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Аннотация
A nation in darkness. A bitter Northern Michigan winter. The harrowing journey of survival begins.
Newly married, John and Angie Aikens are on a hunting trip in Northern Michigan when an EMP plunges the nation into darkness. They need to head back to civilization to reunite with Angie�s daughter, Sarah, but quickly discover that not only is their truck inoperable, the wild animals are acting weird� and becoming more hostile and dangerous by the hour.
Now, they must fight not only the elements on their journey back home, but avoid the growing chaos and nefarious forces that are closing in on them.
Note: This is the first book in a series. Rated PG-13 for mild language and moderate violence


T.W. Connor
BITTER COLD APOCALYPSE
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I was in the woods on the day my world imploded.
The hunting trip had been something Angie and I were doing for fun. Something that we�d decided on right after the wedding�a way for us to get to spend some time together, truly getting to know each other.
A honeymoon. Sort of.
And it was truly just us. Some camping gear, our rifles, and the wilderness. We spent the first day just enjoying the fresh air and quiet of the winter woods. As we sat in the tree stand that morning, huddled together against the bitter cold, I realized that I couldn�t remember a time when I�d been happier. Felt more secure, more safe. More like I thought a person was supposed to feel.
Later, I would look back on those few hours and wonder what would have happened if we had just stayed there. I would wish that we�d been able to do something like that, just to hold onto the happiness of our early days together. Before the lights went out and the Earth started to burn.
Of course I would follow that up with the truth of the matter: It wouldn�t have mattered if we�d stayed sitting on that log. We wouldn�t have been protected by what was coming.
�Easy, John,� Angie had breathed. �Wait for your shot.�
I tracked the deer in the scope of my rifle, enjoying the warmth of my wife�s hand at the small of my back. I also shut down the smirk I could feel growing on my mouth. No need to tell her that those instructions are unnecessary, I reminded myself. No need to tell her that I�ve shot guns more times than I�ve tied my shoes and could do it in my sleep.
Could kill in my sleep.
The thought sent my smile flying into the nether, and I quickly adjusted my focus back to the deer. This wasn�t war. This wasn�t Afghanistan. Those memories had no place here.
They had no place here.
Besides, I would freely admit that Angie was a better hunter than I was, having grown up in the upper peninsula of Michigan in a family that practiced hunting like a religion. She was pretty much an expert, even when you took into account the fact that I�d done three tours in the United States Army fighting insurgents in Afghanistan. I may not have had Angie�s knack for tracking game, but those long months of constant danger in the Afghan hills had taught me how to wait for my shot and make the kill.
I exhaled, my breath ghosting up around the rifle scope. I felt the chill air pushing into my limbs and allowing me to calm the adrenaline rush of the moment. Took a slow breath and held it, readying my trigger finger.
Then the deer jumped out of scope.
�Dammit,� I breathed, moving the rifle smoothly to the left and finding the deer again. It wasn�t uncommon for them to jump, but normally I could see it coming.
Normally they gave some sort of warning.
I had done a little hunting in my day. Seen a deer catch a scent and take off running before, when I didn�t know that anything had happened. But there was a process to it. A widening of the nostrils, a sudden alertness before the deer sprang into action. And there shouldn�t have been anything for it to scent right now. We were downwind from the animal.
Then it took off again, and I realized that it wasn�t running away. Not the way a normal deer would have. Hell, it wasn�t even running straight. The deer had started galloping in a tight circle at the edge of the clearing, staying in one place and digging out a deep circular trench in the snow. It seemed to be running as fast as it could, tossing its antlered head in all directions at random. It would slip and skid to the ground in the snow, then jump back to its feet and keep running. Around and around. Over and over.
�What the hell is going on?� Angie asked.
�Get the binoculars,� I told her on a whisper�not that I thought we had to be quiet anymore. Whatever was going on out there, it had nothing to do with us. �This freaking deer just went nuts.�
Angie pulled a pair of high-powered binoculars from the pack at her feet and brought them to her eyes.
�What the��
�I know. Have you ever seen one do that?�
If anyone had, it would have been her. She�d spent much of her childhood in the woods, tracking different types of game with her father and uncles. At only twenty-six years old, she was a more experienced hunter than most of the guys I�d grown up with in Indiana. Yeah, I was a couple years older than her, but I still felt like the student whenever we were in the woods together.
She shook her head.
�I�ve never seen anything do this. It just keeps going.�
The deer continued in its frantic circle, its path slowly shifting toward a large tree at the edge of the clearing. We watched in silence, too shocked by what we were seeing to comment further. The deer never paused or slowed its crazed run�until it collided head-first with the trunk of the tree. It dropped to the ground, flopping on the snow until it finally grew still. Half a second later, the sound of its skull impacting the wood reached us, a sharp crack like the breaking of a tree branch.
My eyebrows shot up. �Holy shit!�
We looked at each other, wide-eyed, Angie�s pale blue eyes striking in the early morning chill. She brushed a strand of brown hair away from her long nose with a gloved finger, then turned and stared at the dead deer again.
�This I�ve got to see.� She slung her backpack onto her back and moved to the ladder, swinging out over the ten-foot drop and climbing quickly to the ground. I grabbed my rifle, threw it over my shoulder by the strap, and hurried after her.
She might be good in the forest, but I wasn�t going to let her go out there alone. Especially not with what we�d just seen. I didn�t know what the hell had happened to that deer, but I could smell danger like smoke on the wind�and it was my job to protect Angie from whatever was out there.
It was early December, and we�d gotten our first major snow of the season a week earlier. It covered our legs to mid-calf as we plowed our way forward, descending from the small rise that held the tree stand and crossing the clearing toward the fallen deer. The sun had risen on a thin layer of silky gray cloud cover, and a few lazy flakes of snow still drifted down. Everything was quiet in the clearing, the covering of snow absorbing any sound. The world around us seemed frozen in time, apart from the few brittle snowflakes that glittered in the air.
Then I realized that we�d been wrong. Or at least I had been. Frozen fumes of breath were still escaping the deer�s nostrils as we approached it. It was still alive, but had clearly knocked itself senseless when it ran into the tree. One antler had broken off entirely, and I picked it up with a gloved hand as Angie knelt to examine the deer.
�Poor thing,� Angie said. �Whatever it heard, it scared it half to death.�
She stood up, slung her rifle off her shoulder, and put it to her shoulder�but I put a hand out to stop her.
�What are you doing?� I asked quickly.
She gave me a look like she thought I�d lost my mind. �I�m putting it out of its misery, John. The thing has probably got bleeding in its brain, and it might have a broken neck. Would you rather leave it here to suffer?�
I stared at her, shocked once more by how complicated she was. This was a woman who had no trouble hunting, when it came to food and warmth. But if she saw an animal suffering, her heart went out to it. She would have shot this deer in half a second if she�d been the one aiming. But tell her that it might be in pain and she was going to fix the problem immediately, regardless of the danger.
And I envied that humanity. That emotion. It was something I�d never been able to figure out for myself. That didn�t mean this was the right time to be shooting a rifle. We had no idea what was going on out there, no idea what the deer had been reacting to.
�I don�t think��
A series of crashes broke through the trees above us, cutting me off, and a bird hit the ground not ten feet from where we stood.
I crouched down, my eyes shooting to the sky above us, but I didn�t see anything up there. Nothing that would have struck a bird, at any rate. I moved at a crouch toward the bird, crouching down to look at it when I arrived. It was an owl of some kind, now flapping on its back in the snow. At least one wing was broken, and maybe its neck. It couldn�t seem to turn over. First the deer, now an owl.
Was every animal in this forest losing its damn mind? Something about this didn�t feel right. The instincts that had got me safely through many situations in Afghanistan were absolutely screaming that something was wrong.
�John��
A note of fear in Angie�s voice pulled my attention away from the wounded bird. She was standing slowly from her place at the deer�s side, eyes trained on the sky to the east, jaw dropping toward the frozen ground. I followed her gaze to see that the silver sky was cut through by a thin, orange-red laceration, slicing a looping path from the sun�s hazy outline, along the horizon and back again. It spread an unnatural discoloration through the clouds, staining the atmosphere with a sickly yellow bruise.
�What is that?� Angie whispered.
I shoved the broken deer antler into my back pocket and took the rifle off my shoulder, chambering a round. The peace of the lovely morning in the woods soured in my stomach, replaced by a rising sense of dread.
�We need to get back to the truck.�
_________
The day darkened quickly after that.
Heavier cloud cover moved in as we traveled the short distance to where we�d parked the truck, and the snow redoubled its efforts. The sky retained its strange yellow hue, tinting the world around us into a strange alien landscape. The temperature seemed to have dropped as well, solid snow crunching underfoot to break the silence of the woods. I found myself searching the shadows at the base of every tree, jumping at the rustle of each small animal that moved through the brush. I was on edge, my skin crawling the way it used to under the Middle Eastern sun, my back itching at the nameless sensation of unseen danger.
This wasn�t who I wanted to be anymore. This wasn�t who I had expected to be here, in the safety of Michigan.
A twig snapped to my left, and I jerked my rifle barrel up, shifting my body to address the threat and moving on instinct to place myself between Angie and danger.
A rabbit hopped out of the underbrush, fat and slow in its winter coat, and I lowered my weapon.
�Easy, soldier.� Angie rested a calming hand on my shoulder. �Wanna tell me what�s going on in that head of yours?�
I passed a rough hand over the dark stubble on my face. The beard was still growing in. It had been Angie�s idea to grow it, a way to keep warm against the bitter Northern Michigan winters, but I still wasn�t used to feeling the hair on my face.
One more thing that made me feel off-balance.
