunteers had now lost six people in total.
Although he grieved the fallen, Lewis was at least relieved to see that Trev�s squad had found time to move their supplies up over the ridge like he�d asked. He was especially glad for it when he looked down the burning, blackened, ash-choked slope and saw the enemy force gathered below. That looked like a determined bunch of soldiers who obviously weren�t going to let the fires stop them, and two and a half squads of volunteers had very little hope of turning them back either. It was almost certain they were going to have to give up these emplacements.
Jane ran over to hug him when he arrived, followed moments later by Trev. �Good thinking getting the fire into the canyon,� Lewis told his cousin as he hugged him back.
Trev grimaced. �It was enough, barely. And it didn�t burn any of our guys, so that�s a plus. But my squad�s completely out of grenades and any other toys. We�ve just got our guns, and we�re running low on ammo.�
�My squad�s down to our guns, too,� Jane said. �And if the fighting in the canyon was as bad as it sounded I�m guessing it�s the same for you, right Lewis?�
Lewis smiled crookedly. �Yeah, within the first hour. Good thing we�ve got plenty of rocks to throw.� He glanced a hundred yards up the slope to the ridgeline above, where he could just barely see the top of a modestly tall pile of rocks running all the way along the stretch they had to defend. A ridge that petered down to half a mile at the top of the ever-narrowing mountainside, but was still almost too much distance to manage. That rock pile was their last line of defense once they lost these final emplacements.
Neither of the others smiled back at his weak attempt at humor. �Here they come,� Rick called as he stared over the sandbag fortifications.
So this was it. �All teams to their emplacements,� Lewis ordered as he hurried over to join his friend.
He needed to know how the enemy was attacking so he could plan their response. If the blockheads sent just a few squads ahead to try to clear the ridge, his fighters should be able to wipe them out without too much threat to the emplacements.
The enemy had to know that. There was no good way to fight up this slope aside from to come in one massive group, scattered as much as possible in case of grenades or other explosives. But they also had to be close enough together that when the hail of gunfire finally poured down at them, they were in a position to charge up the slope as fast as they could manage and try to storm the emplacements by sheer numbers.
It would be costly for them, but they had the soldiers to do it. And if they had grenades of their own they�d be able to soften up the fortifications before they got too close, improving their odds even more. Lewis still had nightmares about the rocket-propelled grenade that had killed Carl, and it wasn�t out of the realm of possibility that a force this large had some of those.
At least the wildfire would force the blockheads to bunch up. But unfortunately by the time they got within range of the emplacement they�d be mostly past the fires and could spread out again, since the firebreak provided a good gap for them. Lewis hoped that wouldn�t impact his plans too much.
As he�d predicted the blockheads came in one single mass, swirling around the fires then rejoining as they spread across the slope. They climbed with the relentless determination of disciplined professionals, even when scorched by the piles of ash they waded through up to their ankles, or reduced to coughing fits by the dense smoke and swirls of sparks.
Within the first hundred feet the enemy soldiers were covered head to toe in white streaked in black. The ash and soot on the ground was kicked up into clouds around them, obscuring the lower hillside, but he knew the enemy was there marching on, faces covered by bandannas or their undershirts pulled up to filter the choking mess.
�Hit them hard as soon as they�re in range,� he said quietly into his mic. The blockheads would charge as soon as they realized they were under attack, and running into a withering hail of gunfire would decimate their forces. But eventually his fighters would need to reload, or they�d run out of ammo, and by then the enemy would�ve reached the emplacements.
Maybe, he could hope, the blockheads would break and run before then.
Everyone fell into tense silence as the enemy got closer, step by step. At some spots they broke into a run to get past patches of intensely hot ground created by the flames, or to circle particularly large patches of the wildfire. But for the most part they conserved their energy, preparing for the final sprint at the top.
Lewis waited until they were four hundred yards away. That was a long shot, but in some places they were bunched up enough that even a miss wasn�t necessarily a miss. And the sooner his volunteers started thinning the enemy ranks, and more importantly the sooner they goaded the blockheads into their charge, the longer the enemy would have to run into gunfire and the better his people�s chances.
He targeted a clump of blockheads circling around a stand of trees that still burned hot, and after several seconds of careful aiming opened fire. He heard the reports of gunfire all around him as his friends opened fire, and below blockheads began to drop.
Too few, and too slowly. The enemy broke into a trot, weaving their way up the slope. More dropped, the enemy casualties getting higher and higher the closer they got, but still not enough. Then, at some command Lewis didn�t hear, they broke into a sprint all at once.
�Give it everything you�ve got!� Lewis shouted. He�d reloaded while they were still a good distance away, so he had plenty of rounds left to unload on the enemy. Around him the steady cracks of gunfire became a staccato roar, as thirty men and women emptied their magazines on the hundreds of soldiers coming at them.
He estimated over sixty enemy soldiers died within the next ten seconds, before their magazines all ran out at near the same time and they had to reload. Some blockheads were shooting back on the run, but most had dropped their heads and were simply sprinting all out into the hail of death hoping to get through.
When the enemy was two hundred yards away Lewis dropped down and grabbed his pack. �Retreat!� he screamed at the top of his lungs. He thumbed his mic and repeated the order in a more moderate tone. Then he turned and began sprinting up the slope himself.
In most situations, giving up their defenses with barely a fight would be a huge tactical mistake. Lewis just hoped it wasn�t in this case as he pushed for more speed.
They�d built the sandbag fortifications in the emplacements taller than usual. The specific intent for that was so they�d be high enough to block the line of sight of the volunteers� flight up the slope from the enemy below. Which meant that whatever time it took for those blockheads to run the remaining distance and scale the emplacements, that was the time he and his friends had to get one hundred yards up to the line of piled rocks atop the ridge.
His team was close on his heels, the rest of his squad coming from their respective emplacements and Trev�s and Jane�s from theirs. It was a mad scramble up the slope, ducking and dodging where they could just in case the sandbags didn�t do the job.
Lewis had prepared paths directly above the emplacements, giving them narrow ways to get through the piles of rocks, so his people wouldn�t have to clamber over the piles and expose themselves to enemy fire. He reached the path above his emplacement and bolted down the narrow corridor with rocks rising to either side, doing his best not to trip over the loose stones underfoot.
Once he was past the rock pile he sprinted across the relatively flat space beyond, all his volunteers following close behind. Not a single one of them had paused to look behind them, which he was relieved to see.
As the three squads continued past him to safety, Lewis clambered up the rock formation that formed the absolute peak of the ridge. It was barely high enough for him to see over the piles of rocks to the abandoned emplacements below, which the enemy had nearly reached by this point. Lewis estimated there were still over three hundred blockheads down there at a quick count, even after everyone they�d lost.
He had to give it to the blockheads, they weren�t lacking in courage. Safety in numbers had carried them through a killing field, but if they thought it would help them now they were sorely mistaken. �Chauncey, you ready?�
The retired schoolteacher�s voice came back sounding eager. �Are you kidding? I�ve been waiting for this day since my youthful years playing in a sandbox.�
Well, at least someone here wasn�t sunk into the gloom of their impending demise. Lewis watched the blockheads swarm over the abandoned emplacements. A few braver or more foolish souls leapt atop the sandbag fortifications, whooping and waving their weapons over their heads to spur the soldiers still climbing the slope onwards.
Lewis targeted one and shot him in the head, then singled out and shot a few more. That stopped the cheering from below, and progress up the slope temporarily froze as the exhausted blockheads sought cover to prepare for another suicidal charge.
He couldn�t have asked for a better setup. �All right, Mr. Watson. Give our friends below a lesson on the Law of Gravity.�
There was no response, other than the sputtering sound of a diesel engine starting below and to his right. With a grinding of gears the backhoe loader at the end of the line of piled rocks started forward, its bucket shoving them over the edge just enough to start them moving in a suspicious rumble, a catalyst for more and more rocks and sections of the hillside to follow them in a spreading cascade.
As the tractor continued down the line the landslide started behind it, tons and tons of rocks and dislodged earth sliding down the slope towards the blockheads below.
Who began to scream, especially when they realized that the fires had loosened the ground and destroyed anything that might�ve stopped the cataclysm heading their way. Those with heads on their shoulders began bolting northwards or southwards to try to escape the landslide, but Lewis had planned ahead for that. Once they�d reached the ridge Jane and Trev had immediately moved their squads, taking them north and south to circle around the piles of rocks. They were there now, ready to shoot anyone who managed to get away.
Which turned out to be not many blockheads. The spreading landslide rolled over hundreds of enemy soldiers, breaking and tossing them down the slope along with the rocks, dirt, ash, and uprooted blackened stumps as it also snuffed out the remaining fires. Not even the blockheads nearest the bottom of the slope had time to outrun the landslide, and as it churned its way down around the hills to the level ground below it even caught some enemies there. Including a few trucks whose drivers were too slow to drive to safety.
