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Аннотация
The power grid is down. Bitter cold has set in. And a vindictive enemy looms, ready to strike.
After their arduous journey through the wilderness, John and Angie Aikens find themselves safe in their town of Ellis Woods. But that safety is short-lived as a growing force prepares to mount an attack. Meanwhile, the layers of mystery unravel, and John learns more about Marlon�s true identity.
But will this new information help John and his allies defend themselves from Randall and his thugs? Or will they lose the town in the dead of winter and be forced to survive in the harsh wilds?
NOTE: This is the second book in the Bitter Cold Apocalypse series. If you are new to this series, be sure to check out BOOK ONE.
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BITTER COLD APOCALYPSE 2
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I peered through the binoculars, my mind racing, catching, and racing once more at what I was seeing in the distance. This was bad.
And I didn�t just mean sort of bad, or something that we might have to deal with at some point, if it came down to it. I meant bad like bad. Like something that was very dangerous to not only my town, but the people in it�which included the two people who were more important to me than anyone else in the world.
Because in the distance, right where the forest started, Randall Smith had now set up an entire encampment, complete with tents, campfires, and even�weirdly�several outbuildings.
�How the hell did he manage to get outbuildings set up so quickly?� I asked quietly. I wasn�t expecting an answer, not really.
Because although I wasn�t by myself, the man standing with me had been with me since we entered my hometown of Ellis Woods, Michigan�which meant he�d spent the last several hours inside Town Hall where the rest of the townspeople had set up. And that meant that he hadn�t been out here either. Whatever Randall and his men had been up to, Marlon hadn�t seen them any more than I had.
Dammit, we should have sent lookouts to watch them while we were in there. We�d known they were out here�and that they were after us, specifically. After the town, more generally. We�d known they would be out here causing trouble� or at least getting ready to. Why the hell hadn�t we thought about sending someone out to at least keep an eye on them?
Because you were more concerned with your wife at the time. And your daughter, a tiny voice reminded me bluntly. You had slightly more on your mind than what Randall Smith might be doing.
Okay, so the voice was right. We�d spent two days out there in the snow and ice, nearly freezing to death, and it had all been even more complicated by the fact that Angie, my wife, had been attacked by a bear and had her leg not only shredded, but also broken.
I know what you�re thinking, and yes, it sounds like a movie. For the last two days, I�d felt like I was living in a movie. One of those that are shot on the crunchy sort of film that makes the outlines too sharp. Makes the colors too cool. Makes you sort of cringe every time something happens.
Angie and I had gone out on a hunting trip as a delayed honeymoon. But on the first morning, just as we�d settled in for our first stakeout, everything had gone sideways on us. First, there had been an explosion in the sky�one that immediately drove all the animals crazy�and then the sky turned an eerie, unnatural shade of yellow.
We�d hightailed it for our truck, knowing the moment that deer ran right into a tree that we had to get the hell out of there before anything else went wrong. Unfortunately, the deer wasn�t the last animal we saw.
And the next one was a whole lot deadlier.
A bear had found its way into the bed of my truck�and into some food we�d had stored there. It had shredded the tent and thrown everything out of the truck, then destroyed what was left. By the time we got there, nothing was left. Nothing except that damn bear. And it had taken one look at us and come tearing at us like we were responsible for everything that had ever gone wrong in its life.
It had taken Angie out almost immediately, and I�d been lucky to get it off her and scare it away. But that hadn�t improved our situation much. Angie had been in really bad shape, and I hadn�t had any way of treating her. So I�d done the only thing I could do: get her into the truck, so I could get her warmed up and get her to the closest medical facility.
Unfortunately, the truck hadn�t started. No matter what I�d done. Everything inside�all the electronics�had shorted out, and I started to think pretty quickly that the shorting out had happened thanks to that explosion.
I mean what sort of damn explosion turns the sky yellow and makes all the animals go crazy?
That hadn�t been a normal explosion, I�d realized. It had to have been an EMP. That was the only way the yellow color of the sky made sense. The only answer for why my truck wouldn�t start. The only reason I could think of for not one, but both of our phones being out of commission.
It had really, really restricted our options. And with Angie in the shape she�d been in, I�d started to panic. But I�d also known it was my job to see her to safety. So I�d rigged a tourniquet for her leg, and then rigged something to tow her in, and gotten the hell out of there�before the bear could return.
After that, we�d spent a night at the shack of some backwoodsman who had then tried to kill me, escaped into the wilderness, met a man who knew a whole lot more about the military�and its weaponry�than he should have, and headed for our town. We�d accidentally gone sledding on the frozen river, lost Angie into the ice (and the water under it) and saved her, and eventually made it back to the town.
Only to find that Randall�the backwoodsman who had tried to kill me�had gathered up his cousins and followed us, still intent on�
Well, whatever the hell it was he wanted.
�Marlon, take a look at this,� I said, passing the binoculars to my companion�the man we�d met in the woods who had known too much, and had ended up saving our lives.
I�d known the man for two days and already felt like I�d known him for years. Already felt like he might be my best ally.
Even though I still didn�t know who he was, really�or how he�d come to be in the middle of the woods that day when he�d saved us.
But something in my gut told me I could trust him. And my gut had never led me wrong before.
Marlon took the binoculars from me, fitted them to his face, and stared off at the camp Randall and his men were building, his posture stiff as he tried to hold as still as possible. I reached up and pulled him back several steps so that we were at least somewhat sheltered by the building we were standing next to.
I didn�t think Randall was looking out for us. But if he was�and if he had a sharpshooter with him�I didn�t want him getting the bright idea of taking us out while we were standing there trying to figure out what the hell he was doing.
�They sure got those structures up in a hurry,� Marlon murmured. �Where the hell did they even get the material for those?�
�My question exactly,� I said, squinting my eyes and trying to count how many he had. Those weren�t just lean-to shelters, either. They were tilt-up sheds, if I was guessing right.
Sheds that came pre-packaged. Four walls, a floor, and a roof. All you had to do was tilt the walls up, secure them, and then slap the roof on, and presto, you had your very own shed. We�d used them in Afghanistan when we needed shelter�and when we were sure there was no one there to see us build them.
Or trap us in them.
But we�d always brought them with us from somewhere else. Here in the States, you could buy them at any hardware store� but you still had to transport them.
And there were no hardware stores within fifty miles of us right now.
Marlon dropped the binoculars and stared at the camp in front of us, his lips pressed together in thought. �We should have had lookouts out here, watching them,� he noted wryly.
�It�s like you�re in my head or something,� I answered. �I was slightly busy at the time. What�s your excuse?�
We�d gotten back to the town to find that all of the townspeople had taken up residence in the main room in Town Hall, which was big enough to house the barely two hundred people that lived here. We were out in the middle of nowhere, so the town had maintained a very specific plan in case of disaster. Town Hall was therefore equipped with generators to give the building electricity�and therefore heat�in case of any disaster. And that included an EMP that took out all the electric circuits in the area.
So the people had been safe. And the doctor had been in residence. I�d spent an hour holding Angie�s hand as she went through surgery with almost no anesthesia�and then another hour holding her while she recovered.
Marlon had been with me. But he hadn�t been helping an ailing wife at the time.
He was, however, giving me a shifty look that told me that he�d had other business to attend to�and that he wasn�t going to let me in on that secret. I added this to the list of things he�d kept secret for the past two days�things I absolutely meant to make him tell me about sometime soon�and looked back toward Randall�s encampment.
The camp had changed since the last time I�d looked at it, and I did a double-take, frowning at the new view. Where it had been empty of anything but tents and those suspicious shacks before, there were now men out there. Lots and lots of men. They were across the river from us, and about five hundred yards from where we were standing, but I could still see them well enough to see that there had to be at least fifty men milling around over there.
�How many men do you see?� I asked sharply.
Marlon was quiet for a moment, his lips moving as he no doubt counted the men in the distance.
�Sixty-three,� he said a second later.
I blew out a slow breath. �Where the hell did he get sixty-three men so quickly? How many did he have when we first saw him, like ten?�
�Fifteen at the most,� Marlon agreed.
He dropped the binoculars away from his face and stared hard at the camp, and though my fingers itched to reach out and take the field glasses from him and look through them again, I stopped myself and kept my eyes on the camp instead. Field glasses were great when you needed to see details.
Looking with your own two eyes and getting the larger view was better when you were looking at a larger picture. The size of a camp. The number of men.
�He shouldn�t have that many people,� I continued. �There�s just no way. Where the hell would they all come from? There are a lot of people living in the woods around here. There aren�t sixty-three of them. Particularly when so many of them have taken up residence here in town.�
I�d lived here for long enough know the people who lived within walking distance of the town by first name. No, I didn�t know all of them personally, but I knew who they were. And I estimated that there were ten, maybe fifteen families, total. True, there were some bachelors out there�and some families that were made up of only brothers or cousins.
But there weren�t enough people to supply Randall�s camp with that sort of crowd.
Hell, five of the families that lived close enough were already in Town Hall with the rest of the town. And I had it on good authority that two of the other outlying families were on their way here. They were just moving more slowly because they had young kids.
�He�s getting them from somewhere else, obviously,� Marlon replied drily.
I gave him a look that would have told him exactly what he could do with that attitude�if he�d actually been looking at me. Which he wasn�t. His eyes were still glued to the camp in front of us. He handed me the binoculars again, without changing the direction of his gaze.
�You see any weapons, though?�
I frowned, because it was a good question�and something I should have already thought of.
After all, numbers were one thing. But a bunch of men without weapons? Every single person in this town had at least one gun in the family, and most of them had several. And they all knew how to use them. If Randall and his band of misfits thought they were going to try to attack the town without any weapons, they were going to have another damn thing coming.
I put the binocs to my face and scanned the camp quickly, looking for something that appeared to be a storage space for weaponry. Once I got to the outskirts of the town, I looked back through it, slowing down. The problem was that there were so many men now that it was hard to see anything else. Hard to see through any doorways or tent flaps.
Then I saw a man emerging from one of the shacks. And he had three guns in his hands. Nothing too fancy, I didn�t think. Rifles with some aggressive scopes on them. But they were the first guns I�d seen.
I swiveled my view back to the doorway from which he�d just emerged, and squinted then refocused the glasses and held my breath, standing as still as I could. Unlike the other shacks, this one had only three sides, making it more of a lean-to than anything else. The good news was that it gave me a much better view of what was inside it. The bad news was that it was completely shielded right now by the crowds in front of it. When the men in front of the shack finally moved away, I was rewarded by a clear view. And though it only lasted for about three seconds, it gave me everything I needed.
The shack was chock full of weapons. Rifles of both the hunting and the automatic variety, handguns, and even what looked to be a bazooka or two. It looked like they�d stopped short of having actual cannons.
But they had a much bigger stash than I�d have expected them to have, in such a short time and in the middle of freaking nowhere.
�Good God,� I whispered.
I swiveled my view to the left, looking through the other sheds and wondering if there were more weapons in there. Then I stopped short.
At the end of the row of shacks, I saw a man I recognized. A man who looked like he could have been a bear with how shaggy and unkempt he was.
Randall. And he was looking through binoculars as well. Right at me.
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We ran through the streets of the town, neither of us looking back to see whether we were out of danger yet or not. We were dashing up and down the streets, turning as often as we could to make sure there were corners between Randall and us, but the buildings were sparse out here at the edge of town, and I knew that our cover wasn�t what it should have been.
And they had rifles with scopes on them. For all I knew, they had sniper rifles back there in that shack of theirs.
I hadn�t yet started guessing at where they might have gotten them, but one thing was clear: until we were inside again, or had at least five streets between us and them, I didn�t think we could count on any sort of safety. And I just didn�t want to get hit by a bullet today.
Hell, I didn�t want to get hit by a bullet any day. But today would have been even worse than usual.
Marlon skidded around another corner and I followed him, wondering whether we should split up. Give them two targets that were moving in separate directions rather than two moving targets that they could take care of in almost the same movement.
�We�ve got to split up,� I huffed. �If we�re together it gives them a better chance at getting both of us.�
Marlon tossed a look over his shoulder at me, and I could see his eyes go beyond my face. Didn�t take much to guess that he was staring through the gaping holes in our cover and seeing that the river�and therefore Randall and his goons�were right there.
�You�re right,� he said. �You go straight. I�ll turn right or left. When we get back to Town Hall, we decide what the hell we�re going to do about Randall and his heavy supplies.�
I didn�t bother to answer him. I shot right past where he�d just turned right, and ran like hell for Town Hall, dodging into other streets and alleyways whenever they came up, and using my mental GPS to guide me on what I estimated to be the most direct route back to my people.
_________
I got there about thirty seconds after Marlon�which was strange, because this was my town, not his, and I would have thought that meant I knew it better than him. I�d also gone straight, while he�d turned.
He should have been several minutes behind me. Hell, I wouldn�t have been too surprised if he�d actually gotten lost before he got here. Yeah, he�d known about this town and I assumed he�d been here at least sometimes, to stock up on supplies and the like. But I lived here. I knew the streets like the back of my hand.
How had he caught up to me?
I put the question on the list of Suspicious Things About Marlon and dashed through the doors to Town Hall with him on my heels. I�d ask him how he�d gotten through the town so quickly later.
Right now, I wanted to see how prepared the town was for Randall and whatever he was bringing with him.
Bob, the mayor of the town�and my wife�s uncle�was right inside the door, talking to someone about food supplies. We skidded to a stop right next to him and bent over, each of us trying to catch our breath.
Which shouldn�t have been an issue, I lectured myself. For God�s sake, I�d had special training in Afghanistan and had done two full tours over there�I�d come home so fit that my muscles had been like steel.
Being this out of breath after a little jog through town was downright embarrassing.
�I really need to get better about working out,� I said around a deep breath.
Marlon�s hand clapped down on my back. �You and me both, kid.�
I huffed out a laugh. �You�re what, ten years older than me? And I�m breathing twice as hard as you? Forgive me if I don�t take that as any comfort.�
I got a smile from Marlon at that, but I could already see the seriousness taking over in his eyes, and I nodded. We weren�t here to joke.
We needed to pass on what we�d just seen.
Once Bob was finished talking about food stores, he turned in my direction, question in his eyes. He looked both Marlon and me up and down and then shook his head.
�Do I even want to know?� he asked.
�Whether you want to or not, I don�t think you have a choice,� I replied. �Randall is already better-armed and more staffed than he was this morning. I don�t know where he�s getting his supplies�or his men�or how they�re getting here so quickly, but if he keeps building up at that rate, he�s going to have a fully armed force of at least one hundred within the next hour or so.�
I watched this register on Bob�s face, watched him go from thinking about the food stores to thinking about the actual safety of the townspeople�and the fact that there seemed to be a madman out in the woods, hellbent on attacking us. And I appreciated, once more, that Angie�s uncle might appear to be a jolly old man, but was actually a veteran. He�d had training in the military as well, and he knew how to handle people and keep them safe.
He also knew enough to be able to see an impending invasion when it was building up. And, I thought, enough to realize that we were going to need to build some plans really quick if we wanted to keep this town in our hands, rather than seeing it fall to Randall.
He turned around and started walking toward the largest room of Town Hall. The room where everyone was staying.
�In that case, we need to get to our weapons stores. See what we have. Figure out who�s going to take what, and what they can do with it,� he said over his shoulder.
I cast a quick glance at Marlon, whose face had already become stern and businesslike�his battle face, I thought�and then strode after Bob, my eyes on the people and supplies around us.
There were 213 people in town�214 if we included Marlon, I supposed, and 223 if we included the people who had come in from around the town. And though the main room in Town Hall was enormous�for reasons that I had to assume had to do with emergency housing, because we didn�t exactly have a lot of conventions in this town�it couldn�t house that many. Not when they�d brought tents, sleeping bags, cribs, strollers, suitcases, and even, in many cases, their dogs and cats. When I�d been in the main room earlier, it had looked like a freaking campground, and an overcrowded one at that.
I wasn�t surprised to see that many of the townspeople had moved out here to the foyer, where there was more room for them to spread out. I suspected that eventually, some of them would move into the other smaller rooms in the building as well. There were a few offices that had enough room for a tent or two, if memory served, and at least three meeting rooms.
I�d never really thought about the fact that this building was way bigger than a town of 213 people actually needed. But now I was definitely thinking that it had been built that way on purpose. It had also been built with enough insulation to protect an entire fortress.
Which was, in effect, what this building was going to become.
The generators in the basement, each of which had an old-fashioned gasoline engine, were chugging away underneath us, and the entire building was toasty and warm. There were lamps in the corners to make sure the place was well lit, and from what I could see around me, Ellis Woods had prepared well for this exact sort of disaster, and its people were going to be just fine.
As long as we could keep Randall Smith and his army at bay.
�What exactly do they want, anyhow?� I asked, jogging forward a bit to catch up to Bob. �Why is Randall so set on getting into town? In fact�� I remembered what he and his cousins had said in the cabin in the woods, about having been kicked out of town and wanting revenge. Wanting to finish their plan. Bob had told me a little bit about what had happened, but he�d never finished his story. �What did they do in the first place? And why do they hate you so much?�
Bob took a sharp right-hand turn, motioning for me to follow him.
�Where are we going?� I asked.
We were in the thick of what I would have considered a residential area, now. They didn�t keep the guns somewhere like this, did they? Somewhere where kids could find them?
�Figured you�d want to see your wife,� he said. �And I�d like to see her, myself. Check on how she�s doing.�
Oh. Right. Of course. I hadn�t forgotten Angie, per se, but I hadn�t been thinking about going to see her first. I�d been more concerned with trying to keep her safe by heading Randall off at the pass, so to speak.
Probably better to go check on her before I started doing that, though.
We slowed to a stop moments later, and I saw Angie sitting on the floor in front of a tent that I recognized as mine.
And the doctor was with her. Again.
I dropped quickly to the floor next to her and grabbed her hand, then looked at Dr. Williams�and then down to his hands.
�Doc,� I said by way of greeting. �What�s going on? I thought we were through with the surgery?�
�We are,� Angie gritted out, her jaw clenched. �But I busted through a set of stitches, so Doc is kindly putting more in for me.� She�d put emphasis on �kindly.� If anything, I thought she wanted to hit the doctor for what he was doing. She probably didn�t think of it as anything but horrible.
That didn�t stop me from paying attention to her first statement.
�You busted through a set of stitches?� I asked suspiciously. �Already? What were you doing, practicing flexing your quads?�
I knew she hadn�t been. I knew she�d probably gotten up way earlier than she should have, to try to do something. But I wanted her to have to admit it.
She gave me a bashful look, then flashed a look at Dr. Williams as if begging him not to say anything to me.
He gave her a stern look, shook his head, and then opened his mouth to tell me exactly what had happened.
�You know your wife,� he said, his tone disapproving. �The moment I had her patched up, she got up and started trying to put the tent together. By herself.�
�Angie,� I muttered, shaking my head.
She turned her enormous eyes on me, all innocence. �What was I supposed to do? We needed the tent set up, and you and Marlon had taken off. It wasn�t as if I could have Sarah help me, either. She�s way too short. And everyone else was busy. I didn�t think��
�You didn�t think that in the last couple days, you�d been attacked by a bear, nearly been kidnapped, worn a splint that was made of metal, fallen through the ice and nearly drowned, then nearly froze to death, and gone sledding on a freak river, all with a broken leg that had been ripped to shreds?� I filled in for her. Then I kissed her on the forehead and shook my head. �Of course you didn�t.�
I kissed her again, more deeply again, and gave her a stern look. �But I�m here now, and there are plenty of people around you to help. I don�t want to see you doing anything like that again, you hear me? I won�t watch you hurt yourself again.�
�I didn�t hurt myself the first time,� she said. �It was the bear, your honor.�
At that, I grinned, and then looked around, noticing that someone was missing. �Where�s Sarah?�
Angie gestured vaguely to the right. �I sent her off to play with Emily,� she said. �I knew Doc wasn�t going to give me much in the way of anesthesia, and I didn�t want her sitting here and watching this sort of thing.�
I took a deep breath, trying not to think about what she�d just gone through. Dr. Williams had been very straightforward with me. He hadn�t been able to give Angie much anesthesia, because he hadn�t had the equipment to monitor it. No way to monitor her heartbeat.
So he�d set her leg and stitched her up using nothing more than a local numbing agent. And then he�d done stitches on her a second time. She must have been able to feel most of it�and she hadn�t wanted Sarah to see her in pain.
I pulled my wife into my arms and held her up against me, barely breathing. �How are you feeling?�
�Like I need a drink,� she grumbled.
I pulled back. �Have someone get you some gin,� I joked. �I�ve got some stuff I have to do. I�ll be back in a bit.�
�Where are you going?� she asked quickly. �What happened out there? Did you find Randall? Did you see his camp?�
I decided to give her the short version. �Yes, we saw him. His camp has doubled in the last two hours. And he�s got guns. Lots of them. More than he should have. More men than he should have. We don�t know where he�s getting his supplies from, but we need to figure out how we�re going to defend ourselves against him.�
�You�re going to see the weapons room,� she guessed.
I nodded firmly. �We are. I need to know what we�re packing, and who can use it.� I turned back toward Bob and got to my feet. �Bob, the armory, if you please. I need to see what we have by way of defense.�
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The rest of the main hall in the building showed exactly the same things we�d already seen: rows and rows of tents and small family encampments, with people and animals milling around. The lighting in the building was low, of course, but people had brought battery-powered lamps and had small kerosene heaters and the like to increase the warmth and light of the place. Someone a whole lot smarter than me had imposed a grid of some sort�probably at the very start of bringing people in�so that there were actual streets through the place, and it kept it more orderly than it would have been if the people had designed the whole thing themselves.
As Marlon and I walked through, following Bob, I was both amazed at and appreciative of the plans the town had already had in place for just this sort of thing. They�d been so well-prepared that one would have assumed that they�d been expecting this very thing to happen.
And that brought me right back to something that Bob had said to me when we�d first arrived. Something about Randall wanting to take the town�s prepping to a whole other level.
�Do you know what exactly Randall�s doing?� I asked, catching up to Bob. �Why he wants this town so bad?�
Bob gave me a wry look, and waited for a moment as Marlon caught up to us as well, so that he wouldn�t have to repeat the information.
�Sure I do. He and his cousins used to live in this town, though that was a year before you arrived. Never really fit in here, though, if you know what I mean. They were always causing trouble. Always getting in fights with the other locals, making like they were the big men around town when they didn�t matter any more than anyone else. Trying to impose their will on the rest of our people�as if they knew better than the rest of us what the world was about. Hell, I don�t even think that boy has a high school diploma, and he still acted like the rest of us should listen to him.�
He ended this diatribe on a deep grumble, and though I could have laughed at his tone, I didn�t.
I�d met Randall. I�d tangled with him on extremely personal terms when he and his cousins tried to kill me so they could kidnap my wife and use her to bribe�or threaten�Bob and the rest of the town.
He�d tried to kidnap my wife. Suddenly, I realized that I�d been missing something, and frowned. If Randall had lived here, then it would mean that Angie had known him. Why the hell hadn�t she recognized him in that shack in the woods?
Because she was out of her mind with delirium and fear, the more rational side of my brain supplied quickly. She wouldn�t have known her own father if he�d happened into that shack.
I almost discounted it, but then I realized the voice was right. Angie had been dealing with a broken and shredded leg at the time�with absolutely nothing in the way of painkillers. I�d been lucky she was small enough for me to carry out of there, because she hadn�t been able to walk, much less think straight.
I�d have been a fool to expect her to recognize anyone.
That hadn�t changed the fact that Randall had done his damnedest to keep her, and I pulled my mind back around to what Bob and I were discussing. Randall, and the danger he posed to all of us. I knew what Randall was capable of, and I didn�t find anything about him amusing. Not even his lack of education.
�He�s not smart, but I haven�t found that to stop him from trying to take what he wants,� I said, remembering the chase through the forest as he and his cousins attempted to capture us. They�d been singleminded�and very, very persistent.
Bob gave me a nod, then turned down another row of tents, heading roughly for the other side of Town Hall.
�He is most certainly stubborn,� he said. �When he decides he wants something, it�s nearly impossible to dissuade him. Talking to him is completely useless, and he�s reckless enough that he�ll hurt anyone who might get in between him and his target.�
Yes, I had firsthand experience of that as well. I�d been on the being-hurt end of things. They�d failed, but only because I�d had military training they hadn�t known about that had allowed me to take all three of Randall�s cousins out before they could kill me.
�You said he wanted to force the town into some sort of extreme prepping, right?� I asked, trying to keep the conversation moving. Randall was out in the forest, and I had no idea how quickly he was going to move. I needed to know exactly what he�d be coming into town for�and how we could either protect it or get away from it, to keep the people safe.
Marlon snorted at that, as if he already knew the answer to the question, and I looked at him with both eyebrows raised. �You want to add something?�
He shook his head, though. �I know Randall well enough, but I wasn�t in town for that particular situation. Better to get the answer from Bob, here.�
At that, I saw a glance pass between the two of them�twin to the look Bob had given Marlon when we first appeared�and I wondered anew at what their history was. Marlon had found Angie and me in the woods and taken us to his house, where he�d had a convenient array of medical supplies, and had treated Angie as best he could. He�d given me a story about being a retired doctor who had taken up veterinary practice on the outskirts of the town.
He�d also said that Randall wanted to kill him because Marlon had treated Randall�s wife, who�d died later.
And he�d had an exoskeleton for Angie�s leg. An exoskeleton that wasn�t exactly common issue for the public�or everyday doctors. It had been military, I was sure of it.
When it came to suspicious history, Marlon was nearly as bad as Randall. The difference being that Marlon had actively saved our lives�several times. As far as I was concerned, he�d proven himself to be a very valuable and true ally. That didn�t mean I wasn�t going to demand an explanation for who�and what�he was.
Not yet, though. We had bigger fish to fry.
�What exactly did Randall want to do?� I asked.
�Make the town into a fortress,� Bob replied quickly, without any hesitation. �He wanted to go far, far beyond the standard prepping�food stores, making sure we would have energy, water, that sort of thing�and actually turn this place into a fully armed base. He and his cousins were convinced that the end of the world was coming, and that it was their job to prepare for that. To protect the town, even�though I suspect that was less about the people and more about the buildings and food. He never seemed to me like he cared, particularly, about the people. Though I suppose he would have at least tried to keep the women, if he thought it was going to be his job to repopulate the world or something.�
My mind went back to Angie, and I shivered again. We�d come so close to losing it all in that cabin in the woods. I was damned lucky we�d gotten out of it alive. Damned lucky Angie and I had both managed to get out.
Bob threaded through two closely-spaced tents and we made our way into a more open, well-ventilated area, where whoever had been in charge had placed a number of picnic tables, surrounded by free-standing barbecues.
�The dining hall,� Bob said wryly, interrupting his description of Randall�s history. �We do breakfast, lunch, and dinner on a set schedule here for those who haven�t brought enough food for themselves.�
�Are you letting people go back to their houses for supplies?� Marlon asked abruptly. �Letting people out of this building to do� other things?�
It was a question that obviously meant more than it sounded like it meant, and I frowned. I hadn�t thought Marlon had any connections�or any concerns�in this town. Why would he care if he could get outside?
Bob snorted. �Of course we are. We can�t afford to keep everyone locked up in here when there�s still food and water to be carted in from their houses. Besides, it�s not like we�re hiding from anything. We haven�t been overrun by zombies. This place is just the only one with power right now. And in the middle of the winter, that makes it the only place where I can keep my people warm and alive.�
My people. The phrase brought a thrill to my blood, and I nodded. I hadn�t been born or raised here, but this town�and its people�had come to be mine, as well, and I knew I�d do whatever it took to keep them safe. From both the cold� and Randall.
�So you kicked Randall out because he was causing too much trouble?� I asked, getting the conversation back on track.
Bob nodded. �More or less. They started building up a weapons store in one of their houses. Along with chemical weapons. Biological stuff. I had no idea where they got it, but as soon as one of their friends came and told me what was going on, I knew I had to put my foot down. Having a rifle or two, that�s one thing. Hell, collect antique handguns for all I care. As long as it doesn�t hurt anyone and people take personal responsibility, I�m fine with it�I�m a big supporter of exercising your Second Amendment rights. But when it comes to stockpiling automatic mil-grade weapons in your basement, I draw the line. There is absolutely no reason for that, not out here. We�re a small, peaceful town. We�ve never had any trouble with anyone. And when I found out he had chemical weapons down there�stuff that could kill everyone if it got out�I told the rest of the town council that we had to get rid of them. Randall and his cousins, I mean.�
I let out a low whistle. �Where the hell would he have gotten chemical weapons?� It didn�t make any sense. That stuff wasn�t available to anyone outside of the military�and even then, it was very, very closely held. Only the weapons departments had access to it.
I supposed you could make some things yourself, if you had the right ingredients�and a lab to cook them in. But that would take chemists, biologists, hell, even nuclear engineers, probably. Randall was none of those things.
Someone must have given him those weapons. But why? How?
I glanced at Marlon, wondering if he was coming to the same conclusions as I was, and saw a combination of expressions on his face. Concern. Anger. Lack of surprise.
Marlon had known about all of this, I realized. Maybe because he lived in the area and had heard that it had happened.
Maybe because he�d been more involved than he was letting on.
�So you kicked him out?� I asked. �And, I suppose, took over his weapons stores?�
�We did,� Bob confirmed.
�Then he�s trying to get them back,� I concluded, the stories coming together in a crash of understanding. �This invasion he seems to be planning. It�s not about the people. Hell, it�s probably not even about the town itself. It�s about getting the rest of his weapons back.�
Bob had stopped now at a door in the back wall of the large hall, and turned to me.
�I think you�re right,� he said.
He unlocked the door and swung it open, then stepped out of the way to let me enter.
_________
I stood in the middle of the room, having already moved through the boxes and boxes of goods, cataloging in my mind what we had. It wasn�t as much as I had thought it would be. Certainly not as much as I�d hoped, given what Bob had said.
Then again, I guessed that one small group�s idea of an armory wasn�t necessarily enough to account for an entire town. It certainly didn�t hold a candle to what I�d seen in the military, when we�d been assigned our own guns, grenades, shields, armor, and other small accouterments of war.
But again, I lectured myself, I wasn�t dealing with a military man. Wasn�t dealing with anyone who would have known anything about what it actually took to defend a town�or a fort, as he was trying to make this place.
I was dealing with some backwoods hillbilly who had thought he�d known better. Who had actually thought he�d be able to hold this place if the military came calling.
�But he had chemical weapons, too,� Marlon said, turning in a circle and surveying the small armory�and mirroring the path of my thoughts almost exactly.
�What happened to them?� I asked suddenly. Were they here, in this room? Were they something we needed to dispose of?
I didn�t like the idea of them being so close to this many people. I didn�t like the idea of them being this close to my family.
�No, they�ve already been� removed,� Bob said in that shifty way that told me he was withholding information. The glance he cast at Marlon told me even more.
And some pieces started to fall into place. Though they still didn�t tell me who Marlon was�or how he had the means to dispose of chemical weapons.
�And what about other weapons?� I asked, jumping to the next point. �Is there anything else? Another room full of stuff?�
Bob shook his head. �This is it. Though the townspeople will all have their own personal weapons, of course.� He cast me a worried glance. �Are you thinking we�ll need to use them?�
It was a pointless question, and I let it pass. Of course we would need to use them. Randall was crouched outside the town right now, looking every bit the invader.
And with the amount of weaponry I�d seen in that shack, compared to the weapons in here, I didn�t think it was going to be a fair fight.
But that didn�t mean we couldn�t be as prepared as possible.
�We�ll have to go through the people, figure out who has what, and who can use what. Whether they have military backgrounds. Whether they have skills we don�t know about,� Marlon said quickly, running his fingers over a box of grenades.
�And start building a plan,� I agreed grimly. �But most of all, we need to know what Randall�s plans are. We need to know when he�s going to attack, so we know how much time we have. Not to mention, we need to know what he�s bringing with him and how many men he has.�
Because he looked like he was going to attack soon, and we were going to have to be ready for that. But it was going to be a whole lot easier to get ready if we knew the timeline.
Marlon and I looked up from what we�d been perusing, our eyes meeting in perfect understanding.
He gave me an almost imperceptible nod. �We have to get into his camp.�
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I stared through the binoculars once again, my eyes on the camp in front of me, my body this time hidden by one of the cars sitting on the street. We�d returned to the city of Ellis Woods to a predictable lack of people on the streets�and a total lack of electricity. No lights and no heat, making it almost unlivable in the houses and buildings, which couldn�t be saved by any amount of insulation in the walls.
There was, after all, only a certain amount of time for the heat to hold out against the cold. And it was the middle of winter. In Michigan. The people wouldn�t have had a prayer if it wasn�t for how prepared the town had been for this sort of disaster, with gas-powered generators already hooked up to a large enough building for everyone to fit into.
But we�d found one additional aspect, which I hadn�t exactly been expecting. The town itself had been full of cars that had just stopped working wherever they were when the EMP�since that was still what we�d figured had happened�had gone off in the sky. Any vehicle that was built after the mid-1970s was depending on some sort of electricity in its engine, which meant that the bomb that had fried all electrical circuits had also fried most of the cars in town. Sure, there was still a classic car here and there, and those were still functioning, but they were also rare.