�I just have a bad feeling,� I said. �I�ll feel better after I can make a phone call. Find out what�s going on out there.�
We�d left our cell phones in the cab of the truck, thinking they�d be safer there. Besides, there wasn�t much of a signal way out here anyway. Now I needed to talk to someone who knew what was going on. If I could find a place to get enough coverage, I might be able to get in touch with the local police station. Find out what they knew about that thing in the sky.
�Well let�s keep moving then.� Angie gave my shoulder a final squeeze, then shouldered past me to take the lead. �We�re almost there. Stay with me.�
I followed my wife, grateful for her calming influence, but kept a tight grip on my rifle all the same. Our truck was parked in a gravel parking lot at the bottom of the trail we�d taken up into the forest. It was the only vehicle around�or it had been when we�d arrived that morning, leaving in the darkest hours of the morning to make the three-hour drive from Ellis Woods. We�d been planning on establishing a camp later that evening, after the hunt. Most of our gear was still in the back of the truck, including all our food supplies.
When we arrived, the parking lot was still empty of people. But it quickly became apparent that we weren�t actually alone.
A huge, dark shape was moving around in the open bed of the truck, hunched and fur-covered, rocking the truck on its hinges.
�Holy shit,� I said. I�d thought things were weird already. Now they were about to get a whole lot more dangerous.
�Wait, is that a��
�Yep.� I put a hand out and pushed her lower. �Keep down. Try not to attract its attention. I don�t want a fight.�
We watched as the bear stood to its hind legs, growling and tossing one of the bags from the truck, then shaking its head wildly before returning to its task. It was a large black bear, shaggy with winter fur. The ground around the truck was littered with our possessions�mostly clothes and the broken pieces of various camping items. It looked like it had just begun digging into our food.
I hoped that was all it was after. But I wasn�t going to take any chances. Given the behavior we�d been seeing from the other animals in the woods, I didn�t think we could count on this bear to eat and run.
I raised my rifle again and sighted down the barrel, but a hand on my arm stopped me.
�John, no,� Angie hissed. �You can�t.�
�I�m just gonna scare it off.�
�It might not scare off,� Angie said. �This guy should already be sleeping for the winter. And it doesn�t look too happy to be awake. What is it doing here in a place that smells like humans? What�s it doing raiding a truck when it should already be hibernating?�
She was right. There was something seriously wrong with the animals in this forest. First the deer and the bird, and now this bear. And the thing with the sun� I needed to be smart. Use my head, not years of paranoia bred from fighting in Afghanistan.
Angie wasn�t going to be safe if I went around making stupid, dangerous decisions.
I turned to her, seeing that her eyes were wide with fear, her breath coming short and shallow. She was one of the most level-headed people I had ever met, braver than some of the battle-hardened soldiers I�d served with, but she knew as well as I did that something was very wrong here.
We needed to get the hell out of the forest. Not start a fight with a bear.
I took a slow breath, allowing my lungs to fill completely, trying to tamp down on my need for violence and focus on how to get out of there.
�We need to get to phones, Ange.�
I fixed my eyes on the bear. We needed that truck. And the bear was in the way. The question was� what was I going to do about it?
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I moved toward the truck with slow, heavy steps, nearly stomping, just to make myself louder and scarier. More like someone a bear didn�t want to mess with. I also shouted at the top of my lungs and fired a couple shots in a safe direction, my heart hammering away inside my chest.
This was the stupidest possible thing. The stupidest possible situation to have to deal with. But we didn�t have a choice. We had to have that truck, had to get back to safety. Whatever was going on out there, I wanted to be with people, rather than caught out here in the woods.
I chambered another round and fired it off, watching to see how the bear reacted. I�d never chased off a bear before, so I didn�t know what to expect. I knew this was the way to do it, but I�d never even seen it done. Never seen it work.
Ideally, the bear would growl and complain a bit, maybe hesitate and scratch around a little before running off. Surely it would realize that I had a gun and that it didn�t want to mess with me. Hell, it had probably already eaten most of our food. Maybe it would decide it was full and just get out of there.
I certainly didn�t expect the thing to attack. But that was exactly what it did.
It leapt from the bed of the truck in a movement far too quick and agile for a creature of that size and came charging toward us, moving exactly like a predator closing in on its prey. I barely had time to think. I rushed toward Angie, throwing out a hand to shove her toward safety, then spun back toward the animal, chambered, and fired. But I�d been caught by surprise and the shot went wide.
The bear was on me before I could chamber another round.
�John!� Angie cried.
I tried to leap to one side, moving in the opposite direction from where I�d shoved Angie, but the bear was too quick. A swipe of its paw went right through the layers of my jacket and sweatshirt and left the burning trail of scratches across my ribs. It also sent me flying. I landed on my shoulder, but was alert enough to chamber another round as I rolled onto my back. When I came up, my weapon was in front of me and ready. And this time I was alert enough to aim.
But the bullets were designed for smaller game, not bears. Not angry, rampaging bears that had murder in their eyes. The animal hardly seemed to feel the bullet as it hit it in the chest. It didn�t slow down. Instead, the bear closed the distance a single bound and rose above me, one paw knocking the rifle from my grip and the other rising into the air, preparing to deliver a killing blow.
That was when Angie hit the bear with her rifle.
�Get off him, you son of a bitch!� she screamed.
�Angie, no!�
The blow had come out of nowhere and caught the bear by surprise, but the creature probably weighed close to a thousand pounds, and Angie was not much more than a tenth of that. Between the bullet, Angie�s kick to the ribs, and whatever else was wrong with it, the bear was extremely pissed off. It let out an angry roar and lashed out at Angie. She moved to hop away, but slipped in the snow and crashed to her back right next to me. Her right leg caught the full force of the bear�s swipe, claws shredding through her jeans and the flesh beneath them, and breaking the bone with an audible snap.
She screamed, and I roared my anger and frustration.
I dropped my hands to my sides, searching the ground desperately for something to use as a weapon. My gun had flown away from me and I had no idea how far away it had landed, so that was out. But I needed to find something. Then my right hand brushed against something cold and hard, my fingers closing around it on instinct. I drew the broken length of the deer antler from my pocket and, sitting forward in a single motion, drove the six inches of bone up underneath the bear�s lower jaw and into its brain.
The bear jerked its head away, ripping the antler from my grip, but the damage was done. It stumbled toward the truck, slipping and flailing in the snow, spilling its lifeblood on the ground with a deep, mournful whimper. I jerked to my feet, found my rifle, and snatched it up, chambering my last round in the same motion. The bear was now crawling slowly toward the trees, already nearly dead, but I wanted to make sure it wasn�t going to get back up. I strode up to it, placed the muzzle of my rifle against its temple, and pulled the trigger.
The bear flopped to the snow amidst a thin shower of red, and I dropped to my knees next to it, my breathing heavy and my vision dim.
I sat in the snow for a few seconds while the adrenaline rush subsided, feeling the aching burn of the wounds in my side rise to the surface. Then an agonized cry from Angie brought me back to my senses. I scrambled back toward where she lay on the ground, the blood from her leg staining the snow a deep crimson.
�It�s okay, babe,� I said, though I was terrified at how much damage that bear had done to her. �You�re gonna be okay.�
Angie growled in wordless pain, teeth bared and eyes rolled back into her head. I took one look at the wounds on her leg and quickly began removing my belt.
�I�ve got to stop this bleeding, honey. I�m sorry. This is probably going to be uncomfortable.�
It was an understatement. But it was necessary. I didn�t want to scare her any more than I had to. I wrapped the belt around her leg, just above the lacerations. I looped the end through the buckle and pulled it tight, creating a makeshift tourniquet for her leg, but blood continued to pulse from the wound.
�Dammit,� I swore. This was going to be worse than I�d realized.
I yanked the belt tighter, watching it dig into the skin above her wound, and she screamed.
�I�m sorry, babe. I�m so sorry.�
The blood pulsing from the wound began to slow. But I needed to get her to a hospital. Quickly.
I looked around the parking lot, assessing the situation while Angie panted with frantic breaths through the pain. Most of our belongings were scattered around the parking lot. Well, we would just have to leave those behind for now. I didn�t have time to gather them up, and they were the last thing on my list at the moment. The only things the bear had not touched were the few items we�d left in the cab of the truck. And those were the important things.
Because my phone was inside that cab. The phone that would get me the information I needed�and the ambulance that would help Angie.
�John,� she said, her breath a quivering hiss through the pain and the cold. �John, I think it�s broken.�
�I know, honey.�
I had to get her out of there. Into the cab of the truck, if I could, so that she�d be safer from the cold. Shock and cold were a very bad combination.
Add blood loss to the combination and you had a recipe for death.
�Give me your hand,� I said. �I need you to hold this.� I guided her hand to the belt buckle on her leg. �You have to keep the tension on it, okay?�
She nodded, teeth clenched, eyes wild and roaming.
�I�ll be right back.�
I hurried to the truck and opened the passenger door. It was a newer model vehicle with large tires, a spacious interior, and onboard computer system. And there was plenty of cushy interior. Hell, the thing even had seat warmers. If I could get her into her seat and get the thing turned on, it would be a quick answer to the cold. I made sure the passenger seat was back as far as it would go, tilting the seat to recline, then jogged back over to her. The wounds in my side were burning, but I ignored the pain, determined to get Angie to safety before I concerned myself with my own injuries. I stooped and snaked both arms under her frigid body, lifting her with a grunt. She groaned, a weak sound punctuated by her shallow breaths.
God, she was already fading. I needed to move faster.