It was a horrible sight, but even so Lewis couldn�t help but feel a surge of satisfaction as he watched the catastrophe unfold for the enemy. That was a lot of blockheads who wouldn�t be shooting at his friends. Who wouldn�t be capturing any more civilians and doing horrible things to them.
And he doubted even the most insane commander would order troops back up that slope. Not after what had just happened.
When Lewis had learned about the town�s new backhoe loader, he�d immediately begun making plans. First off he�d searched the top of the ridge and selected the best spot to start a landslide from, where the slope was steepest and already rocky and treacherous. Then he�d contacted Chauncey, who�d agreed that the town had gotten enough use out of the tractor for now and could spare it. Anything to give the volunteers a better chance to survive and come home to their loved ones.
The retired teacher had driven the thing all the way down from the valley refuge, then spent the last several days putting his newfound skills to use. Showing great care and precision, he�d managed to pile up rocks in preparation for a controlled slide, in such a way that they�d stay right where they were until he was good and ready for them to come down. Just as tricky was finding a way to bring the whole mountainside down in a relatively short period of time, across a stretch of half a mile with a tractor that couldn�t move all that quickly. Luckily Chauncey had set things up so when he began it would start a chain reaction, which would only grow as he pushed more and more of the line of piled rocks over the edge.
After that the older man had enjoyed a nice reunion with the volunteers, especially his son. Rick had been spending a lot of time helping his dad prepare the rock piles when he was off duty, and he�d confessed that after seeing his dad in a slump for so long after losing his leg, he was happy to see him in good spirits and filled with purpose.
And Chauncey had every right to be proud. The volunteers could never have spared the manpower to set up something like this, and with his tractor the retired teacher had single-handedly won the biggest victory the town had ever achieved. And probably kept Lewis and all his volunteers from dying in some last stand on this ridge.
His radio popped. �I take it that ringing in my ears means your landslide idea worked?� Davis asked.
Lewis thumbed his mic. �Better than I could�ve hoped. We wiped out the entire attacking force.�
On the north and south ends of the ridge his friends had broken into cheers, hugging each other and raising their weapons in victory, or dropping to their knees in relief and thanks. There were a few cheers from over the radio as well, at least until Davis cut in.
�Well done. But in case I have to remind you, the battle�s not over yet. If you�re done on the southern slope there�s plenty of need for you in other places. Leave as many people as you think are needed to hold the slope, and send everyone else my way.�
Lewis shrugged out a crick in his shoulders, then dropped off the outcropping and started for his squad. �I hear you. But if you don�t mind, I�d like to do something first.�
�You would, would you?�
�Yeah.� He walked over to the edge of the ridge, moving cautiously on ground that might not be stable, and looked down the devastated mountainside. First fire, then landslide; it could be a while before anything besides thistle and stinging nettle grew here again. �We�re running low on bullets and there�s a lot of weapons and ammo down there. I�d like to risk going after whatever we can get.�

Chapter Eighteen
Retreat

For Matt waiting through the fighting was its own kind of awful.
He itched to go join his friends along 31, although he knew that he�d spend most of the day hiking down there, and during that time anything could happen. The fighting could very likely end, either in victory in defeat. The former meaning he�d wasted his time, the latter meaning he wasn�t with his family and town helping them when they needed him most.
He even considered gathering up the remaining defenders and leading them to join Faraday. But when he managed to get in touch with the lieutenant to broach the offer the man told him, in no uncertain terms, that Aspen Hill�s defenders could do more good where they were in the valley refuge. Keeping the peace, reassuring frightened townspeople, and if necessary preparing for the worst.
So all through the day he waited by the radio, with Sam at his side and the rest of his family around him. They were joined by close to half the town, hundreds of people sitting in tense silence listening to reports as they came in. With Chauncey down with the volunteers Scott had taken over manning the shortwave, sending requests for more information and changing frequencies when needed.
The Mayor was rarely there with her husband, though. Catherine seemed determined to keep everyone working to distract them from their fears, but her efforts weren�t very effective. Not many people were willing to keep on toiling, just to improve a place they might have to abandon within the hour.
Matt wanted to help her, but in spite of his efforts to be hopeful he fell into that camp as well. Instead he spent any time away from the radio planning for yet another evacuation, deciding where they would go and what they would do if the blockheads broke through Faraday�s line.
It didn�t help that as the hours passed a few trucks roared by on the canyon road hundreds of yards away, carrying troops away from Faraday�s camp. Matt tried to reassure the worried townspeople that it probably meant the lieutenant was doing just fine, and had people to spare for places that weren�t doing so great.
But however you looked at it, it meant less soldiers between the valley refuge and the enemy that wanted to take them out.
At least it was a relief to get some good news from his friends to the south. Apparently they�d won a huge victory in the early afternoon, wiping out over a thousand blockheads just in the highway canyon and along the southern slope, all within the space of a few hours and with comparatively few losses of their own. They�d completely broken the enemy advance down there, driving the blockheads back and winning themselves a reprieve.
Matt wasn�t sure how long that reprieve would last, not with fighting happening everywhere and enemies breaking through from all directions. But it was good to hear it wasn�t all bad news out there, especially where it mattered most for him and his friends.
According to General Erikson�s number crunchers, passed on over the radio to anyone listening, the blockheads had lost over fifty thousand men by late afternoon, while on their side they�d lost barely a tenth that. But the fighting was starting to swing in the enemy�s favor as their sheer numbers overwhelmed one defensive position after another.
One refugee camp to the north had been forced to evacuate, fleeing south with enemy soldiers hot on their heels. The few remaining fighters in the area fought desperately just to keep the blockheads from flanking other positions and hitting them from behind, and there wasn�t much they could do to stop the enemy from pouring up into the mountains there.
Then in the late afternoon things finally started going their way. General Lassiter, who�d been in the south where the fighting was a bit less fierce, had almost completely abandoned his defensive positions down there, with little more than a few thousand men and a host of booby traps to keep the enemy back.
But instead of bringing his people up through the mountains to reinforce the defensive positions that were buckling, the General took every vehicle he had and struck out along I-70, blasting through the blockhead positions there. Then he roared up the roads east and west of the mountains, capturing and looting enemy encampments, freeing prisoners, and attacking the blockheads assaulting the mountain approaches from behind.
The enemy found themselves pinned between US troops in vehicles and defensive emplacements they�d been breaking themselves against all day, and quickly crumbled under the pressure. Although Lassiter reported losses an order of magnitude greater than those defending the mountains, his bold action completely destroyed the enemy assault along the southern stretch of their territory.
As darkness fell the General continued his advance up the valleys to the east and west, and the defensive positions he�d saved had begun sending their spare fighters north through the mountains to bolster other fronts.
The fighting died down with nightfall. The blockheads had already discovered that night attacks went poorly for them, and while Lassiter and his vehicles had enough light to continue fighting, the enemy had started to pull back and regroup to face him, seriously on the defensive for the first time since the war began. He couldn�t keep pushing against that sort of fortified resistance, so he had his troops dig in and prepare their own defenses for the next day�s fighting.
It took a long time for Matt to fall asleep that night, and from the tense way Sam lay motionless in his arms she wasn�t having any more luck. Any conversation they tried fizzled out in the tension, and they both strained to hear the sounds of fighting in the night, even though tucked in the valley refuge they were far enough away that almost no noise of combat had reached them. For a while they found other ways to distract themselves from their fears, and that intimacy provided a welcome comfort. But it only lasted for so long, and afterwards they fell right back into silent worrying.
Sam finally fell asleep in his arms, her tenseness fading away and her breathing softening into light snores. Somehow, feeling his wife finally relax eased some of Matt�s own worry, and he was also able to sink down into fitful sleep.
* * *
After the enemy had withdrawn early in the afternoon, following the landslide and once again being thrown back down 31 to the mouth of the canyon, Davis gave everyone who seriously needed the rest a chance to get it.
That included Lewis, Jane, and their squads, who�d been up all night and fighting all morning. They�d gratefully jumped at the offer, collapsing into their tents in the newly built camp on the ridge and letting exhaustion take them.
The enemy only gave them four or so hours before starting up again, and Lewis felt like he�d barely gotten any rest at all as he and his wife dragged themselves out of their tent. He emerged into the late afternoon sunlight, shivering slightly at the chilly wind blowing across the ridge, to the news that the blockheads were gathering below for another attack.
But it didn�t turn out to be as bad as he�d feared. The enemy was very cautious about approaching them, both up the southern slope and in the canyon, after the brutal losses they�d suffered earlier. So while there was light fighting throughout the rest of the day, it seemed mostly like blockheads were trying to keep them occupied. They probably hoped their fellow soldiers on other fronts would win the war for them.
After nightfall hostilities almost entirely ceased, and Davis ordered his squad leaders to place double sentries and send everyone else to bed. He wanted his people rested for whatever happened in the morning.