And every car that had stopped working had been deserted right where it had stopped.
It made the town look messy and deserted, like there had been some sort of zombie apocalypse. But it also really came in handy right now, when we were seeking cover as we moved closer and closer to Randall�s camp.
Marlon and I hadn�t even had to talk about it. We�d agreed without discussion that we didn�t want to be spotted again. That it would be dangerous, even, to be spotted again. Sure, Randall knew that we knew he was there. He had to know that we knew he was planning some sort of invasion. Hell, he�d seen us looking right into his weapons stores.
So he knew we were preparing.
But he didn�t need to know that we were coming back for another look. And he certainly didn�t need to know that we were considering doing a whole lot more than just that.
I brought the binoculars down from my face and turned toward Marlon, who was peeking over the hood of the car we were hiding behind. We were still several blocks from the edge of town, having crept on our hands and knees over the last two blocks, to maintain our cover.
We didn�t want to get too close to the edge of town�or Randall�s sharpshooter�s range�until we knew more about what was going on out there.
�I don�t see one damn person in that camp,� I told Marlon, relating what I�d seen through the binoculars.
And that was weird, really. Sure, it had looked deserted when we were here before�but then men had come rushing out of some of the buildings, and the place had suddenly become incredibly active. We knew there were over sixty men down there.
Where the hell were they now?
�Me either,� Marlon said, his eyes still on the encampment, a frown creasing his forehead. �And I don�t know about you, but that makes me real nervous.�
�Me too,� I replied grimly. �Where are all those men, and what are they doing?�
Were they already on their way here? God, I hoped not. It was the middle of the day and bright and sunny out�which made it the stupidest time possible for an invasion.
But we�d already confirmed that Randall wasn�t the smartest man ever born. He�d also never been in the military. There was no guarantee that he would see the futility of trying to conduct an invasion in broad daylight�when the people you were invading knew you were doing it.
Marlon held out a hand for the binoculars, and I turned them over quickly. There was nothing more to see down there. Not from this view, at least. But I had no problem with him confirming that for himself.
Maybe he�d notice something I hadn�t. Maybe he knew to look for some additional clue.
A few moments later, Marlon dropped the binocs from his face and scowled. �Nothing,� he muttered. �Where the hell are they all?�
�Holding some sort of Outcasts Anonymous meeting in one of the sheds, maybe,� I replied.
Marlon cast me a sudden and very surprising grin. �Do you think it would be anonymous if they all know each other? And if they all know they�re outcasts?�
�Outcast Pride, LLC?� I asked, grinning back. ��We�re outcasts, and we�re proud!��
Marlon stifled a laugh at that, and shook his head. Then his eyes went back toward the camp in the distance. �We have to get closer. I need a better view of the entire camp. For all we know, they could be just out of our view, hidden by one of these buildings.�
_________
When we got closer�all the way to the edge of town, in fact�we saw that the men hadn�t disappeared after all. Instead, they were all grouped to the side of the camp. They�d been hidden by one of the buildings, but now that we could see them, we could see that there did in fact seem to be some sort of meeting going on. Randall was at the front of the crowd�joined by the one useful cousin he seemed to have, Logan�and I could see his other two cousins, Ben and Sandy, slightly to the side.
�Terrific, he�s been joined by his family,� I said with a grin, handing the binoculars to Marlon. �Now we�ve got the whole quad together.�
�Not like that�s going to make a difference,� Marlon responded. �Logan�s the only one with half a brain in his head. The other two are completely useless.�
�Still two sets of hands to hold a gun, though. And that makes them a hassle,� I answered.
I stared into the crowd. I could see well enough from where we were, though I�d be counting on Marlon to pick up the details as long as he had the binoculars. I could see the men and their basic features, but nothing else.
I could also see that Randall seemed to be making some sort of speech to his ragtag crew. He was gesticulating madly and pacing back and forth, and I could see from his face and the aggressive set of his shoulders that he was screaming. He was either really angry or really impressed with what he was saying.
�Riling them up,� I noted quietly. �Getting them ready.�
Marlon nodded and handed the binoculars back, the frown on his face carving deep grooves into his forehead. �He�s definitely working them up,� he agreed. �Giving them the pep talk. Though I suspect it�s less pep and more threat.�
�But they have to agree with what he�s doing,� I said. �They�re here. And there�s only one reason for them to have come. They must be willing to support him.�
Marlon gave me a long, considering look, his eyes hooded.
More secrets, I thought. I just hoped he was telling me the things I needed to know for right now. The things that would keep my family�and my town�safe.
�They might be willing to support him,� he agreed. �Or they might have been ordered to come here.�
�Ordered by who?�
Instead of answering, he turned back toward the camp and narrowed his eyes to give himself a better view.
�At the end of the day, it doesn�t really matter which it is,� he said. �It only matters that they�re coming.�
Right, ignoring my question it was, then. I stared toward the camp as well, squinting against the bright glare coming up off the snow.
�Pretty useless to be watching them when we can�t hear them,� I noted. �We�re never going to find anything out unless we can hear what they�re saying.� I paused for a beat, my words having brought on a very dangerous�but very obvious�idea, and let it formulate for a second.
Then, without thinking, I said, �We need to get closer. We need to be able to hear what they�re saying.�
_________
Marlon and I were making our way quickly back toward Town Hall, our mouths moving almost faster than our brains could as we worked out the kinks in the plan.
�It�s simple,� I said. �I get down there, get close enough to listen to someone conveniently talking about the plan, figure out what they�re doing, and then get back here in time to help the town prepare for what�s coming.�
�Simple,� Marlon said with a snort. �Obviously. And I�ll go with you. As your backup.�
I shook my head sharply. �You�ll stay here. The people in town need a leader, in case I don�t come back. They�ll need someone to tell them what to do, and how to do it. To keep them safe. If I don�t come back, it�ll still mean that Randall�s coming for the town. The people here will need someone to defend them.�
�The town already has people to lead,� Marlon argued. �The mayor. The police chief. The fire chief.�
I stopped, turned, and grabbed Marlon�s arm to bring him to a halt. Then I stared into his eyes, my expression deadly serious.
�I don�t know who you are, Marlon, and I don�t know what you�ve done in your life. Yet. But I know it�s bigger than what the mayor, police chief, and fire chief have done, combined. When I say the people will need someone to protect them, I mean someone better qualified than Randall. I mean someone with military experience. Someone who knows what protection really means.�
He didn�t answer. Instead, he stared at me for several moments, his eyes probing mine as he no doubt tried to figure out exactly how much I knew�or how much I thought I knew. Then he nodded once.
�You�re right,� he said, turning to continue toward Town Hall. �On all accounts.�
Well that answered one question, at least. He�d had military experience. I suspected he was also a part of the intelligence community, but that must have come later. Or maybe at the same time; there were plenty of people who served both communities concurrently.
Somehow, knowing that I�d guessed right on that account relieved a part of the pressure I was feeling. Knowing that Marlon was going to be here to watch over the situation while I was gone�to watch over my family, and keep them safe from Randall�relieved another piece of pressure.
Because I�d seen Marlon work. I knew how good he was. And if there was any man out there who could outsmart Randall in a fight, it was the one walking next to me.

5

I crept down toward the river, a man named Henry O�Connor right behind me. There was a steep embankment down to the river here, so I was going slowly, taking my time as I made my way down through the deep snow. No one had come down here since the snow had fallen, and though it was icy on top, it was deep and treacherous underneath, and going slowly might have meant we were sinking further, but it also meant we were less likely to fall.
Which, I had come to realize, was a very real possibility when it came to Henry.
Yeah, he�d lived in this area of Michigan for nearly his entire life. Yes, he definitely knew how to handle the outdoors�and this wasn�t his first adventure with the snow. But when it came to being subtle, and moving in a way that didn�t attract a whole lot of attention, Henry left a lot to be desired. I�d already had to stop him from running right into the open space between the town and the forest, and when he�d looked at me, confused, I�d had to tell him that there were actually people about five hundred feet away that would kill us if they saw us.
That had gotten his attention. I hoped.
Luckily, this patch of bank was heavily forested, so we were able to go from tree to tree down the bank. It gave us a better chance of getting to the bottom without any major mishaps. And there, I knew, we would find the rickety old footbridge that someone had built over the river about one hundred years ago.
It wasn�t in good shape. It definitely wasn�t good for human travel. But it was also the only option we had for crossing to the other side�where Randall and his camp were waiting for us. I still wasn�t sure whether it was actually going to support us, but Marlon and I had decided that we had a better chance of making it across the bridge in one piece than we did if we tried to cross the river itself.
It might look frozen. That didn�t mean the ice was stable enough to support us. And I�d already seen firsthand how easy it was for someone to go through a thin spot�and get sucked into the rapids underneath.
Henry cussed then, and I looked back to see him standing on one foot and shaking the other.
�Problem?� I hissed, annoyed beyond belief at this man.
You�d think he�d never set foot in the wilderness in his life, for all the moaning that was going on. If I didn�t need him, I would have sent him back to town ten times already.
�Twisted my damned ankle,� he moaned, jumping up and down. Then, catching a glimpse of my face and seeming to realize how serious I was about this whole thing, he hobbled down toward me.
�Sorry,� he muttered. �I�m out in the woods a lot but I�m not used to hills. Definitely not used to there being people who�re going to try to shoot me. Guess I�m not dealing with it well.�
I gave him half a smile, and reminded myself again that I was dealing with a civilian here. �They�re only going to try to shoot us if they see us, Henry. As long as we�re in the woods, we�re safe.�
He lifted his eyebrows at me. �And after we�re out of the woods? No pun intended.�
I tipped my head back and forth in a gesture that said I wasn�t completely sure, but hoped for the best. �We�ll deal with that when it comes up. The plan right now is to get down there, make sure the bridge is stable enough to support us, and get over it when we think no one is watching. After that, we regroup and figure out our next steps.�
Henry nodded, and I could see the wheels in his head turning. The questions starting. The doubts coming up.
Dammit.
�I still don�t think Randall would shoot me. Not if he recognizes me,� he said, repeating something he�d told me at least three times.
So I repeated the thing I�d told him three times, as well. �He might not have yesterday, Henry. Today, he knows that you came to town instead of joining him. And if he sees you with me, he won�t have any doubts about whose side you�ve come down on. That will make you his enemy rather than his friend, and that definitely means he�s going to shoot first and ask questions later, if he bothers to ask them at all. Got it?�
I watched Henry�s face fall�for the third time�and felt a little bit bad for him. He�d obviously thought that he and Randall were friends. Or if not friends, at least acquaintances who were on friendly terms. People who didn�t try to shoot each other.
It was hard hearing that someone like that was going to kill you. Hard knowing that you were now on opposite sides of the line. I knew. I�d experienced that myself.
But I�d also learned the next step, and I�d learned it the hard way. Once you were on opposite sides of the line, you had to settle down and do your job. You couldn�t play the �what if� game and wonder whether the other guy would actually shoot at you.
Believe me, he will. If he doesn�t, you have to let it be a happy surprise. Because if you�re expecting him not to shoot, and then he does, you�re dead.
I reached out, grasped Henry�s arm, and gave it a slight shake.
�Don�t worry about it, Henry. You�ve got me. I�m not going to let you get hurt, okay? I need you with me. You�re my partner on this particular mission. My backup.�
His face cleared and took on a stronger expression, and he nodded firmly.
I turned around and kept walking, trying to get down the hill as quickly as possible, and trusting Henry to come down right after me and keep from hurting himself in the process. The poor guy had been a friend of Randall�s and had actually been summoned to the camp we were going to visit, but had refused, not wanting the trouble, and had come to town instead.
He was the reason we�d originally known anything about Randall�s camp at all.
And now I was leading him right back toward the place that he�d tried to avoid.
You might be wondering why the hell I would have chosen someone like him. Someone who didn�t have any military experience and definitely wasn�t going to be the most dependable backup if�or when�I needed it. Marlon would have been the better choice. Hell, Sean Slatten, the police chief, would have been a better choice. Anyone with any sort of real experience with crime or firearms used against people rather than animals you were hunting.
The thing was, Henry O�Connor had been Randall�s friend. They had both lived outside of town, and as such had been part of that peculiar brotherhood that made their living off the land, and depending on each other for things like shelter and partnership. He�d been our first source when it came to Randall, arriving at Town Hall shortly after we did with news that not only had Randall sent a call out to his friends to join him, but was also set up outside of town. With guns. Intent on invasion.
I still didn�t understand how Randall had gotten the word out to all his friends so quickly�particularly when there was no electricity and nearly all small electronics were fried, and therefore nothing like phones or walkie-talkies were working. How the hell had he accessed his network so quickly?
Putting that aside for the moment, I stopped up against one of the trees toward the edge of this bit of woods and motioned for Henry to slow down. We were getting into sparser coverage here, and I wanted to see whether we were at risk for actually being seen. We were about a mile north of where Randall and his men had set up camp, and I was hoping that was enough to keep us safe.
I was, however, also hoping that they weren�t looking in this direction at all. If they weren�t looking at us, there was a whole lot less chance of them noticing us when we crossed the bridge. Because once we were out over that water, we were going to be easily visible. If they started shooting at us, we weren�t going to have much hope of escape.
I put the binocs up to my face and ducked around the tree, crouching down and scanning the horizon. A quick look back in town showed me the car that Marlon was almost inevitably hiding behind�with the man we�d decided was the best sharpshooter in town, who we�d chosen to use one of the sniper rifles we found in Randall�s stash�and I turned my gaze directly across the river from where he was, to Randall�s encampment.
There were still an awful lot of men milling around over there, I saw. More activity than there had been when Henry and I first made our way into the forest. I wasn�t going to take the time to count, but it looked like a whole lot more than sixty men to me, now, and that brought me right to the question I�d been mulling over since the first time we�d observed his camp.
Where the hell had all those men come from? How was he finding them? And the same question went for the weapons.
Something was fishy here. There were definitely details that we didn�t yet know. And that was exactly why Henry and I were on our way into their camp�to try to overhear what they were doing.
Which was also why I had Henry with me. If the worst happened, and they saw us�or captured us�I was hoping like hell that Henry could lean on his relationship with Randall to get us out of that jam.
I didn�t know if it would work. It definitely wasn�t a solid plan. But that just meant, I supposed, that we had to do our absolute best not to get caught.
�It�s time to get to the bridge,� I said, dropping the binocs to my side. I glanced at my watch. �Marlon should be in place by now, with Joe. They�ll have eyes on the camp, and they�ll be giving us cover while we cross. If they see anyone getting ready to shoot, they�ll do their best to distract them.� I turned to Henry and looked him up and down once. �Are you ready?�
Henry didn�t look ready. He looked terrified.
But he nodded quickly. �Ready as I�m ever going to be,� he answered. �Let�s get this done.�
We didn�t try to be subtle. I took one quick glance at the camp through the binoculars�just enough to make sure there wasn�t a lookout on this side of the camp, watching for us�and told Henry to run.
We dashed across the fifty-yard open space between us and the river, slipping and sliding on the slight slope and heading for the bridge a whole lot faster than I had anticipated we would be going. I tried to get a good idea of the bridge�s construction on my way down the slope, but it was difficult when I was not only trying to stay on my own feet but trying to keep Henry on his as well�while worrying that someone in camp was going to see us and start shooting�while hoping that Marlon and Joe were in place and ready to distract anyone who might have seen us. From what I could see, there were more boards missing from the bridge than there were intact, and some of the stabilizers looked like they were rotting. The thing was barely wide enough for one man at a time, and though I couldn�t exactly see it swaying in the wind, it looked like it was anything but solid.
God, I thought, it was going to be a miracle if we managed to get across that thing without either being shot or going down into the river.
We pressed forward, though, our decision already made. It was far too late to turn back now. Or rather, it wasn�t, but that would have defeated the purpose of us exposing ourselves like this in the first place.
When we hit the start of the bridge, we slowed a bit, but not by much. We just didn�t have time to play it safe. I flew across the bridge, trying to jump as lightly as possible over the missing planks, and counting on my momentum to keep me going straight instead of sending me over the side. I could hear Henry banging along behind me and prayed that he was taking as much care with the rickety old structure. I could feel the thing shaking behind us�and cast a quick thought toward whether it was still going to be standing when we tried to come back�and then my feet were suddenly on snow again and I was racing all-out for the forest beyond the clear patch, my heart pounding in my ears, all my senses attuned to the camp in the distance�and the lack of gunfire.
Once we hit the trees, we both slid to a stop on our knees, our chests heaving, our breath hissing through our lips. I held up a hand, and Henry grew as quiet as he could as I listened intently to the sounds of the camp. We were closer, now, though not by much, and I could hear the murmur of men speaking in the distance, along with hammering and sawing.
No guns. No shouts of alarm. No running feet.
�My God, I don�t think they saw us,� I breathed. �I think we actually did it.�
I looked up and met Henry�s eyes, and could see that he was wearing the same expression as me: somewhat shocked and somewhat relieved, but already planning for the next step in our mission. Because we weren�t there, yet. We weren�t even close.
Now we had to get to their camp�and we had to get close enough to hear what the hell they were planning.
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We were on our feet and moving again within minutes, heading for the camp. Although we were hidden now, courtesy of the forest, it was also midday, and we both knew that we had to get to that camp, listen for however long it took to get some information, and then get back to the warmth and safety of Town Hall before night fell.
Henry and I were both outdoorsmen, but neither of us wanted to get caught outside after darkness fell. I�d never had any wish to freeze to death, and the last couple days�the journey through the wilderness with an injured Angie�had made me even more jumpy than usual at the idea of being trapped outside in the snow at night.
It was also going to take us quite some time to get to the camp, as it was a mile north of the bridge, more or less. And if we got away from the camp�if we weren�t discovered�it was going to take us the same amount of time to get back down here. Unless we were in such a bad way that we decided to risk crossing the river itself. Risking the ice.
I put that on the list of things that I wasn�t going to think about right now and pushed forward, counting on Henry to keep up. The sooner we got to that camp, the sooner we should be able to get some information and get the hell out of there.
As we ran, I started to plan for the next steps. Marlon and I hadn�t come up with anything before Henry and I left town, partially because we didn�t know what the situation was in camp, and partially because we weren�t certain whether Henry and I would make it across the bridge or not. There were other factors, of course, like that I had plenty of specialized training when it came to planning and running missions in short order.
Hell, sometimes I�d run them without even knowing that I was going to have to. I was an expert at making shit up on the fly�and making sure it worked.
But mostly, we hadn�t known what we were going to face once we got to the camp, and a whole lot could change based on what we found. Best case scenario, Randall would still be giving his lecture to the entire group of men. When we�d looked at the camp before we left, we�d seen him still standing in front of his men, screaming at them about who knew what.
If he was still doing that pep talking, it would be the easiest possible thing to get as close as possible, listen for as long as I needed to, and then get the hell out of there.
If he wasn�t, things were going to get a little bit hairier. We were going to have to find someone who was talking about it casually in the camp�maybe updating someone who hadn�t been in on the pep talk, for one reason or another�and find a way to listen to them as they talked to their buddy. I wouldn�t be able to control where anyone else in the camp was, if we did that. I wouldn�t even know what they were doing.
In short, the chances of being discovered while we were busy listening to some random conversation were very, very good. And I didn�t really want to think about what would happen if we were captured.
So I�d just have to hope Randall was still camped out in front of his men, bragging about what they were about to do. Given what I knew about the guy, I thought there was a pretty good chance that he was doing exactly that.
By the time I came to that conclusion, we�d been running for at least ten minutes, and I glanced down at my watch, which I�d set to track our mileage once we got over the bridge. We�d gone three-quarters of a mile already.
We were nearly there.
I skidded to a stop and propped my hands on my knees, breathing heavily. When I felt like I could speak again, I glanced up at Henry. He looked like he was in even worse condition than I was, and I spared a quick thought to appreciate that he must have been working his ass off to keep up with me as we ran through the forest.
Whatever else he was, he wasn�t a quitter. If he had been, I reasoned, he probably wouldn�t have agreed to come with me in the first place.
�How you doing?� I gasped out.
�I think I might have had a heart attack about five minutes ago,� he noted casually. �But I was too busy running to really pay attention to it.�
I grinned at that. I couldn�t help it.
�It couldn�t have been a big one,� I said, �since it didn�t take you down.�
Henry grinned back. �My mama always said I wasn�t a quitter.�
I gave him a brisk nod. �Good. We�re about one-quarter of a mile from the camp, so we need to go more slowly from here on out. I don�t think they�re listening for us�don�t even think they know we�re on the way, honestly�but I don�t want to take the chance of them hearing anything. We need the element of surprise, here.�
�We�re going to hunt them,� Henry noted.
Well I hadn�t thought of it that way, but that about covered it. �Right, exactly. Only we don�t have to worry about the wind. They aren�t going to be able to smell us coming. But hear us and see us, yes. Especially if they have lookouts around the camp.�
�And I�m thinking they�d be foolish not to,� he pointed out. Then he tipped his head. �Then again, Randall has never been the smartest man. Not the one you went to if you needed anything fancy or complicated. I wouldn�t put it past him to have� overlooked that part. Seems to me like he might be thinking he�s too scary for anyone to come after, you know?�
I laughed at the statement. It echoed my opinion of Randall almost exactly, that not smart part. But I hadn�t thought about the fact that he might actually be too arrogant to think that lookouts were a good idea.
I clapped Henry on the shoulder. �That�s exactly why I brought you with me, Henry. You know that sort of thing about him. I would never have thought of it.�
Henry�s face started to glow with pride, and I squeezed his shoulder in thanks.
�You ready?� I asked.
�No,� he answered�just as he had on the other side of the river. �But let�s get it over with. The sooner we�re done with this, the sooner we can get back to Town Hall, where it�s warm. And where they have beer.�
This man was quickly becoming one of the most amusing people I knew.
I turned and started walking quietly forward, keeping an eye out for loose sticks or leaves on the snow. The good thing about the snow was that it was a natural silencer. We were avoiding all the dry detritus that you usually found on the floor of a forest.
The bad thing was that it slowed us down until we were only moving about half as quickly as I wanted to move. I wanted to get to that camp, figure out whatever we could figure out�even if it was that we weren�t going to get any information�and then get back to town. Trudging through knee-deep snow in this forest was keeping us from that goal.
And the more time we spent in that forest, the more time they had to randomly decide to send out scouts. The more time they had to potentially find us.
I reached over my shoulder to touch the rifle on my back, and then slid my hand toward my hip, where I had my CZ 75. It was my favorite handgun�the one I didn�t ever take out of the safe unless I knew I was doing something dangerous. It was what I�d carried in Afghanistan whenever I had a choice, because there was less muzzle flip when you were firing quickly.
I�d grabbed it the moment I had a free second in town. Having it at my hip now made me feel more confident. If something went down, I�d have it out in a second, and whoever was attacking us was going to be sorry.
Henry was carrying his own hunting rifle, a Savage Arms Trophy Hunter that he�d modified with a more accurate scope. It was such a good piece that I�d suggested he keep that rather than taking any of the guns out of the armory. This was the one he was most familiar with, and if we were going into battle, I wanted him carrying something that he knew like the back of his hand.
Yes, it would take longer for him to get it off his back and get it sighted on whatever he was trying to shoot. But that was what my CZ was for.
Between the two of us, we were going to present one hell of a wall of bullets for anyone coming our way. I just hoped it was enough. Hell, I hoped we didn�t have to use the guns at all. I hoped we could get in and get out without anyone knowing a damn thing. I just wasn�t counting on it.
It took another twenty minutes for us to struggle our way to the end of the forest, and the clearing where Randall and his band had decided to set up camp. By that time the sun had reached the peak of its arc and started to descend toward the horizon, and though it hadn�t gone very far�it was only one in the afternoon, after all�I still glanced up with some nervousness.
It got dark early in the evening in this part of Michigan during the winter. I estimated that we only had until 4:30 or 5:00 at the latest, before we were looking at dusk. Given the hour it would probably take us to get back to the bridge, that meant we had two hours here�three, max�before we needed to be on our way.
�Hope someone makes this easy for us,� I murmured, sinking to my knees behind the last tree before the clearing began and peeking around us.
Henry came to a stop behind another tree, and we both stared out into the camp.
We were close enough now that I could see everything without the binoculars, and I ran my gaze quickly over the camp, cataloguing everything I saw and filing it away to think about later. I was really only here to listen to someone. Everything else could wait until we were back in town�and I had Marlon at my disposal for brainstorming.
The camp looked exactly like we had thought, from the other side of the river. Lots and lots of tents, a few outhouses (which seemed peculiar, given how quickly they�d set the place up) and those mysterious sheds, which shouldn�t have been possible. There was the three-sided shed that was housing their armory�which I would look at if we had time�and on the other side of the camp�
Ah. Yes, it turned out that Randall was indeed still preaching over there, the group of men captivated by whatever he was saying.
�Well that makes this easier,� I murmured.
I scouted the route in front of us, finding the most likely road between us and that meeting�including which structures we were going to hide behind�and then looked quickly for any guards.
�Looks like you were right about Randall not seeing the need for guards,� I told Henry. �He didn�t even try to secure his camp. Unbelievable.�
�Told you he wasn�t smart enough to think of it,� Henry replied, the gloating in his voice unmistakable.
I shook my head, though, confused at the lapse. Randall might not be intelligent, but he was crafty. He definitely knew how to take care of himself. And he�d known enough about how to make a nuisance of himself that Marlon had actually left his house to travel with us to Ellis Woods because he wasn�t sure he would be safe alone if Randall came for him.
Randall had to know that we would try something. He didn�t know me well, but he�d come up against me once, and he did know Marlon. Surely he would have guessed that we�d be making a move against him�and sooner rather than later. I just didn�t trust that he wouldn�t have some trap set up on the off chance that we did get close to his camp.
It was too obvious. Too easy. And too easy always made me nervous. It was too easy for a reason.
Still, we didn�t have a lot of time for me to sit around here trying to figure it out. We definitely didn�t have time for me to go back and forth about whether it was safe for us to move forward or not. We had to move forward, and we had to do it quickly.
�Okay, here�s the plan,� I said quietly. �We�re heading for that tent over there��I pointed to the tent in question, which was about three tents to the right of the one straight in front of us��and from there, we walk like there�s no problem. Like we�re just some of the guys from the camp. Like we�re definitely not there to do any spying on anyone and get back to town. No one but Randall and his cousins knows us, and even if they do, they won�t know for a fact that we�re not there to join them. If my guess is right, every man has been called to that meeting, which means there shouldn�t be anyone there to see us anyhow, but if you see anyone, you duck behind the nearest tent and get down, got it? If you need to, move around the tent you�re hiding behind and go to another one. And then another, and then another. But always keep an eye on the route we�ve been traveling, because that�s where you�ve got to get back to as soon as it�s safe. We stop at the last tent before the opening where they�re having the meeting. And then we listen like hell and hope he says something helpful quickly. Got that?�
Henry paused, pressed his lips together, and then nodded. �What do we do if we see Randall?�
�We won�t,� I said shortly. �He�s too busy holding that meeting so he can brag to his men about what he�s doing. If that meeting finishes while we�re still in camp�if you hear him stop talking, and the men stop cheering�then we get behind whatever tent is closest and figure out our next step.�
Another pause, then another nod.
I was just about to tell him to start running toward the camp when I heard the safety click on a gun and felt the muzzle come up against the back of my head.
�Randall told me we might see you again. Have to admit that I didn�t think you�d be stupid enough to try to sneak up on us. But now I see that he knew you better than I thought he did.�
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MARLON
Marlon stared at the forest to the north of the encampment, his heart in his mouth as he waited for John and Henry to appear there. They�d crossed the bridge�he�d checked his watch�forty-five minutes ago, and it was only a mile, max. Granted there�d be deeper snow in that forest. Undisturbed by wind or animals, most likely, especially that close to such a large encampment of men.
But he was sure it shouldn�t have taken them forty-five minutes to make that journey. Even taking into account Henry�s lack of conditioning and them attempting to be careful, they should�ve made better time than that.
Had something happened? Had there been someone hiding in the forest, just waiting for them? Or was John just being cautious? Marlon turned his binoculars back to the camp itself, wondering if there was any additional action there. Any sign of Randall gathering the troops because they�d caught a prisoner. Or a spy.
But there was nothing. Randall was still holding his meeting, and Marlon suspected that he had called every man on deck for it. Whatever he was saying, he would have wanted every member of his tribe to hear it.
There shouldn�t have been anyone left in the forest. No one left for John and Henry to mistakenly run into.
But Randall also wasn�t stupid. He must have been prepared for something. He�d known that the folks in Ellis Woods had seen him. Hell, he�d been looking right at Marlon and John while they were looking at him! So there was a very good chance that he had in fact done something just in case anyone in town had made their way over there.
The problem was that Marlon had no bloody clue what exactly what Randall was doing, in terms of either attacking the town or protecting himself.
And if John and Henry had run into trouble, it was clear that there was nothing Marlon or anyone else could do about it. Not from where he stood in town. Though he had a man with a gun, and had one himself, Marlon had never been a sniper, and didn�t have any confidence in the man next to him to hit a target from that far away.
The man with him, Joe, might have been a good hunter, but Marlon wasn�t entirely convinced that he was a sharpshooter�he definitely wasn�t a sniper. Even though he was probably the best the town had for this particular job, it would be ill-advised to count on him to save John�s life, if it came down to it.
And the problem was, if Marlon or Joe took a shot, they had to be damn well sure they hit whatever they were shooting at. Shooting and missing just made it more likely that Randall and his men would end up shooting John and Henry.
Marlon ran his fingers along the lines of his own sniper rifle, trying to remember all the training he�d ever had on shooting, but shook his head at the thought. He was many things. He could do many things. But if it came down to shooting a man who was walking right next to John, perhaps leading him�
No, he wouldn�t take the risk. There was too great a chance that he�d miss and hit John.
He cursed his lack of training in that skill�not for the first time in his career�and tried to let his brain relax a bit. Maybe he was just borrowing trouble. For all he knew, John was sitting in that forest, right on the edge of the clearing, waiting until he had a plan for moving into the encampment. The man was one of the smartest Marlon had ever met, and one of the best planners. The man had skills Marlon could only ever have dreamed of.
John had proven himself time and again in Afghanistan, running missions almost on his own and protecting every man the military had assigned to him.
Marlon had read the reports�he knew the man�s history.
So Marlon had told himself to trust John and tried to put the worry to the side. Tried to believe that John was just pausing, waiting for the right moment to dash across that small clear spot and into the tents of the encampment.
Then John and Henry walked out into that very clearing, with Logan Smith at their backs, firearm trained on them.
�Dammit,� Marlon breathed, gripping the binoculars so hard they creaked.
This definitely complicated matters. And he couldn�t do a damn thing about it.
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JOHN
My mind started moving the moment I realized he had a gun.
It started moving even faster the moment I realized who he was. Logan. Dammit. Of all the freaking luck. The one man who was nearly as high up as Randall�and the one who I suspected actually had the brains to do damage.
Randall was obviously the most aggressive of them all. He was certainly the man in charge. And he was also definitely the one most likely to kill you, just out of pure rage. But in my two intersections with Logan�back in that cabin in the woods�I had come to the conclusion that this man actually had brains to match his brawn. He asked the important questions.
He was the one Randall trusted.
So it made sense that he was the one Randall hadn�t ordered to his little pep rally. Made sense that he was the one Randall had sent into the woods�probably just to watch out for us.
�Put your weapons down and walk,� he growled from behind me.
I felt the muzzle of whatever gun he was using being shoved right into my back, and I put my gun down and quickly got to my feet, noticing that Henry was doing the same, backing away from his rifle. I was in the wrong position right now to argue with the man. This was the time to take orders.
Once I got into a better position, I�d consider talking back to him. But for right now, my one goal was to make sure he didn�t think I was going to cause trouble. Because the moment he started thinking that was the moment he started thinking about shooting me in the back.
�Toward your friend,� he muttered, using the gun to direct me toward Henry�who, having now absolutely proved his lack of military training, was staring at us with his mouth open and his eyes wide.
�Lo-Logan,� he stuttered.
�Henry,� Logan answered, his voice coming out in a disgusted growl. �Didn�t you get our instructions?�
He could only be talking about the instructions to join them here at the camp. In which case he was referring to the fact that Henry had decided to go to town�literally�rather than join Randall�s gang of thugs. And this was exactly the moment we�d prepared for.
This was exactly why I�d brought Henry along.
We�d rehearsed what he was supposed to say right now. The story he was supposed to tell Logan�and after him, Randall�that would maybe, possibly, get us out of here alive. I was just hoping that he remembered that conversation. Because the look on his face did not make him appear to be� prepared.
Dammit. Bad idea, counting on a man who had never had the training for this sort of thing.
I made a face at him, practically pressing my eyes out of my head as I willed him to remember what we�d talked about. Remember the story I�d given him to use in this very situation. I made that face so hard that I was almost shaking.
But he wasn�t looking at me as we walked toward him. He was looking at Logan. And the gun Logan was holding.
�I� I did,� he said slowly.
Then, finally, he turned his eyes to me. He jumped at the face I was making�which no doubt looked as though I was having a stroke�and then seemed to come suddenly back into himself. I watched his face clear, his eyes become more focused.