�I know,� I said. �I know it hurts. Just hang in there.�
I carried her to the car with ginger steps, trying not to jostle her, and slid her carefully into the passenger seat. Running around the front of the truck, I jumped into the driver�s seat, stabbed the key into the ignition, and turned it.
Nothing happened.
�No, no, no��
I tried again. Still nothing. No whirring whine of the engine trying to fire. Not even the ratcheting click of a dead battery or a failing starter. Just� nothing.
�Shit!� I punched the steering wheel. �This cannot be happening.�
I stared out the windshield for a ten-count, breathing and calming myself. Trying to think. Had we had trouble with the truck before? Did I know what it might be?
Unfortunately, I was drawing a blank there. Which meant I had to move on to Plan B.
�Okay.� I nodded to myself. �Okay. Hang on, Ange.�
I reach across her lap and opened the glove box, rummaging for my phone. The moment it was in my hands, I clicked the button on the side to wake it up.
Nothing happened.
�What?�
The phone was a brick. Completely lifeless. Plugging it into the charger in the dashboard did nothing. Of course, I realized. Without the truck, there was nothing to charge the damn phone.
I yanked Angie�s phone out, desperate now, but got the same result.
Something was very seriously wrong, here. First the truck, and now the phones?
�This is�� I shook my head, staring at the black abyss of Angie�s phone screen and forcing my brain into action. What could cause this? What was going on?
Even more importantly, how could I fix it? How could I get Angie to warmth? It was getting cold in the truck now, courtesy of the open doors, and I could see her lips starting to turn blue.
�John.� Angie�s voice was a thin wisp of sound. �What is it? What�s happening?�
�The truck is dead,� I said, my voice deadpan. �The truck�s dead, the phones are dead, everything is dead.�
�How?� she whispered. �What the hell could have� was it an EMP? Could that have affected the truck?�
An EMP. I frowned, searching my memory. An electromagnetic pulse. A weapon with one very specific�and very dangerous�goal: to short out anything electronic.
But that didn�t make any sense. We were in Michigan, for God�s sake. It wasn�t like there was anything important up here. Hell, half of the state was wilderness. Why would anyone have used an EMP here?
Then I remembered the yellow sky. That contrail across the horizon.
�Yes,� I whispered. �This truck�s internal systems are all controlled by the onboard computer. If that goes out, the truck can�t start. And an EMP would explain the phones. But not the animals going crazy.�
Because animals were weird and had a better idea of what was going on in the world around them. But I didn�t think they would react to electromagnetic pulses.
Which left the truly terrifying idea that it was something else. Something that we might not know about yet.
�I don�t think it was an EMP. That wouldn�t explain the animals acting so weird.�
�Then what?�
�I�m not sure,� I lied. �Something else. Maybe something worse.�
�John,� Angie gasped. Her hand suddenly gripped my leg, fear giving her strength. �Sarah!�
Sarah. Angie�s five-year-old daughter. She�d stayed with a friend of the family while we went on this small honeymoon trip. In the three years since I had started dating Angie, Sarah had become every bit my daughter. I cared about her like my own flesh and blood. And whatever had happened, it would be threatening her, too.
�I know,� I said. �If the lights are off in Ellis Woods too, a lot of people are gonna be cold, hungry, and scared. Sarah could be in real danger.�
�We have to get home,� Angie said. �We have to get back to her.�
�It�s okay.� I opened the door, my thoughts whirring through my next potential move. �It�s gonna be okay. Just give me one second.�
I stepped out of the truck and closed the door behind me. Then I started pacing.
I�d been in a lot of difficult situations before, even life-threatening ones. But none of my training or experiences had prepared me for this. I had a wife who was broken and bleeding in a truck that wouldn�t start and phones that didn�t seem to be working. I had a little girl miles away from us in a town that might, if my suspicions were correct, have no power.
No heat. No light. In the middle of a Michigan winter.
I was out of my element here. I wasn�t a true outdoorsman; that was Angie�s department. I was a soldier. That was what I�d been trained for, and that was what I had done for the majority of my adult life. But right now I was a soldier without an enemy to fight, and all of my survival skills had been learned among the sunbaked rocks of Afghanistan.
They were skills that didn�t translate to northern Michigan.
I saw my duffel bag then and stumbled toward it, digging through until I found my dog tags. Standing, I put them over my head and clutched at the tokens, already feeling more like myself.
Right. We had to have a plan. I had to figure out what we were going to do�and I had to do it quickly. I didn�t have time to stand around feeling sorry for myself or my lack of experience in Michigan. In the snow. In the wilds.
Angie didn�t have time.
We weren�t completely without resources, I realized. We�d been planning to camp out here for a couple nights and had brought warm clothes, shelter, and food with us. What we didn�t have was a way to contact anyone, or a way to go for help. And if things were as bad as I suspected they might be, it wouldn�t matter anyway.
If that had been an EMP�or something even worse�then society had its own problems right then. No one was going to come looking for us. No one was even going to be able to receive our call for help.
We were going to have to figure this out on our own. And that, I was able to do. That, I had been trained for.
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I reeled my thoughts in as a fresh flare of pain from the wound in my side reminded me that Angie wasn�t the only one who�d taken damage. But mine were only flesh wounds. A quick, deep breath told me that none of my ribs were broken�bruised, maybe, but not broken�and that my lungs were both working just fine.
I needed to get Angie�s leg bandaged. Needed to figure out how to get that bleeding stopped�and whether I could. A part of me was screaming that the bear had hit a major artery in her leg and that she was going to bleed out regardless, but I put that thought to the back of my mind and turned my focus to more useful things. Get her bandaged, get her warm. I searched through the scattered remnants of our camping gear until I found the large first aid kit we�d brought with us. I also grabbed a thermal blanket from our cold weather supplies, then returned to the truck.
�Okay, honey.� I draped the thermal blanket over her shivering body, leaving her injured leg exposed. �We need to try and get this bandaged up. I need to see whether that bear hit anything major, and get it to stop bleeding. You ready for this?�
I didn�t think so. One could never be ready for this sort of thing. But she didn�t have a choice. Not if she wanted to live. She groaned and lifted her head up a bit, but I could see her eyes growing heavy. The cold and the loss of blood were getting to her.
�You gotta try to stay awake, Ange.�
I found some scissors in the first aid kit and began to cut away the material of her pant leg, careful to stay away from the open wound. The bleeding had slowed to a trickle, thank God, and I took that to mean that we didn�t have a ruptured artery in there. The ragged gashes in the flesh of her thigh were deep, though, her skin around them puckered to an angry red. I could see splinters of the bone inside�but that, too, was something to think about later.
Get her bandaged. Get her warm.
I knew from my field experience that there was nothing I could do to close those wounds, and given the state of the bone, that was going to be a surgical procedure. The best I could do was to wrap it up and try to keep her stable. I grabbed an absorbent pad, a roll of gauze, and a role of medical tape from the kit.
�John,� she said as I worked on her leg. �We have to get moving.�
�Just be still.� I shushed her, leaning in to rest a tender kiss against her forehead.
�No, John,� she rasped. �We have to get moving. We have to get to Sarah.�
�Look at your leg. You can�t walk out of here. I could probably carry you for a little way, but not all the way back to Ellis Woods.�
�You�ll have to drag me,� she said.
�You don�t know what you�re saying, sweetie. You�re in pain. Just try to relax; I�ll figure something out.�
�John, listen to me. Stop.� Her hand found mine and paused my work. �John, stop.�
I looked into her eyes for the first time since the bear attack, and found that they had lost none of their strength or vitality. She might be fading physically, but mentally she was right there with me. And she knew a lot more about the outdoors than I did.
I pinched my lips together and nodded jerkily, agreeing to let her call the shots. For a moment.
�I know you feel like you need to take care of me,� she said. �But you can�t do this alone. We�re both injured, we have limited resources. We need to work together to get back to our daughter. I need you to trust me.�
I nodded again, feeling my raw eyes pool with unshed tears. I finished wrapping her leg, securing the gauze with strips of medical tape, and then loosened the tourniquet a little to restore some blood flow to the leg, hoping the pressure from the bandage would slow the bleeding enough. But that blood was important if she was going to heal. If those wounds were going to try to close up.
Regardless, it was the best I could do for now. It didn�t, however, answer the question of how we were going to get out of here. I knew she couldn�t walk and knew I wouldn�t be able to carry her that far. She might have been small, but even I had my limits as to what I could carry and for how long.
�Okay, sweetie,� I said. �There was a small cabin about five miles back. I noticed it on our way over from Ellis Woods this morning. If we can make it back there, we might find a radio or a vehicle. We might find help.�
I hadn�t thought much of the cabin when I�d first seen it. I certainly hadn�t looked at it as a possible destination. Then again, I hadn�t been expecting all the animals in the woods to go crazy. Or a freaking bear to attack us.
But we were going to have to do what we were going to have to do. And right then, that meant getting her out of the elements�and away from any animals that might smell the blood and come around thinking they were going to have a free meal. An easy target.
�First things first,� I continued, without waiting for an answer. �I�m going to have to build you a stretcher.�
_________
I lashed the final corner of my improvised stretcher together, threading the tent cord through the canvas and wrapping it around the end of the sapling before tying it off and sitting back to inspect my work. Angie had given me pointers here and there�between bouts of faintness�and though neither of us had done anything like it before, and we were now trying to figure it out in the most stressful situation ever, I thought we�d done an okay job. I�d gone into the woods to find two saplings of equal size to use for the frame of the stretcher and cut them down using nothing but my hunting knife. The four-inch blade had not been designed for chopping down trees, but I hadn�t had a choice.
My wife was dying. I wasn�t going to let a little thing like a small knife blade stop me from saving her.