He also warned them that they�d probably be going on the offensive at first light. General Lassiter had nearly fought his way to their position, and when he did Davis wanted them ready. They would either strike out into the valley and harass the enemy to keep them occupied, helping the General�s advance, or if it looked like Lassiter was holding his own then they�d hike as many people as they could spare northward, going through the mountains to help Faraday and the squads closer to Aspen Hill.
Lewis had expected to sleep poorly, but his exhaustion was enough to pull him down and keep him under. He barely had time to kiss his wife goodnight before passing out, and next thing he knew Jane was once again shaking him awake.
�Has Davis sent word?� he mumbled, peering through the open door flap. It was still dark outside. �Are we attacking or heading north?�
His wife was a pale silhouette in the darkness, her coppery hair looking black next to her face and neck. She hadn�t put on her gear yet aside from her night vision goggles, as if she�d just ducked outside to use the latrine or look around. �Neither,� she whispered. �Come see.�
�See what?� he asked, reaching for his shoes, but she was already gone.
He made an annoyed sound. Jane almost never played coy, and when she did it was usually by accident. If there was information to share she shared it, she didn�t hold it back to increase the suspense or make it a surprise. So either her nature had completely changed overnight, or she was so distracted by whatever it was that she�d barely taken the time to give him a heads up before heading back out.
He pulled on his own goggles and grabbed his binoculars, then slipped out of the tent. His wife was already halfway to the edge of the ridge, and he hurried to catch up to her as she climbed up a slight rise to a spot that gave them a view of Huntington. As he stepped up beside her she pointed down at the town. Lewis lifted his binoculars, then drew in a sharp breath.
The blockheads were leaving.
Half the convoy that had occupied the town had already driven off, and from the looks of it the rest would be gone within the hour. They�d pulled back all the sentries and patrols and soldiers manning emplacements in the surrounding area to the town itself, although it looked as if they�d man Huntington�s fortifications there right up until the moment they left, just in case.
They were still cautious, even though Lewis and Davis hadn�t had too many opportunities to attack into the valley lately, and had never hit the town. Caution was just common sense, but even so he liked to think that he and the sergeant had made an impression. One the enemy wouldn�t soon forget.
�Are they pulling back ahead of Lassiter�s advance, you think?� Jane asked. �Maybe relocating to attack somewhere else?�
Lewis could only shake his head in response. But whatever they were doing, he couldn�t see how it was anything but good news for him and his volunteers. He thumbed his mic. �Halsson here. Sergeant Davis, you seeing this?�
The radio was silent for almost ten seconds before the sergeant replied in a curt tone. �Wait one, Halsson.�
�Lewis?� Rick said over the Aspen Hill volunteers� channel, he was one of the four sentries Trev had put out. �Do you think this is it?�
Lewis frowned. �Is what it?�
�You know. It. The blockheads are leaving, Canada�s in open revolt and they�re not getting any supplies, and they�ve got an entire country with a hostile populace they�re trying to occupy. Are they finally giving up? Did we win?�
Lewis watched as another dozen trucks left Huntington, headed north. The rest of the convoy was nearly ready to go, and the soldiers manning the fortifications had begun a swift but orderly retreat to meet up with the vehicles. Behind them houses began to burn, first a few dozen and then more and more, until nearly the entire town was ablaze.
A parting gift from the blockheads, and a clear signal they had no intention of returning. With a surge of anger he wondered if the enemy was doing the same up in Aspen Hill.
As the tense minutes passed while they waited for news, the sentries abandoned their posts and began waking up everyone in camp, inviting them to watch the blockheads leave and Huntington burn. Lewis hadn�t ordered it, but he didn�t stop them either. He was feeling more and more confident that this wasn�t the enemy repositioning. Something about how they left, the burning town being an obvious clue, just had an air of finality.
Finally Davis spoke up over the radio. �All right, people, it�s confirmed. The blockheads are withdrawing along every front they still hold. They�re packing up and heading north, for now, with fully half their army on foot.�
The sergeant paused, his tone becoming less professional and more solemn. �For those of you who live in the area, I regret to inform you that they�re setting fire to every town and city they occupied. I�m sorry. But take that bad news with the much better news that they�re finally leaving. We fought them back.�
Lewis felt a pang at hearing his fears confirmed about the fate of Aspen Hill. But even that couldn�t stop the swell of elation at the news, and he threw back his head and whooped in victory.
Around him friends and family also raised their voices in deafening cheers, slapping backs and hugging each other. Lewis thought he spied Alice and Rick sharing a kiss, right before Jane pulled him into a kiss of their own.
He got to enjoy it for only a few seconds before Trev nearly tackled him to the ground, hooking an arm around his neck and shouting gleefully in his ear. Lewis freed himself with some effort, turning towards the camp they�d hastily set up along the ridge. In the distance he could hear shouts from the north and south as well, people in the main camp and from the squads south of them joining the celebration.
�Hey!� he shouted. �If anyone�s still sleeping over there, you just missed the end of the war! We won!�
He threw his arms around Trev�s and Jane�s shoulders, then leaned in to kiss his wife again before repeating himself. �We won!�
* * *
�The war�s not over by a long shot,� Davis said grimly. �This may be a victory but it�s not the victory. We bled the blockheads heavily here, more than I ever expected they�d put up with without giving up and walking away, but they�ve still got the numbers to cause us problems. We have to take advantage of this victory and push them every step of their retreat, keep them on the back foot and make sure they never get any ideas about sticking around or giving this war another try.�
Lewis nodded. The sergeant had called all the volunteer leaders in for a briefing after delivering the good news. And since the Aspen Hill volunteers were some of the closest Lewis was one of the first to be invited into the command tent. �Until they go back to Canada, right?� he verified.
Davis sighed. �If we can manage that. Although the Canadians helped us win this war with their revolution, and it might not be the worst idea to help them win theirs. It would keep the blockheads from creating a country to the north, which would almost definitely cause us problems in the future. But yes, for the moment we�re just trying to retake our country and defend it. If they want to fight us on our turf that�s on their heads, but we�re not in any position to go looking for a fight. Even if we might want to.�
An uncomfortable silence settled as the Marine fell into grim thoughts. �So the military will be going after them immediately?� Lewis asked.
The sergeant snorted. �It�s what we planned from the start if we were able to drive the enemy back. We won�t just chase them, though; as important as that is, we also need to go liberate our occupied territories. That�ll require collaborating with any remaining groups of Americans left out there, hitting the blockheads that try to dig in instead of running like we want. We need to keep up the momentum until they skitter over our borders with their tails between their legs.�
That sounded nice, but Lewis could see an obvious problem. �Will you be able to do all that before nuclear winter hits?�
�Doubt it,� Davis said with a grimace. �We�ll just have to hope we fight better in the cold than they do. With how big their army is supplies are definitely going to be a bigger issue for them, especially once we can start hitting at their supply lines.�
Lewis took a deep breath. Now for the million dollar question. �And what about us?�
The sergeant�s frowned deepened. �Are you saying you want to bail?�
�Not exactly. We volunteered and made a commitment to fight, and I don�t want to go back on that.� After a brief hesitation Lewis continued. �At the same time we have no idea how long this nuclear winter is going to last, and what it�s going to do to the world. The people of Aspen Hill are going to need our help to survive. I�ve got to think of my family, my wife and parents and siblings and everyone else I have responsibility for.�
�I get it,� Davis said in a slightly milder tone. �I�ll be honest, we can use you. But at the same time we�re going to be relying on guerrilla warfare to keep up the fight. Disrupting supply, ambushes, attacking camps in the night, stealing whatever we can from our enemies to use against them, things like that. Numbers will help there, too, but not as much as training and commitment.�
Lewis waited, feeling equal parts guilty and hopeful, until Davis swore. �Yeah, I�ll cut your guys loose, Halsson. If nothing else it�ll be nice to know we have people holding these mountains in case the blockheads are interested in making another try. And anyway we�ll be leaving plenty of troops behind to look over the civilians we�ve gathered.�
The sergeant offered his hand, and Lewis returned his crushing grip. Then Davis led the way outside, looking around to see if any more leaders had shown up. �I�ve got to say,� he began, looking around the canyon, �I�m actually going to miss this place. Fire damage and all those trees dead from beetles aside, you�ve got some amazing views around here. I actually wouldn�t mind coming back and just��
He abruptly cut off as a thumping noise reached their ears, at the same time as Lewis�s headset crackled with a panicked voice. �Helicopter coming in from the south!�
Davis cursed and looked around. �One last word from our enemies? I can�t believe Command never sent us those anti-air missiles like I requested!� He swore again. �I guess we�ll just have to bring it down with small arms fire or die trying.�
�Hold on.� Lewis grabbed the man�s shoulder, pointing. The helicopter had just come into view from the south, moving fast towards the northeast. It was far out of range and getting farther by the second. �Looks like it�s leaving like the rest of the blockheads.�
He felt the sergeant relax. �Looks like it.� Davis shook his hand off and sighed. �Too bad, in a way. I wouldn�t have minded being the one to bring that sucker down.�
Together they watched the chopper shrink to a black speck and disappear. Then Davis turned to him and offered his hand. �Well, I imagine your people want to celebrate. Or maybe just immediately pack up to head home, like we�ll be packing up to go after the enemy. Either way it�s been a pleasure, Halsson.�
�It has, Sarge,� Lewis shook again. �Good hunting.�
�Same to you. If you would, ask Smith to come around before either of us leaves so I can say goodbye.� Davis turned and ducked back into the command tent, leaving Lewis to make his way back to his volunteers.