And for the first time since Logan had spoken behind me, I started to breathe in relief.
By the time we reached Henry, he looked like he was ready to play his part.
He stood up before Logan asked him to, his hands above his head, but his expression wasn�t that of a prisoner. He didn�t look frightened. Instead, he look relieved�like someone had saved him.
�Thank God you found us, Logan,� he started off. �I was on my way to you guys, to join your camp, just like you said, when a bunch of men came running out of town and tackled me. They put me in cuffs and dragged me into town, told me they weren�t going to let me go join you. They were claiming me as part of their team, you know? Claiming me for their side?�
A rough snort behind me was Logan�s first reaction to that, and honestly I couldn�t blame him. The story didn�t make a whole lot of sense. It had just been the best we could come up with on short notice.
�What the hell would they want with you?� Logan asked.
�My weapons, I guess,� Henry said.
I almost grinned at him, but stopped myself just in time. We would be done for if he grinned back�and I couldn�t be sure that he knew how to control his facial tics enough to stop himself.
Logan snorted. �How many weapons could you possibly have, that they would want them?�
�I had three hunting rifles with me, as well as three handguns,� Henry answered immediately. �Plus my own expertise, I guess. And they knew I knew you. They thought I could tell them what you were doing.�
Logan paused at that, the silence intense, and I frowned. Why would that particular aspect of the story have bothered him?
�Walk,� he said gruffly, yanking Henry around so that his back was to Logan, and forced him forward. From behind, I was unsure if he�d grabbed both of our weapons, which had been left on the ground, but I assumed he had. Still, I didn�t turn around, sure he would pull the trigger without much hesitation.
We marched together, side by side, until we were out of the forest and in the small open patch between the forest and the camp. I took a deep breath, and forced myself to keep my eyes on the snow in front of me.
Don�t look at the town, don�t look at the town, I repeated to myself again and again.
I knew Marlon was seeing what was going on right now. I knew they had guns aimed at us. And I knew that neither he nor Joe was a good enough shot to take Logan out. Well, I knew Joe wasn�t. As far as Marlon went�
I didn�t know any such thing. I had no idea whether he�d once been a sniper, or what.
But I also didn�t think he�d have helped me find the best sharpshooter in town if he thought he�d have had it under control on his own. Snipers didn�t exactly ask for backup. If Marlon had that sort of training, he wouldn�t have told me to find someone who might.
Which meant that although Marlon might be able to see us right now�could almost definitely see us, since the plan had been for him to keep watch until he saw us getting out of town alive�he probably couldn�t do a damn thing about it.
So we were well and truly on our own.
God, I hoped the story we�d cooked up for Henry worked.
�So if they took you hostage, like you say, and forced you to join them, what the hell are you doing with this jackass now?� Logan asked.
�What�s it look like I�m doing?� Henry asked, his voice amazingly reasonable. �I�m getting him this far so�s you can take him prisoner, which is what I figured you would have wanted to do. Right from the start, I saw that he was the leader. Right from the start, I figured he was the one you�d want. So when he asked for volunteers to go with him on a spying mission, I raised my hand. Figured I�d turn him in and join you at the same time�kill two birds with one stone. Smart, eh?�
The silence from Logan told me very clearly that it was smart�too smart for Henry. He was a good guy, but he wasn�t the sharpest tool in the shed, and Logan must have known that. Which made that story� hard to buy.
Unless he wasn�t sharp enough to catch onto that. I was hoping Logan was just smart enough to see the sense in the plan� and not smart enough to see the holes.
He kept silent as we trudged forward, and I watched the camp getting closer and closer, trying to make a decision. If we got into that camp, I thought, we were going to be in a whole lot more trouble than we already were. Right now we only had Logan to deal with. If we got all the way to where they�d built their little fort, there were going to be more men�and more guns. Possibly even Randall.
Logan might be smarter than the other cousins, but he wasn�t their leader. That was always going to be Randall. If we could get Logan to make some sort of decision before he found Randall� If we could get him to step out of line and decide something on his own, without Randall�s craftiness, and without Randall�s absolute aggression�
We might be able to trick him into making the wrong decision.
But we were going to have to do it fast. Not only because I wanted to get it done before we got to their camp, but also because we were going to run out of daylight.
As well as time to get back into town and help them prepare for whatever Randall and his men were planning on doing.
�So you were planning this all along?� I snarled, finally bringing my part of the story into the situation. �You thought it was just going to be that easy, to bring me down here and turn me in to these jackasses? Didn�t think I�d put up a fight?�
I saw Henry cast a glance out of the corner of his eye in my direction, and made the big eyes at him again. Look at me too much and he was going to give away the fact that we were in this together. He had to keep this story up on his own.
He turned his eyes quickly past me and toward Logan, then rolled them like he couldn�t believe how freaking stupid I was.
It was perfect.
�You hearing this guy?� he asked with half a grin. �He�s actually surprised that I�m not his friend. Actually surprised that I would choose my real friends over a bunch of people who kidnapped me. Guess he doesn�t know us outdoorsmen as well as he thinks he does, huh? Because we never turn on our friends. We�ve got more loyalty than that.�
I felt the pressure ease off the gun in my back, and tensed. Was this actually working? Was Logan actually buying this?
�He�s not from here,� Logan said. �He could never understand what it was like to grow up here. Could never understand what it�s like to look out for the people you�ve known your entire life.�
My God, he was buying it.
And he was right. I hadn�t grown up here. But I knew exactly what it was like to look out for the people I chose to look out for.
And with that in mind, I whirled around so quickly and unexpectedly that I knew Logan wouldn�t have the instinct to react, and went for his gun.
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I knocked the gun he�d had pressed into my back up toward the sky, and then grabbed the hand that held the gun with both of my hands and twisted, breaking his wrist. The moment after the crack rang out over the landscape, his fingers lost their grip, and I was able to pull the gun right out of his hand without any trouble.
Logan screamed in pain and went right to his knees, and my mouth twisted at this pathetic response.
But that didn�t stop me from finishing the job. Logan was the one who had started this fight. I didn�t feel even a little bit bad about finishing it. Especially if it meant we got away�and could get back to town before anything went down.
I gave him a quick jab to the nose and then another to the temple, and he went down like a bag of potatoes�and didn�t get back up again.
I knew because I stood there for several moments, waiting to see if he would. Waiting to see if he was going to get up swinging, or come after us as we left, or scream for help. But he didn�t. He stayed on the ground, bleeding from the nose, his wrist turned at an awkward angle.
I counted to thirty to see if he was faking, and when he didn�t move, I inched closer and grabbed my CZ and Henry�s hunting rifle, which was slung over the unconscious man�s shoulder. I holstered my pistol and turned to Henry, handing him his rifle.
�Terrific job,� I told him quickly. �You did exactly what I needed you to do.�
His mouth was hanging open�and probably had been through the entire fight�but he closed it with a snap, now, and then frowned. �But we didn�t get anything,� he said. �We don�t know any more now than we did.�
At that moment, we heard a roar from behind us, and I turned just in time to see what had to be one hundred men tearing through the campground, and heading right for us.
�Shit,� I muttered.
I turned back to Henry, grabbed his arm, and started racing for the forest. I didn�t know if those men were after us, or if they were actually starting their invasion, or if they were just� out for some sort of after-pep-rally run. And I didn�t care.
Whatever they were doing, I didn�t want to be a part of it. And we had to make sure they didn�t see us. Because if they did, they were going to put whatever they were supposed to be doing to the side and come directly after us�which we couldn�t afford. Yeah, they might pause when they got to Logan, and that might buy us some time.
But it wasn�t going to be a lot. Our best hope�our only hope�was to get into the forest and lose ourselves in there. Find a place to hide from them. And then keep as still and quiet as we could until they�d cleared out.
It wasn�t a good plan. But it was all I had.
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MARLON
Marlon stared at the men rushing through the camp, his mouth tight in displeasure and surprise.
�Dammit.�
Things had certainly gone sideways in a hurry. At first, it had seemed like everything might, shockingly, turn around. One minute, Logan Smith had been forcing John and Henry toward the camp, gun aimed at their backs, his mouth moving quickly, his face caught in a dangerous scowl. Marlon had seen Henry talking�using the story they�d come up with, he hoped, rather than something that would actually put John in danger�and then suddenly John had been moving.
He�d disarmed Logan quickly, then sent the man to the ground. Logan hadn�t moved since he�d fallen.
John had taken a short amount of time to make sure Logan wasn�t going to move�time when Marlon had been screaming at him in his head to get the hell out of there�and they�d looked like they were about to move when suddenly the entire campground had come alive with men.
More men than Marlon had realized they�d had. He hadn�t been watching the campground at the time, as his attention had been all for John and Henry. So it had been unclear where they�d all come from, but watching them rush through the alleys and walkways of the camp now, one thing was crystal clear: John and Henry were in trouble. There were a lot more men now than there had been before�and they were all heading for John and Henry.
Marlon didn�t know for sure if they�d seen his friends. If John and Henry could get out of their quickly enough, get to the forest, they might be able to hide there and keep the men from seeing them at all.
But that was only going to last until those men got to Logan. Because whatever the crowd was doing, they were going to pause when they saw one of their number on the ground, no doubt bleeding and broken. And if he was alive, they were going to try to wake him up.
If he woke up, he�d tell them who had done that to him. And Marlon knew Randall well enough to know that he would never let John go. Not if he thought he had him at a disadvantage in the forest. Apparently, John had taken Randall and his three cousins out with his own two hands in Randall�s own home, and then taken the woman Randall had been planning to use as a kidnap victim.
Then Marlon, John, and Angie had escaped him again and again on their trek to Ellis Woods.
No, Randall wouldn�t be forgiving. The moment he knew John was on that side of the river, he�d be going out of his way to find him. Find him and kill him.
Which meant they had to make sure he didn�t find out.
�Joe, you see the guy on the ground?� Marlon asked sharply.
�Course I do,� he muttered.
�Right. I don�t know if he�s alive or dead, but we can�t have him telling all those men who he just let escape. If he�s still alive, we have to make sure he�s dead before they get there. Are you up to the task?�
Instead of answering, Joe pulled his rifle up to his face, ducked down to put his eye to the scope, and pulled the trigger.
Marlon gasped in surprise at this action, then turned to look at Logan again. Joe pulled the trigger once more, and Logan�s body jumped, then grew absolutely still again.
�Two head shots do it?� Joe asked quietly.
Marlon kept his face neutral. He really should have learned more about this guy�s background. If he was that good with a gun, it would have really opened up their options half an hour ago. But there was no time for that now. Right now, they had to do whatever it took to give John and Henry the head start they needed to get back to the bridge.
�That�ll do,� Marlon answered simply. �Now let�s start working on the bigger crowd. We need to give John and Henry time to get away. We don�t necessarily have to hit anyone, so don�t take too much time to aim. Our mission now is to create chaos.�
�Got it,� Joe said.
And they both started shooting right into Randall�s crowd of hooligans.
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JOHN
The shooting started the moment we hit the forest, and I went skidding on my stomach in the snow, my instincts taking over and telling me to get the hell down. Present a smaller target for whoever was shooting at us.
It didn�t even matter who it was. There was an enormous crowd of men coming up behind us, and they were all part of Randall�s gang. I assumed that meant they were all also armed�and had orders to shoot intruders on sight. If they got to Logan and heard our names, and then ran those names by Randall, I knew the chances were even better of being killed.
Or taken prisoner. Which I did not want to see happen. Being killed wasn�t ideal. Being taken prisoner�by an enemy who had very little respect for life, and even less liking for you�was about the worst thing that could happen when you were in the middle of a battle.
At least when you were dead, you were dead. You were beyond the reach of anyone in this life. Beyond the pain that they could cause you.
�Get down!� I screamed, noticing at that moment that Henry was still running along, completely upright.
I had to give the man credit, he knew how to take an order. He went immediately into a baseball-style hip slide, his rifle held safely down by his hip. When he came to a stop, he spun around and got onto his stomach, then sent me a look.
�I thought we were trying to get the hell out of here!� he hissed, his breathing heavy.
�We�re also trying to avoid getting shot on our way out,� I amended. �I don�t know who the hell�s shooting, but I�m not in the mood to catch a stray bullet.�
I turned around and glared back out into the open spot between us and the campground, my eyes on the men rushing around out there. Surprisingly, almost none of them were facing our way. In fact, unless my eyes were lying to me, it didn�t look like they�d even managed to get to Logan yet. Instead, they were just sort of� rushing around. Like they�d panicked and didn�t know what to do about it.
Another shot rang out, followed by at least three more, and I ducked closer to the ground.
Then, to my surprise, I saw one of the men on the outside of the group go down to the ground. Then another. And then another.
�They�re not shooting at us,� Henry observed quickly. �Someone is shooting at them.�
My eyes flew across the river to the car that I thought Marlon and Joe were hiding behind, and within seconds I saw the muzzle flash there that told me that they were indeed hiding behind that car�and they were shooting at the crowd of invaders. Thank God. They must have seen everything that happened, and jumped to some quick conclusions�including that we would need cover if we were going to get away.
�Marlon,� I said grimly. �Marlon and Joe are laying down cover for us. Keeping those guys distracted so we can get away. Come on.�
I got quickly to my feet and was about to turn and run into the forest when I saw something else that surprised me.
Randall had appeared in the midst of his men, seeming not to care about the bullets flying toward them, and was screaming for the men to get themselves under control. For them to remember the mission.
�They want a fight? We�ll give them one!� he screamed. �This is what we�ve been waiting for! This is our time! Are you ready, men?�
A roar of excitement tore through the crowd, and it sent chills down my back.
�Oh my God,� I muttered. �They weren�t running after us. They were just running to the edge of camp. That�s why they have their weapons. That�s why they�re all together. That�s why he was giving them a damned pep talk.�
�What are you saying?� Henry asked from right next to me. �Why would the pep talk be important?�
I didn�t answer, for a moment. I just watched as the group tightened up around Randall, screaming, and then turned. Right for the river. Right for the town. Within moments, they were running again�right toward where I could still see Marlon and Joe�s muzzle fire.
�He was getting them worked up and ready to attack,� I answered quickly.
I jumped to my feet, grabbed the back of Henry�s jacket, and tugged him up as well. In the distance, I could see the men rushing for the embankment that would lead them right down to the river. They weren�t even going to bother with the bridge. They were going to risk crossing the ice.
Yeah, it was the quickest way to the town. But it was also the most dangerous. If that ice was as thin as I thought it was, it would never support that many men. Not unless they had something to somehow shore it up. Some other magic from the same bag of tricks that had produced the sheds and all those weapons.
Whatever they were doing, I wasn�t willing to follow them. I wasn�t willing to risk going into the water�or being seen by those men.
�Let�s go.�
I turned around and started running through the woods, back the way we�d come. Back toward the bridge�which would be the only way across the river if Randall and his men broke through the ice. Because once that ice cracked, it was going to become truly unstable. I hadn�t wanted to cross it before, and I wanted to cross it even less with cracks in it.
�Where�re we going?� Henry shouted, working to catch up with me.
�Back to the bridge!� I shouted behind me. �We�ve got to get back across the river and to the town, as quickly as possible.�
�And we can�t just go across the ice?� Henry asked. �Wouldn�t that be faster?�
�It would be faster, but it�s no safer now than it was this afternoon, when we came across the first time,� I answered. �And if my guess is right, then Randall and his men are going to go right across the ice�which isn�t thick enough to support three men, let alone one hundred. None of whom are going to be stepping lightly, if you get my drift.�
�You think they�re going to go through,� Henry guessed.
�I sure do,� I agreed. �And I don�t want to be anywhere near the ice when and if that happens. Once it cracks, it�s going to be so unstable that anyone near the banks is going to be in danger of going in.�
�Think we�ll get to the town before they can?�
�I sure hope so,� I muttered.
Yes, I�d left Marlon there so he could lead the town in case this very thing happened. But those weren�t his people. Those were my people. And I didn�t have any intention of leaving them there to fight on their own.
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MARLON
Marlon watched the crowd of Randall�s men turn suddenly toward the river, and cringed.
He hadn�t seen that one coming. Hadn�t even thought about it. And that right there was a problem.
The men rushed toward the river, some of them running faster than others, and within ten minutes they were at the ice, milling around like dogs who didn�t want to enter a lake.
�They�re not going to go out on the ice, are they?� Joe asked from beside Marlon. �Surely even Randall knows how dangerous that would be.�
�I wouldn�t put anything past Randall. He�s insane. I�m guessing he�s willing to risk every one of those men if it means he gets across the river to cause trouble.�
Then Marlon saw what he�d missed up to that point. About ten feet back from the river, in a deeper spot caused by the wind, some of the men were starting to tug and pull at something. They weren�t having much luck, but then Randall arrived and started shouting orders, and the men actually began to work together. They were tugging at what appeared to be a tarp.
A white tarp. A white tarp that had been hiding something up until that very moment.
Then, one by one, the men started running toward the river, each of them holding something roughly sled-shaped in front of them. When they got to the river, they each flung themselves forward, onto the ice� and started sledding across.
Those were sleds. And they were going to use them to try to get across the river safely�the same way John and Marlon had used the canoe to come down the river with Angie.
Which meant the town of Ellis Woods was out of time. Marlon hadn�t thought they�d actually be able to get across that river so easily. Now he saw that he�d been wrong.
Marlon was on his feet and running before he even bothered to shout back to Joe. They had to get out of there. Had to get back to Town Hall and prepare the people of Ellis Woods. Because they were about to have trouble.
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JOHN
We flew through the forest, skimming over and through the snow as quickly as we could, the sound of the men behind us growing fainter and fainter as they stopped chasing us and made for the river. I didn�t have the first clue about why they were heading that way, or how Randall thought he was going to get them across the ice without sending them through it instead, but that didn�t matter right now. How he did it didn�t matter.
All that mattered was that he was going to try it. And they had to have over one hundred men by now�with loads of weapons, some of them bigger than anything we had in the town. Given that the town was made up of mostly families�men with children and wives, who would be trying to protect their loved ones�it didn�t take a genius to realize that the fight was going to be unbalanced.
The townspeople weren�t fighters. They were hunters, but most of them only did that on occasion. For the most part, they went grocery shopping like any person in the big city, and though they kept guns in their houses, I could guarantee that almost none of them had ever expected to use those guns for self-defense. Many of them probably hadn�t been trained for it.
And shooting another human being was completely different from shooting a deer for meat, or even sport. Actually holding a gun up, sighting on a human, and pulling the trigger�
I shuddered as I ran, and then increased my pace. I�d done that exact thing far more times than I cared to count, and it had never gotten easier. It had never stopped wounding me in a way I�d never figured out how to explain. And most days, I thought that the ghosts of every man I�d ever killed were still following me around.
And I had the training to get it done. The training to put my emotions to the side and pull that trigger when it needed to be pulled. Most of those people in town didn�t have that.
The men that Randall had gathered, though� I wasn�t going to put it past them. I hadn�t spent a lot of time with Randall and his cousins, but I�d spent enough time with them to know that they hadn�t hesitated when they�d decided they needed to kill me. They�d barely even thought twice about it. And if that was the kind of people Randall and his cousins were, then it made sense to think that most of his friends were the same way.
Most of his friends.
I slowed down a bit and let Henry catch up to me, trying to gather my thoughts into enough clarity to form questions.
�What are they going to do to the townspeople?� I huffed, once he drew even with me.
�What?� he gasped, throwing me a glance that said he thought I was actually going crazy right here in the middle of the forest.
�What do Randall and his men want with the townspeople?� I was almost shouting now in my panic and desperation to get him to understand. I needed to know how much danger those people were in.
How much danger Angie and Sarah were in.
Without me there to protect them. Without me there to lead them to safety. Dammit, why had I thought it was a good idea for me to come out here and try to do recon on Randall�s camp? Why hadn�t I sent Marlon instead, so that I could stay in the town and get ready for any potential invasion?
Because you�re the one used to running missions in the field, not him, the voice in my head whispered.
You don�t even know that! I answered sharply. And that was the truth. I didn�t have a damn clue who Marlon was, or what he was capable of. I didn�t know he was better off staying in town. I didn�t know whether he could run missions like this.
I�d never even bothered to ask. Hell, I�d just assumed that I would be the better man for the job. And I should have damn well known better. I should have seen this coming. I should have known that it would be better for me to stay in town and protect Angie and Sarah.
Suddenly I realized that Henry had said something, and that I�d missed it in the chaos of my thoughts.
�What?� I shouted back.
�I said they don�t want anything with the townspeople!� he shouted, his breath coming quick and shallow. �They don�t care about them! They only want those weapons!�
Right, well that was a good thing, right? If Randall and his men only wanted the weapons, surely it would mean that if the townspeople just gave up the weapons, they could� well, not go their separate ways peacefully, most likely, but almost certainly get out of there without too much bloodshed.
But then I remembered the gleam in Randall�s eye in that shack in the woods, and the optimism I�d been starting to feel grew suddenly dim.
�Are they going to leave the townspeople alone?� I asked. �Get their weapons and get back out again? As long as the townspeople don�t fight?�
There was a short pause, and I knew the answer to my question before Henry even opened his mouth.
�Not a chance,� Henry replied grimly. �Randall�s hated everyone in that town since he and his kin got thrown out. He�ll use whatever excuse he can to start shooting. The town�s only hope is going to be for them to put up a defense and be ready to fight their way out of there. Otherwise Randall is going to kill them all.�
Dammit. That wasn�t what I�d wanted to hear. And as I increased my pace again, the break in the trees where we�d find the bridge already opening up in front of us, I had only one thought.
I hoped to all hell that Marlon had been smarter than I was, and more prepared. I hoped he�d already had a plan in place to either defend the town, or get those people the hell out of there.
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MARLON
Marlon raced for the Town Hall, Joe hot on his heels, his mind skittering through the plans he�d already put in place for this exact situation. No, he hadn�t expected Randall to come right across the ice like that. Yes, he�d most certainly thought that they�d have more time. And he�d definitely thought John and Henry would have been back in town before they had to deal with this.
He�d been counting on John�s knowledge of the people of the town�and of the town itself�to help him. Been counting on John�s natural leadership ability. His training.
He�d also been counting on the fact that these people would have a loyalty to him and would actually listen to him when he told them it was time to go.
As it was, he guessed he was just going to have to depend on Mayor Bob for that aspect. Because he didn�t know where John was or how long it was going to take him to get here. Hell, he didn�t even know if John was going to make it in time to be a part of the coming battle.
He also didn�t know whether John was actually still with the living, though he put that thought quickly to the side as incredibly unusable right now.
He did know that he couldn�t let any of that stuff bother him. Yeah, it had been an awfully long time since he was in the field. Even longer since he�d gone to battle�and even longer since he�d had to plan an escape.
But he was going to have to get those skills working again, and fast. This situation wasn�t going to allow for anything to happen slowly.
He just hoped that Bob had done what he had asked of him. He hoped that the people were at least partially ready for what was about to go down. Because he could already hear the increasing sound of men behind him, and he knew what that meant.
Randall�s men had already started reaching the town�s side of the river. They were already climbing the embankment that led right into the streets of this village. And Marlon�s time to get this escape done was growing extremely short.
_________
By the time Marlon and Joe got to Town Hall and skidded to a stop in the snow banks in front of it, the front doors were already closed�just as he�d told Bob they needed to be. Which was a good sign.
He hoped he�d find more good signs inside.
Marlon started banging on the door the moment he was close enough. �It�s Marlon and Joe,� he said firmly.
The door opened a crack and a single eyeball appeared on the other side and looked them up and down once, then again.
�For God�s sake, Sean, they�re right on our tails. Open the damned door!� Joe muttered, moving closer to the crack.
The eyeball disappeared, and a moment later the door swung open to reveal Sean, the chief of police, and Mayor Bob.
Marlon walked in quickly, pushing through the men to get in the door, then reaching back to pull it quickly shut behind Joe.
Bob looked from one to the other, frowning. �Where are John and Henry?�
�Whereabouts currently unknown,� Marlon said sharply. �And that�s not important right now. Wherever John is, I have faith that he can take care of himself�and Henry, to boot. Right now we�ve got bigger problems. Randall and his men are on their way across the river. The attack that we discussed is happening now.�
Bob took two seconds to process that information, then nodded firmly, and Marlon thought once again how lucky this town was to have a mayor like him. Few men were so quick to process information and move forward, but Bob was one of the best he�d ever met.
He was glad he could count on Bob right now. Because the next hour or so was going to be incredibly stressful. And, if they were unlucky, bloody.
�At the bridge?� Bob asked, already turning and striding toward the main room of the building.
Marlon fell in right next to him, leaving Sean and Joe to bring up the rear. �Unfortunately, no,� he replied. �They�re coming over right below town. Right across the ice, on sleds. Which means that if they make it without falling through, they�re going to get up the embankment and into the outskirts. They�re going to be here a whole lot more quickly than we thought, Bob.�
He saw Bob shoot him a look out of the corner of his eye, saw his mouth tighten, saw the wrinkles around his eyes grow suddenly deeper.
�Then we need to move,� the mayor observed. �Now. Not later, like we expected.�
�Now,� Marlon agreed. �Our plan still holds, but we�ve got to move more quickly, and we�ve got to be more organized. Do you have your people ready?�
�As ready as they�re going to get,� Bob replied. �We spent the last hour following your directions. The defenders are ready, the runners are ready, and I�ve even had some of the older kids in the supply room, packing things up.�
Bob threw open the door to the largest room in the building and walked through it, gesturing around him as he went.
�If we don�t have it yet, we�ll leave it behind,� Bob continued. �It�s not worth the risk to our people to try to keep it. Though we�re going to have to hope that they come through town, grab what they want, and then get the hell out so we can come back. We�re going to need that shelter, Marlon. We won�t survive a night in the forest, I don�t think.�
Marlon gave him one short nod, his eyes already roving across the room, his mind working at warp speed as he went through the plan he and Bob had laid out that morning. If the people were ready, then it was time to follow through on that plan.
Time to get the hell out of here before Randall could do the damage he was so intent on doing.
_________
The moment he walked through the doors, Marlon could see how busy the townspeople had been in his absence. This room had once held a small city of tents, butane stoves, lamps, and people, neatly divided up by open avenues between the rows, but now�
Every tent had been tidied away, every stove was dismantled. Some lamps still peppered the room, casting their glow into the gloom of the dimmed lights. But those were few and far between. The rest of the room had been reduced to packs and bags�and people milling about, looking like they were on high alert. Ready to go.
Ready to run.
�Oh, well done,� Marlon murmured to Bob, his eyes scanning quickly over the room. �And the supplies?�
�The oldest boys are in that room, packing as fast as they can,� Bob answered, gesturing toward one wall of the room, where the supply room broke off. �We figured it was a good use of boys who thought they were old enough to help defend�but weren�t.�
�But they can shoot,� Marlon guessed. �So if they�re the last ones out of here��
�They�ll be able to cover their own tracks,� Bob finished for him. �Exactly.�
Marlon stopped at the front of the room, where everyone would be able to see him, and clapped his hands.
�People of Ellis Woods!� he shouted into the cavernous space. �Some of you know me, some of you don�t. I was hoping to have John here with me to take over this part, but it looks like he�s still out on an� errand, so you�ll have to make do with me, I�m afraid.� He gave them a rueful grin and waited for the murmuring to die down again.
They all knew John. None of them was happy to hear that he was missing in action. Marlon thought that most of them probably knew John well enough to know exactly what that meant.
He very studiously avoided looking for Angie, knowing that he would like the look on her face even less, and continued with his speech.
�As Bob has told you, Randall Smith and a band of outlaws are outside of town, trying to get in.� He didn�t know that they were outlaws for sure, but it seemed like the best label for them. �Randall left some things here and thinks that he has the right to come in and take them again. Your mayor and I have discussed this, and have decided that it�s better to get the hell out of Dodge rather than staying to fight it out. As such��
His voice turned serious, and commanding�for all he knew, Randall and his men were already in town and on their way here.
He didn�t have time for speechifying.
��We�re going to be escaping through the back doors of Town Hall. Please make your way there now, as quickly as possible. Women and children first, with the people we�ve chosen as guides. Men, you know your duties. End of the group, and keep your wits about you. You�re going to be providing cover for the rest of them. If you�ve been picked as a defender, make your way to the front of the building at this time. Move, people!�
There was a sudden shuffling, and within seconds, people were moving in two different directions: women and children toward the back of the building, going in a chaotic mass, and the men who had been chosen as defenders moving toward the front of the building, falling into a natural line as they moved.
The plan was simple. Get the women and children out, put a group of men right after them as a buffer, to watch their flanks, and move the strongest of the men to the front of the building. Those were the defenders, but they were also the decoys�the ones who were going to keep Randall and his men from noticing that the women and children were escaping through the back.
He hoped.
He started for the weapons room, Bob, Sean, and Joe right behind him. These three were defenders, along with Marlon himself. They needed to arm themselves before they made their way to the front of the building.
�You�ve got someone you trust to lead them into the forest?� Marlon asked.
Bob gave him a jerky nod. �One of the best woodsmen in town,� he confirmed. �He�s got orders to get them to the old barn about a mile from here and wait for us there.�
�And your best men are staying here with us,� Marlon continued.
�They are. The older men are going out with the larger group, armed, to protect them. The younger ones�the stronger ones�are staying here.�
Marlon nodded, his mind still moving through the plan. Randall would know that they�d gathered everyone in Town Hall, he knew. Randall and his cousins had been a part of the town for long enough to know what the emergency directives were and to know that Town Hall had the emergency generators that would keep the townspeople alive if the worst happened.
So he knew that Randall would be coming here. They wouldn�t have to send anyone out to lead him to the building.
They also couldn�t let on that most of the supplies�and weapons�had already left the building, via the large group now making its way into the forest. Town Hall was conveniently built on the edge of town, which meant that its back doors led right into the forest. He didn�t know whether that had been intentional or not, and he didn�t care.
Right now, it flowed right in with his plan. And that was all that mattered.
At that moment, they reached the weapons room, and Marlon strode in quickly, his eyes on the walls around him. Those walls had been only partially emptied, and though it took him a moment, he nodded in approval when he realized why.
�We figured Randall needed to find at least some of his weapons here,� Sean said, seeing Marlon�s nod. �If he discovered that we�d taken them all, he would be more likely to follow us into the forest to try to take them back.�
�Smart,� Marlon replied.
He took two steps forward, grabbed an RPK machine gun off the wall, and handed his sniper rifle to Sean.
�I�m not as good with that thing,� he told him bluntly. �Give me something that takes less finesse, any day.�
Bob cocked his head in momentary thought. �I would never have thought it,� he said wonderingly.
Then the moment was over and they were moving back out of the armory and toward the front of the building. Marlon cast a glance to the rear of the building to see that the group there was coalescing into something that resembled order as they made for the doors, and that several men were shouting orders to the families. Most of them had bags full of supplies and tents, and he hoped they were all dressed in their warmest clothes.
Night wasn�t far away. Which meant those people were going into the woods at a time when any rational person was looking for shelter. He hoped they were ready.
And he hoped that he and the other men could keep Randall and his goons off their backs.
�How many men do we have?� he asked once they reached the group at the front of the room.
�Thirty,� someone answered. �All armed. All good shots. All young and strong.�
�All willing to do whatever it takes to protect the families going into the woods?� he asked.
He heard a shout of affirmation coming from what he assumed to be thirty throats, and that was good enough for him.
�Then let�s go,� he said, walking forward and counting on those men to follow him.
_________
Within five minutes, the thirty men�plus he, Sean, Joe, and Bob�were grouped together in the front room of Town Hall, listening to the shouts of the men outside. They were getting closer�but they weren�t there yet.
They were just making one hell of a racket about arriving.
�What are they shouting about?� Joe asked, his voice hushed.
�They�re not shouting about anything,� Marlon said. �They�re shouting to make themselves sound bigger. Scarier. They�re shouting for the same reason men shout when they�re going into war. They do it to get themselves worked up, and to scare the people on the other side of the line. Anyone here scared?�
Many voices told him that they weren�t, not even a little bit, and he nodded.
�Good. I want a man at every window and every door. Wherever you can get the muzzle of the gun out into the open, and protect yourselves. Stay behind the walls. Shoot whatever moves out there. Watch for men trying to sneak around the building, and shout if you see them. Randall knows the weapons will be in this building, and that�s what he�s after. He�s going to hit it with everything he�s got. Our job is to hit back, hard as we can, and then get the hell out of here with our lives.�
It wasn�t a sophisticated plan. Hell, he didn�t even know if it was a good one. They would have no idea whether it was working or not until later, when�if�they made it into the forest and found the rest of the townspeople. Their goal was simple: shoot it out with Randall and his men. Keep them busy while the families escaped into the woods. And then get the hell out of there before the militia outside figured out that they were running, too.
Yes, it meant leaving important things behind. Things that he knew they would have to come back for. Things that he would have to come back for. Almost immediately. But this was their best option for now.
Really, it was their only option.
Without another word, the men around him started to fan out, each finding a window for themselves and variously crouching down or standing to the side of it. Some of them broke out the glass in the windows. Others started familiarizing themselves with their weapons.
They all wore the stiff, tense expressions of men who were about to put their lives on the line.
With luck, none of them would have to give those lives up.