The first thing I�d done was leave the two sides of the frame a little long. It meant the thin branches at the top of the saplings would be dragging behind us, making this more of a sled. With luck, it would keep the thing from digging into the snow.
With luck, it would mean quicker travel for us. Because the day was getting darker and darker, and I was having more and more trouble getting Angie to wake up when she faded off. We had to find shelter, and we had to find it quickly. I ripped through the tent with my knife, cutting cloth for the sled, and grabbed the ropes that would have held the tent to the ground for binding the canvas to the saplings. The result was a narrow length of tent canvas stretched between two long saplings, a ski setup at the back, and handles for me to hold in the front.
Our tent had been absolutely destroyed, and though it was worth it, it also meant that we�d have no protection against the night. We had to find that cabin. If we didn�t, or if we got lost, we�d be stuck out in the woods without any protection whatsoever.
If that happened, we wouldn�t have to worry about anything anymore. But that wasn�t an option.
I gathered together the rest of the supplies, trying to think through what we might need, and stuffed as much as I could carry into my pack. Then I very carefully moved Angie from the truck to the stretcher and bundled her up in every blanket and scrap of cloth I could find. I would be moving and would heat up quickly. But she was just going to be laying there. It was going to make her horribly vulnerable to the seeping coldness of the air.
�You move your arms and good leg every five minutes or so,� I told her firmly as I tucked the last blanket up around her ears. �Keep the blood circulating. I don�t care how much it hurts. I won�t have you dying of hypothermia, do you hear me?�
She nodded, but I didn�t know how much she was actually even hearing at that point. I was losing her. Quickly.
Too quickly. We had to get the hell out of there.
Before I picked up the branches and started running, though, I went through some of my training. What was I forgetting? Was there anything else that I needed to do before we left?
Then I remembered. �Arrow,� I whispered to myself.
A marker for anyone who might come after us. Something to tell them where we�d gone. I dug through the snow near the truck, scraping and stomping out the shape of a large arrow pointing in the direction I intended to take us. Then I filled it with stones�and hoped that it didn�t keep snowing, and that the rocks would stay visible. If anyone saw it, they would at least know where we were headed.
Not that anyone was likely to come.
In a final moment of inspiration, I walked over to the dead bear and yanked the deer antler from its neck, cleaning the blood away in the snow and returning it to my pocket.
�Okay, Ange. Just hang on. We�re gonna find you some help.�
I wasn�t sure if she�d heard me or not, and added stopping every few minutes to manipulate her extremities to my list of things to do.
Five miles. I�d said it had only been about five miles to the cabin I�d seen. God, I hoped I was right. I secured my backpack on my back, hoisted the end of the stretcher up by the handles, and started the long walk toward the cabin, dragging my wife behind me.
Hoping we would reach shelter before nightfall, and before my strength gave out.
_________
The snow clawed at my boots, forcing me to fight for every step. Weariness dragged me toward the frozen earth, but I pushed through it, channeling old habits from long days spent marching across rocky Afghan terrain. My arms and back ached with a slow burn from dragging Angie�s stretcher behind me, and I stopped every time I thought about it to check on my wife and move her arms around. Massage the circulation back into her good leg.
I didn�t mess with her broken leg. I didn�t want to start the bleeding again. Figured that at this point, the cold might be good for it. Might be keeping the wound from going bad.
Then, finally, after what felt like one thousand years, I saw something in the distance. I didn�t know what it was at first, but after several minutes of squinting and holding my breath, it finally began to take shape.
A cabin. Right there next to the road, just like I�d thought. A cabin. Shelter. Safety. And perhaps a way to contact the outside world.
I watched it materialize from the trees like a ghost fading into view, thanking every deity I could think of for delivering us. Behind me, Angie was quiet, and though I wondered if I should wake her and tell her that we�d found shelter, I decided not to. Instead, I started pushing myself harder, making my steps longer and quicker. Angie was fading quickly, and the sooner I could get her under that roof, the better.
For now, if she was sleeping, I wanted her to stay sleeping. Wanted her to save all her energy for healing.
Above us, the sky was still that strange yellow-tinted color, casting the world around us into sepia tones. The woods were utterly and eerily silent, as if there was no one else alive but us. But I put that behind me, for now.
All that mattered was that we�d found the cabin. All that mattered was getting her out of the cold.
�There it is,� I finally said, unable to contain my excitement. �We�re almost there. Just a little bit farther, and we can get warm. Get some help for you.�
The thought that there might not be help was an unwelcome�and unhelpful�guest in my mind. I didn�t know what had happened, didn�t know what had caused that yellow coloration in the sky, but worrying about it right now wasn�t going to help us. I needed to stay calm, to remain in control, no matter what. Angie was depending on me to get her home. To get back to Sarah.
Eyeing our surroundings, it didn�t seem like there was anyone around�not even in the cabin. Perhaps it had been deserted. Perhaps whatever had caused that yellow sky�and the animals to go crazy�had also struck here. Taken out whoever had lived here.
The cabin was set back a bit from the road, but remained visible through a thin covering of trees along the roadside. It was small structure, but looked solid, and was clearly kept in good repair and used on a regular basis, if not inhabited permanently. The wood siding was well maintained, as were the shingles of the roof, and piles of cut wood were stacked neatly on the front porch.
I stopped at the edge of the trees and lowered the stretcher carefully to the ground, prying my stiff fingers away from the handles. I hated to leave Angie alone, lying in the snow, but I had no better option. If all went well, she would only be there for a couple minutes. And I definitely couldn�t take her with me until I knew what we were dealing with.
�Okay, sweetie,� I said. �You just rest here for a minute while I check things out.�
I approached the cabin on my toes. I didn�t want to scare anyone who might be in there, but I also needed to make sure it was safe before I brought Angie to the door. I crept to the side of the small building, where I found a window that was just low enough to the ground for me to look through. Unfortunately, it was dark inside and I couldn�t see much from that vantage point. A small round table, a lot of bare floor, and what looked like it might be a stove in the corner. A fireplace, too, and at the sight of it my heart beat several times harder.
A fire. We could build a fire in there. It would be the best, and quickest, way to get Angie warm. Thank God.
Another quick glance around the room seemed to indicate that it was dark and quiet in there. I stepped back and looked, and there was no smoke drifting from the chimney, which meant that there hadn�t been a fire in there in some time.
Could it be that the cabin was just empty? Maybe a summertime haunt for some rich family who didn�t bother with it in the winter? That wouldn�t be ideal�because I could certainly use some help out here�but if it meant that we were free to use it, I would take it.
I returned to the front of the cabin and climbed the three steps onto the porch, pausing to measure my surroundings. Nothing jumped out as being out of place, so I raised my hand and knocked on the door.
No answer.
I waited a few beats, then knocked again.
�Hello! We need some help out here!�
After a moment, when I still hadn�t gotten a reply, I tried the door handle. It turned in my hand. I wasn�t surprised to find the door unlocked; this far out of the town, people tended to relax a little bit when it came to that sort of thing.
I still felt incredibly lucky, though. With one nudge I had the door open, and I could feel that it was already much warmer inside, out of the wind. Away from the snow.
�Hello?� I called out into the interior of the cabin, covering my bases and making sure I was alone.
When there was still no answer, I stepped inside, still on my toes, and prepared to figure out whether the people who used this cabin were actually gone�or were hiding, waiting to jump out at me once I was fully inside.
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The first thing I did was make a quick circuit of the interior of the cabin. There was a single open space containing a seating area and the table and stove I�d seen from the window. Crossing the small living space, I found a single bedroom with a twin-size bed, separated from the main room by a curtain that could be drawn around it. Plenty of blankets on it, though they looked as if they hadn�t been touched in some time. A stall bathroom was attached to the bedroom on one side.
The furnishings throughout were mostly wood, and they looked handcrafted and well-worn. I was disappointed not to see any sign of a telephone or two-way radio of any kind, and I took a moment to breathe and let that settle in. What kind of cabin didn�t have any sort of radio in it? Why didn�t they have any way of communicating with anyone? The cabin was out in the middle of nowhere, surely they would want�
Ah, I realized. It was out in the middle of nowhere. We�d left our phones in the truck because we hadn�t had any coverage, and this cabin was probably more of the same. If there was no signal here, there was no reason to have electronic equipment.
Still, it was a blow. I�d been hoping that we would find something here, something I could use to call for help.
Did they even have electricity? I suddenly wondered. A couple of electric lamps were standing in the corners of the main room, but the place seemed to be lit primarily by the kerosene lanterns I saw scattered throughout the cabin. Whatever electricity they had, it must have come from a generator somewhere on the property. The town surely hadn�t run any power lines all the way out here.
I moved to one of the lamps and tried to switch it on, but nothing happened. Well, that didn�t mean anything. If they were running off a generator, and they weren�t here, that generator was probably turned off at the moment. This place was definitely set up for off-grid living.
And if that was true, maybe it meant that whoever lived here�if they lived here at all, and it wasn�t just a vacation spot�would know what to do in case of an emergency. Hell, maybe they�d have some super snowmobile, just ready and waiting to take Angie into town for help. People who lived off the grid might not want to be found, but they also didn�t want to die. They had to be ready for any eventuality.
Including, I supposed, people randomly showing up out of the woods, having been attacked by a bear and needing medical attention.
But what if there was no such person? What if this was just a vacation place and no one was out here?
�Then we�ll get her warm and figure out what to do after that,� I told myself firmly. �One step at a time.�
It was something one of my COs had told me once�one step at a time�and it was valuable advice. You couldn�t jump ahead of yourself or you�d forget to accomplish the thing you needed to accomplish right now.
Right now, getting Angie warm was my primary target. Anything else could wait. It would have to.