The mood of the camp was slightly tense when Lewis arrived, with everyone waiting for him: Ben�s and Gutierrez�s squads had rejoined them once they were sure the blockheads were leaving for good.
�So?� Rick demanded, a few others murmuring their agreement of the question.
�The military plans to follow the blockheads and harass them from here to the Canadian border if they have to.� Lewis waited, seeing the tense looks on his friends� faces. They were as tired of fighting as he was, and while everyone was glad the Gold Bloc was retreating he doubted many were eager to follow them and keep up this war.
He didn�t want to keep them in suspense too long. �However, the military is cutting loose a lot of the volunteers. They want their experienced soldiers waging this guerrilla war, so we�re free to go home with his thanks for our service.�
The squads erupted in cheers, nearly as exuberant as when they�d seen the Gold Bloc forces leaving earlier, which quickly became handshakes and backslaps, and even hugs as the tense mood vanished in a spontaneous celebration. Lewis finally let his own grin escape and headed over to join them, mobbed with his own share of handshakes and backslaps.
They were going home.
* * *
Of all his celebrating squad mates, Trev noticed that Deb and Grant weren�t taking part. Grant had always been a bit reserved and was off on his own, obviously still mentally recovering from what they�d just been through, but Deb was sitting near the others looking troubled and ignoring the nearby conversations.
He�d expected her to be with Alice, but the blond young woman was with Rick and the two were in a world of their own. Whatever Alice had shared with Pete, it looked as if she�d made her choice now.
Trev made his way over to Deb, dropping onto the other end of the log she was sitting on. �Hey.�
She looked up and tried to smile. �Oh, hey.�
�Everything okay?�
The brown-haired woman nodded unconvincingly. �We won. The blockheads are running with their tails between their legs. Everything couldn�t be better.� Trev nodded, unconvinced, and waited. Sure enough after about half a minute of silence she continued in a quiet voice. �I just wish I knew what to do now.�
He wasn�t quite sure what she meant. �Are you thinking of going with the military to harry the retreating armies?�
Deb turned to eye him, almost looking hurt. �I�ve considered it,� she admitted. �I wouldn�t mind getting a bit more payback for what they did to me and the others, and the people from Newtown they killed.� She sighed and looked away. �But that�s just a small part of me. I�m mostly just tired. Now that it�s over I want it to stay over, even if I don�t know what else to do.�
Ah. Trev had been thinking of her as part of the squad, to the point that he�d assumed she�d come back to Aspen Hill with them. If that was what she wanted. But he�d never actually told her that, so he supposed she wouldn�t know. �You know we�re all heading back to rejoin our people and prepare for the winter,� he said quietly.
She nodded, giving him another slightly hurt look. �Yeah. I heard.�
�You�re part of the squad, you and Grant. I�d sort of assumed you�d come with us, if that�s what you want.�
Deb�s face lit up, a lot of her worry vanishing beneath a sheepish smile. �I�d hoped you�d invite me, but I was too afraid to ask.�
Trev smiled back. �It�s a good community. Good people. You�ve earned that.� He stood up and started to rest a friendly hand on her shoulder, then hesitated.
Noticing it, Deb covered by reaching up to shake his hand. �Thank you, Trev. For everything.�
He nodded and moved to rejoin the others.
He wanted to talk to Chauncey. Ostensibly to get his opinion on inviting the non-Aspen Hill volunteers in their squads to come home with them, but mostly just because it had been a long time since he�d really had a chance to have a conversation with the retired teacher, and now they had plenty of time.
He found the man sitting on a rock, amidst a forest of the AK-47s and MP-443 Grachs they�d collected from the dead blockheads at the base of the slope. He was carefully cleaning a rifle that he�d taken apart and set on a clean cloth at his feet.
Trev supposed it was generous of the man to do the task so everyone else could celebrate, but he kind of wished Chauncey had taken a chance to relax himself. He came over to crouch beside the older man. �What�s the verdict? Did our new weapons survive their tumble cycle down the hill with tons and tons of rocks?�
�Fewer than I�d hoped, but still enough to arm half the townspeople that don�t already have weapons. On the plus side we�ve also got plenty of replacement parts.� His friend grimaced. �I�m more worried about our ammo distribution. We�ve got tons of .762 and 9mm rounds for all these AK-47s and Grachs, not to mention more spare magazines than we know what to do with, but yesterday�s fighting used up pretty much the last of our .556 and .45.�
�Yeah.� Trev frowned. �I guess we swap over to the blockhead guns, then. Davis would probably love to have our M16s and 1911s anyway, since the military will want to use standardized weapons where possible. I�m guessing Lassiter and Erikson probably still have enough 5.56 and .45 that the weapons will get some use.�
Chauncey nodded thoughtfully. �That could work. Although you realize that Aspen Hill probably still has a bit of ammo.�
�And lots more guns that use it,� Trev answered. �More than we have ammo for. Besides, the valley refuge is lacking other supplies we might be able to get.�
�True,� the retired teacher agreed. �Let�s see if Lewis wants to trade, and what.� He bent back over the disassembled rifle, focusing on his work.
At least until Rick approached, waving. �Hey Dad, aren�t you going to join us?�
The retired teacher looked pointedly down at his amputated leg. �Really?�
The younger man grinned. �Oh don�t give me that. You�re getting around just fine on your crutches these days. And you know I�ve been working on carving a prosthetic for you.�
Chauncey sighed and set the rifle part he was holding back onto the cloth, reaching for his crutches. �I suppose so. As long as you�ve got a camp chair for me.�
Rick�s grin widened, and he winked at Trev has he helped his dad to his feet and walked with him back towards camp. �I wanted to ask what you thought about Alice.�
It was Chauncey�s turn to smile, although he was trailing Rick enough that his son didn�t notice. �What about her? She lived with us for months, she�s not exactly a stranger.�
Trev caught the flush of embarrassment on the back of Rick�s neck. �I mean about Alice and me,� his friend corrected.
It was Trev�s turn to grin as he watched father and son walk away. Then he glanced down at the weapons, and with a sigh sat down on the rock to finish maintenance on the rifle Chauncey had left half cleaned.
He wasn�t the only one getting serious. Lewis, who�d been off with Jane in their own world for the last few minutes, abruptly clapped his hands and shouted over the hubbub of the crowd. �All right, people! It�s early morning and we�ve got nowhere to be.�
There was a slightly confused pause at that, at least until his cousin continued a grin. �I don�t know about the rest of you, but nice as this little shindig is I�d rather move it to a valley a ways north of here, where all the rest of our friends and family happen to be waiting for us. I figure we can get there today if we push, even loaded down with supplies.�
Ben clapped his hands as well, in applause. �Hear, hear!� he called. That drew a shout of agreement from the volunteers, and more cheers.
Lewis looked around the mountain, a bit wistfully, then motioned to their camp. �Come on. Let�s go home.�

Chapter Nineteen
Homecoming

Lewis had been exaggerating a bit when talking about loading them down with supplies.
That was thanks to the tractor, which they loaded down instead. First off they raised the backhoe enough to hang several tarp-wrapped bundles from it, then raised the bucket as high as possible as well and turned it upright to fill with even more of their stuff. Mostly the AK-47s and Grachs captured from the blockheads, wrapped in tent cloth and spare clothing and stacked carefully on top of full ammo boxes and extra magazines.
It wasn�t enough to hold everything, and more of their weapons and supplies packed every spare inch of space in the cab right up to the roof, which was also stacked high with bundles of supplies. By the time they got the tractor loaded up they were easily able to stow their remaining stuff in their packs, making a lighter load than usual.
With Lewis and the other squad leaders� approval, Trev had approached Harmon about trading the weapons they no longer had ammo for, making a good deal with the sergeant. That was thanks to the fact that the military had used up the majority of their fuel, so their forces would mostly be chasing the blockheads on foot. Which meant that any supplies they couldn�t lug on their backs or on a few supply trucks were getting left behind.
Most of those supplies were things like the larger tents, bundles of tarps and sandbags, and other empty bags and boxes, the majority of which would be going to the refugee camps. There were also the various odds and ends the soldiers, as well as the volunteers who�d be going with them, had collected and were now forced to leave behind, along with the more permanent accommodations they�d built.