Marlon ducked toward a window himself, holding his gun by his side, and glanced through the glass, narrowing his eyes. Beyond the building, he could see the large square that served as the gathering place for the town. And beyond that, building after building, none of them more than two stories, none of them standing too close together. Plenty of places for men to hide. Plenty of places for them to duck into alleys and shoot from cover.
He didn�t think Randall would be smart enough to tell his men to look for cover. No, given what he knew of Randall, he thought it far more likely that they would come walking right up the main street, their chests puffed out in their arrogance, certain that they were absolutely invincible.
So he wasn�t surprised when he saw the group turn the corner, about ten blocks down, and start walking right toward them.
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JOHN
We heard the shooting start the moment our feet touched the snowbanks on the other side of the river, and without even thinking about it, I increased my pace until I felt as though I was actually flying. All I could think about was that my wife and daughter were there, in that town, and that Randall was in there, too, trying to take what wasn�t his. Trying to hurt my family�and the rest of the town that I cared about.
I couldn�t stand the thought, and my body seemed to understand that, pushing itself to greater and greater lengths as I raced up the embankment and through the first buildings on the outskirts of town.
Ahead of me, I could hear the roar of gunfire, and men, and the random explosions of glass shattering, which meant that someone was firing on a building�and hitting the windows. I didn�t know what the hell that meant, since I couldn�t see a damn thing, but I increased my pace again, flat out desperate to get there in time to do something. I was guessing that Randall and his men were attacking Town Hall, which meant, I supposed, that the townspeople had gotten it secured against them, but the amount of gunfire I was hearing seemed like it was far too much to be one-sided. It sounded�
It sounded like the townspeople were actually firing back. Like they were actively defending the building. And that seemed completely insane, to me. Why would they be bothering? Why would they put their lives at risk to defend a building when Randall was so intent on getting into it?
My feet flew over the pavement, taking me quickly through the outskirts of the town and into the more densely populated area, as my mind flew through the problem at hand, trying to find a solution. What was going on up there? And what was I going to do about it when I arrived?
I yanked my gun out of its holster and fitted it into my hand as I ran. I knew it wouldn�t do much damage. It was just a handgun, in what seemed to be an all-out battle up ahead. But it was all that I had, and dammit, I was going to make good use of it. I wasn�t willing to be left out of this thing. Not when I had so much at stake.
Not when my people sounded like they needed me.
�Get your rifle ready!� I shouted over my shoulder. �Whatever�s going on up there, we�re going to be running right into the middle of it, and I want us prepared!�
I heard a muttered response, but I wasn�t paying much attention to it. I was trying to figure out how we could get to Town Hall fastest from here. Trying to figure out the most direct route�and the best way to do it without getting shot when we went shooting out into the square.
And with that thought came the realization that we were probably going to come up right behind Randall and his men. Because yeah, they�d come up to the town a different way than us. But this town didn�t have more than three streets that led toward the square. Randall knew that. He would have found Main Street and taken it, as the most direct route to the building that was presumably holding his precious hoard of weapons.
He would have taken the exact same street that we were now on. And if he�d done what I assumed he�d done, then he�d walked right up the center of the street, gotten to the square, and started shooting.
Which meant that we were going to come up behind them. And they weren�t going to have any idea we were there.
Henry and I only had two guns between us, and a finite number of bullets, but if we could take Randall�s attention off Town Hall long enough for the people inside to escape, then it would be worth it to make as much ruckus as we could.
I didn�t bother to discuss the idea with Henry. It didn�t matter what he thought of it, and I knew he�d want to argue about it. Instead, I charged forward, my mind made up, my adrenaline high as a kite.
And then, just as we were about to cross the street that would have put us a mere block from the square, and just as I started to make out the figures of men in the dusky dimness of the afternoon, someone stepped out of the alleyway right in front of me and hit me with something, sending me into complete darkness.
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When I finally came back around�I couldn�t tell how long it had taken me�I was� in the forest. I could see the trees reaching up toward the dark sky above me, the stars speckling the darkness beyond that. I could feel the ice coldness of the snow beneath me, though I could also feel that there was some layer between me and the snow. Something keeping me dry, if not warm.
And by the time my brain got there, my body was starting to catch up. I exploded from off the ground, my hand reaching for my holster and finding that my gun was missing. I sank into a defensive position, my hands going up in front of me in the stance that would give me the best protection if it came to a fight.
Because there was no reason for me to be in the forest, on my back. There had been no reason for anyone to step out of that alley and knock me out. No reason except that they were enemies. Which meant I had just woken up to a fight.
But when I finally got my eyes to focus on my surroundings again, I saw� Marlon.
Marlon?
�What the hell are you doing here? Where are we? Why are we here? What happened? Who was shooting?� I asked in an explosion of questions.
�I�m saving your life, from the sounds of it. We�re in the forest about a mile from town. We�re here because we decided it would be safer than trying to hold town. Randall and his men attacked, and we were able to hold them off for long enough to get the people to safety. And as to who was shooting�� He shrugged. �Everyone.�
I took a deep breath, trying to get my head around this quick transference of information, and finally came up with the one I hadn�t asked yet.
�Who the hell hit me?� Because I had several words for that person.
Now Marlon cracked a bit of a smile. �One of my scouts,� he answered casually. �Let�s go. I�ll tell you more about it on the way to camp.�
He turned and started walking, leaving me little choice in the matter, and I paused for only long enough to throw a confused glance at Henry, who had come to stand right next to me, looking equally dazed. Then I strode after Marlon, Henry at my back.
�Why did your scout hit me?� I asked, telling myself that it wasn�t going to do me any good to get upset about it until I actually knew the reasoning for it.
�One, you were sprinting right into the heart of a battle. With a handgun and no armor,� Marlon said bluntly. �You were going to get yourself killed. You would have given us a good distraction, perhaps, but you would never have come out of it alive. And I need you alive. More than you know. Two, we needed to get you out of town to meet with the rest of our group, and that was never going to happen if you were involved in a shoot-out in the town square. Or dead.�
I gritted my teeth. He was right. That didn�t mean I liked it.
�So you sent someone out specifically to hit me in the head with a bat?� I asked.
I finally took the time to look around, and realized that I knew where we were. We were in a clearing now, which led to the old Forrester estate. The Forresters were long gone, but their structures were still here. Mostly.
And, I realized, they would make for terrific cover for a large group of people turned suddenly out into the forest.
�I didn�t send them to hit you with a bat,� Marlon clarified. �I sent runners out to watch for you. I didn�t know where you�d gone or what shape you were in. I didn�t even know if you were still alive. But if you were, I knew you�d be coming to town at a run�and that you�d be gunning for Randall. I knew what our plan was, and that it would mean a lot of shooting was going on. And I knew that if you got into the middle of that, you�d be in trouble. I sent men out to� waylay you.� He said the last words with a touch of sarcasm. �I sent them out to make sure you didn�t go running right into trouble. Alan said you were moving so fast that he didn�t know how to stop you, other than to lay you right out.�
�Got me, too,� Henry said suddenly.
I breathed out slowly through my nose, my steps beginning to return to a normal pace as my temper ebbed. No, I didn�t like being knocked unconscious and effectively kidnapped.
But it had been the right move. I had been on my way right into the middle of that gunfight. And it would absolutely�well, probably�have gotten me killed.
�Smart,� I finally admitted. �But I�m getting awfully tired of waking up in strange places and finding out you�re behind it, Marlon.�
He grabbed my shoulder and squeezed. �And I�m getting awfully tired of having to move you around when you�re passed out,� he replied. �It takes away from your usefulness. I vote we make that the last time we have to go through it.�
�Seconded,� I agreed.
Around us, the trees were closing in again, and I racked my brain, trying to remember the exact layout of this property. The main house wasn�t in the trees. It was back in the clearing.
�You don�t have the people in the house?� I asked, looking over my shoulder and searching for it, trying to remember if it was even still standing.
�Not big enough for this many people,� Marlon noted. �We could maybe have fit some of them in there, but not all of them. We didn�t want to separate the group. And the house felt a whole lot like the obvious option. Like the first place Randall would search, when he got here. If he decided to follow us.�
Right, there was a lot to unpack there, but I put it to the side for the moment.
�So where�d you put them?� I asked.
We came through the small bit of forest into another clearing, and I saw before me the ramshackle, half-fallen-down remains of what had been the Forresters� hay barn.
�The barn,� Marlon said quietly.
_________
�It�ll never do for anything long-term,� I noted as we walked through the front door of the barn and came to a stop.
In front of me, I could see that the place was already completely full. There were a little over two hundred people in town, and though this barn was a large one�once large enough to house the hay for an entire ranching organization�it was packed with the tents and supplies of the townspeople. There was barely enough room to move in here, and it would never work for more than one night. People would start to kill each other, packed this closely.
And that didn�t even start to address the bigger problem, which was that half the roof had fallen in, making the place less-than weatherproof. There were gaps between some of the boards in the walls, and I could feel the draft from the weather blowing against me.
�This place isn�t going to keep us warm enough for the night, even,� I continued. �Those tents don�t come with insulation, Marlon.�
�Don�t I know it,� he replied grimly. �But it was the best we could come up with on such short notice.�
�Randall moved a whole lot faster than we had expected,� I said.
�You�re telling me,� Marlon replied wryly. �Damn glad I�d come up with a plan with Bob before I went off to give you cover, or we wouldn�t have gotten out of there alive.�
I looked at him, remembering now the other things he�d said. �What exactly did you guys do?�
He gave me a modest shrug. �Gathered the women and children and got some of the older men to get them out into the forest while the younger guys�along with myself, of course�laid down fire at the front of the building to keep Randall and his men busy.�
Right, well in the future, I definitely wasn�t going to question Marlon�s ability to coordinate missions. Or escapes. That was another damn good plan.
�Lose anyone in the fight?� I asked, already afraid of the answer.
�Not a one,� Marlon replied. I could hear the pride in his voice, and I understood that. It was one thing to come out of a fight, yourself. It was a whole other thing to bring your men with you.
Whatever his history was�and I was absolutely planning to ask about that soon�he�d had very good training when it came to taking care of his people.
Then, as I was gazing out across the room, I saw the flash of red that could only belong to one person, and before I knew it, my feet were flying over the debris of the barn�s floor and taking me toward one of the few people in the entire world that I truly wanted to see. I caught her up in my arms the moment I got to her, handling her as gently as I could, and held her to me, almost sobbing with relief.
�You�re okay,� I muttered into her hair.
Angie drew back and gave me a lopsided grin. �Well, in the last few days I�ve been attacked by a bear, gone sledding down a river, gone into the water and almost drowned, and then been operated on without anesthesia. If you think that makes me okay, I�d say you have a very strange idea of the word.�
I laughed and held her to me again, relieved beyond measure to see her safe and whole�and making jokes. And right there, in that moment, everything else faded away, and I let myself be nothing but relieved that Angie and I had somehow made it this far, and arrived here to hold each other once again.
_________
The moment was short-lived, though, because Marlon arrived shortly after me and gave me a look that told me we had things to talk about�and they couldn�t wait.
�Off to work already, I see,� Angie said with a bit of snark.
�I�m afraid so,� Marlon said. �I don�t think it�s hard to see that we can�t stay here, and we need his brain if we�re going to figure out what to do.�
She gave a firm nod, then squeezed my hand. �Go save the day, John. Sarah and I are going to be here digging through our things to find our heaviest clothes and seeing what we can do about a fire.�
She gave me a quick grin and a peck on the cheek, and then turned and hobbled back toward her supplies, her bad leg slowing her down but still not enough to stop her. I watched her go for a moment, made sure she got back to her supplies safely, and then turned to Marlon.
�They�ll be lucky if they can stay the entire night without freezing,� I told him bluntly. �We have to find another place to go. Somewhere further from town. Further from Randall.�
�And that�s exactly what I came to talk to you about,� he answered grimly. �Come on, you and I have the first watch. It will be the ideal time to talk strategy.�
He turned and started walking before I truly had a chance to digest that information, and I shot forward to catch him.
�Watch?� I asked, knowing that I sounded stupid�but also knowing that I didn�t have all of the information. I�d gone out of the loop when I went to do recon at Randall�s camp, and Marlon had stepped in as planner and leader. For the moment, that meant he had more information than I did.
I needed to get up to speed with everything that had happened while I was gone. And asking questions was the only way I was going to do it.
�We expect Randall to come after us, at some point,� Marlon said quietly when I caught him. �This time, I don�t want to be taken by surprise. I�ve set up a system to have at least two people on the edge of town at all times, so that we see if Randall starts to move.�
�Why would he follow you?� I asked, confused for a moment. �I thought he was only after his weapons.� Then I realized my mistake. �And you took some of them. He�s going to know that they�re not all there. He�s going to know exactly what happened to them.�
Marlon threw the door of the barn open, and the cold air hit me like a hammer. I stepped out into it quickly, wanting to be able to close the door again before too much got into the barn.
Yes, half of the roof had fallen in and there were gaps in the walls. But the fewer openings, the better.
�That�s precisely it,� Marlon said as he stepped out after me. �We don�t think Randall wants anything more than the weapons he thinks he�s left behind. But I suspect that he has those weapons very carefully categorized in his head. And when he gets to that room in Town Hall��
�He�ll find many of them gone,� I finished for him. �How many did you take?�
�About half of them. We needed them for our defense and to protect us out here.�
I�d been in that room, and I did some quick math, remembering how many weapons there were and matching those to townspeople. �We still won�t have enough guns,� I said quietly. �Not to defend ourselves, if it comes down to it.�
Marlon cast me a glance from the corner of his eye. �Which is why you�re exactly right to think that we can�t stay here. And that�s something that you and I are going to figure out while we�re on that first watch.�
�Two birds with one stone,� I muttered.
�Indeed. Two very, very large birds with one very small stone,� he replied.
We marched into the woods, silent, letting our minds work on the problem while we walked, and I knew he was thinking the same thing I was: we didn�t need to discuss everything. Not yet. We needed our brains to work out some answers so that when we stopped, we could start talking about those.
Because we had two hundred people stored in that barn, and we needed to get them to much, much safer ground. Preferably before morning hit.
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We went as far as the last row of trees in the forested part of the area before we started talking again, and when we did talk, it was now in whispers.
We did plenty of recon before we even did that. I walked the area, which was made up of a slight depression in the landscape that covered what had to be a little over a mile. As I strolled to the north�and then the south�I kept my eyes on the town, watching for any sign of movement there. Watching for anything that said they were coming after us.
It was dark in there and hard to see any movement beyond the enormous bonfire they�d built in the town square, using God knew what as kindling. But I had trained for this. Sure, in the desert I�d had night vision goggles and generally a team of equally well-trained men to back me up. But I�d also spent years working on my night vision specifically for situations like these, where I was stuck in the wilderness without adequate gear. And I put it to good use now, keeping my footsteps as quiet as possible on the snow and scanning the countryside for anything human.
There was nothing out there. Nothing that looked like it was coming our direction, anyhow. Hell, I didn�t even see lookouts around Randall�s new home.
So when I returned to where Marlon and I had agreed to meet�Marlon having taken a walk similar to mine, so that we had two sets of eyes on the place�and he shook his head, I wasn�t surprised.
�Are we sure this is where they�d come across?� he asked immediately. �There�s no other place they might enter the forest? You know this area better than I do.�
I looked at him, surprised, and tried to remember if I�d ever heard him admit to not knowing something before.
�This is where they�ll come across,� I confirmed. �It snowed a little since you left, so the tracks should be covered. But if they know we got into the forest, any local is going to suspect we headed for that ranch. It�s a good idea, but it�s also an obvious idea. The one big structure in the area that is still� well, mostly standing. And this is the best way to get there.�
�Then this is the best place to watch out for them, too,� he concluded.
He dropped to his haunches in front of a tree and made himself as comfortable as he could in the snow, and I almost laughed at him.
�You planning on sitting there in the snow for the next however long while we watch the town?�
He looked up at me, his eyebrows raised, and I could see the fatigue in his face. Marlon was an older man�he had at least fifteen years on me, if I was guessing correctly�and this had to be tough on him. Angie and I had taken him running from his comfortable, very warm house, and brought him dashing through the wilderness. Right into the middle of a battle, where he�d had to join the troops himself.
No matter what his background was, that had to be stressful. And for an older man�
�The pants I�m wearing are fully weatherproof,� he replied quietly. �Military-level tactical gear. I suspect I�ll be fine, but I�m open to ideas.�
Of course he was wearing military-level tactical gear, I thought with a snort. How could I have expected anything less? Yes, you could get it in everyday life, order it right from the internet if you wanted to.
I just hadn�t thought any normal person did. That stuff wasn�t comfortable, and it sure as hell wasn�t stylish.
I gave him a smile and shook my head.
�The stuff I�m wearing is normal-person waterproof,� I noted. �But I don�t like sitting in the snow. It gets cold.�
I turned and let my eyes rove over the trees around us, looking for a likely target. When I found what looked like it would be a red maple if I could see it in the daylight, I knew I had my spot. It was one of the good ones, with branches that were low enough to the ground to be useful. No, it didn�t have much foliage left on it right now, so the cover would be minimal, but it would keep me out of the snow.
And that, I thought, was worth the jump.
I walked up to the trunk, found the lowest branch�about two feet above my head�steadied myself, and then jumped straight up, my arms extended above my head. My hands found the branch and grasped it, and I got my feet up against the trunk to push. Moments later, I was on the branch and reaching for the next one�another sturdy specimen that would not only hold me, but also get me to a spot where I could see better.
Once I was settled, I looked down at Marlon.
�Less snow,� I said. �Better view.�
He shook his head at me, but got up and followed my lead, taking a bit longer to get into the tree, but looking somehow smoother, doing it. Somehow more� sneaky. Like a snake.
Spy, I thought suddenly. He�d definitely been a spy. Only the intelligence community taught you how to move like that, and they didn�t do it with their office schmucks or number crunchers. They only did it with the men they were sending into the most dangerous situations you could possibly think of.
Situations where people didn�t even just use guns to kill you. They used things that were a whole lot worse. Which necessitated being able to move quickly and almost unnoticeably.
When Marlon joined me on the branch, I waited for him to get settled, then said, �Intelligence Community, eh?�
�CIA,� he agreed without hesitation. �Now, what do you see over there in town? Anything?�
Right. Well, it was more answer than I�d had before, and I marked that down as a win�and as a start. It also wasn�t the question most on my mind right now.
Right now, we had to figure out what the hell Randall was going to do. When he came against us next, I wanted to have a whole lot more warning. No more surprise attacks.
I turned my eyes back to the town and kept them carefully away from the flaring light of the fire. It was natural to want to look toward that, but I knew it would ruin the night vision I�d built and put me close to ground zero again.
The opposite of what I wanted.
Instead, I stared hard at the back of the Town Hall building, locating the door the townspeople had no doubt escaped out of, and then the path they�d taken right into the forest. I scanned the walk several times, but didn�t locate any movement, and then started looking along the wall of the building for anyone standing there, watching.
Or getting ready to move.
�Nothing at Town Hall,� I noted quietly.
Next up: the alleys that bordered the hall. Those were harder, since I couldn�t see into them. Hell, Randall could have had his entire army standing around in there, just waiting, and I wouldn�t have been able to see them. But that was the reason we were out here: to see them if they started coming. To be able to get a head start back toward our own encampment, to warn the people.
I didn�t want this to go that way, though. I wanted a better head start than that.
�I don�t see a damn thing,� Marlon noted quietly from beside me.
�I don�t think they�re moving. Yet� Maybe they haven�t bothered to look at the weapons room yet. Maybe they�re too busy getting drunk on whatever they could find in the houses.�
�That does sound like Randall�s cousins,� Marlon noted mildly. �They don�t have three IQ points between them. But Randall?�
�He would have gone right for the weapons,� I agreed. �Right to his target. The question is whether he would have been able to convince his men to do the same.�
�Depends almost entirely on who those men actually are,� Marlon answered. �Where the hell they came from, and how well they�ve been trained. By whom.�
And that was the question, right there. The question I�d been asking myself since we�d first spied on Randall�s camp earlier. Where the hell had he gotten so many men�and so many weapons? And from whom?
Unfortunately, I didn�t think we were going to get an answer to that anytime soon. And that answer wasn�t going to help us, regardless. We needed to figure out what to do with our people, who were probably close to freezing in the woods behind us, at this point. Figuring out what Randall was up to could come later. It had to come later.
�Whoever they are, we have to assume that they�ll be coming after us at some point,� I said, moving the conversation forward. �We can�t stay here. Not only because Randall and his men will be coming after us, but because the people will freeze to death. Almost none of them have clothing to stand up to this sort of cold.�
�Agreed. What do you suggest?�
I thought about it for a moment. I�d thought of the problem and repeated it many times in my head, but I hadn�t moved on from that to think about any solutions.
Stupid.
�Another town?� I finally asked. �It would be a long walk�maybe twenty miles�and it might take a while. But it�s the best shot we�ve got at warmth and shelter.�
It wasn�t a good suggestion. I knew that the moment I made it. But it was all I could think of. We needed a way to get those people inside, and the next town over�Foggerty�was going to give us the best shot at that.
�Too many problems,� Marlon argued. �That�s too far for most of those people to walk�especially the kids�and we don�t have the supplies to get them there. Besides, we have to assume that the next town will have experienced the same thing we have, and that they�ll be in survival mode. They�re not exactly going to be welcoming to a huge group coming right toward them.�
I snorted. �We have kids. It�s not like we can be seen as an invading force.�
�In wartime,� he answered quietly, �anything can be an invading force.�
�Right. Okay, good point. So what do you suggest, then? We can�t just leave them out in the open.�
Marlon pressed his lips together, his eyes on the town. Then he turned toward me. �My compound,� he said. �It�s only ten miles from here�a relatively easy walk, if the men help with the children. I have enough outbuildings�whole ones, with their roofs and everything�to shelter the people. It will give us shelter and a chance to regroup. Figure out our next� move.�
He hesitated at the last word, but I didn�t ask him about that. I knew exactly what he was talking about.
We were going to have to figure out how to retake the town. Get our people back into their homes. And we needed shelter�and food, and time�if we were going to do that.
�Your compound,� I answered, my voice just as quiet as his had been. I thought through the possibility.
It would be a long walk, yes, but presumably Marlon knew how to get there in the easiest manner possible. And the place had seemed gigantic. The house alone had been far too big for one single man, with room after room prepared for guests. I had seen his barn, and it had looked just as well-built as the house itself. If he said he had other outbuildings� Well, I knew enough about Marlon to believe him. And he�d had generators, because he�d had electricity running when we were there, even after the EMP.
He�d had heat.
And food, and I assumed plenty of weapons. Hell, he even had an operating theater.
�We�ll need more weapons if we�re going to retake the town,� I said.
�I�ve got more weapons than you could dream of,� he answered quickly.
Of course he did. Because that was what you needed sitting around in the countryside in Northern Michigan: a full weapons store.
Still.
�Done,� I said. It was the best plan we had, and the best shot at getting these people to safety. Away from Randall.
Marlon nodded once. �We�ll tell the others when we get back to camp.�
We spent the next two hours staring at the town without speaking, and though I didn�t know about Marlon, I thought he was probably doing the same thing I was: running through the logistics of moving our people and trying to figure out how early we could start the march.
_________
�We leave at daybreak,� I told Bob.
We were back at the barn, and it was just as cold in there as I�d remembered. Colder, perhaps, since I was now standing still rather than slogging through the snow in the forest. At least there I�d been working up a sweat. Here, the constant, steady fall of snow had already started wreaking havoc on the tiny encampments, courtesy of the lack of a proper roof. Yes, the snow had been light, but it had still been falling since we�d arrived, and I could see that some of the tents had collapsed with it, while others were leaning precariously�and definitely not safe for people to be inside of. Some of the residents had built up fires big enough for many people to huddle around them, and people were gathering there instead of staying inside their tents, their hands out and faces turned toward the warmth as they tried to make it through the night.
Most of the people, I saw, were also wearing several different layers of clothing. Some of the younger kids couldn�t put their arms down at all, they were so bundled up.
And they were all still freezing. All still getting as close to the fires as they possibly could.
�Hell, I don�t even know if we can wait that long,� I added. �Bob, are we doing everything we can to keep them warm?�
�The fires are the best we can do, unfortunately, and we�ve gathered as much firewood from the immediate area as we can,� he said, jumping right to business as he always did. �We don�t want to send people out too much further into the wilderness. Too risky.�
�Wolves,� I agreed quickly. �And Randall.�
I wouldn�t want to run into either of them on a dark night in the forest. Up to each man to decide which of them was actually worse.
�Can they hang on until daybreak?� I asked.
It didn�t look like it to me. Hell, I was bouncing on my toes already, anxious to go find Angie and Sarah to see how they were holding up. And the second that was done, I was tempted to get people into line and marching through the forest toward a safer location. At least that way they�d be walking. Working up a sweat.
�It�s not safe to move so many people at night,� Marlon said firmly. �Even worse when there are kids involved. We�re going to have one hell of a time keeping our eyes on all of them during the day. Can you imagine trying to do it at night?�
�And I don�t think we can keep them moving quickly enough to fight the cold,� Bob agreed. �At least in here, they�ve got blocks up against the wind.�
Both very good points�which I hadn�t bothered to think about because I was too busy panicking about the state of my family.
I gave myself a good shake. I had to get that under control. I couldn�t be falling apart the moment Angie or Sarah was involved.
Do that, and I�d never get them out of this alive.
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We had the townspeople up and ready to march far before daybreak the next morning�partially because none of us had been able to sleep a wink. I�d spent the entire night huddling as close to a fire as I could get with Angie and Sarah tucked under my arms. I was sufficiently bigger than them that I could at least protect them, and I had done everything I could to share my warmth with them�helped in large part by the blanket we�d had wrapped around us the entire time.
Some of the people we knew hadn�t been so lucky. We hadn�t lost anyone, but some of the singles who hadn�t had family to keep them warm had come out of the night distinctly blue around the edges, and I wondered to myself whether we were going to have to deal with frostbite when we got to Marlon�s estate�and his medical supplies.
I didn�t say it out loud because I didn�t want to frighten anyone. But getting these people on the move and warmed up was one of my first priorities this morning. Yes, it was going to be a dangerous march. We were going to have to keep our wits about us, and our eyes on the horizons�for wolves, for bears, and for Randall�but we definitely didn�t have a choice. I�d known it last night, when we first got the people set up, and I�d spent the entire night thinking about it at least once every five minutes.
Now, looking at them huddled and shivering in the pre-dawn freeze, I was dead positive of it.
�Let�s get them moving,� I muttered to Marlon. �The sooner they�re moving, the sooner they�ll start to warm up.�
�And the sooner we�ll leave Randall�s immediate range,� he agreed. �I�m with you, John. I don�t want to stay here any longer than we have to.�
�People!� I said, not bothering to answer Marlon. �We�re going to be making our way to a safer, more secure, and definitely warmer location. Not that that�s saying much.� There was some scattered laughter at that, and it warmed my heart a little bit.
If they were still capable of laughing at an extremely obvious joke, then they were going to be okay.
I continued, �We�re going to be walking for about ten miles, so it�s going to be quite a trek, and we�re going to need to do it as quickly as we can. We don�t want the guy who invaded town to come after us. And if he does, we don�t want him to catch us. I�m going to need a few things from you. Stay close together. Don�t wander off the track. Don�t take a break unless we�re all taking a break. Don�t straggle behind, and please don�t complain the entire time, because someone might actually shoot you.�
Another laugh from the crowd.
�And help those who need help. We have some elderly folks around, and we have a lot of kids. If you can carry them, do it. If you can lend a shoulder, do it. We�re all in this together, and that means that if one of us falters, we all falter. Right?�
There was a brief pause, but then the crowd rallied. �Right!� they said, their voices firm.
These people might not be military trained, but they were people hardy and brave enough to live in a very tiny town in Northern Michigan. They knew the rules. No man left behind.
I counted on them to stick to that and, turning, started toward the river. The sooner we got across that�and to the forest on the other side�the harder it was going to be for Randall to catch us, and the happier I�d be.
_________
We were only about a mile from the river, and we made pretty quick work of that mile, as soon as people started to warm up and get looser. Though we�d started out in the pitch black, we�d also had pretty easy going, and the sun was just barely kissing the horizon when we arrived at the river.
The good news was that this meant we�d be crossing ice that was still frozen from the night�s temperatures. The bad news was that we�d be doing it in the dark. If someone went through, we had almost zero chance of finding them and getting them out again. Sure, we had flashlights and battery-operated lanterns, but I remembered how quickly Angie had moved once the current had her, and I knew for a fact that anyone who went into the water was going to be long gone before we could organize enough to start looking for them.
As I looked out across the expanse of ice, I did my absolute best not to think about that. Because we didn�t have any choice but to get across it. And we didn�t have any way to do that but on our own feet.
�We going to be able to get them all across that?� Bob asked quietly from next to me.
�We don�t have a choice,� I answered. �But we do it gradually. Quickly, but not everyone at once. And I think� I think we break them up. Have groups of five to seven people cross together. And send them up and downriver so that we have multiple groups crossing at the same time, at different places on the ice. Otherwise we�re going to be here forever. And we can�t afford to risk that.�
I glanced nervously downriver, where I could just make out the smudge that was our town. Still dark. Still quiet. I hoped.
I hoped to God that Randall didn�t have anyone looking this way with binoculars. If they did, and they saw what we were doing, they�d be here before we could get everyone to the other side. And we were absolutely not in any position to try to defend ourselves against a pack of madmen with guns.
�Thank God it�s still dark,� I murmured. Then I snapped to attention and started moving toward the townspeople. �Let�s get this done before it starts to get too light out. I don�t want to take the chance of Randall or his men spotting us.�
I picked out several men and women to help Bob guide the groups, then gave them their instructions. Five people, max, if they were adults. Seven, if they included some children.
�And everyone carries their own supplies,� I said. �No leaving them behind for someone else to take care of. Walk smoothly, no stomping. If you have a little one who�s inclined to stomp, carry them. And remember�� I looked around the group, my eyes as cold as steel, my heart growing still in my chest. �Feel through your feet. If you feel the ice shift under you, run for the bank. And I mean run. If you go through the ice, grab the edge as you go through, so that we have a shot at grabbing you. Drop anything that goes into the water with you. Whatever it is, we can replace it. We can�t replace you.�
I let that one sink in for only a moment before I started talking again.
�Guides, let�s get them moving across the ice every ten minutes or so. Give the group ahead of you a chance to get over the middle of the river before you start. And, go.�
I watched as everyone jumped into action, already following directions�partially because the movement was going to keep them warm, and partially because they wanted to get it over with. The guides made very short work of organizing the groups and getting them started either across the river or up or down the river, to cross somewhere else, and within moments the first people were starting out onto the ice.
Marlon suddenly appeared by my side, his eyes on the first group in front of us.
�That was quick work,� he said quietly.
�I learned a long time ago that the best way to get people to work for you is to give them their directions and let them figure it out themselves,� I replied. �Give them their boundaries, watch to make sure they�re doing it safely, but make them feel as if they�re in charge. They like to know the rules. They also like to feel like they�re doing their part.�
I felt rather than saw his eyes on me in a long, considering stare, but didn�t bother to look at him. Marlon knew exactly who and what I was, and I suspected that he knew a whole lot more about that than he was letting on. He didn�t need me to try to explain how I had come about my theories.
Because something told me he already knew. And that he was just waiting for the right time to tell me how and why he knew.
_________
Marlon, Bob, Angie, Sarah, and I were going to make up the last group. We�d wanted to wait until everyone else was across, for two reasons. First, it meant that we would be able to protect the townspeople if Randall and his men showed up. Marlon and I were the best fighters, and Bob�and Angie, if it came down to it�were very good shots themselves. We would be able to hold Randall off until our stand-ins on the other side of the river�Sean and Joe�were able to get the townspeople to some sort of safety in the woods.
Second, we were better able to help from here, too. If anyone went through the ice, I wanted to see it happen so that I could get there to try to help.
And third, if I was being honest, the journey was going to be more difficult for us than for anyone else. Because Angie�s leg was still fresh out of surgery, and though we�d fixed her back into the exoskeleton for walking, I didn�t think any of us had forgotten our last trip over the ice. Or the disaster that had almost befallen us.
I hadn�t wanted to hold any other groups up. And I was dreading taking Angie out onto that ice more than a little bit.
�It�ll be fine,� she said, bumping my arm with hers shoulders. �Stop looking at the ice like it�s your worst enemy.�
�The last time I had you on the ice, I nearly lost you,� I noted quietly. �Can you blame me?�
�And if you�ll recall, that accident was partially because we were actually using a snow sled on the ice,� she reminded me. �Which we�re not doing this time. Everything is going to be fine. Let�s go.�
She hobbled ahead of me for two steps before I started after her, reaching out to take her arm and thread it through mine to try to make walking easier.
I would have carried her if she�d have let me. But I�d offered, and she�d promptly turned me down.
�The day I can�t walk for myself is the day I�m dead,� she said bluntly. �And that�s not today, John. It�s not today.�
We got to the ice faster than I was ready for, but one glance at the horizon showed me that the sun was already about one-quarter of the way up. Too much sunlight was streaming across the horizon, now, and that meant that we were getting into the danger zone.