I dropped my backpack on a chair and made my way back outside, bracing myself against the suddenly cold air, to where Angie waited in the snow. Five minutes later I had Angie at the front of the cabin, and then in my arms. I carried her inside, laid her on the couch, and wrapped her in the quilts I found there.
�Okay, honey. There you go. Just give me a minute to get a fire going and warm it up in here. Then we�ll check your bandage and see how it�s looking.�
I made a quick route around the cabin, checking for anything I�d missed before, and realized that I�d missed something very important: a wood-burning stove in the kitchen. It was the kind that could be used as both a source of heat and a method of cooking, which made the oven seem rather extraneous, but I tossed that off as not my problem. I rifled through my backpack until I found a long-necked lighter and slipped it into my coat pocket. There was a stack of newspaper near the front door�presumably for this very purpose�and I shoved a handful into the oven.
Right. Wood. Must find wood.
�I�ll be right back. Just hang in there.�
I stepped quickly out onto the front porch of the cabin and found firewood on both sides, cut neatly and laid out here to dry. This was a covered porch, which meant the wood was actually still dry, and I grabbed an armful and rushed back toward the door. I was just trying to figure out how to get the door open with my arms full of wood when I was frozen in place by the ratcheting echo of a pump-action shotgun chambering a round.
�What the hell are you doing on my porch?� The voice behind me was low and rough, carrying an unmistakable threat.
�Okay,� I said, my heart in my throat. �Okay, just� don�t shoot. I�m moving real slow, here.�
I lowered the armload of firewood back onto the pile.
�I�m not armed.� I raised my hands and turned around very slowly until I was facing the road. �I don�t mean any harm. I�ve got an injured woman here, and I just needed some help. We found your cabin and I thought someone might be in here�someone who might be able to help.�
�So you decided to help yourself to my home, huh?�
The man was standing ten feet away, in the yard between the front porch and the thin line of trees at the roadside. He wore black tactical pants and a thick jacket of forest green camo. His pale face was red with wind burn and he wore a dark, moth-eaten beard. Heavy brows rose like mountains above the small pools of his sharp brown eyes, which held intelligence and hostility in equal parts. The full pack on his back didn�t seem to weigh him down at all, and he stood easy, the shotgun expertly cradled against one shoulder of his large frame.
This was not the look of a man who was going to be helpful, and I felt my muscles tense in readiness. If he meant to make trouble, he�d find it. I wasn�t going to let him anywhere near Angie until I knew we could trust him.
�Maybe I should shoot you where you stand for trespassing on my property.�
�We didn�t mean any harm,� I repeated, working to keep my voice calm. It wasn�t the first time I�d been held at gunpoint by an angry man who saw me as an intruder on his land. I knew the rules. Talk them down. Stay calm. Show them that they�re jumping to conclusions and that I�m not there to hurt them. �Just looking for some help.�
The stranger�s eyes narrowed. �You said you�ve got a wounded woman.� He motioned with his head toward the stretcher that lay in the snow near the front steps.
I nodded. �My wife.�
�Uh-huh. What happened to her?�
The shotgun stayed trained on my body, barrel steady, not weaving around in the slightest, and I cursed myself for having left my own gun in the house. What kind of soldier runs out into the snow without any way of protecting himself? I�d known there was a chance that whoever owned this cabin would find their way back.
I knew better than to let myself be caught out like this.
This guy had obviously had some experience pointing a weapon at people, too. My impression of him was growing less and less complimentary. I didn�t want him anywhere near Angie.
�We were attacked by a crazed black bear. Her leg is broken and she�s clawed up pretty bad. Our truck is dead and so are both our cell phones, so we had to walk. I thought I�d seen a cabin in this direction, and we came hoping we would find someone who could help.�
I was running out of words and this guy was just staring at me like he didn�t understand a word I was saying. Completely unhelpful.
Dammit.
�I just need to find a way to get her some help,� I continued, praying that he would understand. Praying that he would make some move�either to help or to attack. If he moved, I�d know who he was, what he was about. I�d know how to react.
The stranger stood without moving as I fell silent, his eyes narrowed as he processed my story. I held my breath, watching the man�s trigger finger, knowing I would have trouble getting out of the way if the guy decided to fire at me. Finally, though, the guy lowered his gun. I exhaled just as slowly, thinking that we might actually be getting somewhere.
�Your truck and your phones, huh? Tell me more about that.�
_________
I didn�t know whether I could trust the guy, but I also didn�t have much choice. He had a gun pointed at me and my wife was inside his house, wounded and of little use to me when it came to things like backing me up in a firefight.
So I started talking. I told him about what had happened out there in the woods, and then about how we�d gone back to the truck to find that and our phones completely dead, for reasons that I still didn�t really understand�though I had guesses.
To my surprise, rather than arguing with me or asking for more details to this fantastical story, the guy nodded once and waved me into the house.
�Sit down,� he said, motioning toward where Angie was laying. He moved to put his shotgun on the hooks attached to the wall, and as he reached up, I saw a handgun under the bottom edge of his coat, maybe a Glock 29. I made a mental note of that, because it meant that although we had two guns�rifles�he was nearly as well-armed as we were.
And those were just the guns I knew about.
After unslinging his pack, the man went back out to retrieve the firewood I had started to carry in. I watched him move, observing the way he carried his large bulk and cataloging any potential weaknesses or vulnerabilities.
Hey, old habits died hard.
The large man seemed to favor his left side when he walked�a barely discernible shortening of his step, probably from an old injury that had never fully healed. I never would have noticed it if I hadn�t been specifically looking, but once I saw it, my brain immediately started thinking of ways to take advantage of it. Other than that, the man seemed strong and fit. Given his comfort with the cold and the way the cabin was set up, I thought he was probably accustomed to the rigors of off-the-grid living in a harsh climate.
This wasn�t a man who had just come out here on a vacation, or on a whim. It would be difficult to take him by surprise or find a weakness that had anything to do with the environment�if he turned out to be our enemy. I still hadn�t decided about that part.
As the man put the pieces of wood in the stove, he grunted, �So, electronics don�t work. Anything else unusual?�
�The animals.�
He gave me a doubtful look from beneath a heavy brow. �One angry bear that could have been protecting her cub��
�It was alone. And it was already riled up when we found it. Before that, we saw a bird fall out of the sky like it was stunned.�
�A bird and a bear.� The man was using a manual flint-loaded fire-starter to send sparks into the kindling now, and I wished he�d hurry it up. I was freezing�and starting to feel the effects of the wound in my side. �That it?�
�It all started with a deer running in circles like a dog chasing its tail, then knocking itself unconscious by ramming into a tree.�
The man squinted and frowned, but made no further comment. Honestly, I was starting to get annoyed. How many examples did this guy need before he finally started to see what I was seeing? If he�d been out in the woods, chances were good that he�d seen something just as crazy.
If all the animals were acting the same way�and I was convinced that they were�then something had happened out there. I knew it.
�I know it sounds crazy. We thought it was crazy, too. But then� well, did you get a look at the sky?�
The man grunted again. �The sun.�
For a moment, as our burly host hunched down by the fire, I flashed back to the wild bear just before it turned to attack with all its speed and ferocity. This guy reminded me of that bear: large and dangerous and perhaps a little unstable.
I felt my muscles tensing and started to wonder if my body knew something my brain hadn�t figured out yet. Maybe there was danger here, and my brain was just too slow to catch onto it.
�My name�s John, by the way.� I forced a smile, hoping an introduction might defuse some of the tension. Maybe if we could start a conversation, I could convince my instincts to settle down. �This is Angie.�
The man didn�t acknowledge the introductions other than to take a good look at Angie�s sleeping form. Her face carried the look of a child having bad dreams, and she moaned softly every so often. I knew she was probably reaching delirium and that we needed to do something. Soon.
I also didn�t care for the way the big man was staring at her. There might have been a tight grin forming on his hair-covered face, but it was hard to tell.
He got up and lit the lamps, then went to a wall shelf and pulled down a couple of cans, a small can opener, and a sauce pan, took them to the table that appeared to also serve as a kitchen counter, and emptied the cans of what looked like beans into the pan. He set the pan on the stove top.
The fire began to crackle, warmth spreading through the room like the blessing of sunlight in summer, and I felt the exhaustion beginning to wrap itself around me, smothering my efforts to stay alert and aware. I busied myself with checking over Angie�s improvised bandage. Her wound had bled again at some point, but it seemed to have slowed again. The bandage was holding, and I thought the wound was probably starting to scab up in some places, but the skin around the wound was still very red and hot to the touch, despite our cold walk.
Still, there was nothing more I could do for the injury right now. I had to get her to a hospital to get her some real help. I needed to convince this guy to help us�or tell us where we could find help.
I covered her back up with the blanket and brushed my rough fingers along the smooth skin of her forehead. She looked too pale, and her breathing was a bit shallow. If she became feverish overnight, we were going to have some real trouble on our hands.
�She needs water.�
I looked up and found the big man with no name standing three paces away, facing his unwelcome guests. He held a glass of clear liquid in his hand. At the sight of the water, my throat felt suddenly dry.
�Here,� the man said, holding out the glass.
I cringed, wishing I�d been paying enough attention to have seen the man pour the water. I had no way of knowing what was actually in the glass. But we really did need the water, and though my better judgement was counseling caution, I took the glass, resisting the urge to drink first and tipping the cup over Angie�s mouth. I let a few drops fall out to wet her lips, and after a moment she licked her lips and opened her mouth. I poured thin streams of water into her mouth a little at a time, careful not to pour too much. When she�d had a few swallows, I tipped the cup to my own lips and took a sip.