Harmon agreed that the Aspen Hill volunteers could have first pick of all that stuff in exchange for three dozen M16s, two dozen 1911s, most of the spare magazines for the weapons, and the three missile launchers they no longer had a use for.
Trev had to consider how much they could manage to carry with them, but he was also conscious of what the townspeople had �donated� to the military. And he couldn�t forget the hardships the coming winter would bring. So his first priority was canvas and any other cloth he could find.
While he was picking through the growing pile of items to be left behind he heard a call, and looked up to see Vernon and a few of his men approaching. Even after their partial reconciliation Trev still tensed up slightly at the sight of the former sheriff. But he waved as he straightened, waiting for them to arrive.
�Doing some scavenging?� Vernon asked.
�Trading,� Trev replied. �Whatever we can manage to carry with us back home.�
�Ah, home.� The older man�s mouth twisted slightly in bitterness. �It�s a nice thing to have.�
Something about the way Vernon said it made Trev want to lash out, to remind him that Aspen Hill had been burned to the ground when the blockheads left, along with every other town. But he held himself back. �What are your plans?� he asked instead.
The former sheriff shrugged. �We�ll go with the military. We don�t have a community to return to, and none of us fancies trying our luck in the refugee camps.� His expression hardened. �Besides, I wouldn�t mind getting a few more shots at the blockheads. I can�t save the people of Newtown from what happened to them, but I can at least avenge them.�
�Fair enough.� Trev offered his hand. �Take care, Vernon.�
The man hesitated just a moment before shaking. �You too, Smith. All our problems aside, you�re a decent man. I hope things turn out better for your town than they did for mine.� He hesitated. �As a personal favor, when you see Debra maybe you could��
He trailed off, and Trev waited patiently for a few seconds. �Could� ?� he finally supplied.
�Never mind. She�s not interested in hearing anything from me.� With a wry twist of his lips Vernon reached into his pocket and pulled out his sheriff�s badge, offering it. �Here. Aspen Hill will be better off with an honest lawman looking out for it.�
Trev accepted the gift, although he had to laugh. �You�re giving this to the wrong person. I�ll pass it along to Matt for you.�
�As you like.� The former sheriff motioned curtly and started off, his companions following close at his heels.
Trev looked down at the badge, then pocketed it with a shrug and got back to sorting through the junk for anything useful. He found a tightly wadded bundle of dirty sheets and immediately pounced on it, kicking it over to the small pile of canvas and spare clothing he�d accumulated.
Not far away Davis and his people were making their preparations to leave. While bargaining with Harmon the sergeant hadn�t mentioned giving back any of the vehicles or supplies Aspen Hill had contributed, but Trev had made it a point to head off any awkwardness on the issue by assuring him that the military needed them more.
Still, he couldn�t help but watch the trucks being loaded with a bit of wistfulness, thinking of how much more the Aspen Hill volunteers could take with them if they had even one. They�d be able to scavenge the sandbags from the abandoned emplacements, collect every spare log, scrap of lumber, and bit of furniture, and scoop up a bunch of other things that were being left behind.
Davis was hard at work coordinating the loading, shouting curses and commands with equal frequency as he pitched in where necessary. Remembering the request the sergeant had relayed through Lewis, Trev made his way over to make his farewells to him. As well as to his friends among the Marines and the volunteers who�d decided to stay in the fight.
Since Davis was hard at work he decided to make his other goodbyes first, starting with Graham. The demolitions specialist was poring over crates of his gear, but he looked as if he wouldn�t mind an interruption.
�Try not to blow yourself up,� Trev called as he approached, offering his hand.
The Marine accepted it with a snort. �And you try not to burn yourself to a cinder. You and your cousin seem to like starting forest fires.�
�Saved your bacon with it.� Trev clapped the man on the shoulder. �You know where you�ll be going?�
�Nah. Wherever it is, though, I�m sure there�ll be things that need to be removed via demolitions.� Graham hesitated. �Listen. I�ve got to get back to work, but I just wanted to thank you for saving me and my people that day Williams died. You stuck your neck out for me when you didn�t need to, and that means a lot.�
�We all owe each other our lives a dozen times over.� Trev gave him a last nod, then walked away seeking other friends as the demolitions specialist got back to work.
He wasn�t the only one offering well wishes, and in many places the packing had ground to a halt in an informal gathering. Davis didn�t look terribly pleased about the interruption, and his glares were hitting Trev as often as anyone else, so Trev broke off his conversation with Abrams to make his way over and offer the sergeant his hand.
�Bet you�re glad to be heading back home to your families,� Davis said, returning the handshake with a crushing grip as they stepped away from the loading efforts. �Think you�ll make it there today?�
Trev shrugged. �We may be underfed but we�re in pretty good shape, although it�s a long way to go over steep terrain.�
The sergeant grunted. �And when you get home?� At Trev�s confused look his dour expression shifted to something else. Sympathy? �I�ve been a soldier for over a decade, Smith. I made it home every now and again during that time.� He hesitated, then fell silent.
�What was it like?� Trev asked quietly.
For an uncomfortable half minute he thought Davis wouldn�t answer. �Everything changes once you become a soldier,� the Marine finally said in an equally quiet voice. �Everyone looks at you different, treats you different. Even the ones celebrating you as a hero. Even family. A lot of the time it�s hard to pin down, but it�ll always be there like a wall.
�People know you�ve been in combat, that you�ve probably seen friends die and had to kill your share of the enemy. No matter how casual they act you can tell it�s always on their minds, like they�re half afraid you�re a ticking time bomb ready to go off. And that�s the polite ones. The impolite ones pry into your experiences for all the wrong reasons, and the downright rotten ones hold it against you.�
The sergeant sucked in a sharp breath and snorted bitterly. �I don�t know. Maybe things are different since the Gulf burned. It sounds like your town�s seen its share of trouble, and defending your home is a different situation than fighting overseas. Maybe being in the middle of all this will give your people some perspective. Still, I thought you should have some idea of what to expect.�
�I appreciate that,� Trev said.
Davis fixed him with a stern look. �Take care of your people, Smith. Whatever homecoming you receive, make sure they know you�re there for them. That somebody�s ready to help them when things get tough. After all you�ve been through you can be sure things will get tough, and often just when there�s nobody willing to lend a helping hand. No one gets through combat without some scars, and the ones you can�t see can be just as bad as the ones you can. Memories that never leave you, that come rushing back at the worst possible times.�
Trev nodded slowly and offered his hand again. �Thank you, Sergeant,� he said. �For getting us through this, for helping us defend our homes. For everything.�
The Marine returned another crushing handshake. �Be grateful you have a home to go back to, Smith. That�s a precious gift these days. Half the reason I�m still fighting is so people like you can enjoy that luxury.� His eyes narrowed with determination. �And I�ll keep fighting this to the end, until every American citizen who�s lost their home has a chance to go back, or at least has the safety to build a new one. There are worse things to die for.�
Davis abruptly began barking orders for his people to get back to work, but as he turned away Trev almost thought he saw tears in the older man�s eyes.
The Marine started to leave, but Trev called him back. �You may have lost your home, but that doesn�t mean you don�t have one. You and your men are welcome in Aspen Hill anytime.�
The sergeant glanced over his shoulder, giving him a half smile. �I appreciate the sentiment,� he said. Then he walked off.
The sentiment. Trev had meant what he�d said, but at the same time he was speaking on his own. He hadn�t consulted the town or even Lewis about the offer. And what if Davis did take him up on it? How many soldiers would he bring back with him? These few dozen, or a few hundred? A few thousand? Would they be able to take care of themselves or would they need at least some food and shelter until they could sort out their situation?
What if the rest of the town didn�t agree with taking them in, and it created a situation like with the refugees last winter? Only this time with heavily armed and well trained refugees, going into a nuclear winter that would be ten times worse?
He was an idiot. Davis had outright said he was willing to throw away his future so towns like Aspen Hill could have one, and all Trev offered in return was a pipe dream. He was glad the man had decided to accept the thought behind it rather than get insulted.
Still, Trev had meant what he�d said. He�d talk to Mayor Tillman and Matt and the other town leaders about taking in any soldiers who returned. After everything those in the military had sacrificed for their sake, they deserved that much.
And who knew, maybe Davis would take him up on his offer after all.
* * *
Those going north with the military were ready to leave before the Aspen Hill volunteers.
Although they were parting ways, both groups were heading up Highway 31 to start with. Along the entire stretch of mountains the military had defended, the only two roads still open were one in the south that Lassiter had jealously guarded, and one in the north that Erikson had literally sacrificed lives to hold. The military was even now gathering on that northern road, vehicles and troops on foot trickling through the choke point in a stream that would take hours or possibly even days.
Lewis watched Davis�s convoy disappear up the road as his volunteers made their final preparations to leave, loading up the supplies Trev had picked out. His cousin proved to have a good eye for what the town needed, cloth and canvas that would be useful both for construction and for blankets and warm clothing for the coming winter. They managed to fit a fair amount on the tractor, packing it around the weapons and other supplies to protect them during the trip.