We needed to get across that ice quickly. But speed, I knew, could very well be the enemy. Especially with the weight of Angie�s exoskeleton.
I grasped her arm more firmly to my side and cast a look at Marlon, who was carrying Sarah for me.
�If she goes in, we do whatever it takes to save her, got it?� I asked sharply.
Marlon gestured over his shoulder, to where his pack was resting on his back. �I�ve got an axe in my pack, just for that. But it�s not going to happen, John. It�s going to be fine.�
I nodded, trying to trust him, and then took my first step out onto the ice.
The snow had stopped falling before we arrived at the river, so we were at least saved from the slippery experience of snow over ice, but the going still wasn�t easy. We spent more time sliding than actually walking, and grasping onto each other as we shuffled forward, Angie�s injured leg moving more slowly than her good one and her breathing heavy with the effort.
�Are you okay?� I asked when we were about a quarter of the way across.�
�Be a lot better once we�re there,� she answered. �Any sign of Randall yet?�
I cast my glance quickly toward the town, but we�d gone into a depression to get to the river, and I could no longer see ground level. If he was coming, we wouldn�t know about it until he was right on top of us. Literally.
�No sign. I think we�re safe,� I lied.
She had enough on her plate. She didn�t need to deal with the fact that we had no idea whether Randall was coming after us or not.
Behind me, I could hear Marlon breathing heavily, and wondered momentarily if we should perhaps switch jobs. Carrying Sarah wasn�t an easy task�something I knew all too well�and carrying her across ice, while worrying that he or she might go through, had to be absolute hell.
But I didn�t want to stop for long enough to make the exchange, so I didn�t say anything. Instead, I grasped Angie closer to me and pressed forward, sliding her as much as I could and taking as much pressure as possible off her injured leg. We were halfway across the river, now. With luck, five more minutes would see us on the other bank.
And then I could get her into the litter I�d had Joe carry across for me, so that she could rest while I towed her back through the woods that led to Marlon�s house�and, I hoped, some momentary safety.
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We had the townspeople gathered together on the other side of the river within ten minutes of my group getting there, and in fifteen more we were within the embrace of the forest on that side, every last one of us under cover of the spreading branches. True, those branches were mostly free of foliage now, but that didn�t negate the fact that we were literally in amongst the trees, our figures and movement hidden by the close-set trunks. The woods were very dense, here, and though it would make traveling trickier, it would also provide us much better cover from prying eyes.
Eyes like those of Randall and his men.
Marlon and I were standing at the back of the group, our eyes on where we could now see the town, looking for that very man. And so far, I didn�t see any movement within the buildings. I definitely didn�t see any lookouts or guards outside of the town.
�What the hell are they doing in there, sleeping?� I asked quietly.
�Could be,� Marlon said slowly, frowning. �Though it doesn�t seem like Randall to fall asleep on the job, so to speak. He knows we have his weapons. He knows we�re moving. And I just don�t see him letting us go easily.�
I frowned as well. I didn�t know Randall as well as Marlon did, obviously, and definitely not as well as Bob and the rest of the town did, but I had to agree with Marlon. We were talking about a man who had literally followed us ten miles through the forest, trying to kidnap my wife�or kill us for having taken her from him. I still hadn�t figured out which he�d actually been trying to accomplish, by the end.
Either way, he didn�t seem like the sort of man who just let things go. Particularly when he�d evidently been dreaming of them for months.
�Is it a trap?� I asked, my mind running through the possibilities. �They must know that we can�t survive in the wilds. Not at this time of year. They have to realize that we�ve got to get the people to some sort of shelter, before they freeze to death or starve�or both. And the most likely shelter is town itself. Do you suppose they�re trying to� act like they�ve gone, in the hope that we�ll come back? So they can just take us all out right there, where it all started?�
Marlon was quiet for a long moment, thinking about it, and I was already poking holes in my own statement by the time he spoke again. �Randall knows me well enough to know that I would never take them back there without an assurance that he was gone. And I don�t think he knows you well, but I do think he�s probably built up a healthy respect for your� capabilities in the past few days.�
This statement was accompanied by what I thought was probably a wry smile, and I smiled to myself as well.
�If he hasn�t, he�s a fool,� I answered quietly. �And honestly, I don�t care what he�s doing in there. We have to find the people shelter, and we have to do it now. I don�t think the town is an option right now. Not when we don�t know what he�s doing. And that means that our best move is still your estate.�
There was another long pause from Marlon, and this time I actually looked at him, wondering what the hell was up. Was he actually considering going back into town? Actually thinking about leading the people back over there when we�d just spent all that time crossing the ice?
Because it seemed like actual lunacy to me. Yes, at some point it would make sense to get the people back to their homes, but right now it was a suicide mission, plain and simple.
When I saw his face, though, all I could see was the blank mask of his thoughts. He was staring intently at the town�but he also wasn�t letting his ideas show on his face. He was as blank as any person could possibly be.
As blank any spy might have been when someone was trying to get top-secret information out of them.
The moment I opened my mouth to ask what he was thinking, though, he snapped out of it and his face returned to its normal status of movement. He turned to me and shook his head.
�We�ll have to get back in there eventually. And soon. But right now, we can�t risk it. You�re right; the only option is my estate. Let�s get the people moving now, before Randall figures out what we�ve done and finds a way to come after us.�
He turned and made his way back toward the large group of townspeople before I could answer him, leaving me with yet another question about what his history was and who he�d been in his previous life. The time was coming when I was going to start demanding answers to those questions. And I was starting to realize that the time for that was going to be soon.
Because I didn�t think we could go much further until I knew exactly what Marlon knew. And how we could use it.
_________
We let the people sit and eat some breakfast before we started them on the march�with the appropriate precautions of lookouts around the entire group. Randall might not believe in having people watch out for the borders of the town, but I knew we couldn�t run that risk. We were in the middle of the forest, and couldn�t tell what might show up.
It might be Randall and some of his goons. Or it might be bears, wolves, or�if we were really unlucky�cougars. So yeah, we couldn�t afford to let our guards down. Not for one minute.
I sent five of the men into the woods with guns and protein bars, and then turned toward the crowd left in the forest. Many of them were women and children, though there were men scattered around here and there in the group. Most of the men had gathered naturally around the edges, their eyes on the forest, their hands tense on their weapons.
It was amazing how little time it took for them to revert back to what I considered to be their natural instincts for protecting their people. These men weren�t military men. Hell, they weren�t even law enforcement. But since I woke up in the forest, I�d been noticing them going out of their way to help the weaker in the group, to make sure that everyone had enough to eat and was keeping up with the rest of the townspeople. If men were attached to families, then they were naturally more concerned with the members of their immediate group, but even the single men had taken to picking up children when necessary and helping women who were struggling with packs that were too heavy for them.
It was heartening to see. And I knew it was also going to get a lot tougher as this day went on. Because we were going to go from sitting around, or moving in short bursts, to a move that extended for many hours, and across many miles. It was going to be hard on anyone with any health concerns�including the many elderly town members�and on anyone with young children, or a lot to carry.
It was why we�d decided to break for breakfast, first. Because everyone was going to need all the calories they could take in right now, if they were going to survive this march.
_________
We got started on the march half an hour later. I had gone out myself to find the men who had been standing watch, and by the time we got back to the main group, Marlon had made sure everyone was packed up again and ready to go.
I looked around the group, making a mental catalogue of who and what we had, and made a few decisions.
�Men, you�re on the outer fringes of the group,� I said immediately. �We move in single file, because the trees are going to make that a necessity, at least until we get to more open land. But we stay together. No breaking off into smaller groups. No walking by yourself. Men, place yourselves around the women, children, and elderly, and keep yourselves between them and the forest. Keep your guns out and your eyes on the horizon. Pick up anyone who falls, and that goes for everyone. We can�t afford to slow down, but we�re also not going to leave anyone behind. If you see anyone struggling, help them.�
I looked around, meeting people�s gazes and giving them the most serious look I could manage. This was important. I needed them to pay attention and keep their wits about them.
�Remember, no breaking off from the group. If you need to stop for any reason, you let one of us know so that we can stop the whole group. No one goes off by themselves, and I mean no one. Going off by yourself means you might die, you got it?�
I was met by many, many shocked�and frightened�looks, and I couldn�t blame them. Not really. Yeah, these were people who lived out in the wilderness of Northern Michigan. But they were also people who lived in a town, not in the woods. They were people who were used to civilization. Roads. Markets. Hot coffee.
They weren�t used to hearing things like that they might die if they stepped out of line.
But they had to understand that, or chances of us losing someone were very, very good. Because we were going to need to move fast, here, if we were going to avoid Randall�and the night, which would come too quickly. I wasn�t going to have time to keep an eye on everyone.
I wasn�t going to know if someone was missing from the group.
This was going to be specifically important among the middle of the group, because I knew that those people�the women, the children, the elderly�were the most likely to drop out. To get tired and slow down, or to swerve off course, thinking that they were just going to take a bit of a rest. It was exactly what I couldn�t have happening. Exactly the thing that would lead them directly to their deaths.
Which was why I�d tasked my best lieutenant for the job. The one person I knew I could count on over and above anyone else. The one person I knew would have my back no matter what.
Angie.
Though she was wounded and would be walking with difficulty, she had insisted that she would walk on her own rather than using the litter I�d prepared for her. I wasn�t pleased with the idea, but honestly, I wasn�t surprised. The woman was more stubborn than anyone I�d ever met, and now that she was theoretically mended by the doctor, it had become impossible to tell her that she couldn�t do anything on her own.
When she�d told me that she was going to be walking under her own power, I�d tried to argue with her. I�d lost. Quickly.
So I�d moved to my Plan B: having her supervise the march from where she would be walking. She and Sarah would be with the women and kids, so Angie would be able to keep an eye on that particular group. Keep them moving. Keep them together. And if she was there, under the watchful eyes of the men supervising that group of people�
It meant I could make sure we weren�t being followed. It meant I didn�t have to worry as much about those two, and could worry about Randall, and the wolves that I was afraid would be coming after us. I hadn�t forgotten that the animals were acting crazy since the weather/EMP situation. I hadn�t forgotten how that bear came after us. And the biggest drawback of going into the forest, as far as I was concerned, was that we might run into more carnivores acting insane.
Still, it was our only real shot. Whatever happened, I�d deal with it. Not having to worry about what the people around me were doing would help me focus on that.
Finally, a few people started muttering in the crowd, and then I could see people nodding their understanding. A few turned into many, and before long the entire group was nodding that they understood what I was saying.
I wasn�t sure they truly did. But I also knew that I�d done all I could do in that regard. And delaying further was just going to put us in more danger.
�Let�s go,� I said. �Marlon, you know the route to your house best. You�re in the lead. Joe, you�re with him. Henry and Bob, you�re with me in the back. I need eyes on the trail behind us, to make sure we�re not being followed.�
The people reacted with that sort of shuffling, fluid situation that was so characteristic of a group getting ready to move, and I watched as Marlon moved to the head of the group, giving people orders as he went, and the men of the town moved to surround and integrate with the rest of the group. Women and children grouped together�not safe if we were being attacked by any large force, which might go straight for the most vulnerable, but in this situation, the best we could do was to keep them all together and make sure they were safe�and the elderly shuffled in with them.
Moments later, Marlon started forward, his strides long and confident, and the people behind him followed, each of them plowing through the snow with determination on their faces. I had to hand it to them. They�d been through hell and back in the last twenty-four hours�more than that, if I included the EMP situation�and I hadn�t heard a single complaint. Even now, when they�d been forced out of their town and into the wilderness, they were working together as best they could and following our instructions. They weren�t crying. They weren�t complaining about how hard life had suddenly become.
And they weren�t giving up.
I just hoped they would keep that attitude over the next ten or so hours.
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We were five hours into the march before we took a break, and though the people were still going strong, I could see�and feel�them starting to crumble.
�How much further do you think we have to go?� Bob asked when Marlon made his way back toward our small group for lunch.
Marlon glanced down at the compass he always seemed to have in his pocket and sighed. �At least five more hours, give or take,� he said. �We�re making pretty good time but this is still an awful lot of distance. And the people are going to start moving more slowly as they get tired.�
I glanced up at the slice of sky I could see above us, through the bare branches of the trees, and tried to measure how much longer I thought we had when it came to daylight. Our early start meant that we�d been on the road, so to speak, well before the day truly started, and right now the sun was still close to its apex. High noon or just past it. I glanced at my watch to confirm, but knew that the time wasn�t the important thing here.
The position of the sun was what would dictate whether we got to Marlon�s estate before it got dark and the temperature dropped. From what I was seeing, we were probably going to make it. But it was going to be awfully tight.
�We�re not going to have any time for side trips,� I noted, my eyes on Marlon. �We�re going to be cutting it tight as it is. I want to get these people inside and into some heat before the sun is gone and the temp starts dropping.�
He gave me a quick nod. �I�m keeping the trail as direct as I can. As long as we don�t run into any� difficulties, we should be okay.�
That was the key, I knew. That possibility of running into difficulties. We hadn�t, so far. We hadn�t seen any wild animals in the forest, hadn�t come across any places where huge snow drifts had put us off course. The forest had been a virtual ghost town, honestly, when it came to other life. And though Bob, Henry, and I had kept our eyes on the trail behind us almost as often as we were looking forward, we hadn�t seen hide nor hair of Randall or any of his men.
It didn�t mean they weren�t back there, somewhere, following us. It didn�t mean they wouldn�t come after us. But so far, it looked like our escape had gone unnoticed�or that they�d decided to leave chasing us for another day.
I didn�t much care which one it was, if I was being honest. The fact that we didn�t have to deal with them right now was all I cared about. Because right now, we were in the midst of the forest with a bunch of women, children, and old people, and though we had a good amount of weapons and a good number of men�and women�to shoot them, right now was not the ideal time to find ourselves in a battle.
If someone came at us right now, shooting, we�d be too likely to lose a whole lot of people before we were able to scare them off. If we were able to scare them off.
But we�d been lucky, so far. No one had pulled up sick or hurt, and no one had complained much. Hell, even Angie had been able to keep up with the rest of the group, despite her injuries, and though I was still having one of the other men pull the litter I�d built for her, I was becoming more and more hopeful that we wouldn�t have to use it.
�How much longer are we going to give them?� Bob asked suddenly, gesturing out to the people sitting in front of us, in groups of five as they ate what had to account for lunch at this moment.
�Another half hour or so,� I said. �I want to give them enough time to rest, but not enough time to get tired or lazy. No naps or closing eyes or anything like that. If they get groggy, we�ll have a bear of a time getting them back on their feet and back into motion, and it might slow us down.�
I cast another look at the sky, measuring the sun�s position, and nodded.
�I think we�ve still got at least five hours of sunlight, and maybe half an hour of dusk. It should give us the time we need to get them into a structure of some sort at Marlon�s house. But we can�t afford to take longer than that. I don�t want them exposed to another night out here. It�s too dangerous.�
Bob gave me a nod and stood, then walked toward the first group of people and said something to them. He was telling them about the timeline, I thought. Preparing them to get up and get moving again soon. I could see him gesturing, taking some questions, and then nodding and replying, and a moment later he was moving on to the next group.
It made sense for him to be the one handling it, I thought. All the people knew that Marlon and I were the ones calling the shots, here. Hell, maybe they even knew that Marlon and I were going to be the ones to save their lives if anything went wrong. But Bob was the one they trusted, at the end of the day. He was the one who had been named head of their town�and he was the one they were going to listen to when it came to getting back on the road and giving everything they had for the next five hours. He was the one who was going to convince them to keep walking when they were already exhausted.
Five more hours, I thought. Five more hours and we should have them in a secure position. And then we�d decide what the hell we were going to do next.
I was just relaxing at that thought, at the idea that I could put that next step off for a bit longer, when the screaming started.
And shortly thereafter, the snarling and yapping.
I was on my feet in less than a second and sprinting toward where the noise was coming from, pulling my gun out, not bothering with the concealed knife I had in a sheath strapped to my calf. I could hear Marlon and Joe behind me, both of them moving almost as quickly as I was, and in the background, I heard Sean and Bob shouting for more reinforcements and for the people to stay where the hell they were.
I didn�t listen to anything else they had to say. My eyes were on the forest in front of me, trying to see through the trees and through the glare of the snow as I searched for the source of those sounds. The screaming was still going on, and I tried to cut through my gut reaction to the sound itself and try to filter it through the signs I�d learned as a younger man in the military.
And once I did that, I started to think again, my mind flying almost as quickly as my feet, my logic giving me the pieces I needed.
Those screams weren�t the screams of someone who was in mortal danger. They weren�t the screams of someone who was getting ripped apart. Not yet. They were screams of fear. Screams meant to bring help�and perhaps scare away whatever the person thought was attacking them.
They were also the screams of a young person. It was impossible to tell whether it was a girl or a boy, but whoever it was, they were definitely under fifteen. The clearness of their voice told me that they hadn�t been in this world for long enough to wear it down.
I jerked around a tree in my path, stumbled a bit at the deeper snow, cursed, and then swerved back onto the path I�d been following, telling my brain to give me more damn information. Something I could use. Something that would prepare me for what I was going to see before I got there.
The growling was easy to pinpoint. It was a pack of wolves, though they hadn�t started actually hunting the person. They�d come across them by accident, I thought�or by design, more likely, but without any big chase. They hadn�t had to communicate with each other. They hadn�t had to run after their quarry.
Which meant they weren�t tired. They were fresh. And they would be difficult to fight.
I jumped a log in my path, and then another, and went down to my knees on the landing, unprepared for the hard dirt I found on the other side. I was on my feet a moment later and tearing forward again. The clear spot didn�t belong here�this entire place was covered with snow, and there was no good reason for that one spot to be so clear of the stuff�but that didn�t matter.
Nothing mattered but getting to whoever was screaming. Before the wolves got them cornered and went after whoever it was.
The snarling and snapping was getting closer, now�as was the screaming�and I could hear that the wolves were still� well, playing with their prey, for lack of a better word. They were working the person into a corner, probably, snapping and snarling at them as they drove him or her back. They hadn�t jumped on the person yet.
When they did that, the whole tone of the battle would change. I was praying that wouldn�t happen before I got there.
I came suddenly into a clearing in the forest, about two hundred yards square, and then I was seeing the scene I�d been imagining in real life�and in all too real color.
There were five wolves, I saw, taking a quick count, and even that number came with an asterisk, because two of them were very young. Maybe six months old, if that. Young enough that they were still running with the pack they�d been born into�which meant their mother was one of the wolves attacking the person. Potentially even their father.
Which could come in handy.
�Small pack,� I said to myself, thinking out loud to give my brain something to hold onto. �Small family unit. Two young ones, potential hostages. Three adults. Not terrific odds, but��
Then I saw who they had cornered.
Zoe. The girl that lived right next to us in town. She wasn�t Sarah�s best friend, and she wasn�t even particularly close to Sarah, but she was a kid I knew well. A kid I�d seen every single day for the last year or so. A kid I�d helped to shovel her parents� walkway, a kid I�d pulled on a sled through the woods.
Hell, she was one of a group of kids I�d babysat�under duress�when their parents needed a night off.
My heart flew right up into my throat, and I thought I was actually going to throw up for three full seconds before I got myself under control and started thinking again.
She was backed up against a stark wall of stone that rose right up out of the forest, her face as pale as the snow around her, tears streaming down her cheeks. In her hand, I saw what was left of a bouquet of wildflowers�the kind that were hardy enough to stand the first couple months of snow. She must have found a patch of them in some sheltered location and decided to pick them.
That didn�t explain what she was doing out here by herself. It didn�t even start to explain how she�d managed to get away from the group without anyone else noticing her, when I had given at least ten people specific instructions to watch out for all the kids in the group and make sure they didn�t have a chance to wander off and get lost.
But none of that mattered right now. Because the wolves had taken one look at me and, as a group, decided that my presence was some sort of inciting factor when it came to attacking her.
The three adults all crouched for a split second, and then sprang right at the little girl that I�d come to think of as one of my responsibilities.
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I was moving before I had any real idea of what I meant to do about the whole thing, which meant that as I sprinted forward, my instincts kicked in�with my brain running a distant second. I knew I had a gun in my hand, and on some level I knew that if I shot it, there was a good chance that I�d be able to scare the wolves away.
But I�d also seen wolves with their prey before. I�d seen how possessive they got�and how stubborn. And I knew that now, in the cold of winter, they were even more desperate. Even more intent on getting food for themselves. And since these particular wolves also had young ones to feed�and, if I was right, pregnant females to take care of�they would be even more set on keeping their prey than the normal summertime wolves.
That didn�t even start to take into account the fact that whatever had happened in the atmosphere seemed to have driven the animals in the area insane. I had no idea whether they would react to gunfire the way they would have last week, or even yesterday.
Besides, their prey right now was Zoe, and there was no way I was going to let them have her. It didn�t even enter my mind as a possibility. So I had to do the one thing that I knew for a fact would work.
I had to attack them, and my body knew it. I was flying toward the younger set of wolves before I could think clearly, but by the time I�d reached them, my brain had caught up. I grabbed one of them by the scruff of the neck and threw it to the side, then went after the other. They were pups, but they were still wolves, which made them a lot bigger�and a lot stronger�than the average dog. Stronger even than the average man, if they got going. Because they had wild animal blood, and that meant they weren�t going to hold back when it came to something attacking them.
But they were also young. Four months old wasn�t full-grown yet, and it made them young enough to not have started taking part in the hunt, yet. They didn�t know how to kill, yet�and they didn�t even really have full control over their limbs. I was counting on all of that to work to my advantage.
I was also counting on the adults to care more about protecting their young than about attacking mine.
The pup I�d shoved out of the way went with a yelp of distress, and though it got up quickly enough, it also didn�t come after me. The one I had a hold of, though, was fighting. Snapping and growling and yelping and putting up quite a fuss, it was also throwing its body from side to side. I quickly put my arm around its neck and tried to establish a choke hold, but the wolf was both bigger than anything I was used to dealing with, and also moving way too much for me to get a good handle on it.
I got one arm wrapped around its throat, but when I tried to hook my other arm around it and grab my left arm with my right hand, the animal threw itself to the side, very nearly getting out of my grasp entirely. I moved with it, trying to keep my arm around its throat while avoiding its teeth, and hauled back on it, attempting to get it up against my body.
If I could get it up on its hind legs, I thought, I could get my other hand around its throat and get it into a choke hold. I didn�t want to kill it, but I needed to incapacitate it enough to hold onto it while its parents�or pack mates, at least�figured out what I was doing.
I could hear them snarling and snapping in the distance, and Zoe�s screams had made the change I�d been afraid of, reaching the height of panic and pain now as the wolves actually went after her. She was still screaming, which was a good sign. It meant she was still alive and alert. I needed her to stay alert.
�John!� she screamed, her voice full of pain.
My heart almost broke right in two at that moment, but instead of pausing and allowing it to, I sent all my energy, all my heartbreak and fear for her, into my fight with the younger wolf.
�Zoe, I�m going to get you!� I shouted. �Can you move?�
She�d stopped listening to me, though, and I could hear her screams increasing in pitch. Things were getting bad over there�and I didn�t want to think about why. I didn�t want to think about what the wolves were doing to her. I couldn�t, not right now. I needed to get their attention on me�and that meant I needed these younger wolves to do their jobs. I needed them to make more noise.
Or I needed to move them to where it would catch the adults� attention. They obviously hadn�t noticed that I had their babies, yet. I needed to change that.
I finally got my hand latched around my arm at that point, which gave me better leverage, and I started dragging the animal toward the larger fight. I needed to be where those adult wolves could see me. I could see now that they were almost right on top of Zoe, the bright pink of her favorite snow jacket only a flash of color between their legs and snapping jaws.
I could also see blood on the snow.
�John, we�ve got a shot!� a voice suddenly shouted out from behind me.
Bob, I thought, matching a name to the voice and thanking whoever was watching out for me that they�d finally arrived. Help. Help was here.
But a second later, I realized that they weren�t going to be able to do a damn thing.
�Don�t shoot!� I screamed back. �They�re right on top of her; you�ll run the risk of catching her if you shoot into that pack!�
I jerked the wolf in front of me closer to the pack, still counting on my plan to at least get the adults off of the girl. If I could get them away from her, then Bob and Joe and Marlon could shoot as much as they wanted to, without running the risk of hitting her.
Finally, the wolf I was holding let out a yip, and then a snarl, and it was enough to get the attention of one of the adult wolves. It jerked its head up and in our direction, its yellow eyes meeting my gaze, and I shivered despite myself. I�d seen wolves before. Seen them in the wild, as well as in cages.
But I�d never met them face-to-face in the wilderness. Never had the full attention of a grown adult. An adult who had killing on its mind and two very vulnerable human beings within jumping distance.
The intelligence in its eyes was eery, and I knew in that moment that I was outmatched. I couldn�t take those things down. Hell, I couldn�t even take one of them down. If they came for me, I�d be done for, and it wasn�t going to be a pretty death.
But it would get them away from Zoe. And, I reminded myself, if I could get them away from her then I could free my friends up to shoot at them. Take them down.
I tore my gaze away from the wolf and looked down at where Zoe was laying on the ground, crunched into the fetal position, with her arms around her head. She was still screaming, and I could see that the wolves had torn apart her clothes and gotten into her skin as well. She was bleeding from several different locations�but she was alive.
I was going to have to keep her that way.
�As soon as they make a run for me, you shoot!� I screamed at the men in the woods. �I don�t care if you hit them or not. Just scare them away so I can get that girl!�
A second later, the wolves were turning as one, eerily in tune with each other, as if this was a choreographed dance. And then, so quickly that I hardly saw the change, they were sprinting right for me.
I dropped the wolf I�d been holding, crouched, and jumped for the nearest tree, which I�d marked when I first realized that the adults were going to give me more trouble than I�d realized. I grabbed for the bottom branch and hauled myself up, feeling the snap of teeth just to the side of my right calf. And then the shooting started.
I�d give this to Marlon and the others, they shot to scare them rather than kill them�and after what those wolves had done, it was more than I would have given them. Snow exploded up from the ground below me as bullet after bullet hit the white powder, the roar of the guns deafening and finally drowning out Zoe�s screaming.
The wolves paused for only a moment, and then they were suddenly gone, like ghosts into the night, their exit nearly as quiet as their appearance must have been. The only reason I saw them go was because I�d been actively watching them, praying for that very thing. And the moment the last tail went darting into the bush, startled by the gunfire, I dropped out of the tree.
My legs were moving almost before I hit the snow, and it took me about half a second to go sliding on my knees toward the shaking, still screaming little girl. The snow around her was stained with pink and red, and once I reached her, I could see why.
The wolves had torn into one of her arms, which she must have put up to protect herself, and had also mauled one of her legs. I didn�t see any bone, so I didn�t think they�d gotten too deep, and if she had broken bones, they weren�t sticking out anywhere.
But those hadn�t exactly been sterile animals, and she had to be in an awful lot of pain.
I held her gently up to my chest, my own chest tightening with emotion at her whimpers, and whispered, �Zoe, girl, I�ve got you now. I�ve got you, girl. We�re going to make it stop hurting real soon, okay? I�m going to get you some medicine real soon.�
�J-J-John?� she moaned. �John, it hurts.�
I held her tighter, part of my brain screeching that I had to be careful of broken bones, and the other part telling the first part to go to hell. If I could have magically taken her pain away, I would have. I would have done anything to heal her at that moment. Anything to make it better.
�We�re going to make it feel better soon,� I whispered. �You just try to rest right now. And tell me if anything suddenly starts hurting worse, okay?�
When Marlon, Bob, and Joe came skidding up next to me, I stood with Zoe in my arms.
�She�s been mauled pretty bad; lost a lot of blood. We have to get her to someplace where we can disinfect the wounds and get her stitches, at the very least. Infection won�t set in as fast here as it would in warm weather, but it�s still going to be a risk.�
I glanced at Marlon, and saw that his expression matched my own. He looked as if he�d just seen his own daughter being attacked by wolves�and like he knew exactly what my next words were going to be.
�We have to get to your house. I need your surgical instruments and your knowledge, now.�
�We don�t have time to wait for the rest of the group,� Marlon agreed with a nod. He turned to Bob and Joe, already taking control of the situation. �You two, take over the march. Keep the people in line, keep them moving. You�re not going to have a lot of leeway in terms of getting there before dark, after this, but you�re going to have to get it done. Stay in the forest in the dark and you�re sure to get lost. Keep everyone together. Keep them safe. And dammit, make sure you don�t lose any more kids. This one could have been left behind if she didn�t start screaming.�
�And her mom?� Bob asked quickly. �What do we tell her?�
�Tell her mom�� I stopped, pressing my lips together in thought. No matter what they told her, she was going to worry. No matter what they told her, we were still leaving her behind when her little girl was hurt. But I didn�t see any way around it. We couldn�t afford to take her with us, because I knew the woman and didn�t think she�d be able to keep up with us. She also had four other kids�two of them younger than Zoe�that she needed to take care of.
I also thought there was a good chance that she would be too distraught to be of any real help. And I wasn�t willing to take the time to support both her and Zoe.
Zoe couldn�t afford for me to take that time.
�Tell her that Zoe�s been hurt, but that we�re going to help her. Tell her that it�s not a mortal wound but that we have to get her to a place where we can sterilize it and stitch it up. And tell her that I can�t have her playing hero right now. I can only afford to worry about one girl at a time. She needs to stay here and take care of her other kids, and let me take care of Zoe.�
Bob nodded and Marlon took several moments to give them rough directions toward his house, then promised them that we would see Zoe settled and then come out into the forest to find them and guide them the rest of the way.
Bob reached out and grasped my arm, careful not to touch the girl, who was quiet but still trembling against my body.
�You take care of that little girl, John,� he said, his voice breaking. �You fix her, you hear me?�
I met his gaze, my own gaze steady as a rock. �I�m not willing to lose her, Bob,� I answered. �I�ll do whatever it takes to make sure that doesn�t happen.�
Then Marlon and I were running through the forest, leaving the other two behind and plowing through the snow like our lives depended on it. It was going to be an extremely long run, I knew. And it was going to be hard. We weren�t able to get out onto a road or even a more well-trod path, because there was a good chance that Randall and his men would be watching those sorts of things�or that they would take them if they were coming to look for us.
And we absolutely couldn�t afford to be caught by Randall and his men. Not now. Not when I had a wounded little girl in my arms and no way to grab the gun and knife I was carrying. We would be two men against who knew how many, and we�d be overwhelmed immediately.
So our best shot�our only shot�was to stay hidden while moving as quickly as we possibly could.
�Is there a more direct route to your house than we were taking?� I huffed, hoping for an answer in the affirmative.
�There is,� he answered quickly, as if he�d already been thinking about it. �It won�t cut a lot of time off, and it�s more dangerous. Takes us through thicker forest. I didn�t want to take such a large group that way, if I didn�t have to. But given the situation��
�We take it,� I told him firmly. �Get this little girl to your house the quickest way possible, Marlon, and then fix her. I don�t care what it takes.�
We shot forward into the glare of midday snow, and I had only one thing on my mind: I was going to do whatever I needed to do to make sure Zoe was okay.
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I was right about the journey being difficult. And long. As we took off into the forest, in a direction that roughly echoed where the rest of the group was but wasn�t going to cross them exactly, I quickly went through what I knew of the local geography and decided that we must have around five miles left between us and Marlon�s house.
Five miles through ankle-deep snow and freezing temperatures. Five miles of carrying a ten-year-old girl who needed immediate medical treatment. And five miles that we had to cover as quickly as we possibly could.
It was a tall task, for sure. But I wasn�t willing to fail at it.
We charged into the trees, Marlon three steps in front of me�which was where I�d keep him. Yes, I wanted to get to his house as quickly as possible and it would be easy to make the mistake of creeping up on him. But I knew from long experience in the military that getting too close to the guy in front of you while you were running led to one thing, and one thing only: tripping on said guy�s feet and sending you both to the ground.
So I had to control my need for speed and keep a safe distance. The last thing I wanted right now was for us to go crashing to the ground. I had absolutely no doubt of what that would do to the already broken little girl in my arms.
�How�re you doing, Zoe?� I asked softly. �You still with me?�
�I�m cold,� she muttered, her voice sounding a little stronger now.
The girl had never been shy with her opinions as my neighbor, even going so far as to tell me that she didn�t believe I could actually barbecue in the snow at one point, and I wasn�t surprised to hear that attitude coming out now. In fact, I was thankful for it.
I ducked under a low-hanging tree branch, jumped the set of roots that were sticking out of the snow right after it, and gave her the lightest of squeezes.
�Cold is good. Very good. I know it sucks, but it means that if those wolves left any nasty germs on your skin, the germs are dying.� This wasn�t exactly true, but I didn�t feel like explaining how freezing temperatures make germs go dormant until thawed, not actually kill them.
�So the cold is my friend,� she guessed, her voice shaking only slightly.
�It is, but it�s also a friend that might get you in trouble. If you get too cold, so cold to where you can�t stand it, you have to let me know, okay? Promise?�
�Promise,� she replied, snuggling further into my chest.
I pressed my lips together, wondering if she�d know the difference. Because the cold would definitely stop the bleeding, and would potentially slow any infection. But there was also a good chance of it sending her right into shock.
And that wasn�t a risk I was willing to take.