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The water was cool and refreshing, rejuvenating me a bit. It didn�t taste of anything other than water. And I�d had enough training in the taste of poisons to think I would know if I came across one. I waited for a moment for the numbing of my tongue or lips, as that would have indicated poison, but nothing happened.
�Thank you.� I handed the glass back to my host.
The man grunted again and returned to the stove. �Nice tags,� he said without turning around.
I lowered my eyes and noticed that my dog tags had slipped out from under my jacket. Dammit. I didn�t know why, but something about the man knowing I had that sort of training bothered me.
I was getting paranoid, I told myself firmly. There was no reason to hide something like that from the guy. Even if he turned out to be dangerous, he�d know I was military now, and would maybe think twice before he pulled anything.
�Uh, thanks.�
�What�s it like bein� a mindless tool in the hands of a corrupt government?�
It was said casually, in an even voice, but contained an undertone of hostility.
Right. So not friends, then. My muscles, which had already been on high alert, pulled even tighter, and I narrowed my eyes at his back.
�I�m just jerkin� yer chain,� the man said before I could reply, turning to offer a broken smile through his beard.
�Funny,� I said. �So, do you happen to have a working phone or a radio? Something we can use to call for help?�
Another grunt. �Radio�s been busted for a while. Got a working truck, though. Could maybe help you get where you�re going. Where are you folks headed, anyway?�
I debated how much to tell him. I didn�t love the idea of letting this guy know who we were, but there didn�t seem to be much choice. I desperately needed to get Angie to a hospital, and I didn�t think I was going to be able to do it on foot.
I was running dangerously short of options. A truck would make life a whole lot easier�even if it came with the fine print of having this bear of a man tagging along. But I was going to have to make sure he didn�t try anything stupid.
�We need to get back to Ellis Woods as soon as possible,� I said. �My wife needs a hospital. And there�s someone there waiting for us.�
�Got family there, do ya?�
�Some,� I said. �We have a daughter in town. And connections to some�� I bit my lip, trying to find the right way through this. Would it be better or worse if he knew how important Angie was to the town leadership? Would it make him more likely to help us�or less?
In the end, I decided that it was worth the risk. Make Angie sound important enough and we might improve our chances of this man offering to help. If only because he thought he�d be getting a reward out of the deal.
�The truth is, the mayor is my wife�s uncle,� I said quickly. �And I�m sure he�d be awfully thankful to anyone who helped us out.�
I watched him, wondering if I�d guessed correctly, and saw him perk up�once at the mention of Ellis Woods and then again at the mention of Angie�s connection to the mayor.
Shit. I had a bad feeling that I�d guessed wrong. A bad feeling that I should have kept my mouth shut instead of trying to bribe him with information.
�Ellis Woods, eh? I know the place. Had some run-ins with the mayor over there. We don�t see eye to eye on some things.�
The man grinned while I tried not to let anything show on my face. Angie and her uncle were very close, which meant he was my friend and my family by marriage. If this guy was on the outs with the town leadership, I needed to be very careful how much more I told him.
It also made me wonder what exactly this guy had done to get on the outs with the town leadership. This far into the Michigan wilderness, most towns had rules that kept the towns safe and secure. If this man had run afoul of those rules, it didn�t speak well of his character.
We both fell silent, and I watched the man stir the food every few minutes, listening as the wind picked up outside, howling through the trees and forcing cold drafts through the seams of the cabin to bicker with the heat of the stove. As the minutes crawled by, the large man began to shift from one foot to the other, fidgeting and seeming more agitated by the second. His frequent trips to peek out the door made me even more nervous, and since each trip included the guy opening the door for a moment, each trip also had Angie grimacing in her sleep, nestling deeper into the blanket against the increasingly frigid wind that swept in.
Why the man needed to see outside was a mystery�until I heard a shotgun blast echo in the distance. Our host cracked a sneering smile though his beard, and my mind rushed through a series of possible conclusions. That would be either an ally or an enemy in the distance. Whichever it was, it seemed to calm the man�s fidgeting. He�d definitely been expecting someone.
Shit, shit, shit. I was getting more nervous by the second, because I didn�t like that grin. Didn�t like the idea that someone else was out there�with guns. Someone that this guy was expecting.
My assumption that the guy would turn out to be trouble was looking more and more correct with each passing second. And at this point I was willing to bet that I was outnumbered. My list of options was growing very, very thin. Especially with Angie out of commission.
The guy acted like nothing had happened, though, and served his meager meal on crusty-looking plates. Thinking that if we were going to have to run, it would be better for Angie to have had some calories, I roused her as much as I could and managed to scoop some beans into her mouth. When she shook her head at taking any more, I quickly finished her beans and my own.
If she needed calories, I would need double. I was guessing that I was going to end up carrying her at some point, and further, that we would be running. I would need the energy.
�After she gets a little rest, we�ll go,� I said as the stranger collected the plates.
�That�s not gonna be possible. Storm�s coming in hard.� The man didn�t sound or look disappointed, but stared at Angie like an appreciative zoo patron. �Besides, if that leg of hers is broken, it will need a splint and clean bandages before we try to move her anywhere. We�ll take care of that in the morning when we�ve got plenty of light.�
I scowled, but he was right about our situation. I could see through the crack that made up the one window that the storm was now a white-out. It would have been a suicide mission to drag Angie out into that, vehicle or not. We would have to stay put until the storm passed.
The host, as I was starting to call him in my head, took some jerky out of a jar and chewed on it as he went around putting out the lamps. Without another word, he shuffled into what passed as the bedroom and closed the curtain, shutting himself away from his guests.
I waited a few minutes in silence, then quietly put another couple logs in the stove and lay next to Angie, cuddling her close.
�Everything�s going to be okay,� I whispered.
But I knew it for the lie it was, and knew that I was promising something that I might not be able to deliver on. We had traded a crazed black bear for a wild bear of a human and who knew what else. The trauma of the attack was quickly being replaced by the sickening feel of imminent and unknown dangers that could strike at any time. On top of that, I could feel in my heart that Angie was fading quickly�and that I was alone out here.
I�d been in a million and one terrible situations in Afghanistan, and I knew how to take care of myself. But I�d never been in those situations on my own. I�d always had at least one or two teammates with me, watching my back. I wasn�t sure how to do this without that sort of support. With a wounded soldier on my hands.
_________
I woke before dawn with the wind still whipping outside the cabin and gave Angie small sips of water from a cup left on the floor nearby. There was a bottle of aspirin as well, and I managed to get Angie to swallow three pills, though she whimpered with pain at every movement. She was still groggy, but had enough presence of mind to ask where she was.
I leaned closer to her and ran my fingers through her hair, trying to offer some form of comfort, while I told her about the bear, and the walk from the truck, and the cabin.
�There�s a guy that lives here; he�s been helping,� I told her, my voice barely audible. I didn�t want the guy in question to hear me. Didn�t even want him to know we were discussing him, honestly.
I still didn�t know whether we could trust him, or if he was going to sell us out at the first opportunity. And I was still well aware that I needed to come up with a plan. One that would get us both out of there in one piece�and on our way to a hospital.
�He�s gruff,� I said. �I�m not sure whose side he�s actually on.�
�His own,� she said hoarsely.
I laughed, unsurprised that she was able to see through the situation so easily, and ran my finger from her temple down to her jaw. Hot to the touch, I noticed, grimacing. When I asked her whether she needed to use the bathroom, she shook her head.
Another bad sign. She�d had enough water that she should have needed to go to the bathroom, and if she didn�t, it was because she was getting dehydrated.
I kissed her forehead and headed for the bathroom myself, turning over a couple of plans in my mind as I tried to figure out how to get her the hell out of there.
Before I got out of the bathroom, three loud knocks sounded at the cabin door. I heard the door open, felt the wind rush in, and heard the low rumble of voices, along with the sound of several snow boots dragging and clunking on the floor before the door slammed shut. I finished up quickly and peeked out to see three figures in snow-crusted camo surrounding and gazing at Angie like the wise men in a survivalist manger scene. At that moment, our host had emerged from his bedroom and stepped close behind the new arrivals.
One of them murmured, �She�s a beauty.� The remark was followed by low sounds of assent.
My blood froze in my veins�and then came roaring to life. Who the hell were these men, to be talking about my wife this way? What the hell did they think they were doing?
My muscles clenched as I readied myself to go charging into the room�but then I paused for a moment. Our host was shaking his head, and I didn�t think I was out of line to guess that I was about to hear exactly what he was planning.
If we were going to get away, I needed to know what he had up his sleeve. So I clenched my teeth together and waited for him to speak.
�She�s mine, fellas,� the grizzled host growled softly. �This one has some connections in Ellis Woods that will come in handy in the very near future.�
�What do you mean �connections�?�
�The mayor.�
�That bastard,� another one said. �I could�ve gutted him when he kicked us outta town like that, if you�d let me.�
�Me too,� said our host. �But all of that is about to change. This girl is gonna give us the leverage we need to get our stockpile back. Then we�ll be able to gear up for the next phase.�
If my teeth hadn�t already been clenched together, I would have snapped them shut at this glimpse into our host and his friends. I held my breath for a moment, trying to get my brain to kick into gear and overrule my anger. Right, they knew who Angie was. Well, I�d told them that myself. That was nothing earth-shattering.
But the fact that they thought they could use her as some sort of leverage point�
The innuendos from last night had been creepy, but this was much worse. If I was right, and if I was jumping to the correct conclusions, it meant that these guys were trouble. Big trouble. Big enough that it sounded like they�d been kicked out of Ellis Woods.
Was it possible we�d managed to fall in with the group of misfits who had actually been run out of town last year? How?