Then it was time for them to go.
Even slow as it was, the loaded tractor easily left them in the dust as it made its way back to the valley refuge. Chauncey had suggested holding its pace back to match the volunteers and stay with them, mostly to protect the supplies it carried, but Lewis had decided that wasn�t worth the waste of fuel.
Besides, if anyone was stupid enough to rob them they could call in a favor to Davis, and the military would come down on the would-be thieves like a ton of bricks. Although Lewis didn�t think that likely� not when everyone was still celebrating defeating the blockheads, with a prevailing spirit of harmony and pulling together for the good of all.
So their supplies went on ahead, and Lewis and his volunteers followed at the best pace they could manage.
It wasn�t an easy hike, or a short one. They pushed hard to cover the distance before dark, trudging upslope and jogging downslope with few breaks in between. The prospect of home pushed them to keep going in spite of their weariness, and Lewis actually had to worry more about his people overexerting themselves than slacking off. Especially the freed prisoners who�d come with them, who were still recovering from their hardships and hadn�t fully built up their strength.
In the end they didn�t quite manage it. Full dark settled in with them still three or so miles of hard walking away, and in spite of everyone�s desire to get home the majority of the exhausted volunteers reluctantly agreed that rest and an early start sounded good. Lewis radioed ahead to let the valley refuge know of their changed plans, and Chauncey promised to roll out the welcome mat when they arrived in the morning.
To be honest, as eager as he was to see his family again Lewis didn�t completely mind. He knew Jane appreciated one last night to themselves, before they�d be back in the middle of the shelter group�s organized chaos again.
Although they�d probably have to start calling themselves something else, since he wasn�t sure they�d be going back to the shelter for a long time. Maybe never. With Aspen Hill in ashes the townspeople wouldn�t be returning, and Lewis had gained a deep appreciation for the value of a community.
That realization cut deep, but surprisingly it was the thought of missing out on striking out with just Jane, even if it was only for a few months at a time here and there, that really filled him with a sense of loss. He didn�t know if he could ever get the group all cared for and prospering, at least enough that he and his wife could finally be free to leave them and go to the hideout like they wanted.
But it was something to work for, if mere survival wasn�t enough of a challenge these days.
In spite of their weariness everyone was up early the next morning, and they pushed hard to reach the valley refuge. At his first sight of it Lewis found himself impressed, not just with how quickly the townspeople had managed to build shelters, but with how well they�d gotten everything organized for long term living. It took away a bit of the sting of losing their town.
A crowd of over two hundred people were waiting for them, where the road gave way to a trampled dirt path beaten between it and the valley refuge hundreds of yards away. At the front of them stood Matt, Sam, and the rest of the Larson family. Including a weary-looking Terry, who must�ve been released by the military to return home. Most of the shelter group was also there, including Lewis and Trev�s families, and the friends and families of all the other volunteers.
At the refuge itself hundreds more townspeople were watching with interest, and a few more trickled along the path to join the reunion. It looked as if work had come to a standstill, and things were well on their way to becoming a celebration.
While most of the crowd waited Matt trotted up the slope to meet them coming down the road, with Sam hurrying at his side. Lewis quickened his pace to meet his friends while Jane followed close behind, starting with handshakes. That quickly turned to hugs, as well as exclaiming over the progress of their pregnancy and Sam insisting they both feel the baby kick.
�Where�s Mayor Tillman?� Lewis asked once that initial reunion had settled into comfortable silence, as the volunteers caught up to them and they all started down the slope to where the welcoming party waited.
His friend�s smile slipped. �Just Mrs. Tillman, now. As soon as she learned the blockheads were leaving she formally resigned. From what I hear she went to bed right after, and has been sleeping ever since.� He shook his head in sympathy. �She�s not young, and the weight has been crushing her for a long time now. I think she held on longer than she had strength, out of sheer determination.�
Lewis nodded. �She pulled us through hard times. Once the world rebuilds itself and the thriving community of Aspen Hill starts building statues of their heroes, hers will have to be first.�
�Absolutely.� Matt sighed. �Although the hard times aren�t over yet.�
�Yeah. I don�t envy the new Mayor the task ahead.� His friend flinched slightly and Lewis paused. �You�re the new Mayor, aren�t you?�
�Somehow.� Matt gave him a slightly pained look. �There were a dozen better candidates, but nobody seemed to want it.�
Sam made a displeased sound and poked her husband in the side. �There were no better candidates, and everyone wanted you.�
�Well you�ve got my vote next election.� They reached the crowd at the turnoff, families rushing forward to greet their loved ones returning home from war. Lewis quickly hugged his friends again, then nodded towards his own family. �Excuse us. I see Dad�s up on his leg already, even if he�s got it well splinted and he�s using crutches. I�d better make sure he�s not overdoing it.� He smiled crookedly. �And while I�m at it I haven�t seen everyone in a long time. Time to keep the reunion going.�
�You bet.� Matt glanced over at the other volunteers. �I want to greet everyone else too, once their own reunions have settled down a bit. But I was wondering if I could run something by you first.� Something about the way he said it suggested he intended more than just asking for advice.
Lewis had a feeling he could guess what his friend wanted. �Sure.�
�Good, more time to catch up!� Sam agreed, briefly hugging Jane and standing up on tiptoes to kiss her cheek before stepping back. �Maybe you can introduce me to the new people.� She started towards where Deb, Grant, and the handful of other escaped prisoners who�d joined them were waiting awkwardly at the edge of the crowd, looking out of place. Jane reluctantly joined her.
As their wives walked away Lewis followed his friend a short distance from the impromptu celebration. �What did you need?�
Matt waited until they were well out of earshot but even then fidgeted, reluctant to start. Lewis let him take his time, until finally his friend blurted. �You did a great job defending the town while I was gone. Better than I could�ve.�
He knew where this was going. �I take it you don�t want to run the town and lead the defenders at the same time, do you?�
The taller man laughed and ran a hand through his blond hair. �Are you crazy? I just got done telling you what the stress of the job did to Catherine.� he sighed. �No, I don�t. I�m tired. I don�t know if I have it in me to spend another winter running myself ragged trying to convince people to defend themselves, and picking up the slack when they won�t. Besides, Sam and the baby need to be my priority now. I plan to ask Chauncey, Lucas, and George to help me with my duties as Mayor so I can still find time for them.�
�And you�ve got me lined up as a replacement to suffer through that instead?� Lewis gave him a strained smile. �I�m not sure I want the job again either. I never really did. And I�m not sure I did as good as you think. I wasn�t the best leader, and I focused too much on raiding the enemy rather than defending anything.� He shrugged. �Besides, I�ve got my own family to prioritize.�
Matt gave him a helpless look. �Someone has to do it.�
�Someone does,� Lewis agreed. �But I think you�re looking at the wrong cousin.�
The two of them glanced over at Trev, who�d just finished returning Sam�s hug and was introducing her to the town�s new members. Although from the way he fidgeted it was obvious he was looking for an excuse to break away and see his family, and only his sense of responsibility for the escaped prisoners held him back.
�You don�t want it, but you�d fob it off on him,� Matt said flatly.
Lewis shrugged again. �Before the blockheads got here and turned everything on its head he was feeling a bit down. All the projects I�d started while he was gone were mine, and he didn�t really feel like a part of any of them. He jumped on the apiary as something he could call his own, but that�s not really enough for him. Maybe this will be a role he can settle into.�
Matt nodded slowly. �You have a point. And he would do a good job with it.� He nudged Lewis in the ribs. �He�s a lot more personable than you.�
He nudged his friend back. �Should we go give him the good news?�
�Nah. Let�s give him some time to enjoy his freedom first.� Matt�s grin widened slightly as he looked back that way. �Speaking of which, what�s the deal with him and that brunette sticking to him like glue? Are they� ?�
Lewis felt his smile fade. �No,� he replied. �Not right now. Maybe never, after what she went through.�
Realization dawned. �Ah.� His friend looked away. �I heard a bit about what the blockheads do to their prisoners. I wasn�t thinking.�
A brief, uncomfortable silence fell, until Lewis clapped his friend on the shoulder. �Come on. Back to the reunion.�
* * *
Trev had missed his family, but he hadn�t realized just how much until he saw them. It felt like a weight lifted off his chest more and more as he threw his arms around his mom, dad, Linda, and Jim in turn, then crashed Lewis and Jane�s reunion to give his aunt, uncle, and Mary crushing hugs as well.
He wasn�t ashamed to admit that he shed a few tears, and he was far from the only one.
Jim stayed glued to his side as everyone talked over each other, asking for news and details of the time they�d spent apart. It wasn�t a completely unfamiliar sensation after his time with Deb, and he didn�t even mind his little brother pestering him for details about the fighting.