�Marlon, hold up,� I said, lifting my voice to be sure he heard me.
He stopped immediately and turned, his eyes on the girl in my arms.
�She�s okay,� I told him quickly. �But we need to figure out how to keep her warm. I don�t want her going into shock.�
A quick nod from Marlon and he was stripping out of his snow coat and draping it over her body, then tucking it in around the edges so that it would stick.
�Good?� he asked, his eyes on mine.
�Good,� I replied. �But I want mine on her as well.�
It took a bit more maneuvering, but we managed to get my coat off, too, and Marlon did the same thing with it, covering the girl and making sure the edges of my jacket were secured around her.
Then we took off into the forest again, neither of us wasting time or effort on speaking.
_________
By the time we got to the clearing around Marlon�s house, I thought I was probably very close to dying. Marlon and I had been switching off in terms of who carried Zoe, and not wearing my jacket meant that I�d been able to cool off in the wind around me, but my legs were burning, my feet were hurting, and I was starting to have trouble breathing the ice-cold air.
Getting to that clearing and seeing the house and outbuildings in the distance almost made me cry with relief.
�Thank God,� I said, pausing to adjust Zoe in my arms. �Zoe, are you still awake?� I asked the wrapped package in my arms.
I heard a grunt in the affirmative and smiled a bit.
�Good. We�re at a house where we�re going to be able to patch you up, okay? You�re going to be warm very soon, I promise.�
Another grunt, and I took that as all the motivation I needed to make good on that promise.
We dashed across the open area, and though it had to be faster this time than it had been the last time, courtesy of us being without the sled we�d been pulling before, I swore it took us at least ten hours to get to the front door of the house.
And there we found another surprise. The front door had been scarred by what looked like an axe. There were deep divots chopped out of both the door and the frame, but the structure looked like it had held, regardless of the abuse.
�Randall?� I guessed.
�Who else?� Marlon asked, slipping his glove off and throwing up a sliding mechanism that I hadn�t noticed before next to the doorknob. He put his palm on the screen he�d exposed, and the door popped open, seemingly none the worse for wear after someone had gone axe murderer on it. �Luckily, this door isn�t actually wood. Or rather, it is, but only on the outside. Inside, it�s solid titanium. Very light. Very strong. Stronger even than an axe.�
I glanced at him, both eyebrows raised. �I�m getting awfully tired of all the fancy toys without any explanation.�
He mirrored my expression. �And I�m getting awfully tired of having to keep secrets, believe me. I�ll tell you everything this afternoon, and that�s a promise. But first, let�s get that little girl stitched up.�
I accepted that offer and preceded him into the house, wondering briefly how long Randall had spent chopping at that door�and wishing I�d seen his face when he realized he wasn�t going to be able to get in.
The thought was immediately overruled by another as I tried to remember how to get down to the surgical suite.
�Give her to me,� Marlon said, appearing suddenly at my side. �And follow me downstairs. I�m going to need an assistant.�
We shuffled Zoe from my arms into his, and before he took off, I got rid of the coats, dropping them to the floor and counting on them to stay there until we got back. Then we were pouring down the stairs�Marlon more gently than me�and making for the surgical area of his house. As we went, I started taking stock of the house again, noticing things that I hadn�t noticed before, and remembering things that I�d forgotten. The long hallways with too many doors opening up off them. The sheer number of completely decorated and ready-to-live-in rooms we passed. The fact that even when Marlon had been gone for several days, and we�d just now come back inside, the house was well-lit and warm.
It was almost as if it had some sort of AI controlling things like that. Something that kept the house hospitable even when there was no one in residence. And the number of rooms still bothered me. This place looked more like a halfway house than a single man�s dwelling. A halfway house with incredibly strange decorations, and hyperactive heat and electricity�at a time when everyone else�s electricity had gone out.
I reminded myself that Marlon had promised to give me the information that I was craving this afternoon, and kept my mouth shut. Right now, surgery. This afternoon, answers.
The surgical room was right where I remembered it to be, and looked exactly the same, with the counters running along the sides and the cupboards all carefully and neatly shut. The last time I�d been in here the place had been cluttered with the tools he�d used to stitch Angie up, but he must have gone through and cleaned everything up while Angie and I were otherwise engaged, because the place now looked as if no one had ever so much as stepped in here.
It took him next to no time to fix that. He laid Zoe carefully on the table and swept around the room like a hurricane, gathering tools and supplies from various drawers and cupboards. Within minutes, he was standing next to her and very carefully spreading her out on the table, stretching her arms down to her sides and straightening her legs.
I grimaced at what I could see of her wounds, though I�d been wondering for some time how bad they actually were. Looking at them now, I realized that they were a milder version of Angie�s own wounds. One of Zoe�s legs had been ripped open from her knee to her ankle, and though the wound didn�t look horribly deep, I could see the layer of fat that meant it was deep enough to be incredibly painful. Her arm had been mauled as well, but that wound was smaller.
I still didn�t think she�d broken any bones, but Marlon was testing for that as I watched. He stretched her arm a bit, then rotated it back and forth, watching her face closely.
�Does this hurt?� he asked. �Does it feel like something�s not working right?�
�It hurts,� she moaned. �But I don�t think it�s broken.�
He tipped his head at that, surprised, and she gave him the ghost of a grin.
�I�ve had broken bones before, mister. I know what it feels like.�
Marlon came quickly back into himself and nodded. �I�m going to give you something to make it stop hurting, and then I�m going to give you some stitches. Once I�m done, you�ll be as good as new. Okay?�
She agreed quickly, and he got to work.
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We left Zoe sleeping afterward, covered her with a blanket, and even left a note telling her where we�d gone, in case she woke up. I didn�t think it likely, given how much she�d been through, but I didn�t want her to wake up and think we�d deserted her or something.
Then we pounded back up the stairs, grabbed our jackets from off the ground, and rushed back out into the freezing world.
�She�ll be out for an hour, at least,� Marlon said as we strode forward into the open area around his house. �I would guess that she�ll sleep until dinner and wake up ravenous.�
�And she�ll be okay?� I asked for the thirteenth time. �She�s not going to have blood poisoning or anything like that?�
�She�ll be fine, John,� Marlon told me for the thirteenth time. �I was able to disinfect both areas, and I didn�t see any signs of necrosis. No tissue death, no wolf teeth left in her flesh. The wounds stitched up very cleanly. I can�t guarantee that she won�t have scars, but I can tell you that I think she�s going to heal just fine.�
Right. He�d told me that already. I just wanted to make sure. Again.
And then I realized I had other questions. And that right now was the ideal time to ask them.
�Were you ever really a doctor?� I asked. �Before you went into whatever service you ended up in, I mean.�
He paused at that, and for a long moment, I didn�t think he was going to answer.
�I was,� he finally said. �I�ve wanted to be a doctor ever since I can remember, so I worked hard in high school to get the grades to get into a good school. I was pre-med, of course, and then went to the best medical school I could afford. I practiced for ten years before I realized that I wanted to do even more with my life. Even more to help humanity.�
Well that was more than I�d ever heard from him about his background. But it still wasn�t the whole truth. And I wanted to know the whole truth. Because I was starting to think that that whole truth might have something to do with what was going on around us.
�And then you�� I said, trying to lead him into the rest of the story.
He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye and cast me a quick grin. �And then I took the next step,� he said slyly. �But that�s a story that needs to be told to people beyond you, and I don�t want to tell it twice. Come on. I promised Bob that we would get out there and find them before they got lost and before darkness fell, and we�re already going to be walking a very fine line in that regard.�
He darted forward before I could say anything in response, and I was left to clamber after him, slogging through the snow at a run for what I prayed would be the last time today.
_________
We found the group of townspeople relatively quickly, to my surprise, since they�d made faster progress than I�d expected. We�d been running for what I thought must have been a mile through the woods when we were suddenly surrounded by the sound of people. People talking, people laughing�a little bit�and people crunching through the snow, seemingly stepping on every stick they could find.
It could have been the silence of the world around us, or the fact that sounds were magnified by the presence of the snow, but I snorted in frustration.
�God, if Randall is truly chasing us then he�ll be able to hear them from a mile away,� I muttered. �We should have told them to at least try to stay quiet on their way here.�
�And scare them even more?� Marlon asked quietly as we moved toward the sound. �You know as well as I do that they don�t understand what�s going on or why. They�ve just been attacked and forced out of their homes by people who actually shot at them. Now they�ve been marched through the woods to a stranger�s house, on the promise from their mayor that they�ll find shelter there. I�m shocked that we haven�t had more trouble from them. We don�t need to frighten them by telling them that they need to be quiet or they�ll risk the very man who just shot up their town finding them again.�
�Right. Good point,� I agreed, giving myself a mental slap for not having thought of it from that angle.
Then I saw the first of the group, and among them, I saw a woman with a leg that glowed in the sunlight. A leg that was currently encased in metal. My eyes flew from that leg up to her face, and I felt my heart seize up at the sight of her.
I hadn�t realized how worried I�d been about her�about our daughter, and their safety�until the moment when I saw her again. And then I was running, my feet barely hitting the snow in their hurry to get to her. I swept her into my arms and buried my nose in her hair, inhaling her scent in pure relief at her presence.
�Angie,� I whispered. �Thank God you�re here.�
She dropped to the ground and pulled back, her gaze meeting mine. �How�s Zoe? What happened? Did you get her back in one piece?�
�She�s fine,� I told her. �Marlon got her down into the surgery, checked her for broken bones, did some disinfecting, and stitched her up. She�ll be as good as new in no time. She�s a tough one.�
I saw Angie�s shoulders sag in relief, and realized that the entire group must have been on pins and needles, waiting to hear what had happened to the little girl. We�d run right past them without even thinking about stopping and left them in horrible suspense.
�How did she get away from her family?� I asked. �Where were her parents?�
�Danny was asleep, and Rhonda was so busy with the other kids that she didn�t even notice Zoe was gone,� Angie said. �And don�t say anything to her about it. She already feels bad enough that she�s been throwing up ever since. She doesn�t need you piling on as well.�
I swallowed the next thing I was going to say�which had indeed been a criticism of Danny and Rhonda�and nodded. �I�ll take your word for it. Come on, let�s get you guys into some shelter.�
I turned around and found Marlon already marshaling the troops, so to speak. He was standing with Bob and gesturing back toward the house as he spoke to the group of people, who were all intent on his words. They all looked incredibly tired�and worried�and I realized at that moment that we needed to get them to shelter as quickly as possible. These people had been pushed far beyond their means, when they were tired, hungry, and scared. Some of them were probably close to dropping, and the stress of not knowing where they were going or why had to be weighing heavily on them.
I�d been so sidetracked by Zoe�s injury that I�d forgotten my commitment to the rest of the townspeople. And I�d certainly forgotten about Randall.
His memory came flooding back into my head now, though, and I added another reason to the list of motivations for getting the people to shelter.
Randall was out there, somewhere, possibly searching for us. Possibly already following us, and possibly right on our tail. My eyes flew instinctively to the forest our group had just come out of, and I scanned the trees, looking for something�anything�that indicated the presence of men who wanted to do us harm.
I didn�t see anything. But that didn�t mean they weren�t there. And it didn�t change my mind about getting these people to the buildings on Marlon�s compound.
�Let�s go,� I muttered to Angie. �The sooner everyone is inside, getting warm and resting, the sooner I can stop worrying about Randall catching us out here in the wilderness and taking advantage of the fact that we�re unprepared.�
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The moment we arrived at Marlon�s house, we started assigning housing. I sent Angie into the main house with Rhonda and Danny so they could see Zoe, and then turned to Marlon.
�Right, so where are we putting people?� I asked bluntly. �I want them inside, out of the cold, and resting. We worry about food after we�ve got everyone assigned. You said you had room for everyone. Now�s the time to prove it.�
I looked around, trying to remember what I knew of the place. He�d mentioned several outbuildings, and I remembered that there was in fact a barn�where I�d found the sleds we�d used to get Angie on the road when she was injured. But I didn�t remember anything else.
I also hadn�t gone that far out into the property. I�d been in a bit of a hurry at the time.
�Everyone can come into the house,� Marlon answered, his tone far more casual than mine.
That stopped me in my tracks, and I stared at him. �Marlon, there are around two hundred people who need shelter. Some of them are couples, but some aren�t. And there are an awful lot of kids who need space as well.�
He never even looked away from me. Didn�t even have to take time to think about it or do any quick math in his head.
�And I�m telling you, there�s room for all of them in the house,� he replied. �I�ll be at the top of the stairs into the basement. Send them in, and make sure they�re in family groups. I�ll forward them to their assigned spots.�
He turned and left without adding anything else, and I actually stood there and stared, caught too much by surprise to think of anything to say. Yeah, I�d known there were a ton of extra rooms in that place. I�d seen all the extra beds and wondered what they were for�wondered if Marlon was running some sort of hotel or something. I�d thought it more likely that he�d had a very large family at some point, and something had happened to them.
The idea that there was room for a full two hundred people in that building, though� That had never occurred to me. Because it was bordering on unbelievable. Bordering on being outright fantastical.
I glanced up, trying to figure out how it could possibly be true. The house was three stories tall, yes, and wasn�t pretty. It was economical more than anything else. Just a sort of off-white box in the snow, with a peaked roof to keep the snow from sitting too heavy on the top and causing a cave-in. A purely efficient use of space, without any decorations whatsoever.
But even with how large the inside was, three stories didn�t give us enough space for two hundred people, I didn�t think.
Then I remembered the operating theatre in the basement. And I remembered that there were other staircases down there�ones I hadn�t gone into. They had to lead further downward. There had to be other levels underneath the one I�d seen.
What the hell was he doing living in a building that could house so many people? Why did this building even exist? And why out here in the middle of nowhere?
All questions that I was going to be asking him this afternoon, when we had our little chat.
_________
�I can�t believe we have everyone settled in a room,� Bob said in surprise, looking around at the rest of us.
Bob, Marlon, Angie, and I were sitting in the kitchen. The townspeople were all settled into rooms and resting before we started worrying about dinner, and I didn�t think that was a bad idea. Most of the people were frozen half to death and too tired to even speak properly, and that particularly went for the older and younger sets.
Honestly, I was surprised we�d managed to get through that forced march with only one casualty. We�d discussed it and decided that it was best to give them all an hour to recover before we made them gather for food.
Which gave us an hour to wring information out of Marlon. He�d promised me answers. I wanted them. Because I needed to know who and what he was before we decided on our next step.
I turned to him and saw that he already knew what was coming. His face was carefully blank, his lips turned up in the start of a smile, his eyes on my own. He tipped his head as if in question�in invitation�and the smile grew.
�What are you two smiling at each other about?� Angie asked bluntly. �Is there something going on here? Do I need to be jealous?�
�We�re smiling,� Marlon said quietly, �because your husband has been waiting several days to be able to get me in a spot where he can ask me one or two very pointed questions about who I am and what I�m all about. How I managed to be in exactly the right place at exactly the right time in order to save you two from the cold�and further, why I have a fully supplied operating suite in what appears to be the basement of my house. He�s wondering how a doctor from the middle of Michigan got to be so good at weapons, and why that doctor happened to have an exoskeleton that is military-grade material. He wants to know how exactly I know Randall, and what my dealings have been with him. I�m absolutely positive he wants to ask about this house of mirrors, and why it has so many rooms.� He pressed his lips together and narrowed his eyes a bit. �And I expect he wants to ask who and what I am to the Intelligence Community and military, and what that means for him. And for his future.�
�That about covers it,� I answered quietly. �And I suggest you answer those questions in the most efficient way possible. Because we only have an hour before people start wandering up here, expecting food.�
Marlon shook his head, his face deadly serious. �We have deadlines at hand, young grasshopper, but they�re a whole lot more serious than food. I do have a story to tell you. And once I�m done, I hope you�ll understand why it�s so vital that we start moving again immediately.�
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I expected Marlon to settle back into his chair, ready to tell a story, but instead he leaned forward, his eyes burning, his voice tense. His entire face changed from the man I�d known up to this point�the relatively easy-going would-be vet�to a man I wouldn�t have been surprised to see on a battlefield.
A man who was in charge of other men. A man who was used to making hard decisions to make sure that those men survived the night. Survived the battle.
�The truth is,� he started out quickly, �you�re right about me, John. You�ve been right the entire time. I�m not a vet. I never even pretended to be one. But it�s a good cover for being out here. �Small-town doctor moves into the country for retirement, takes on animals for veterinary care as a hobby and service to the community.� Hell, people have brought me animals, and I have treated them, but I�ve certainly never asked for that. It�s not why I�m here.�
�So why are you out here?� I asked, his tone of voice rubbing off on me and making me feel as though we needed to get through this as quickly as we could�for reasons that I didn�t even start to understand. �And who sent you?�
�I�m here because decisions were made by those higher up than me. There�s a high concentration of veterans in Michigan, did you know that? And an even higher concentration of veterans with special training. It�s hard to tell why, though it could just be luck of the draw. Could be that people born and bred in Michigan have a higher chance of finding their way into Special Ops. Could be that when they get home, they�re attracted to the rugged, outdoor lifestyle the people lead here. Those things are unimportant. What is important is that in this small area, I have direct access to over fifty different veterans with special training. Special skills of one sort or another.�
�You�re a keeper,� I said softly, leaning back in my chair as I tried to wrap my mind around it. A keeper. I�d heard of them, of course�anyone who was in Special Ops had. They were people assigned to watch after specially trained veterans in the real world. Make sure they got back into society okay. Make sure they didn�t do anything stupid or use their training in ways they weren�t supposed to.
But I�d thought it was a rumor. I�d never thought they actually existed. I�d come home from my tours in Afghanistan one of the most highly trained Special Ops commanders, with skills that ranged from designing and running secret missions to peaceful interrogation. And I�d never once dreamt that anyone had been here watching over me.
I�d never seen any sign of it.
Marlon tipped his head back and forth twice. �I�m a keeper, but I�m also a whole lot more,� he muttered. �It�s my job to make sure that the soldiers who return to this area are healthy and getting on in society, yes. But it�s also my job to bring them here. I get them directly after they come home, and many of them are wounded. That�s why I have the surgical suite downstairs. That�s why I have all the rooms. I�ve housed up to twenty soldiers at once and nursed several of them back to health before they went out into the world.�
�How long were you watching us?� Angie suddenly asked. �How long were you watching John?�
Marlon moved his gaze to her but didn�t hesitate with his answer. �Since he arrived here.�
�And that�s how you knew what our movements were on the day you saved us,� she guessed.
�More or less. John wasn�t a man who required immediate assistance to reintegrate into society. He did that well enough on his own.�
He gave me a nod, which I didn�t return. I hadn�t reintegrated as well as he�or his program�thought I had. I still woke up with nightmares every night, and questioned almost every move I made.
But I also had Angie. And she was about the softest landing a man could ask for.
�John was also� a special assignment. So when you disappeared from town, I was immediately concerned. When you didn�t return, and your track showed that you had gone toward Randall Smith�s place� the concern grew. The day I found you, I was on my way to Randall�s house myself, to determine whether he�d seen you.�
I put the coincidence and convenience of those last few statements right to the side, because the first thing he�d said had grabbed my attention.
�What do you mean I was a special assignment?� I asked roughly.
Why did I feel like that was what this was all about? Why did I feel like this was where shit was really going to hit the fan�right here where I discovered that the military was here for me again?
What the hell could they possibly want? And why would they have sent some babysitting glorified nurse to do it for them?
Marlon looked right at me, his face incredibly serious. �You�ve asked time and again who I work for, and I�ve told you that I used to be in the CIA. The other truth is, I�m still an active member. I�m a recruiter. And they have a mission for you. But before we can learn anything more than that�because believe me when I say that I don�t know any further details�we have to get back to town. And we have to do it quickly.�
_________
I lengthened my stride to catch up with Marlon, who had taken off from the kitchen after his last insane statement and was now striding through the snow toward the barn in the distance.
�What the hell are you talking about, go back?� I snapped. �We just got here. We have the people settled, and we have them safe. There�s absolutely no reason to move them again. No reason to go back and try to fight a losing battle against a madman who wants to claim the town as his own.�
Marlon cast a glance at me from the corner of his eye. �So you�re just willing to let him have the town? Willing to let him stay there indefinitely, in your homes?�
I bit my lip. The answer to that was definitely no, but that wouldn�t help my argument right now.
�Not necessarily,� I hedged. �But that doesn�t mean we need to go back right now. The people are safe here. I want to give them time to rest.�
�You can give them time to rest. But I�m telling you that you and me, we need to go back. And it�ll be a hell of a lot easier if we take most of the men with us and just win the town back at the same time.�
I grabbed his arm and yanked him to a stop. �We don�t have the weapons for that.�
He gave me a sly grin. �Want to bet?�
He turned away from me and shot forward into the growing gloom, his eyes on the barn, and I darted after him, too confused at this point�and honestly, too overwhelmed�to be able to get my mind around what he was talking about, or what he could possibly mean.
But when he finally reached the door of the barn and I caught up to him, I had my next answer prepared.
�Why the hell do we need to get back there so badly?� It was short, and it was blunt. But I wanted a straightforward answer from him, for once.
�Because, John, my communication with my superiors depends on it. I have a communication device hidden in that town, and it�s the only way I get my news. It�s how I knew about the EMP. It�s how I knew what we were supposed to do about it. It�s how I get all my orders, and it�s how we�re going to figure out what we�re supposed to do next. We�re on a relatively tight timeline here, and though I don�t know all the reasons for that, I do know that the only way to get them is to ask.� He paused and looked at me. �I assume you want answers to all the questions currently running through your head.�
Damn right, I did. I wanted more than answers. I wanted motivations. I wanted big explanations. And I wanted to know who was behind it all.
�I do,� I said grudgingly.
He nodded. �Then we have to get to that communicator so I can ask them. The sooner we do that, the sooner we get rid of Randall and get out of this mess. The sooner we can figure out whether there�s any help coming for us.�
Well those were� good reasons. Those were very good reasons. Because I hadn�t forgotten about the danger that Randall presented. The man could show up at any moment with his gang of thugs, and we�d be defenseless.
And I also hadn�t forgotten that we were out in the middle of nowhere, with no electricity and no way of knowing when�or if�it would come back. We had no way of calling for help, no way of knowing what was happening in the larger world, or how it would affect us.
Except that we evidently did. If Marlon was telling the truth�and I�d never known him to actually lie�then we did have a way of communicating with the outside world, and calling for help.
We had a way of making sure all the people in town were safe for the long run, rather than just tonight. And in the end, that was what changed my mind and made me follow Marlon into the barn. Because I didn�t know if I believed that the CIA had sent him to recruit me for some top-secret mission. I didn�t know if I believed that he was a keeper for the military.
But I did believe him when he said he had a way of communicating with them. Because he�d known about the EMP when I first met him, and he�d known how far-reaching the consequences were. He shouldn�t have known about either of those things�unless he had a way of asking someone.
I took one stride after him, and then another, and by the time I got through the door of the barn, I was walking quickly, my mind whirring with more questions.
But I stopped dead at what I saw in front of me.
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Marlon had more weapons in this one room than many of the squads I�d been a part of. Hell, he had more guns than many of the larger platoons, depending on where they were and what they were supposed to be doing. They were organized in neat rows along the walls of the room, the handguns stacked butts-out so that they would take up less space while the larger rifles and machine guns were presented like trophies spread out over the walls.
I turned, my mouth open, and took in entire bins full of grenades, and a row of what looked like every kind of grenade launcher known to man. Or at least known to this man.
The next wall held a number of different uniforms. Or rather� not entire uniforms, but the makings. Many, many bulletproof vests. A number of helmets, and a number of backpacks. He also had, I saw, three additional exoskeletons�one of which looked like it was made for an entire body.
The final wall held rockets. Real, honest-to-God rockets. Not big ones, of course, but it was easy to see that those meant business. I didn�t even want to ask where the rocket launcher was�or whether he�d ever had to use it.
What he might have used it for.
�You�re better-equipped than some of the smaller companies I�ve worked with,� I murmured, too awestruck to put my breath behind my words.
Because whatever I�d thought Marlon was, it was obvious now that he was a whole lot more. And whoever was backing him, whether they were Intelligence Community, or military, or both�
Well, suffice it to say that I no longer doubted his story. I no longer doubted him being a keeper or a recruiter or something even more that he hadn�t told me about yet. Because you didn�t get this sort of arsenal unless you had some major backing.
And those backers only gave you these sort of weapons if you were into some really heavy shit.
�What the hell are you really doing out here, Marlon?� I asked next.
I turned to look at him, trying to focus on one question at a time. Trying to wait until he gave me answers before I started jumping to conclusions. Mostly, I was just glad that Angie and Bob hadn�t come with me. I�d seen these sorts of weapons before, and I�d seen this many of them at once, and even I was having trouble coming to terms with this much firepower.
There was no way civilians would have been able to deal with it. Especially when it had been living so close to their town.
�I am exactly what I told you I am,� he said gently. �When I was in active duty, I was a CIA agent attached to a company of high-level Special Ops soldiers. I went with them into Afghanistan and Iraq. I�ve been to Russian and Uzbekistan. I�ve been into the worst parts of Africa and seen things in South America that I don�t even want to remember. I played a very active role in many undercover missions, and I was one of the best. Then I� burnt out. I just couldn�t do it anymore. So the CIA set me up with a new mission. The one I told you about. This arsenal was supplied when I arrived, and they haven�t told me what any of it is for. But I�m thinking that as long as it�s here��
He shrugged, and I could see very clearly that he was doing his best to suppress a boyish grin.
I grinned back, unable to stop myself. �We might as well make some use of it.�
At that, he laughed outright. �Exactly my thoughts. And we�re going to need this sort of weaponry if we�re going to get Randall out of our town and get my communicator back. Come. We have to tell Bob and Sean�make sure they�ll support us.�
_________
Bob just stared at Marlon for several long moments after Marlon finished talking. His face didn�t register anything�shock, surprise, or even horror�and I wondered suddenly whether he�d already guessed all of this. He�d obviously known that Marlon was more than met the eye, and I wondered now how much he�d already guessed at.
�So you are military,� he said, confirming my thought. �And CIA. Well I�ll be a monkey�s uncle. I�d assumed you were bigger in the world than you were letting on, but I would never have guessed�� He trailed off, then shook his head.
And, just like the Bob I knew and appreciated, he settled down and got right to the important point.
�And you say there�s a communication device in the town? Something we can use to contact outsiders? Something we can use to call for help?�
�There is,� Marlon said firmly.
Bob nodded once. �Then we have to get to it. We can�t keep the people out in the forest, and we definitely can�t stay here. I�m going to guess that you don�t have enough food reserves to keep us for long.� Marlon shook his head at Bob�s pointed look after the question, and Bob nodded again. �We have the same problem in town. We have some reserves, but not enough to last us for long. We�re used to frequent deliveries when it comes to food and necessities. Without them��
�Everyone in town is going to be in trouble,� I finished for him, seeing that he saw exactly what the problem was. �Which is why we have to get back to town and take control again. So we can call for help.�
Bob�s shoulders straightened, and I could see I was doing what I thought of as donning his personal uniform. The one that allowed him to take care of his people without thinking twice about the pressure.
�We don�t have a choice,� Bob said. �So how are we going to do it? When do we move?�
I grinned at him, and a quick glance at Sean, and then Joe, told me that they were on board as well.
�First thing in the morning,� I said. �We stay the night, get as much rest and food as we can. We leave anyone who can�t fight here, and that includes most of the women, all of the kids, and anyone over sixty. Everyone else is coming with us. We�re going to take our town back. And then we�re going to call for the reinforcements we need.�
_________
Bob, Sean, and Joe might have gotten on board with us quickly, but when it came to Angie�
Well, it was a different matter entirely.
�I just don�t understand why I can�t go help,� she said again from the floor on the other side of the room.
She�d marched right over there when I told her what our plans were and slid to the ground, where she�d crossed her arms and tried to stare me down. I hadn�t thought she�d take it lightly, so I wasn�t surprised. She wouldn�t have been my wife if she�d taken this sort of order laying down, so to speak.
She�d never liked being left behind.
�You don�t see why we can�t take you, really?� I asked, casting a very pointed look at her leg. She�d taken off the exoskeleton now, but she was still in a brace, and the wrappings alone were enough to keep her from walking normally�or quickly. I definitely couldn�t have her coming with us and slowing us down�or needing protection.
Her gaze followed mine, and she twisted her mouth in frustration.
I walked across the floor and went to my knees at her side. �Listen, I�m leaving you to do something that�s even more important than what I�m doing,� I told her, allowing my emotions to color my words. �I need you here to make sure everyone else is safe�including Sarah. I need you to make sure nobody gets up and wanders off, or gets too worried and starts to panic. I need you here telling them that everything is going to be okay, and that we�re going to save the day.� I put my palm up to her cheek and stroked it lightly. �I need you here because it�s the best way I can protect you. And because I know you�ll do anything to protect the people of our town while I�m gone.�
She stared into my eyes, her own eyes brimming with tears, and I could see that I already had her agreement. She knew how important it was that we have a leader on the road and one back at camp. Because we couldn�t leave people here to fend for themselves. Not without someone to tell them what to do and make sure they did it.
�Promise you�ll come back to me when it�s all over?� she whispered. �Promise that you�ll be as careful as you can be, and that you�ll be back?�
I leaned forward and gave her a slow, steady kiss. �I promise,� I whispered against her forehead. �As long as you promise that you�ll be waiting here for me when I get here. Unharmed. Don�t go breaking any more bones or fighting bears just to try to prove you�re tougher than me.�
I heard her snort, and then sniffle. �Well the same goes for you. No fighting animals. We�ve done enough of that this week to last us our entire lifetimes. But do me a favor while you�re in town?�
I leaned back and looked at her, wondering what favor I could possibly do for her in town. �Anything.�
Her brows came down, and her expression turned suddenly to one of anger and frustration. �Shoot that bastard Randall. I�m sick of him messing up my life, and messing with the people I love.�
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The next morning, we were up as early as we could manage, and getting ready to head out on our mission. Marlon, Bob, and I had made a list of all the people in the town�relying heavily on Bob�s memory of every single person�and then picked out the men who would go with us.
And the women. Because there were four of them as well whose skills would come in handy on this mission.
We�d chosen men of all ages, but we�d worked hard to choose only those who we thought had the best chance of coming back. We needed men who were strong and healthy and willing�but we also wanted men who were smart and quick enough that they�d be able to get through the coming day or two without getting caught. Or killed.
�Whatever we do, it�s going to have to be subtle,� I had told the others. �We�re going to be outnumbered, regardless, so we�re going to have to find a way to sneak into town, right under Randall�s nose. So I need men who can be quiet and crafty. I need men who can sneak. Not ones who have to stomp and yell.�
That had immediately crossed several of the more rambunctious men off the list, and we�d quickly decided that we would tell them we were leaving them here to help Angie with controlling and protecting the crowd.
It was only half a lie. Because the further we got into planning, the more I started to realize that we were going to be leaving a huge vulnerability here, with the women and children and the elderly. Yes, we were going to be attacking Randall and his men, and theoretically they would all be in town when we got there, and then would all be engaged in the battle with us.
Theoretically, they wouldn�t know where we�d stuck the more vulnerable of us. And they wouldn�t have time to go searching.
But�
I�d dealt with Randall, and I�d found him to be far more clever than one would expect. He�d been able to chase us through the snow and ice when he shouldn�t have known where we were going, and he�d been able to catch up with us when he shouldn�t have. Then he�d managed to gather enough men to actually attack the village�with weapons they should never have had.
I wasn�t willing to say that he was more intelligent than us. But he had something working on his side that made it impossible to trust that things would go our way.
I was going to feel a whole lot better knowing that we were leaving ten armed men here to make sure they didn�t go Randall�s way, either, if any of his men happened to guess that we were sheltering our vulnerable at Marlon�s estate.
In the end, we counted eighty men and women who we thought we could take with us. It was a fair number, and though we were certainly going to be outnumbered, we were also counting on sneaking into town and taking them by surprise. And in that situation, it wasn�t the numbers that mattered.
It was how quiet we could be on our way in, and how quickly we could jump on them. Get there quietly enough so that they didn�t even see us coming, and it wouldn�t even be a fair fight.
Which was exactly what I was hoping for.
I looked up from the list and caught Marlon�s eye, then looked to Bob. �Any idea how we�re going to be able to sneak this many people into town?� I asked.
Bob shook his head, but I saw Marlon wearing the look that meant he had something on his mind.
�What?� I asked. �Speak. Share it with the class.�
He grinned at me. �I have a few ideas, but I�m still working on them. I promise I�ll share them as soon as I feel they�re developed.�
Well, that would have to be good enough for now. Besides, I didn�t have time to sit around waiting for him to give in. I had a wife and daughter to say goodbye to before we started our march back to town.
_________
�Remember,� Angie said, squeezing me tightly. �You promised to come back to me.�
I squeezed her back, then put an arm out and pulled Sarah into the hug. �And you know I always keep my promises,� I said roughly, fighting the tears that were threatening at the thought of leaving them. �You can take that to the bank.�
Angie stood back. �You know, I�ve never really understood that saying. Why would you take a promise to the bank? And what exactly would you expect to get out of it?�
I could see that she was joking to try to relieve the stress of the moment, and I let her have it. Because I wouldn�t have traded places with her for the world. I�d never been on her side. Never had to sit and watch someone walking away from me, knowing that they might not come back. Knowing that they were putting themselves in danger so that I didn�t have to�but that it might cost them their life.