I threw my memory back, trying desperately to remember what that group had done to get themselves kicked out. It had been before my time in Ellis Woods, so I hadn�t been involved, but I thought it was something to do with them stockpiling things that the mayor had thought the town itself needed.
I frowned, my heart racing. Had it been� weapons? I didn�t want to think so, but my instincts were screaming at me that it was. That they�d been collecting guns.
And using them in ways that broke the law.
�Shit,� I breathed out. I�d already suspected that our host was trouble. I would never have guessed that he was someone who had done something dangerous enough that the mayor had kicked him out of town. And that he�d still be holding a grudge.
And that I would deliver that very mayor�s niece right into his hands.
�Shit, shit, shit.�
I couldn�t see Angie�s face, but I could see her hands laying stiffly on the blanket. She was awake. And she must have heard everything those men had just said. I hoped to God she played possum and pretended to be sleeping�at least until I could figure something out.
This was bad. Really, really bad. Angie had a broken leg�and some very large flesh wounds�and desperately needed a splint before I tried to move her. I didn�t think we�d be able to get away from these nut jobs without making her at least somewhat mobile first, though even with a splint she was going to be in a lot of pain if we moved. Even better, we couldn�t count on anything having any power. Batteries might still work, but if I knew what an EMP could do�if that�s what this was�then anything that had electrical components was going to be completely fried. Which would include any vehicle our host might have sitting around.
Then I thought back to what he�d said�he had a working truck.
Perhaps his truck was old enough that it didn�t have a computer in it. If it was from the 70s or earlier, and Angie and I could gain access to it, then we might just be okay.
My next thought, though, got rid of the slight flare of hope I had at that conclusion. If what I was hearing was correct, then it meant that these guys wanted Angie. In fact, they had a very specific use for her. And they would need her alive if they were going to pull it off.
But they didn�t need me. I was just going to be in the way�and that meant that they were probably going to try to get rid of me. With their sights on Angie, they would quickly decide to eliminate anyone standing in their way. The bear-man had probably already decided that. Hell, he�d probably settled on it last night.
I would have to move fast when they came for me. Get out of the way, get Angie, and get the hell out of there. None of it was going to be easy. But it would all start with acting completely normal right now.
I had never been a good actor. I preferred to tell people exactly who and what I was, right from the start. But right now, my entire life depended on me acting like everything was completely fine.
Dammit.
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I made plenty of noise coming out of the bathroom and sauntered in with an unconcerned air�or at least I hoped I did.
I glanced down to see that Angie was indeed playing like she was asleep. Thank God. �She was up most of the night. Probably won�t wake up until light,� I told them.
They turned toward me, the newcomers surprised to see another person in the cabin. I wondered whether they thought Angie had managed to make it here on her own�and how they thought that might have happened. But then I put it to the side as distinctly unimportant.
They hadn�t known I was there. So they weren�t very observant. Got it. That would, I hoped, come in handy later.
The host introduced the group. �These are my cousins, Sandy, Ben, and Logan.�
He looked pleased, as though with his thugs for backup, everything was going his way. And I knew what that meant. More of them. Less of me. I tried to remember exactly where I�d put my rifle down�and whether I�d left it loaded. I thought I had. I thought it was under the couch and that it was loaded up, ready to go.
If I was lucky, Angie�s rifle was right there as well. I knew I�d had them both strapped to my back when we got here.
�Glad you guys got through the storm,� I lied. �It�s been a hell of a night out there, eh? We�ll be going as soon as it lets up. Have to get my wife to a hospital.�
One of the cousins, tall and broad with a shaved head, scowled. �That right, Randall? They leavin� so soon?�
Randall. So our host did have a name.
Randall was still looking at me consideringly. Was he going to show his cards now�or wait until later? Maybe he would still act like he was our friend.
Of course, there was the possibility he would give me his true intentions right now�
�Well, first we�ve got to fix this sweet lady up with a splint,� he said quietly. �Broken leg. Bear attack. She won�t be going anywhere until we�ve splinted her leg.�
The tall one looked at me in surprise. �Attacked by a bear? How the hell did you two survive?�
I shot it�but I didn�t say that. One thorough look at these guys and I realized that the best possible plan here was going to be to act as stupid and helpless as I could. Absolutely na�ve to how one stayed alive in the woods. Completely defenseless.
The less they suspected my training, the more surprised they�d be when I turned on them.
�It heard another animal, maybe a moose, and took off. It was acting crazy�like the other animals we saw. Maybe its crazy brain thought every other living thing was encroaching on its territory.� I shrugged, trying to be as simple and non-threatening as possible.
It looked like it was working, so far. The men around me were nodding and grinning to themselves as if they were speaking to an idiot. So far, so good.
Then I remembered that Randall had already seen my dog tags and cursed myself. He knew that I�d been through at least some training�and he had to expect that I knew how to kill. The others might not know yet, but it would take Randall less than ten seconds to tell them. Once he remembered. If he remembered.
There was only one answer. I was going to have to instigate this fight before they figured it out. And I would have to escalate things very quickly in order to catch Randall off guard.
Time to get things moving. Luckily, I already knew exactly how to start this particular fight.
�I have a first aid kit in my bag,� I said. �If we�re going to build a splint, that�ll give us what we need to keep the pain down. Hold on, I�ll grab it.�
But Randall waved me off. �Nope, we got this. Logan, get my green bag and kit from under the bed.�
As the tall guy went on his errand and Randall gazed at Angie, I quickly sized up the other two cousins. Sandy and Ben, I presumed. One was shorter, with neatly trimmed hair, while and the other was of average height with medium-length, greasy hair and a squashed nose that had probably been broken and left that way. Both had a dull look in their eyes, as if they were devoid of compassion.
I hoped it also indicated that they were dull. And slow to react.
The tall one, Logan, had a look of keen and nasty intelligence that rivaled Randall�s. They would be the most dangerous. So the other two, Tweedle-dee and Tweedle-dum, would go first. Even if they had handguns under their coats like their cousin Randall, I thought I could take them both out before either one went for them.
I�d have to catch them when they were away from their smarter cousins, though. If I attacked while Logan and Randall were within sight, the two smarter guys would immediately shoot me.
At least the shotguns stacked in the corner behind the door would be hard to retrieve quickly. They didn�t exactly keep them to hand. If I could get rid of Dee and Dum, and hold Randall and Logan off with my own gun, we might actually have a chance.
But I had to have Angie ready to bolt. And that was still going to be, as far as I could see, the biggest problem. I needed her splinted up. And I desperately needed any working vehicle that Randall might have. Anything less and we were going to be sunk.
Hopefully, his story of a running truck had been true�
Logan returned with a long green bag and a sizable first aid kit, then, and Randall unzipped the bag, reached in, and pulled out a tall walker splint that seemed sized for a woman and would reach to just below Angie�s knee. I stared at it, surprised. Why would he have something like that? Just in case some damsel in distress happened along?
Well, they were survivalists, I supposed. Perhaps this was the sort of thing that such people kept around.
I was pulled back to the reality of the situation by Randall suddenly leaning toward Logan, his face drawn up in a sneer.
�Now that everything�s changed, we need to move up the timetable. First, we take care of our little problem; then, as soon as the storm lets up, we head toward town.� His raised eyebrows revealed that his eyes had taken on a manic glow, and I had to fight to keep my face calm, as if I hadn�t heard anything at all. �We�ll take back what�s ours and then start gettin� prepped for the next phase.�
Right. Okay, so we were definitely moving toward a quick resolution, then. I took a deep breath, steadying myself, but kept my face neutral. He couldn�t find out that I�d heard him. Couldn�t know that I�d even begun to guess what he was up to.
I needed to keep acting like nothing was wrong. Until I was ready to hit the gas pedal.
While Randall changed Angie�s dressing, amid her moans, I mentally went through three possible escape scenarios. None of them was great, but they were our only options�which meant I�d have to go with one of them, at some point. As soon as I saw an opening. I gave a mental nod to the one that would shed the least blood as being the most useful, though I wasn�t na�ve enough to believe that saving the lives of these men would be necessary�or even preferable.
At the end of the day, our secondary problem would be making sure they didn�t come after us. And with that in mind, I thought, it might actually be better if I killed them outright as we escaped. Something inside me was grabbing onto that idea with relief. Something inside me smelled the imaginary blood and wanted action. It wanted a clear objective and a green light to execute. It felt good to have an enemy again, to have that clear sense of black and white, us and them.
But that wasn�t the mission. Angie was.
I might see Randall and his cousins as enemy combatants standing in the way of my objective, but I couldn�t allow myself to get distracted by the thrill of action. I needed to focus on getting my wife to safety. That was all that mattered. Then, if we survived that long, I would find a way to get us back to Ellis Woods and to Sarah.
If I killed Randall and the others in the process, that was what it was. But I couldn�t make that my prime objective.
Randall moved on to the splint, lining it up on either side of Angie�s thigh and lashing it into place. It was excruciating to stand by while her moans ripped through the cabin, but I held her hand and watched, knowing that I needed that splint in place for what I was going to do next.
Once Randall was finished, he moved away, leaving me alone with Angie. For the moment.
�John,� she whispered through clenched teeth, her body tense with pain. �They know who I am, they� they��
�I know, honey.� I kept my voice low and soothing, trying to sound like I was just comforting her. �I heard. Just hang in there. I�m going to get us out of this.�
�Just be careful. These assholes are dangerous.�
I met her gaze and allowed my eyes to harden and a cold calculation to settle over my mind. I�d never had to take care of her like this before. Now that I had the chance, I knew I was going to do whatever it took to make sure she came out the other side. No man left behind, I told myself.