After the first few chaotic minutes the reunion started drifting up the new dirt road towards the valley refuge, everyone talking over themselves to point out their houses, most of which families had built with their own hands, or projects they�d taken part in. Jim proudly announced that he�d been taking care of the bees while Trev was gone, and Trev ruffled his brother�s hair and gave him a one-armed hug as he complimented his work.
The celebration got even bigger when they reached the growing town and hundreds more Aspen Hill residents joined in. Trev reluctantly stepped away from his family�s reunion, just long enough to make sure the town�s new members were comfortable and were being introduced to everyone.
Mary, bless her heart, immediately took the three women in that group under her wing, and they gratefully stuck close to her as some sort of anchor in the confusion. Linda followed her cousin, but her interest was mostly on Deb. Trev overheard his sister asking casually probing questions about the brown-haired woman�s relationship with him, and in a flush of embarrassment contemplated gagging her with the headscarf she was wearing.
He was heading back to his family to ask Lucas about his leg when Matt collared him. �Give me a second,� his friend said, pulling him aside.
�Sure.� Trev followed him, then suddenly started as he remembered. �Oh, hey.� He reached into his pocket and pulled out the sheriff�s badge. �Here. Vernon wanted this to go to Aspen Hill�s lawman.�
Matt didn�t reach for it. �Why don�t you keep it?� he said quietly.
Trev snorted. �Look, I know who it came from and I don�t blame you for not wanting any gifts from him. But a badge is a badge, right?� He waggled it.
His friend finally took it, but only to pin to Trev�s shirt. �No. I mean it belongs to you, if you want the job.�
For a moment Trev stood stunned. Matt had led the defenders almost from the beginning, aside from when he�d led the volunteers. �You�re quitting?�
�No,� his friend gave him a tense smile. �I�ve been promoted. Mayor.�
�Wow.� Trev clapped him on the shoulder. �Congratulations. You�ll do a great job.� Matt nodded, eyes still on him, and Trev fidgeted. �Seriously though, me? I could name a dozen people more qualified for the job off the top of my head.�
Matt snorted. �That�s what I said, too. And like everyone told me when I did, you�re the best person for the job.�
Trev fingered the badge. He wasn�t sure he really wanted that sort of responsibility, forget whether or not he was ready for it. But he wasn�t about to leave his friend hanging. �Okay. Although I�m thinking maybe we should switch things up. Go with far patrols to give early warning of any potential threat, with everyone in town going about their business but ready to grab their guns and defend the place if they have to.�
�Sounds good.� His friend looked amused.
Trev continued. �I mean, the way we were doing it before required a lot of manpower, way more than unnecessary most of the time, and depending on how things shake out with the blockheads gone we might not need to overexert ourselves. We could bring it up with Lewis.�
�We could. But you�re the one in charge now.� Matt clapped him on the back and turned to look at the celebration. �That�s an amazing sight, isn�t it? I wasn�t sure I�d ever see it when we were down with Davis.�
Trev nodded. �We did it.�
�Somehow,� Matt agreed, grinning. �Or more specifically, you managed to burn up a few enemies and buried the ones that stuck around for more in an landslide.� He abruptly stiffened. �Is that Rick and Alice making out? When did that happen?�
It was Trev�s turn to look amused. �No idea. She was leaning towards Pete before he took off, but sometime between then and now Rick must�ve won her over.�
His friend gave him a pained look at the mention of their vanished friend. �I wonder where he went. I keep asking Chauncey to look for news of him over the radio, and the defenders are all watching out in case he shows up. But so far he hasn�t.�
Trev nodded sadly. His friend�s disappearance hit him hard, but Matt had to blame himself even more after what happened. �Davis and Harmon never found anything either. It�s probably bad news.�
�Probably.� Matt sighed. �Part of me hopes he went deeper into the mountains and tried to join some other group of volunteers. Or I guess even if he tried to stage some sort of one man war against the blockheads, and has been causing them a bit of grief all this time, that would be fine. As long as he�s still okay. I just don�t like the thought that he might�ve gone off on some wild attack and it didn�t go so well for him.�
Trev shook his head. He hadn�t done much to help Pete, busy with his own duties, and he sort of wished he had. He wasn�t sure what sort of wisdom he could�ve offered the young man, or even if he could�ve helped rather than making things worse, but not trying would nag at him for as long as they went without news of their friend. That might be a long, long time depending on what had happened.
Maybe it had been the wrong decision to turn Pete away when Alice asked to let him join. He�d have to be better about taking care of his people if he was going to lead the defenders. Like Davis had warned him.
�You did your best with him,� he said for Matt�s benefit. �Pete made his own decisions, and I suppose they were his to make. Hopefully he found a situation that�s working better for him, and he�s had a chance to get whatever healing he needs from everything he�s been through.�
�I hope so.� Matt abruptly turned to nudge him lightly on the shoulder. �You know what, I�m sick of just watching this party. Let�s get back to it.�
Trev grinned. �Sounds good to me.�
Lewis met them as they rejoined the others, looking at the badge on Trev�s chest. �We have a new Sheriff in town?�
�I guess so. You�ll give me a hand though, right?�
�Two, when I�ve got the time.�
�Hey, don�t go volunteering all your time away,� Lucas said with mock sternness from the fence around the goat pen where he was sitting, favoring his leg. �We�ve still got nuclear winter to survive.�
Lewis gave his dad a lopsided smile. �Piece of cake. As bad as this winter is going to be, down here in the valley it might not be any worse than me and Trev spending last winter up in the mountains. We managed to survive through that well enough, with nothing worse to show for it than a bit of cabin fever, and a deadened sense of smell from a small space rank with B.O.�
Trev did his best to smile back. Things weren�t the same at all, not when they had their family and the rest of the shelter group to worry about as well. Not to mention the town in general. He�d done his best to gather up cloth and canvas for winter clothing and extra blankets, but as it stood people would have to share winter gear; not everyone would be set up to head out into the cold all at once if they needed to. And people would be doing plenty of snuggling together for body heat, even if they didn�t burn through their entire supply of firewood before the weather turned warm again.
And he�d definitely have to worry more about firewood and warm clothing than most, since he didn�t have anyone to snuggle with.
Without thinking he shot a quick glance at Deb, standing with the women and children from Jane�s group. The brown-haired woman was looking back at him, green eyes striking in direct sunlight. She smiled tentatively, and he felt his face flush as he smiled back and hastily looked away. She had lovely eyes, something he�d known for a while without realizing.
Those thoughts must�ve been around somewhere in the back of his mind, but until now he hadn�t even entertained the possibility of anything romantic with her. Assuming that was even what she wanted. It would have to be Deb�s decision when she was ready, if she ever was, and if it happened it would be a difficult path to travel together.
They both had their own wounds to heal from, and even with their growing friendship they were still relative strangers. He didn�t even know where she�d lived or what she�d done before the Gulf burned, or what her life in Newtown had been like. And in spite of the time they�d spent together neither had really opened up to the other, or shared any thoughts deeper than their current situation.
Still, that might be something to hope for from the future.
�We�ll figure it out,� his dad said, coming over to clap a hand on his and Lewis�s shoulders. �But let�s save worrying about that for tomorrow. The war�s over, we�ve defeated the threats facing the town, and we�re in a position to meet whatever challenges we encounter next.� He gently nudged them both towards the assortment of log cabins and stick-and-mud houses the shelter group had built. �Come on, we�ve got breakfast ready for you.�
Trev followed, feeling surprisingly content. He was more than happy to follow his dad�s advice, at least as far as pushing his worries to the back of his mind.
It had almost been a year since the Gulf refineries attack. A lot could change in that time; the world could change. But no matter what happened some things stayed the same. Trev had his family with him, and his friends, and the people of Aspen Hill around them.
All the hardships they�d suffered had only strengthened the ties of their community: the shortage of food and lack of a lot of what they�d been accustomed to, the Gold Bloc invasion, reclaiming their home from the enemies that had tried to take it. It had all fueled their determination to survive and prosper together.
Beyond that, they�d found within them a strength they hadn�t known they had. They�d learned to handle problems they couldn�t have even contemplated in their comfortable existence before the Gulf burned. It had been a hard process to go through, overcoming their weaknesses and facing the challenges of surviving with their integrity intact, and too many of them hadn�t made it. Trev wouldn�t have wished the survivors� hardships on anyone, but in the end they�d come out better for it.
Nuclear winter was a daunting prospect, and their suffering was far from over. But Trev thought they were ready for it. Whatever the future brought, things would only improve from here.

Epilogue
New Beginnings

Pete hissed slightly as he peeled back the bandage. It was sticking to his leg, and he had to spend almost a minute mustering his courage before he could tear it off in one go.
That opened the wound, of course. Why wouldn�t it? Fresh blood began trickling from the through and through, a stark contrast to the blackened crust of dried blood already there. Gritting his teeth, he pulled the rag out of the pot of boiling water he�d just removed from the fire, then slapped it down where the bandage had been.