I couldn�t imagine doing it. So I wasn�t going to make light of the fact that she got to sit around in the house while I was off doing God knew what.
Besides, I wasn�t stupid. I knew how much danger we were leaving them in. And yes, we were leaving armed men to protect them. But ten armed men against whoever Randall might send�
It might not be enough. I was terrified that it wouldn�t be enough.
I reached out and ran my fingertips gently down her cheek, trying to memorize her face. The bright, burning hair, and those intensely blue eyes. The full lower lip that grew firm only when she was really convinced of something. The way she tilted her chin up to try to accommodate for her short height�and the way she could take on anyone, without fear.
She was the best part of me, the best part of my life, and God, I wished she was coming with me. Wished I could keep her by my side, to give me the strength I was going to need. But I knew that taking her would come with its own set of problems.
Because the moment I brought her into the picture, I would have to start protecting her. And I might not have the time or ability to do that once the bullets started flying.
�This is the safest place for you,� I said gently. �But please promise that you won�t go looking for trouble. Don�t do anything stupid. Don�t do anything brave. Don�t try to be a hero.�
She leaned into my hand, smiling tenderly. �I would tell you the same thing. But I know you can�t keep from doing it. Just come back to me after you�re done with all your heroics, and we�ll call it even, eh?�
I nodded, then kissed her gently on the forehead. I turned and kissed Sarah, telling her to take care of her mother, and then turned and joined the rest of the men.
And I walked away without looking back. Because I knew that looking back would be way harder than anything I had to do in that town.
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The march back through the forest was quicker this time, with fewer people to watch out for and all of those people being not only adults, but also in fairly good shape. We kept to a tight pack, our eyes on the forest around us, our hands on our guns, and Marlon and I traded places at the front and back of the pack to keep everyone in line.
But we didn�t see anyone. No spies from Randall�s camp, no lookouts, no one trying to attack us. We didn�t even see any animals this time, and for that I was grateful. The last thing I wanted was to get into another hand-to-hand fight with wild animals that had gone crazy with the weather phenomenon.
Actually, the last thing I wanted was to see any sign of Randall before we were ready.
In the end, I got that wish. Mostly. Because we didn�t see any sign of him until we got back to our original campsite.
The barn was still in the same place, looking just as dilapidated and run-down in the light of day as it had in the middle of the night. More so, now that we could see exactly how bad it was. The roof had almost completely fallen in, and the walls were more empty space than wood. Given the lack of shelter and the weather we�d been having, I thought as we walked up to it, we were damn lucky no one had frozen to death the one night we�d stayed in there. And we�d definitely been right to think that we couldn�t stay any longer than that. This old structure would never have been enough protection�and from what I was seeing, we would have been running a high risk of it actually falling on us at any moment.
Still, this was the place we�d chosen to regroup before we started with our plan to retake the town, so this was where we were going to be stuck for the time being. The sun was still up and the day was relatively warm, which meant that the lack of shelter would be less damaging, at least.
Then we got into the barn itself and realized that this place wasn�t actually safe. It wasn�t safe at all.
We hadn�t left much here the morning we marched out, since the people had been up early enough to pack everything, and we�d known for a fact that we would need every supply we could get our hands on during our journey. So it wasn�t like there was a bunch of trash strewn across the ground or anything like that.
But what we had left had been completely ripped apart.
Like I said, it wasn�t much. But a couple of people had left some clothes behind, and there had been trash from snacks, as well as the remains of about fifty small fires and three enormous ones. And all of it was decimated. The trash was picked apart, the clothing had been absolutely shredded, and the fire pits�
�What did they think we�d done, hidden our escape plans underneath the fire pits?� I asked, mystified.
They looked like they�d taken bulldozers to each of the sites, digging into the snow and soil underneath and turning it over like they�d been looking for buried treasure. The entire place was a mess of mud and slush now, most of it freezing over again as the temperatures had dropped.
�Randall,� Marlon said, his voice tight.
I looked at him in silent agreement. It was the only answer, not only because we were in the middle of nowhere but because they�d obviously been searching for something.
�Maybe they were just trying to make sure we couldn�t use them again if we came back,� Bob observed quietly. �Trying to ruin the campsite so we�d have to start over again?�
�Possibly,� I answered. It did make sense.
Or it would have for anyone more rational than Randall. Anyone who thought ahead in that sort of manner.
When it came to Randall and his cousins, though, I expected pettiness over forethought, and outright mean behavior over anything rational. I was betting they�d done it just because they were pissed they hadn�t gotten here in time and needed to take it out on someone�or something.
�I�m just glad we got the people out of here before they arrived,� I finally said. �And since they�ve already been here, I don�t think they�ll be back. Even someone as stupid as Randall had to see that we�d passed through here but weren�t planning to return. If he�s still searching for us, he�ll be searching somewhere else.�
It was good news as far as us still using this barn as a base. I just hoped that if Randall and his men had moved on to searching some other location, that it wasn�t anywhere close to Marlon�s house.
Still, I turned to the rest of the group, trying to keep our momentum. We were here and we were mostly ready. I didn�t have time to start worrying about the people we�d left behind now. We needed to do what we�d come here to do.
�The good news is that we got here early,� I told the group. �It�s going to mean a long afternoon of waiting, but it gives us some time to spec out the situation. Everyone is going to hunker down here for the afternoon. Have a snack, have some water, take a nap. But make sure you always have at least four lookouts out there, at varying distances from each other. One lookout can be shot, maybe even two, but if you have four�or even five�then at least one of them is going to make it back to you in time to warn you of an invasion. Keep your eyes and ears open. If you see Randall or any of his men, don�t shoot them. Capture them and keep them here so I can talk to them when I get back.�
I looked through the group, searching, and finally found Henry, who had volunteered to come back with us to sack the town.
�Henry, you�re in charge of that particular aspect. You know Randall and his friends best. If you see any of them in the forest, I�m counting on you to point them out.�
�You got it, Cap,� he said, all business. �I�ll keep my eyes peeled.�
I nodded back at him, glad to have him on our team, and then turned to Marlon.
�In the meantime, you and I are going to go out there and see what we can see. I want to know exactly what Randall�s been doing while we�ve been gone, and start figuring out how to get into town without them seeing us. And I want to know exactly where we need to go to find this magical communication device of yours.�
_________
We stared down at the town from the trees, mimicking the last time we�d been on lookout together. This time, of course, it was still bright and sunny out�which made it both easier to see the town, and more dangerous to be watching it from trees bare of leaves.
Unfortunately, we didn�t have much choice. We needed to know exactly what was going on in there� and what we were going to do about it.
I got as close to the trunk as I could, counting on the camo I was wearing to help me merge with the brown of the trunk, and brought the binoculars up to my eyes.
The town I knew and loved came right into focus, and I stared at the town square, the hardware store at the corner, the cafe on the other corner, and the breakfast spot where Angie and I ate breakfast every Sunday morning. A part of me cringed at the thought that those places were all shut down now�and that Randall and his men might be taking advantage of the stores where I�d spent so much of the last year�but then I brought myself back to the task at hand and turned my view to look for men or weapons or guards or vehicles.
It didn�t take me long to find them. Several men were walking up and down the main street on either side of the town square, guns resting on their shoulders in the stereotypical �guarding� stance, their eyes swiveling back and forth as they watched out for anything suspicious. Considering the fact that they were the sole occupants of the town at the moment, I found it ridiculous and pretentious.
Considering, though, that they had to know I�d be leading some attempt at taking the town back, I supposed it was understandable.
Because Randall had to know I was coming. He just wouldn�t know when� or how.
Speaking of which.
�Guards in front of Town Hall,� I said, bringing the binocs down from my face. �I�m guessing they�re still holed up in the building, seeing as that�s the only one big enough to hold all of them. Easiest answer, and that feels like Randall to me. I don�t think it�ll be hard to get them cornered in there. But how are we going to get into the town in the first place? We won�t be able to go in the same way you all got out. They�ll have that door guarded.�
Marlon put his own set of binoculars up to my face, but to my surprise, he turned away from Town Hall�and its guards�and looked three doors down, instead� at the town�s tiny library.
�We�ll be getting into town through the library,� he responded quietly.
I looked from the library to him, and then back again, completely confused.
�Come again?� I finally asked. �Why the hell would we get in through the library?�
He turned to me. �We have to assume they�ll have guards posted around the borders of the town,� he said blandly. �So we can�t just walk in and catch them by surprise. But I know something Randall doesn�t. I know something no one else does. And I think that tonight�s the right time to let you in on my secret.�
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The sun was long gone by the time we crept through the woods as a larger group, and even this group wasn�t that large. We�d realized very quickly that we couldn�t all go tromping through the woods together�not if we wanted to get to our goal in one piece and without being detected.
We might be outdoorsmen, and we might think that we were trying to be quiet, but the truth was that eighty people could never be completely silent. Not in a forest that was only partially lit and full of things that might trip us up. Our natural noisiness�our natural humanity�would virtually guarantee that anyone who happened to be keeping a lookout on the back side of town would either see or hear something.
And we just couldn�t afford that. We already knew we were going to be badly outnumbered. No, we were no longer out-armed, thanks to the stockpile of weapons at Marlon�s house. But even if we each managed to shoot both of our weapons at the same time, eighty men against a force that we estimated to be twice that size would almost always lose.
We couldn�t take the chance of being discovered before we were in position. Which was why we�d broken down into smaller groups of ten. We�d decided that ten men could travel more quickly�and more quietly�than a large group of eighty.
I was at the head of the first group. Which meant that my group was� well the guinea pig, more or less.
I heard the sound of an owl taking off from a tree in front of us, then, and motioned violently for my men to get down or melt into the shadows. Although owls are some of the most deadly hunters in the sky, they�re also extremely large birds, and can make an awful lot of noise when they first decide to get out of a tree.
Enough noise to attract the attention of anyone keeping an eye on the back side of town. Enough noise to potentially make someone come check on things. And if I didn�t want to get caught by Randall in a group of eighty, I wanted even less to get caught in a group of just ten.
Around me, the men dropped down or backed quickly into the shadows thrown by the moonlight, and I slipped behind a tree trunk, leaving one eye out to keep the town in sight. I had to give it to the men, they were quick to follow orders when I gave them�and they didn�t even know exactly what we were doing.
Come to that, of course, neither did I.
Go to the edge of town, Marlon had said. Right outside the schoolhouse, he�d said. Stay there, and I�ll show you something you won�t believe.
If it had been anyone other than Marlon, I would have thought it was some sort of joke. But I�d seen enough magic from him over the last few days to take him at his word when he said he held information that no one else had. I still didn�t know how it was going to get us into town�or how it was going to help us defeat Randall and his men�but when it came to Marlon, I was willing to bet on him knowing what he was talking about.
I cast my gaze back toward the direction of the barn, scanning the forest for any sign of Marlon and his group, who had been right behind us, but I couldn�t see any sign of them. I didn�t see any sign of anyone else, either, and I was grateful for that.
I�d spent years in Afghanistan, building up my loyalty to the men around me and risking my life time and again for them. Leading them into the most impossible situations anyone could think of, and then fighting with every ounce of my being to bring them back out again. But since I�d been home, I�d been changing my allegiances.
The people of the town were my company, now. They were the ones I would risk my life for, and that meant the men on this outing with me were some of the most important people in my life.
I didn�t want to see a single damn one of them hurt.
I turned my gaze quickly toward the town at the thought, and let my eyes rove along the row of buildings that backed up to the forest. Then I searched the alleys between them, straining my eyes in the semi-darkness for shapes or flashlights. Movement where there shouldn�t be movement. Shadows where there shouldn�t be shadows. The lighting made it damned hard to see anything, particularly when it started bouncing off the snow, and everything looked flat and artificial.
But I didn�t see any movement in there. I didn�t even think Randall had bothered with sentries. There were men walking the streets of the town, but not the outskirts�which didn�t make one damn bit of sense.
Unless Randall had decided that we were too afraid to come after him.
I stifled a grin at that, because it fit so perfectly that I wasn�t sure how I could have missed it. Randall was an odd duck, there was no mistake about that, but he was also one of the cockiest, most overconfident people I�d ever met. And him deciding that we were too afraid of him to come after him?
Well, it fit his personality perfectly.
And at that thought, I started creeping forward again. If there weren�t any guards back here, it would make our journey quicker. And the quicker we could get through the journey, the quicker we could get into town�or whatever it was Marlon had in mind�and get this thing over with.
_________
The men crowded into the clearing right outside of the edge of town, their eyes on Marlon, their mouths hanging open in outright shock�and doubt.
�What do you mean there�s a tunnel into town?� Bob finally asked, finally taking his eyes off Marlon and looking at his town like it somehow betrayed him. �A tunnel that none of us has ever heard of or even suspected?�
Marlon rolled his eyes. This was the third time he�d been through this, and I could see that he was getting just as frustrated as I was. True, we didn�t have an exact timetable for this attack, but we also couldn�t stand here all night convincing the townspeople that Marlon was telling the truth.
�As a member of the CIA and military, I had to have a way to communicate with the government,� Marlon said again. �A foolproof way. A way that wouldn�t be vulnerable to anyone cutting the wires that led to the town. A way that wouldn�t be vulnerable to anything going wrong with the larger electronic grid.�
The men stared at him for so long this time that I finally lost my patience with the entire situation. I wanted to get this done. And I wanted to see with my own eyes what Marlon was talking about.
�Let�s go,� I told him quietly. �They�re not going to believe you until you show it to them. And the longer we stand out here discussing it, the more time Randall and his goons have to accidentally happen upon us.�
Marlon met my eyes, nodded, and started walking quickly toward the town. �Follow me.�
I turned back to the group of men. �Right, we�re going to be crossing a clearing, and that means we can�t all go at once. Two by two, and keep your guns at the ready. Walk normally, don�t try to be sneaky and don�t try to be quick. Quick or sneaky looks unnatural, so anyone watching will be more likely to see it. If you see any movement in the town, tackle them, cover their mouths, and then use your gun to knock them out. No firing. No unnecessary noise. I�ll cover you from back here. Got it? Go.�
I watched as the men broke themselves into couples and started striding across the large, open patch after Marlon, who was now standing up against the outer wall of the school house, looking back at us. I organized from the forest, telling the men when it was safe to go and keeping an eye on the rest of town, watching for anyone to suddenly materialize there with a gun.
After several minutes, I realized that this was going to take far too long.
�Four by four,� I muttered to the group, increasing the number of men who would walk together.
I cast my eyes back toward the town and kept them there as the remaining men made their way into the open and toward Marlon. As the lookout, it was my job to be the eyes and ears and protection for the group. It was my job to see anyone who shouldn�t be there and take care of them.
True, we weren�t supposed to be shooting. But I�d made sure that my gun had a silencer on it, just in case I had to.
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The moment we were all sheltered behind that outer wall of the school house, Marlon took out a minuscule flashlight and started searching the base of the wall, walking back and forth with his nose down like he was some sort of hunting dog.
I joined him, wondering what the hell he was doing.
�What are you doing?� I hissed. �Do you not know where to find whatever it is you�re looking for?�
�Believe it or not, I�ve never actually accessed it in this way,� he hissed back. �This wasn�t exactly meant for this purpose. But it�s our best bet for getting into town without being caught. It�s our best bet for taking them by surprise and getting our town back. Ah. There it is.�
He doubled down and yanked at something I couldn�t even see and some sort of door started to crack open at the bottom of the wall.
�Help me with this,� Marlon muttered, trying desperately to clear the snow from around the bottom of the door. �We have to get this open, and the sooner we do it, the sooner we can get out of the cold and on our way.�
�And the sooner I can stop worrying about getting caught,� I answered, moving quickly to start scooping snow away with my hands. I had on the thickest gloves I could manage, and they were waterproof to boot, which made them perfect for things like moving snow.
In the past, I�d worn them whenever Sarah and I decided to built snow forts, igloos, or snowmen. Now I wondered if we would ever do anything that normal again.
We definitely wouldn�t if we didn�t get through this door and into the tunnel Marlon had promised us, and the thought made me put even more effort into moving the snow.
It took us about five minutes to clear out enough that he had room to drag the door open, and once he did that, we both tipped down and forward, our eyes on the blackness in front of us. Marlon slowly reached out with his flashlight, and I held my breath, trying to guess at what I�d see when the light infiltrated the gloom.
To my surprise, it was a fully formed tunnel. I didn�t know what I�d been expecting, but it certainly wasn�t this. The thing was� well, it looked like an underground drainage pipe, more than anything else. The walls were made of concrete, and it was neat and very tidy. Small, certainly, and we�d have to be hunched over to get through it.
But it was clean and dry, and, from what I could tell, safe.
There was also a ladder leading straight down into it from the door we were currently looking through, and it didn�t take a genius to guess that we were going to be going down that ladder.
I backed out of the opening and looked at Marlon. �Is there room for all of us down there at once?� I asked.
He nodded. �There is, though it�ll be tight. The main control chamber is right underneath us, so there�s a larger room where we can group together. The tunnel is smaller. We�ll have to go one at a time. But it�s a hell of a lot safer than going above ground.�
�Right.� I turned to the people around me. �Okay, everyone, we�re going down. Marlon will go first with the light. Everyone else, follow one-by-one, and do it quick. I want to get out of the open as quickly as we can. Once you�re at the bottom, move as close to the walls as you can, and wait for my orders.�
The people shuffled forward and were descending the ladder in no time while I did the same thing I�d done in the forest: keep my eyes on the buildings and alleys around us and my gun at the ready, in case someone showed up to interrupt us before we were finished.
_________
When it was finally my turn to get down the ladder, I took the shortcut, grabbing the outer bars with my hands and squeezing them from the outside with my feet, and sliding right down rather than using the rungs.
No, I wasn�t showing off. I just wanted to get this show on the road.
When I got to the bottom, I found a nearly packed room that was already growing stuffy with the presence of too many people. Marlon was standing right next to the ladder, waiting for me, and grabbed my arm as soon as I landed.
�What the hell is this place?� I asked.
�The tunnel they built for the wire to my communication device,� he said, dragging me toward the start of the tunnel.
I paused for long enough to give a few short commands to the people of the town�move quickly, don�t make any noise, keep your heads down�and then I followed him into the narrow gap, bending over at the waist so that I would fit.
On the bottom of the tunnel, I could see what looked like a very standard cable pinned to the ground.
�How the hell does this work?� I asked, frowning. �They built an entire tunnel just for this cable?�
�Had to,� Marlon threw back at me. �We needed it to be completely secure, and that meant no one else could have access. And we needed it to keep working even if the energy to the town was cut. Or if something happened to kill any electrical circuits in the wider world.�
�But if there was an EMP��
�The tunnel is protected,� Marlon interrupted.
I breathed out in sheer appreciation of the amount of thought that must have gone into this construction. �You have a Faraday cage,� I said, all admiration.
�Precisely. It�s outside these walls, and means that there�s double protection for the cable. Which means my communication device��
�And that�s how you knew exactly what had happened, when you found us,� I guessed. �Because you could actually ask. You knew how big an area the EMP had affected and what the government was doing about it.�
�And what I was meant to do with you,� he finished for me. �Because I hadn�t only come to ask about the EMP. I needed to know my orders when it came to you. They�d told me to find you and protect you. They hadn�t told me anything more than that.�
And there we were talking about how they supposedly had a top-secret mission for me again. I still wasn�t sure I believed that part. Mostly because Marlon hadn�t been able to give me any further information yet. Was he about to?
�And they said�� I said, hinting at getting the end of the story.
�They said that I would be given that information when I needed it,� he said, and I could hear both the smile and the frustration in his voice.
A smile and a frustration that I knew all too well. �Typical military orders,� I answered.
And then we were in another larger opening and Marlon was pulling me up against the wall, his finger to his lips in the universal sign to be quiet. He looked up at the ceiling, his eyes incredibly intense in the dim lighting of his flashlight, and we waited for the rest of our group to arrive.
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I stared at the ladder in front of us, knowing exactly what that had to mean. The tunnel ended here, and the cable we�d been following snaked into a smaller room, which looked like it held something large and boxy.
�The communication device?� I asked, gesturing to it with my chin.
�It is,� Marlon answered. �This is the only room of this entire tunnel I�d seen before. I�ve only ever needed the device before.�
I let my eyes travel up the ladder to the door at the top of it, and frowned.
�And what exactly is up there?�
�The library,� Marlon answered, and I could hear the triumph threading through his voice. �That door leads right into the library.�
�Which is only three doors down from Town Hall itself,� I said.
It meant we were already nearly at our target. Three doors down�three buildings down�Town Hall held Randall and most of his men.
And they had no idea we were this close. Hell, they didn�t even know that we were coming.
�We�re going to come up right in the middle of their camp,� Bob said in wonder, looking upward as well. �I never even knew this was down here.�
�You were never supposed to,� Marlon answered quickly. �This has been here for years. The government chose this town specifically for this purpose and did this construction before many people lived here. They knew they wanted one of their recruiters in the area, and they knew it would be an ideal place for people who were recovering from being in the service. They just needed a town. So they� built this one.�
Bob shook his head again, but let that particular piece of information go, and though I had questions on the tip of my tongue, I knew that I wouldn�t get good answers. The truth was, this town hadn�t been here for as long as the towns around it. It was relatively new in the area�meaning it had only been here for twenty years or so.
The timeline worked. The reasoning worked. As fantastical as it seemed, I thought that Marlon was probably telling the truth.
And that was unimportant right now. Because right now, we had bigger fish to fry. Like figuring out how we were going to get up that ladder and out into the town without emerging right in the middle of a group of Randall�s men.
And further, what we were going to do once we were up there.
�If we come up in the library, like you say we will, then we won�t have to worry about Randall,� Henry said suddenly from the crowd.
I whirled in his direction, having forgotten that he was with us at all, and felt a sudden surge of relief at his inclusion. Out of all of us, he knew Randall the best. He would be the one best positioned to tell us what he thought Randall was doing.
�Where do you think he is?� I asked quickly. �What do you think he�s doing?�
�Drinking, most likely,� he said wryly. �Partying. Celebrating that they took over the town. I�m sure he has a few men out keeping an eye on things, but I�m betting there aren�t as many of them as there should be, and I�m betting he didn�t give them any specific commands.�
�You don�t think much of his intelligence,� I noted, a bit confused. I�d thought Randall to be more clever than that. I�d assumed he�d be guarding the town jealously, like a new girlfriend.
Henry shrugged. �He�s plenty smart. But he likes to celebrate, if you know what I mean. And he doesn�t generally bother to keep his eyes open when he thinks he�s already won a battle.�
Well that was interesting. I turned to Marlon, my eyebrows lifted in question, and he nodded.
�If that�s the case, then it would appear we have a green light to get up top,� he said, agreeing with my unspoken thought. �I agree that Randall and his men will be giving the library a very wide berth.�
�Then let�s get this over with,� I grunted. �Okay, folks, we�re going to be going up, grouping in the library, and then heading out. Our target is Town Hall. We capture as many people as we can. We shoot the ones who insist on making it a fight. Got it?�
I didn�t like putting any of them in that sort of position, but I didn�t think we had any choice. Once we were up there, bullets were going to be flying, and their lives were going to be in danger. Far better for them to know that right now, and to know what I expected them to do about it.
And to my surprise, as I looked around, I saw faces that were confident in their ability to handle it. Faces that weren�t quite keen or eager, but were definitely ready.
My townspeople, I thought with pride. My friends. My allies. My soldiers.
�I�ll go first,� I said firmly. �Marlon, you bring up the rear.�
_________
The ladder led us out into the back of the library, but I didn�t wait for the rest of the group to join me. The minute I was in the room, I was running for the front of the building, ready to figure out exactly what we were up against out there. With luck, Randall didn�t have any men in this part of the town. With even more luck, we�d have a clear path from here to Town Hall.
After that, it was going to be every man and woman for themselves. But I�d be a whole lot happier if I could send them out there with a plan rather than a set of vague instructions.
I came sliding to a stop against the front wall of the building, right next to a big picture window, and leaned back against the wall, bringing to mind a picture of how this street was set up. Across the street, I knew, was a large restaurant. Well, large for this town. Between here and Town Hall lay the post office, a bakery, and the hardware shop. After the hardware shop, we�d come to the town square right in front of Town Hall.
It was a quick, easy path. But there would be almost no cover. Our best bet would be to rush it. Get to Town Hall before they knew what was happening. Take out anyone we found on the way to keep them from shooting and giving away our location.
I slid my head around the edge of the window and looked through the glass, my gaze sliding to the left and the right as I tried to figure out whether we would see anyone on the way. I didn�t want to, if I was being honest. Far better if we got to Town Hall without having had to hurt anyone. Better if we went in there with our guns still fully loaded.
And as I stared out the window, I started to think that we might actually be able to do that. Because I didn�t see a single soul out there. No one guarding the corners. No one walking the street. I ducked down and angled myself a bit more so I could see all the way into the town square, and almost to the door of Town Hall.
Randall didn�t even have any guards in the town square. Hell, it looked like they�d all just� gone to sleep.
Or they were in Town Hall having a celebration party, as Henry had said.
Either way, there would be no one out on the street to see us coming�or to warn Randall that we had arrived.
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We got all the way to the square without seeing a soul, just as I�d hoped we would. And it wasn�t because we were moving slowly or being extremely subtle about it.
Hell, we were a group of eighty people rushing down the sidewalk and trying to stay close to the building but not really doing that terrific of a job at it. Because we were eighty people all coming at once, and we were all cold and stressed and wanting to get this damn thing over with.
I hadn�t told them to be incredibly careful. I�d given them the information that I had�that I hadn�t seen anyone on the street, and that we suspected Randall and his men to be inside Town Hall rather than out in the cold�and told them that our job was to get to the hardware store as quickly as possible and then regroup.
It took us about ten minutes.
I stared around the corner of the hardware store, my people ranged out behind us, and then turned back to where Marlon and Bob were standing behind me.
�Bob, you and Sean take half of the group to the other side of the street,� I said quickly. �I want us to be able to rush Town Hall in a more even-handed way, and that�s not going to happen if we�re all coming from the same place.�
Bob nodded in his usual businesslike way. �Are we just going to rush in there and start shooting?�
�Maybe not shooting, since they might be more inclined to shoot back, but we have to catch them off guard and then order them to drop their weapons. Like a police raid. I think it�s our only option,� I finally said. �I�ve had my brain working on this since we got here, and I just don�t see any way around it. We�re going to have the element of surprise, and if they�re not expecting us, then it means they�re definitely not in there already set up with weapons and ready to battle. With luck, they�ll be more likely to just sort of� give up. But we need to scare them badly enough to get them to do that. We need to look and sound like we�ve got more people than we actually do. If we do it right, maybe we can get out of this without any bloodshed.�
I looked up and caught Marlon�s eyes on me, and read his expression perfectly. Because he was thinking the same thing I was: I hoped that there wouldn�t be any bloodshed. But I didn�t think it was likely. Randall was too reckless�and I had to assume that his men would be the same way. I still didn�t have a good handle on what exactly Randall thought he was doing�or why he thought he needed all the weapons he�d stored here, and the town itself had confiscated�but I was almost entirely positive that now that he�d won it back, and had his hands on those weapons, he was going to do whatever it took to keep it.
Still. None of that meant I had a better plan than just rushing in and getting them to surrender as quickly as we could. It wasn�t graceful. It wasn�t going to be pretty. But it was our best shot at getting this thing done.
For a split second, I wondered again if it was even worth it. We were going to be risking our lives�and people might even die�just to take back the town, when the reality was that I wasn�t sure we needed it. No, we couldn�t stay at Marlon�s indefinitely. But we could stay there for a little while. And when everyone was ready to move, we could find a different town to take us in. This wasn�t the only civilization in the area. There were other towns within a fifty-mile radius. Surely we could just move the people there.
But then I remembered all the arguments against that. Those towns would be suffering, just like ours had. They�d be running low on food and supplies, and they�d be scared out of their minds. If they saw a force of two hundred people marching toward them, they�d be likely to think someone was trying to invade them. Hell, even if they knew we were just from the next town over, and were looking for shelter, they might turn us down. They might not be able to help us. And we couldn�t afford to leave our people out in the cold for another night. We couldn�t afford to be so far away from our own homes without any shelter.
We had to have our town back if the people were going to survive. It was as simple as that.
And that didn�t even take Marlon�s magical communication device�or its connection to the government�into account. It didn�t account for the fact that Marlon could use that device to get in touch with the authorities, find help for our town. Maybe figure out what we were supposed to be doing, and how long it would be until things got back on line.
I didn�t know how much I cared about Marlon getting his orders for whatever mission he needed to run next. But I definitely cared about being able to contact the authorities for information and help.
So I came right back to the decision we�d already made once. We had to take the town back. There was no other choice.
And to do that, we had to go charging into Town Hall, guns out and at the ready, and scare Randall�s men badly enough that they surrendered.
�Marlon and I are going to take our group around the back and go in through the back door,� I told Bob, continuing in my orders. �You and Sean are going to take people in through the front door. I have no idea where Randall and his men are, but your job is to go in and try to get as far as you can without alerting them. That means sneak until you can�t sneak any longer. Shoot only if they start shooting at you. If they don�t�if you can get in without them noticing you�then we work to try to take them prisoner rather than starting a gun battle. If those guys are anything like Randall, they�re not going to hesitate to shoot, and I�d rather avoid bloodshed if we can. If it comes to shooting� well, we won�t really be able to do anything about that. Don�t try to hit anyone unless they�re aiming at you. Knock anyone out that you can. If they�re unconscious, they can�t shoot you. Look for Randall, but don�t engage with him. Just figure out where he is. I want him alive. I want to know what the hell he�s doing, and why he�s doing it.�
I reached out and grabbed Bob�s shoulder, squeezing it firmly once.
�Marlon and our group will be coming at you from the back of the building. We�re going to be running in their blind, and I won�t be able to check in with you. But I�m counting on meeting you again in the large hall. You got this?�
Bob reached up and squeezed my shoulder in return. �I�ve got it. How long before we invade?�
�Ten minutes,� I answered. �It gives us time to get around the back of the building and get the door open. I�ll see you in there.�
I watched Bob quickly divide the group of people following us and head to the other side of the street, going back three blocks to cross, to eliminate the chance of anyone seeing them from Town Hall. Once they were directly across the street from us, Bob gave me a nod.
I turned, called my own group of people to order, and headed down the alley that I knew would take us to the edge of town, my mental clock already starting the countdown.
It was a quick, straight shot to where town ended and the clearing between the buildings and the trees began, and we came upon the open snow of the field behind the last buildings within three minutes. I moved to the back of the building next to me and waited for everyone to join me there, their backs against the wall, their eyes on me. And then I ran my eyes down the line. They weren�t the ideal soldiers, and they weren�t trained. They were people that I was far too emotionally attached to. People that I was terrified to lose.
But I didn�t see any hesitation from any of them. They might not be trained, but this was their town and those were their people in Marlon�s house. They were ready to fight for them. Ready to fight to be able to bring them home.
I pulled my gun out and noticed my company do the same, their faces dead serious.
�We go in the same way I told Bob,� I told them sharply. �We�re trying to catch them unawares, and that means going in quietly. We want to capture them, not kill them. But if they start shooting at us, we�re not going to have a choice. Remember, shoot people only if you see that they�re about to engage. But I don�t want to take that step unless we�re forced. Our aim is to get close enough to them to scare the hell out of them and force them to surrender in their panic. Anyone sees Randall, point me to him. He�s mine. Got it?�
All the heads nodded sharply, and I considered that enough.
I turned and headed for the back door of Town Hall.
�You got any last thoughts?� I asked Marlon as we walked. �Any brilliant ideas or magical ways to get into Town Hall faster?�
�I�m afraid I�m flat out of magical ideas and brilliant ideas at this point,� he replied grimly. �I�ve already used everything up from my bag of tricks.�
�Well then I guess we�re doing it the old-fashioned way,� I said, and kicked the door in.
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We crept through the back door of the building and then ran along the wall, taking cover behind the columns as we came to them and ducking down behind any structures we found in there. It looked a whole lot like Randall�s men were doing something similar to what the townspeople had been doing�namely, setting up a campground in Town Hall.
Which really just confirmed my thought that they were planning to stay. And that was exactly what I didn�t want them doing.
We got everyone into the room though, and crouched down in single file against the wall, our eyes on the empty room ahead of us. I saw a whole lot of clutter, but zero men, and wondered suddenly where the hell they all were. Had they detected Bob and his men already, and gone to the front of the building to fight with them?
Because if they�d done that, I thought there was a good chance that Bob and his men were currently outnumbered.
I paused and listened, narrowing my eyes, but didn�t hear anything. And that was� weird in and of itself, actually. We were in a large building, yeah, but it was also a building full of men. Men who had just achieved their goal�and who thought they had won a battle, if my guess was right.
So the fact that they were all quiet was� wrong.
�Something�s wrong,� I breathed to Marlon, who was kneeling next to me.