For a moment his vision went white with pain, and he slumped back gasping against the tree he was sitting against. Maybe he shouldn�t have messed with the bandage, but it needed to be changed regularly, didn�t it? Anyway he�d also needed to make sure the wound wasn�t showing any signs of infection. It was swollen, sure, and throbbed with every heartbeat, but he hadn�t seen any of the ugly black veins that indicated blood poisoning.
Once he was able to move again he dropped the old bandage into the boiling water, watching the liquid go from clear to red from crusted blood. He poked at the stained cloth with a stick to clean it out as best he could, then lifted it free and hung it over one of his tent�s stake lines to dry. The tent itself he�d already taken down and packed away, just in case he needed to move, but the hanging line had been useful for keeping any cloth he sterilized away from dirty surfaces until he used it.
He never thought he�d make it this far, almost to the Colorado Rockies. But it turned out that once he�d managed to sneak past the front lines the blockheads got a lot less vigilant, confident they controlled the territory. It had given Pete plenty of opportunities to hit at them, although he�d had to pick his battles carefully to make sure he never bit off more than he could chew.
His friends all called him reckless, but he�d showed them. They�d be proud if they could see him now. He�d made it almost three hundred miles in about a month, going along Highway 191 then Highway 40, picking off blockheads as he went. He had to have taken out dozens by now, and none had ever gotten close to catching him as he fled or went to ground.
That is, up until those two yesterday. Who would�ve thought anyone would be that vigilant while taking a piss during a random rest stop? That guy�s off the cuff shot from almost three hundred yards had to have been pure luck. After all, nobody aimed for the thigh, did they? Thoracic cavity shots was what Pete had been taught.
At least the truck had driven off rather than sticking around to fight, giving him time to hastily bind the wound and limp his way out of there. And just as luckily he hadn�t seen a blockhead truck since. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that the convoys were all driving east instead of west, now.
Had his friends won? Good for them if they had. That meant Alice would be able to head home and take care of the sheep he�d given her before leaving. Maybe she and Rick could become shepherds now, make the switch over from the herd of goats the Watsons had needed to slaughter over time to feed their family through the hard times. Pete had eaten more than one meal from their table, a kindness he�d never be able to repay now.
His two best friends being together wasn�t something Pete liked to think about, not after the hopes he�d had for his own life with Alice. But if it meant a better future for her he could live with it.
Assuming he lived.
While he waited for the bandage to dry he finished off the last of the leftover rabbit he�d bagged the morning before his failed ambush. It wasn�t nearly a meal, and he was going to have to worry about food soon, but it took the edge off the gnawing pain in his belly.
He must have dozed off after that, because when he woke up it was to a low rumbling that immediately set his senses on full alert. Truck engines.
With a groan he grabbed the bandage, now dry and stiff, and hastily wrapped and tied it around his thigh, gritting his teeth at the pain. Then he levered himself up using the stick he�d selected out for a crutch, favoring his leg as much as he could, and hobbled along the steep game trail that led over the rise to the cliff overlook he�d used for yesterday�s ambush.
It hurt more to settle down in his hiding place there than it had to get to his feet in the first place, and he was sweating profusely from the strain and discomfort by the time he panned the road to the west with his rifle�s scope. He could see small black specks approaching on the highway, getting closer by the second.
There were trucks coming, all right. A whole convoy of them. But more importantly, they looked American.
Pete felt a surge of elation. So the blockheads were running, and even better his side was in pursuit! Now if he could only get down to the road, he might not die from his own carelessness up in these mountains.
He awkwardly slung his rifle back over his shoulder, then hurried back to his camp as fast as his wounded leg would allow. He knew he shouldn�t be on it, but if he could get help it would be worth it.
Back in his camp he dumped the pot of water, now cooled, over the last coals of the fire, then began stuffing things into his pack as quickly as he could. He was glad he�d packed away his tent now, and all he had to do was rip the stake and tent line free and stuff them in too.
Standing up under the weight of his pack was almost beyond him, and he nearly lost his balance on the crutch and toppled onto his face. But somehow he stayed on his feet, and with one plodding step after another he limped the other way down the steep trail to where it wound down to the road.
It wouldn�t be the end of the world if this convoy was gone before he got down. He�d watched a dozen blockhead convoys pass during their retreat, and if the military was hot in pursuit then these trucks would only be advance scouts. Even so, he went as fast as he could just in case he was wrong.
By pure willpower and a bit of luck he managed to burst out into sight of the road just as the last vehicle passed by. For a horrible few seconds he thought he hadn�t been seen, and he struggled to wave with his free hand as he kept hobbling towards the road, hoping to maybe catch the eyes of someone looking through a driver�s or passenger�s side mirror.
Then the last truck screeched to a halt and soldiers in familiar uniforms poured out the back and from the passenger�s side, rifles trained on him.
�I�m American!� he called, keeping his free hand well away from the rifle slung on his shoulder. That was no guarantee the soldiers wouldn�t shoot him, and a part of him wouldn�t have blamed them if they had. He�d faced that dilemma before, the struggle to make sure caution didn�t overpower his desire to not kill an ally by accident.
The soldiers didn�t relax. �What are you doing alone in the Colorado Rockies, kid?� their officer demanded. A lieutenant, he thought.
�Fighting blockheads, same as you.� Pete waved vaguely to the southwest. �I started out down in Emery County. I was part of a group of volunteers fighting along Highway 31.�
The man paused, looking skeptical. �Serving under Sergeant Ethan Davis?� he called doubtfully.
Pete blinked in surprise. He supposed the guy would have a reason to know who was where if he�d been in the loop, but that group along the highway had only been a few dozen soldiers. Hardly enough to be general knowledge. �Yeah, and Corporal Williams in 2nd Squad.�
Against his best efforts his strength finally gave out, and Pete barely had time to shove his crutch out of the way as he slumped to the ground, groaning in pain. The lieutenant looked suspicious rather than sympathetic, but at least he motioned for his men to lower their weapons.
�I have bad news for you then, kid. The blockheads wiped out most of 2nd Squad and executed Corporal Williams and two of his Marines about three weeks ago.�
Pete didn�t think he�d cared about any of the people he�d fought beside, so it surprised him to feel a sense of loss at that. And fear. �What about a group of volunteers from a town called Aspen Hill, led by Trevor Smith and Matthew Larson?�
The soldier�s eyes brightened. �Are you from there? Do you know Lewis Halsson?�
�Know him?� Pete grinned in spite of the pain throbbing up his leg. �He�s one of my best friends.�
The lieutenant motioned to one of his men and the two started forward, slinging their rifles over their shoulders. �The legend himself. Did you know he wiped out hundreds of blockheads in a landslide during the last battle?�
�I didn�t, but I can imagine. I�d hate to be that guy�s enemy.� Pete stretched to retrieve his crutch and struggled back to his feet, barely managing it before the soldiers reached him.
The officer offered him a shoulder, as well as his hand. �Lieutenant Faraday.�
Pete gratefully accepted both. �Pete Childress.�
Faraday�s grip was firm. �What�re you doing all the way out here, Childress?�
�Taking the fight to the enemy. Things were going too slow back along 31.�
The lieutenant exchanged amused, slightly incredulous looks with his subordinate. �Most of us who saw fighting thought things were exciting enough.� He pointed down the road. �We passed two dead blockheads a few hundred yards back. Your handiwork?�
�Yeah.� Pete grimaced. �They were stupid enough to think it was safe to relieve themselves out in the middle of nowhere.� He gestured to his leg. �I was stupid enough to think it was safe to shoot at them while they did it.�
�I wouldn�t feel too bad about it. Those commandos in camo bandannas are nasty pieces of work. I�ve had more than a few run ins with them.� Faraday motioned towards the truck. �What do you say, kid? Let�s get that wound looked at and get you a meal, clean clothes, and a chance to wash up.�
A surge of relief swept through him. He�d expected the offer after the lieutenant�s friendly attitude, but in the last few months he�d learned not to hope for anything. �Sure. Will you let me join you?�
The officer motioned, and the other soldier came around to Pete�s bad side and took his crutch, then got a shoulder under his arm. The two men began half-carrying him towards the truck as Faraday answered. �The war�s not even close to over. If you want to sign up the more the merrier.�
Pete nodded his thanks, and with the help of the soldiers was lifted up into the back of the truck. They laid him down on a bench, and a medic peeled away his freshly applied bandage and checked out his wound. Another soldier offered him a flask of something stronger than water for the pain, and Pete gratefully gulped down a few mouthfuls before breaking into a coughing fit. A few of the men chuckled, although not in an unfriendly way.
A minute later the truck�s engine rumbled to life, and the vehicle lurched into motion beneath him.
The end.
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My dad, who encouraged me to clean up my initial draft of Fuel in a way I�m more comfortable with, and with whom I�ve had many insightful conversations about society and potential ways it could collapse.
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