�I was just thinking the same thing,� he whispered back. �It�s too damn quiet in here. Where the hell is everyone?�
I breathed out quietly and looked around, trying to see through what looked like hundreds of tents. The place was completely packed with tents and supplies, including enormous barbecues�where the hell had those come from?�and a number of army cots sitting side by side along the wall. The men had also set up what looked like a picnic area in this relatively large room, and I could see�through a door to my right�the stockpile of weapons that they�d brought with them.
In fact, now that I was looking, the room was full of weapons. I hoped that meant they didn�t have any on them, wherever they were. It would be incredibly stupid for them to have put them all in one place and not kept anything with them�
But I was also guessing that they thought we were long gone. They�d had no idea that we were coming back. And with luck, that meant they�d let their guard down.
With luck, it meant that my plan would work. We�d find them unarmed and be able to scare them so badly that they�d just give up rather than put up a fight.
Then I saw one of the tents start to shake. And another. And another.
�Oh God, they�re not at the front of the building,� I hissed. �They�re in their tents.� I turned and glared down the line of people I�d brought with me, making my voice as loud as I dared while still trying to keep it at least a little bit hidden. �The tents,� I said shortly. �Spread out and get to them. Capture them now, while they don�t know what we�re doing. And pray to God that they�re all in here.�
Then I was racing for the far side of the room, counting on my soldiers to do as I�d told them�and to do it quickly. As I raced through the room, making for the tents furthest from the door�and the tents my people would be least likely to get to�I saw men starting to tumble out, their faces covered with shock and confusion at the number of strangers running through the room, guns in hand. I didn�t recognize any of them, but I did recognize that expression.
They definitely hadn�t thought they were going to be facing any more enemies now that they�d taken the town. Hell, they�d probably found our camping spot in the barn, done what they needed to screw it up, and then written us right off.
They definitely weren�t prepared for an invasion� Which was exactly what this was.
�Hands up!� I shouted at them, brandishing my gun. �Now!�
And that was when the shooting started. Not in the room we were in, but somewhere else. The front of the building, I realized.
Bob and his men. They were shooting. Or someone was shooting at them.
And in that moment, the man in front of me�one of Randall�s�gave me a grin that was so completely malicious that it made my blood run cold. Then he darted toward the gun that had been leaning up against his tent. Around us, I could see the other men from Randall�s camp doing the same, and I had the split-second thought that it was choreographed.
Oh God, had this been a trap? Had I actually walked my people right into a trap?
I ducked and rolled, instinct overruling the doubts of my brain to send me to ground behind the closest tent�much good it would do me once the shooting started in the room I was in�and turned to direct my voice toward the room itself, lifting it up and using the volume I�d only ever used in battle.
The tone I used when I needed to make sure people heard me over gunfire.
�Ellis Woods, they�ve got guns and they�re going to use them!� I screamed. �Take �em down!�
I spared a glance for the townspeople I could actually see, watched them nod at me in understanding, and then rolled out from where I was hiding, took aim, and shot the guy who had smiled at me.
He went down, his face a blank, and I had the one thought that he�d damn well had that one coming. But then the world devolved into the snapshot, stop-action look it always got when I was in battle, and I stopped paying attention to the details. I saw a snap of Marlon helping someone behind a tent. A snap of one of Randall�s men going down, his face registering pain and fury.
The report of a gun way too close to me.
I ducked and hit the ground again, my body acting on instinct, and when I came up, I came up shooting. The guy who had fired was still holding the gun, but a split second later his brains were all over the tent behind him.
I jerked another magazine out of my belt, released the one in my gun, shoved the new one home, and whirled around to face the room.
The people from Ellis Woods were doing okay, I realized through the haze of gun smoke and noise. I could see most of them hiding behind what structures there were, popping up to shoot every so often but then staying out of sight.
Randall�s men, on the other hand, weren�t doing so well. Several of them were on the floor, either dead or wounded, and I knew I�d taken care of two of them myself. They might have had guns, but we�d also woken them up with our sneak attack�and they hadn�t been prepared.
If we did this thing carefully, we might still be able to get out of it without losing too many people.
I started running toward the largest group of Ellis Woods people, but came to a screeching halt and pointed my gun right at the first man I came across. One of Randall�s. The guy looked up, his own gun seemingly out of ammunition, and then he dropped the gun.
�Hands up,� I ordered.
I saw his eyes go wide like he knew I would spend approximately .3 seconds deciding whether I wanted to shoot him or not if he talked back, and then his hands were behind his head. Around me, I could still hear some gunfire�but I could hear voices as well. Most of them loud. All of them aggressive.
I glanced around, trying to make sense of all the action and noise, and saw that many of my people were shouting commands to Randall�s men, who were wisely dropping their weapons, and one by one were being zip-tied and shoved to the floor. I was glad now that Marlon had a stash of zip-ties�just another surprise from his armory back at his compound that we�d felt necessary to bring along.
Marlon was to my right, shouting at a group of men who weren�t moving quickly enough to get down, and I saw Henry working with Joe beyond that, both of them ripping down tents to figure out whether anyone was hiding.
The entire room had gone from being a mass of chaos and noise to being something that had at least a little bit of organization, and though I wasn�t positive exactly how it happened�exactly how we�d suddenly managed to come out on top�I wasn�t going to complain. The important thing was that it was all heading in one direction: my people were absolutely running riot in the area, and Randall�s men were prisoners, and being zip-tied, their weapons being gathered. We�d taken the room, but the battle was yet to be won.
Some of my people stayed behind in this first room for now, to not only guard the weapons room, but to finish gathering up the prisoners, while I led the rest of my group to the bigger hall, where I�d promised Bob we would meet them.
�Let�s go!� I screamed. �Check every last tent, then get to the next room. We have to get to the other side of the building to back them up!�
Around me, most of my people began to push forward, while some took the time to look through any tents along the way to ensure there weren�t any of Randall�s men still in hiding. No one was going to get out of this, I realized. None of Randall�s men were going to be left free in this room once we were done. My people were walking forward purposefully, their guns ready, their faces intense.
I couldn�t have been prouder if I�d trained them all myself.
I just hoped Bob and Sean were having as much luck on the other side of the building, where the shooting sounded like it was actually increasing rather than dying down.
God, I hoped we didn�t get over there to find them all dead. I hoped we got there in time to do something about it if they were in trouble.
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By the time we got into the main hall, Bob and Sean had opened the door on the other side and already pushed a number of prisoners of their own through the opening. I could see them on the far end of the hall, shoving people into the hallway and still shouting and shooting as they went, taking down any of Randall�s men that were still putting up a fight.
At least most of Bob�s fighters were still alive, then, and I breathed a quick sigh of relief at the idea that they�d been able to get everything under control and the gunfire had died down.
This hall was full of tents and supplies, just like the other room had been, though I could still see the door into the front room down the main walkway between the rows of tents, so it was at least slightly more organized.
�Push forward!� I shouted to my people. �Get everyone out of the tents! Meet Bob and Sean and their people in the middle of the room!�
Our group got into action, and we shoved forward, shouting orders and constraining our enemies as we went. This room was different, as the men in here had obviously heard what was going on in the other rooms and had time to get out of their tents and prepare.
But the weapons had evidently all been in the room we�d first cleared, because no one in here seemed armed.
And that meant they still didn�t have any defense against us. What was more, they seemed rational enough to realize that they couldn�t fight back, and would die if they tried. For the most part, they went with their hands up, their faces registering their surrender.
�These aren�t Randall�s men,� I muttered as Marlon and I strode forward. �He would never have trained men to give up like this. And why were most of these men unarmed? Who the hell are they?�
�Your guess is as good as mine,� he replied, taking a moment to push through a tent and make sure there wasn�t anyone in there.
And that was a question that would need answering. Because I didn�t know where Randall had acquired these men�or the weapons or supplies that seemed to come with them�but I had a very strong feeling that it was going to become important. Soon.
At that point, the cuffed men we were pushing in front of us suddenly ran into the men that Bob and his company were pushing in front of them, and the entire mass of humanity stopped moving. We�d reached our goal. We had our prisoners, and we had them all in one place, with a few more flowing in from the first room we�d occupied, guarded by the last of our fighters.
But I�d been watching carefully, and I knew that we were still missing someone. Randall wasn�t in here with his men�if these even were his men. He�d been somewhere else�and as long as he was free, he was dangerous. We might have avoided a battle. So far.
Something in my gut told me that Randall was going to make sure we had one, though.
�Marlon, keep an eye on these prisoners,� I said quickly. �I have questions to ask them. But first, I�m going to go find Randall.�
Before he could reply, a few windows burst, and in came cylindrical objects, skittering across the floor, spewing smoke. Moments later, a haze filled the room, and gunshots rang out. Were my people firing on the prisoners? I found that hard to believe as they�d all been bound and defenseless.
No, the gunfire wasn�t coming from my people�it was coming from outside the building.
And it was quite obvious who was laying on this new attack: Randall and the rest of his men.
I knew this had to have been some sort of trap. And we were right in the middle of it.
From the other end of the building, the section where my group had started the invasion, I heard a couple gunshots followed by a rumbling noise. Like a herd of elephants heading straight toward us. A freight train coming down the tracks�
And then the entire room exploded in chaos.
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Gunshots echoed in the room I was in with Marlon and the rest of our fighters. I could barely see through the smoke, though it seemed as if the prisoners we held in the middle of the room had dropped to the ground to avoid getting struck by the bullets that careened through the hall like angry insects buzzing to and fro.
As armed men stormed the room from the double-wide door that led into the first room we�d cleared, I aimed my gun toward the door�a choke point for Randall�s incoming men�and pulled the trigger.
A silhouette of a man falling told me that I�d hit my target.
I adjusted my aim and fired again. And again.
Around me, my own men were doing the same, staunching the flow of enemy combatants. For a split second, I thought about how we�d been duped. Randall and his best fighters had been somewhere else in town, knowing that we�d descend upon Town Hall. Knowing that we�d fallen right into his trap. The men we�d captured� who were they? Random refugees that had stumbled into town and were given a place to lay their heads? Had they unwittingly been used as a decoy? Was Randall really that� nefarious?
I pushed those thoughts to the back of my mind and pulled the trigger a few more times, dropped the empty magazine, and slammed another one home.
As a group, we laid down heavy fire on the invading force, but they kept coming, flowing into the room and then quickly finding cover. How many fighters did Randall have?
Motion off to my right, down past a line of tents. A door to the outside flung open and a few men poured in. Had our people out there been overrun? It was, in fact, out there where I�d heard the first of the gunfire. If it hadn�t been my own men, retreating, it had to be�
A bear of a man emerged in the open door.
Randall.
I did a double-take. It was really him.
Crouched down near the doorway, he glanced in my direction, leering at me with the arrogance I remembered so well from his cabin.
Looking as though he�d won the day.
But the fight was far from over�
He raised his weapon, and I lunged to get out of the way, finding concealment behind a tent.
The bullet cut through the mesh fabric and found its home a few feet from me. My heart thudded in my chest. That had been a close one�
Staying crouched down, I hurried to the other side of the tent. I heard the unmistakable voice of Randall, who was calling out orders to his men to continue laying down heavy fire on my people.
A volley of fire erupted from my own fighters, followed by yells of pain and agony on both sides, as Randall�s men shot back in a frenzy.
Inching out from concealment, I took aim at Randall and pulled the trigger.
The shot went wide, slamming into a section of wall just to the right of his shoulder, and he was quick to find cover a moment later. He was nimble for a man of his stature.
Randall hollered out more orders, but it was clear that his men were up against a competent force. The people of Ellis Woods weren�t well trained, but they were fighting for their town and their families�and their very survival.
Then, I saw something I thought I�d never see. Randall rushed from behind his cover and hurried toward an open door that led into another part of the building. Away from the fight that he�d been leading his men in.
He�d directed his men to fight until their final breaths escaped their lips, but he was going to run?
What kind of a leader was this?
One word came to mind. Coward.
�I�m coming for you,� I muttered, feeling more than a little appalled that he was going to get away.
Because this particular man? He was mine. I�d been waiting for this since he threatened my wife�and I wasn�t going to be running through the forest trying to get away from him this time.
Still hunched over, I raced along the far wall of the room. I fired off a few shots at Randall�s men who were in my path, taking them down before they could do any harm to me or my people. Off to my left, the firefight was still in full effect.
I spotted Marlon, shouting commands.
And then I heard him screaming my name.
�John! Get to Randall!� he shouted, pointing toward the door I�d seen the bear-man go through. �I�ve got this hall; you take care of cutting off the head!�
Cutting off the head. I knew exactly what that meant. I had to cut off the head of the snake that had coiled itself around the town of Ellis Woods. And though I was hesitant to leave my people here, I did trust Marlon to look after them. If anyone could lead them through the battle they were currently in, it was him.
I had a bigger, more bear-like fish to fry.
I turned back to the doorway and hurried toward it. Randall couldn�t have gone far. And something told me that he wasn�t exactly fleeing. He was expecting me to come after him.
In fact, I was willing to bet that he was actually counting on it�and that it was what he actually wanted.
But I was no fool. I�d been in the service for far too long to make it easy for him.
So I reloaded as I stayed crouched down, and then in the next moment, I was rushing through the doorway.
Because Randall and I had an appointment to keep. And I was looking forward to seeing the expression on his face when I finally got him where I wanted him.
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The moment I got to that doorway, I found myself racing down a long, windowless corridor, then I passed carefully through another door into a large room, similar to the one I�d just been in. My eyes were up and snapping to the left and right as I tried to find the man who had started all of this. The man who had built the cabin that ended up saving Angie and me�but who had then decided that he needed to kidnap Angie and use her as a hostage against Bob, and had allowed his cousins to try to kill me in the process.
The guy who had then been responsible for us fleeing through the woods when Angie was in no shape to travel. The guy whose presence had led to that precipitous slide down the river�and her descent into the water.
The guy who had nearly led to us dying in the wilderness.
By God, I wanted to get my hands on him. I�d been waiting to get my hands on him for days. And it was even more important now, because I knew without a doubt that this particular battle wasn�t going to be over until I had either taken him prisoner or killed him. Those men in the other room might�ve been outnumbered by my people, but they were obviously still willing to fight.
I needed to get Randall out of the way and, hopefully, take that fight out of them.
Even more than that, though, I wanted him under my power. I wanted to know what the hell was going on here. Why he had so many men and weapons, and where they�d come from.
I surveyed the room. There were a few tents, lined up in rows. But there didn�t appear to be anyone in here�except for Randall, who I knew had to be hiding somewhere. A quick scan around revealed a barricaded emergency exit, and there were no other doors leading to other sections of the building, other than the way I�d entered.
But why would Randall go into a room in which there was only one exit?
Though I couldn�t understand this man�s actions, I knew all I needed to know�he was here, and I was going to find him.
I crept through the first row of tents and came to a quick halt, my gun up in front of me as I turned slowly one way and then the other.
�Where are you, Randall?� I shouted out. �I know you�re in here, and you know I�m going to catch you. Come out and let�s do this like real men.�
Bang!
The tent next to me shook as a bullet ripped right through it, and I dove in the other direction, taking cover behind an enormous metal stove.
�Whoever�s standing at the end of this will be the real man!� I heard him scream. �Nothing decides how worthy you are like winning in a fight to the death!�
�A fight to the death,� I muttered, jumping to my feet. �If that�s what you want, buddy, then that�s what I�ll give you.�
I took off in the direction of his voice, but I moved carefully, keeping my weight on the balls of my feet and dodging from object to object, trying to keep them between me and where I thought he was. They weren�t going to offer me cover from the bullets, but they would keep his eyes off me.
And if he couldn�t see me, he didn�t know where to aim.
�What the hell is going on here, Randall?� I asked, wondering if he was one of those bad guys who liked to talk about exactly what they were doing and why. Given his love for bragging, I suspected that he was exactly that sort of guy. �Where did you get all these men? All this equipment?�
Another bullet, but this one went wide and hit something several tents away.
Importantly, that tent flew backward. Which meant that he was still ahead of me. I was still heading in the right direction. I dodged to my right and sprinted down the narrow aisle that had been left between the tents, counting on him to either be reloading or watching the main aisle instead of this one.
After four tents, though, I stopped again�and listened.
I could hear him in the distance, I realized. He was breathing heavily, like he�d been running or lifting something heavy, and there was something panicked about it. Or� excited.
�You have no idea how deep you�re in, boy,� he muttered. �No idea who you�re up against.�
�Then tell me,� I answered, making sure my voice was loud enough for him to hear it over the heaving of his own breath.
I didn�t know what the hell he was doing, but it sounded like he was in pain. Had he been shot? Had a stray bullet struck him when he�d rushed into this room before? It was the only thing I could think of, and though it made sense, it was also obvious that whatever had happened, it wasn�t slowing him down enough.
He might be wounded, but he was still dangerous. Still shooting. I had to find a way around his hiding place so I could come up behind him. Avoid the guns and surprise him.
His voice boomed: �Where do you think I got all those men? Where do you think I got the weapons? Hell, where do you think I�ve been getting them for the last three years?�
Three years. Interesting. �I have no idea,� I called back, creeping forward again. �Why don�t you tell me?�
There was a long pause, and I froze in place. Was he moving? Had I misjudged where he was? I leaned up against the tent in front of me and peeked around it, listening for the sound of his breathing. Trying to figure out how far away he could possibly be at this point.
But all I heard was silence.
Shit. What was going on over there? Had he died?
Then I heard a deep, shuddering breath, and realized that he wasn�t dead. But he was definitely suffering. And he was only about twenty feet ahead of me, if I was judging the distance right. If I made my way several tents to my right, and then moved toward the wall, and he stayed still, I�d be able to come at him from the right rather than straight-on.
If I got lucky, and he was facing the spot where he thought I still was, then I�d be able to get to him before he even knew I was there.
�Where�s your friend?� he asked suddenly. �Marlon? He tell you he killed my wife?�
In pain and possibly also delirious, I thought suddenly. Because this fell under the heading of rambling. And lying.
�He told me about her,� I allowed, standing stock still. �He also told me that she had chemicals in her blood that no human should have had access to. And that there was nothing he could do for her.�
I darted to the right after that, moving on my toes and as quickly as I could go without making noise. Once I�d passed three tents, I turned left and started moving toward the wall, going more slowly now that I knew I was getting closer to him.
�He killed her!� Randall shouted out, his voice now furious. �He�s lying about her having chemicals in her blood!�
He fired again�in the wrong direction�and I ducked out of instinct, my hands going up over my head.
Terrific. He was furious and he had loaded guns, and he was already crazy. This wasn�t exactly the sort of person I wanted to be stuck with. But at least he was firing in the wrong direction�which meant he had no idea where I was. Or rather� he thought he knew. He was wrong.
�Marlon will kill your woman, too, if you�re not careful! He doesn�t care about anyone but himself. Doesn�t care about anything but his mission. He�s dangerous, John. You can�t trust him.�
Ah, now we were in classic trying-to-convince-me-not-to-believe-in-my-friends territory. A beloved interrogation technique. Only he wasn�t very good at it. And I knew something he didn�t know.
I wasn�t going to be playing that game. He was expecting me to interact with him. He was giving me the high-stakes statements that he thought would get a response.
But I knew the game, and I knew how to win it. I also knew that I wasn�t going to be responding to him, since that would give away my position.
And I was now only one row of tents from him.
I got to the last tent from the wall of the room and crouched down, listening closely. If I was right, then he was behind the tent on the main aisle. Two tents away from me.
�Do you hear me?� he shouted. �That man is not your friend! I thought you would know better about picking friends, John! I thought you were supposed to be good at your job! Thought you were supposed to be one of the best at reading people! Turns out you�re no better than me, eh?�
Right, that was a whole lot to unpack, in terms of him knowing things that I didn�t think anyone outside of the military knew, but I�d think about that later.
I contemplated my next moves. I could fire toward where I thought he was, though that would do one of two things: give away my position or possibly kill him. At this point, I wouldn�t have minded if he were dead, though he was much more valuable to me alive.
I heard another shuddering breath, then, and realized it was now or never. I had to make my move.
I crouched down, tensed my muscles, and darted out from behind the tent, running right for where I thought Randall was hiding.
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A few moments later, I was rushing toward Randall, who was crouched down, facing toward where he�d thought I was. Too bad he�d been wrong.
His eyes widened as he swung his gun toward me, but I was already slamming into him, like a linebacker tackling a quarterback. He let out an oomph as all of the air escaped his lungs, and the grip on his weapon loosened. His gun skittered across the floor, coming to a stop about five yards away.
I had him right where I wanted him.
I raised my gun, ready to slam it against his head in an attempt to knock him out. But he parried that blow, knocking my arm to the side, then slamming his other hand into my chest, knocking me backward.
The force was unbelievable. This man was struggling from some sort of injury, yet he still had enough strength to pull a move like that? And in the next moment, as I lost my grip on my gun and it went flying, that was the least of my worries.
I landed on my back and was struggling to right myself when Randall lunged toward me, putting a knee into my chest. I reached toward my knife�it was in a sheath strapped to my calf, concealed by my pants.
But my attempts were futile.
Randall launched a series of vicious punches, and I did my best to parry his blows and counter his attacks, but he was just too formidable. It was as if an honest-to-God bear was on top of me, clawing me to death.
Meanwhile, muted gunshots rang out in the other room�the battle was still raging.
In here, I had a battle of my own on my hands as he continued his assault.
One of his blows sent my head slamming into the hard floor, and stars blossomed into my vision.
�Time to die, John,� he said, the corners of his lips ticking up into a wicked grin as he pulled his own knife out, holding it down like an ice pick. Where had he gotten that? Of course, he likely had it strapped to his body, much like I had a knife strapped to my leg, far out of reach.
�Nothing personal,� he said, chuckling softly.
This was it. The end of the line. It was in that moment I knew that I was about to die. But I wasn�t so worried about death. No, I was more concerned about my family. I�d never see Angie or Sarah again, that much was clear. And then another thought careened through my mind: Who would defend my family from the monsters in this cruel, new world? For some reason, I froze, and all I could seem to do was snap my eyes shut in reflex, waiting for the inevitable.
Suddenly, the gunfire petered out in the next room, and following a momentary lull, an explosion rocked the building. At first, in my momentary daze, I could only think it was one of Randall�s bazookas� Or maybe it was one of Marlon�s rockets that I�d seen in his barn? But no, we hadn�t brought along a rocket launcher, to my knowledge. Not only would that have been overkill for this mission, the last thing we wanted to do was destroy the very town we sought to take back. Not only that, this sounded different�
Then I remembered Marlon�s bins filled with grenades. Had he brought some along to use at an opportune time?
Regardless, when I opened my eyes, there was one thing I couldn�t help but notice.
Randall had turned to look toward the sound.
This was my chance. My last chance before he realized his blunder and continued his assault�and used that knife to stab me to death.
I thought of my training, my past in hand-to-hand combat. One little trick I�d picked up was on fighting dirty. Everyone expects you to go for the head. Instead, go for a softer, more vulnerable target. And go deep.
In Randall�s moment of distraction, he�d left his torso wide open� a perfect vulnerable target for me to exploit. Forming my fingers into claws, I thrust them just below the middle of his chest, near the top of his belly.
His eyes went wide and he let out a huff of air, losing his grip on the knife�it fell harmlessly to the floor. I now had his full attention.
I dug into him, then thrust upward, until my fingers bored into his solar plexus, right under his breastbone. With every last ounce of strength I could muster, I pushed upward and Randall struggled, attempting to strike my face with his fists. Some of the blows hit with little force, but most went wide, missing my face completely.
I pushed up hard and rolled, flinging the bear-man off of me, and then I was on him, using the side of my fist as a hammer against the side of his face.
The shock sent his eyes rolling upward, and Randall went limp, collapsing. Unconscious.
I reached into my pocket and found a set of zip-ties. Rolling my foe onto his stomach, I yanked both of his hands behind his back. With his hands bound, I rummaged through a nearby tent, finding some cordage to use to bind his ankles together. The last thing I wanted was for this man to wake up and escape.
No, justice had to be served.
And there were questions that needed answers.
Looking down at my foe, I heard the battle in the other room petering out. I turned and walked away from his crumpled mass, praying that the people of Ellis Woods had emerged the victors. It wouldn�t take long for me to find out.
I steeled myself and headed toward the main hall.
_________
As I crept along the windowless corridor, my heart pounded in my temple. Up ahead, I saw a figure standing in the doorway, partially concealed by the smoke that flooded toward me. Smoke from not only the firefight, but also the explosion that I could only guess had been a grenade.
I suppressed a cough and squinted, eyeing the person at the end of the hallway.
Whoever it was, they stood proud. They�d won the battle. Now, I only had to find out which side they were on. That would tell me all I needed to know.
Either we had been victorious.
Or we�d lost.
And that would mean I�d be at the mercy of Randall�s men.
I raised my weapon, keeping it held at the low ready.
If they were an enemy combatant, I was unsure if opening fire would be wise. I�d be up against an entire company of fighters. That would be a battle I could not win.
But as the smoke cleared slightly, I spotted a familiar face.
�Marlon!�
�That�s my name,� he said, letting a smile form on his face.
�We won?�
�We sure did.�
I let out a long breath as relief washed over me. We had won the battle for Ellis Woods, with Randall and his thugs no longer in control of our beloved town. It would only be a matter of time before we could move our people back and figure out our next steps.
Marlon�s slight smile disappeared. �Took on some casualties, but the other side lost far more than we did. The rest surrendered, and we�ll have to figure out where to hold them for questioning.�
On hearing that we had lost people, I sent up a quick prayer for their families. Sure, we�d gone into this knowing that we might lose people�it was one of the grim realities of battle�but that didn�t mean it was ever easy to handle.
I gave a somber nod, then motioned over my shoulder. �Well, I have someone in there we can question.�
�Randall?�
�Who else?�
Marlon crossed his arms over his chest, seemingly pleased to hear that news. �Can�t wait to have a little chat with him.�
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The next day, Town Hall had been cleared of the dead, and the enemy combatants who�d surrendered had been moved to holding cells at the police station with the help of Sean and his deputies. I wasn�t at all surprised to learn that each cell was now overflowing, but that was a problem that could be solved later. Eventually, we�d find a longer-term solution for where to hold them until they could stand trial for their crimes.
In the meantime, we had sent a couple runners to Marlon�s compound to communicate with our remaining people there. Soon, they would be brought back to town, once it was safe to do so. It hadn�t taken long for one of the runners to return, bringing news that Zoe was awake and in good spirits following the wolf attack. Angie was doing a fine job as well, and seemed spry and especially happy that I�d come out of the battle in one piece. It had been reported that the people at the compound were resting and getting enough food. The elderly and children alike were playing games, keeping their minds occupied. It was all for the better, I thought. They shouldn�t have to deal with what was going on in their town right now. They shouldn�t have to think about the gritty work we were doing after the battle for Ellis Woods.
I was glad I could take that burden off of them, with the help of Marlon, Bob, Sean, and the rest of the town�s leaders and defenders.
My mind turned to Marlon. He had his hands full at the moment, interrogating Randall. I�d wanted to be involved in that meeting, but he�d insisted that he had certain� unsavory methods that he didn�t even think I was ready to witness. I�d begged to differ, but I had other tasks to do at the moment, most of them involving leading the clean-up crews and getting the town in order. Returning it to a livable state.
Then I remember what else Marlon had told me. Beneath the library, he had someone manning his communication device, awaiting correspondence from the government. As soon as they heard anything, I would be the first to know.
Damn right, I�d be the first to know. Whatever was coming through the lines to that device probably had a lot to do with whatever secret mission Marlon had mentioned.
As I worked, the intrigue was driving me crazy. I felt apprehension at leaving my family again, though I was compelled to do whatever I could to help the townsfolk or whoever else needed my skills in this new world.
Stepping outside of Town Hall, I saw Marlon approaching me like a man on a mission.
�So you found out�� I said, hoping that he had something that would assuage my curiosity.
His eyebrows rose. �A lot, actually.�
�From the communicator, or Randall?�
He shot me a wry smile. �Both.� Then he motioned for me to follow him out of earshot of the men and women who were busy fixing the main entrance to the Town Hall�ripped apart by Randall�s invading forces.
�Well�� I said, coming up beside him out near the shuttered post office.
�Well, it seems that Randall is just the tip of the iceberg. He�s a part of a larger group of crazies who want to take over the state. Make it their own territory.�
�You�re kidding��
�I wish I was, but there�s more. Apparently, when the EMP hit, he was cut off from this group, and that�s when he made a move on Ellis Woods to retrieve the rest of his weapons. Gather others who were a part of this same group. I believe they were instructed to travel south after acquiring those weapons, to a base somewhere north of Lansing. They were just biding their time here, waiting for any last stragglers to meet up before heading off as one unified force, not to mention, trying to locate the other half of the weapons we�d taken.�
�Well, that messed up their plans quite a bit� But I�m wondering, what base were they planning on going to?�
Marlon wore a serious look. �That�s where your mission comes into play, John.�
�Okay, spill it out, Marlon. What did you hear from your higher-ups?� I leaned forward. This was the moment I�d been waiting for. Though it still sounded crazy, I couldn�t help but believe that what I would learn next had something to do with the bigger picture of what was going on in not only our state, but our country as a whole. �Did you hear about what my mission is?�
Marlon nodded. �As I said, this group� they want to take over a large part of the state, if not the whole damn thing.�
Suddenly, what Randall had said during our showdown echoed through my mind��You have no idea how deep you�re in, boy. No idea who you�re up against.� My curiosity was piqued. He�d never told me who he�d been talking about.
�Who�s this group�s leader?� I asked.
�That�s one thing I couldn�t get out of Randall�yet. But regardless, them causing a ruckus in their attempt at taking over the whole state would threaten our chances of getting aid to the people who really need it, including the people of Ellis Woods.�
�Why doesn�t the National Guard take care of this?�
�They already have their hands full in the cities, John. Cities have become unlivable. And any outlying areas have been overrun with refugees. Besides, it�ll be a while until they can do anything, and by then, it�ll be too late.�
I felt my stomach turn. �What do you mean?�
Marlon let out a frustrated huff. �The mole within their group has been exposed. Executed, in fact. He�d gotten his message out just in time, but then he was found out. Which means��
��They know their plot has been exposed.�
�Exactly. And so they are going full steam ahead with the next phase of their plan. Which might make them unstoppable without the government having to use up valuable resources that are much-needed elsewhere. Which is where you come in, John. Your success at this mission will not only save the state, but also help relieve suffering in other parts of the country.�
I considered everything he�d said. It all seemed so far-fetched, I almost laughed. Some of what he�d said might have made sense, but a part of me didn�t believe him. Yes, I know that he�d surprised me in so many ways, not only with his huge compound complete with military-level armory, but also his knowledge of the underground tunnel and the communication device. Still, a secret mission to essentially save the state? Or, at least, a mission to keep precious government resources where they were needed the most by having me run a mission to take down whoever was behind this plot to rule Michigan�
�We don�t have much time, John.� His voice cut into my thoughts.
�Do you think Randall�s main group will be coming for him?�
�It�s possible, but something tells me that Randall and his men are expendable. Of course, there is the chance that they�ll send reinforcements��
�That�s what worries me. What about Angie and Sarah? And the rest of the people here? Will it be safe to relocate them back here?�
He blinked twice, and I noticed his clenched jaw�he was getting even more frustrated with all of my questions. �Listen, here�s the deal,� he said. �There aren�t enough resources at my compound, and it would be better if we�d bring them all back here.�
�There aren�t many resources here��
�A few old cargo trucks are en route with supplies to keep the town afloat until local and state-level infrastructure gets back online. But that won�t happen as quickly without your help. We�ll leave in a few days. You�ll get confirmation from the convoy that brings those supplies. By then, your family will be back in town, and we�ll get this place buttoned up before we leave�not to mention, there will be a steady flow of supplies. And Randall and his men will be carted off to a detention facility until they can be put on trial, though that could be a while since I�m sure the circuit courts will be tied up for months. But at least those goons will be out of here, and the town will be secure. Rest assured, they�ll be fine, John.�
He allowed a smile to form, and I considered everything.
Sure, it made sense to bring everyone back to Ellis Woods, but I couldn�t help but wonder why the supplies couldn�t be transported to his compound. Then I remembered the arduous journey we had taken. There weren�t any main roads leading to his compound, and a cargo truck would have a hell of a time navigating to Marlon�s place.
No, bringing everyone back here would be the best option.
The only option.
We�d have to ensure the town was �buttoned up,� as Marlon had put it, but if my family was safe and well-fed, then I�d be on board.
I let out a long breath and nodded. �All right, fill me in on the rest, then.�
�Time to put your training back into full use,� he said, clapping me on the back, and he led the way back to Town Hall.
As we walked, I scanned the street and saw our people working feverishly on clean-up tasks. Soon, the town would be fully secure, we�d have fresh supplies and a promise of more in the near future. We�d bury our dead and hold a memorial service for those brave souls who�d fought so hard to protect the town of Ellis Woods. The town we all loved and cherished.
We entered Town Hall, and I got to work assisting my fellow townsfolk in the clean-up process, burying any doubts I had lingering in my mind. But whatever my feelings, I knew the die was cast. Soon, I�d be embarking on a mission that would weigh heavily on the fates of many people in Michigan. Using my skills to take down the thugs who sought to control the state was the only viable option I had.
It was my duty.
And time was quickly running out.
# # #
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