�So am I.�
Randall gave out some more orders, then, and Dee and Dum went to the food shelf and opened several cans of beans and vegetables, putting them in two pans and beginning to heat them on the stove. The food, basic as it was, satisfied us just enough. It would hold us until we could reach relative safety. But I wasn�t stupid enough to think that we were all just going to sit down and have lunch like we were old friends.
When it came down to it, I didn�t have to wait long. Randall hung back while Dee and Dum wandered over, casually flanking me on either side where I sat next to Angie on the sofa. Her hand moved down to grasp mine, and I gave hers a squeeze, sending her the sign�I hoped�that I knew what I was doing.
Logan stood up in front of us, scratching at a scab on his bald head.
�Come over here a second, man,� he said on a sneer. �Need a word with you.�
A word. Right� I kept my breathing steady, retreating into that part of my mind where I could still think and reason while fear and uncertainty raged around me. The place I�d found on my first tour of Afghanistan�and the place I�d gone to again and again whenever we had to go into dangerous territory. The place where I could keep my wits about me, even when shit was going bad.
�Sure,� I said.
I stood up slowly, only partially needing to fake my exhaustion. These boys were using a strategy so simple as to be almost laughable. Separate me from Angie, surround me, then beat me into submission. They�d make her watch so that she knew how dangerous they were�and force her to think that she couldn�t afford to fight them. That she wouldn�t be big enough, or that they�d do the same to her if she tried.
Once I was dead, they�d use her for whatever they wanted to use her for, and that would be that. Probably kill her afterward.
The thing I knew and they didn�t was that I�d spent years training for exactly this situation. And they were never going to see my moves coming.
When it started, I cried out in fake surprise. Logan swung a meaty fist at my head and I went with the blow, dropping to the cabin floor. Yeah, I�d known it was coming, but that wasn�t going to make this any easier. I was outnumbered here, and Randall had a gun on him�even if it was a small one. I couldn�t take the other three out without drawing fire from our host. Our guns were too far away and I didn�t want Angie getting hurt any worse than she already was.
So my plan was to take the beating and wait for an opportunity. It wasn�t a good plan. But I�d had worse.
I let the cousins rough me up, slipping away from the worst of the blows in a way that they wouldn�t be able to notice. I absorbed the others, twisting and turning so that they were distributed all over my body rather than focused in any specific place, and making sure that none of them landed on a spot that would do too much damage.
These guys were just like any others. They thought kicking you would take you out. They didn�t realize that fighting that way meant that you were hitting the same spot over and over again�and that it made you easier to avoid. I would be bruised and sore later, but nothing would be broken. Most importantly, I would still be able to function. And I wouldn�t have wasted any strength on fighting back.
I was planning on using that strength for something else entirely.
When they thought they were done enough, they tied my hands behind me and ran a length of rope from my hands to my tied ankles so I couldn�t stand up. This, too, was laughable.
I�d have been able to get out of those knots in my sleep. But I wouldn�t do it until I was ready.
When they pushed and pulled me over toward the wall and left me leaning against it, I did finally smile. My pack sat less than a foot away from me. And that was exactly what I needed. The opportunity I�d been waiting for.
They�d put me in the one place in the entire cabin where I�d be able to get to exactly what I needed to get away.
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I�d been able to figure out whether Dee and Dum were packing handguns�they weren�t�during the fight, and now I scowled at the floor, thinking through what their next steps would be. The two dumb ones would drag me outside, no doubt, where I would be dispatched by Logan or Randall�who were probably the only two with the guts to try to kill a man.
At least that was how they thought it was going to work.
I watched through narrowed eyes as they made their way toward the bedroom and pulled the curtain shut behind them. I listened to their voices as they murmured to each other, no doubt coming up with the same plan I�d already outlined, and started slipping my wrists out of the bindings. I�d pushed outward with my wrists as they were tying them, so the loops were far too loose. It made it easy to slip back out of them with almost no effort.
Just like Houdini, I thought to myself, pulling my arms back around to their correct position and rubbing my wrists.
A second later, I had my hands in my pack, rifling through for my hunting knife. I had to get that knife�which I�d hidden at the bottom of the pack�before any of those goons made it back into the living room. Once I found it, I yanked it out, shoved my pack back into place, and threaded my hands around behind my back again.
They needed to think I was still tied up. That I was still helpless.
I flashed one quick glance in Angie�s direction before I looked at the floor again. She was staring at me with wide, fearful eyes�but I could also see the shadow of a grin at the corner of her mouth. She knew exactly what I was doing.
It was the two goons who returned for me, just as I�d expected. Moment of truth, I thought, my muscles tensing in readiness.
When Dum pulled me up by the back of my shirt, I swung my arm around and struck him in the temple with the butt of the knife. He collapsed in a heap on the floor, and I quickly backed up, crouching down a bit and getting ready for Dee to charge me. Dee, however, was staring in shock at Dum, a look of utter confusion on his ugly face.
Right, well, I didn�t want him to fight me anyhow. I snaked an arm around his throat and tightened my hold, giving it only enough pressure to knock him out. I didn�t want to crush his windpipe or kill him. I didn�t want to kill any of them, I reminded myself.
I didn�t need to. If they died of their wounds, that was on them, not me. In the meantime, I was going to do everything I could to keep it non-lethal. I would not kill these men unless I had no choice.
Dee was still falling to the floor unconscious when I stepped over to where the curtain was pulled across the bedroom, still clutching my knife. Randall and Logan would have heard the commotion, but I was hoping they would assume that I�d just been struggling with the other men. After all, it would have been the natural thing to do�no matter how beat up I�d been. I crouched down and waited, balancing myself on my toes and narrowing my focus down to the spot where anyone would have to emerge from that bedroom.
Whoever came out first, I had to get the drop on them. Once that was done, I�d worry about the other guy.
The moment Logan appeared, newly armed with what looked like an S&W M&P Shield, I moved, sinking the six-inch blade into his thigh and twisting. Logan screamed in pain as I pulled my knife free, and he jerked to the side, dropping the handgun�which I caught in one smooth move before it hit the floor. I pocketed the gun and kicked the now-crouching Logan in the back, sending him sprawling into the middle of the living room.
Then I sprang back to the space between the bedroom and the bathroom. One deep breath was all I had time for, and I took full advantage of it. The next man out would be Randall, and I had no doubt that he was going to be the toughest opponent yet.
When he slid the curtain aside, he did it so quickly that it still surprised me, and he was already reaching back to un-holster his Glock. The sight of Logan thrashing in the middle of the room next to his two unconscious cousins, cursing and slipping on his own blood, was enough to make him pause, though�and I readied myself, prepared to slip behind the man and get my knife up to his throat.
But the crazy woodman�s reflexes were staggeringly quick. Instead of pausing and staring like I�d expected him to, he turned and brought his hand down on my wrist, sending my knife skittering across the floor. I paused for only a moment, then punched the guy right in the throat as he lunged toward me and stepped to the side. Randall�s momentum took him right past me�and that was all I needed.
As he drove past me, I put one arm up and wrapped it around his neck, using it as a lever to pull myself up against his back until I was in prime position. Seconds later, my forearm over his windpipe, I was leaning back with all my strength, using my right hand to steady and brace my still-trembling left arm. Randall threw himself back, trying to slam me against the wall, but I was ready for that too. The moment I felt him move, I jumped up and pushed my feet behind me, hitting the wall and throwing us forward again.
In front of me, Randall stumbled, surprised, and fell to his knees. He wasn�t out of the fight yet, though, and ducked one shoulder down, sending me sailing over his head and to the floor on the other side of him. I jumped up almost before I hit the ground, whirled around, and yanked the S&W from my pocket.
Angie screamed, but I fired anyhow, sending two bullets right into Randall�s stomach.
�Right. Well, I guess it�s time to go,� I hissed to myself.
Thank God Angie already had that splint on.
I grabbed my backpack and threw it on, gathered as many blankets as I could carry, and swept whatever cans I could find in the kitchen into my bag. Along the way, I spent a few precious moments searching for the truck keys but came up short.
I fixed my gaze on Randall, who was still on the floor, clutching his stomach. I rushed over and grabbed him by the arm. �Where are the keys?�
�Go to hell,� he mumbled.
I checked all his pockets, but the keys were nowhere to be found. I cursed under my breath and considered ways to get the information out of him, but quickly realized that the old truck probably wouldn�t be our golden ticket to safety�the storm had likely made most of the roads out of here impassable, and an old beater truck wouldn�t get us far�
Not wanting to waste more time searching for the keys, I let go of Randall and rushed over to Angie. I helped her to her feet, letting her lean on me as heavily as she needed while she got her one good leg under her.
�Lean on me, okay? Don�t put any weight on the other leg. If it gets to be too much, let me know and we�ll stop. We�ve got to get the hell out of here, but not if it starts hurting you.�
She just nodded, the color draining out of her face, and that was enough for me.
We moved toward the door, her weight leaning heavily against me, and then down the steps into the front yard of the cabin. At the bottom of the stairs, I handed her the pile of blankets, lifted her into my arms, and carried her into the snow-covered opening. Any tracks left by Randall or the cousins had already been filled in by the snow still whipping down to batter the world with frozen white. I tromped through the snow, still running on adrenalin from the fight, and located the improvised stretcher I�d left near the front steps when we�d arrived at the cabin. I kicked the snow off of it as best I could and laid Angie down, bundling her up in the blankets.
�John, wait,� she said. �The storm. It�s too much. We�ll freeze to death.�
I shook my head. It wasn�t the thing I would have chosen, true enough�but I didn�t think we had any options. �We don�t have a choice. We have to try to get somewhere safe. If we stay here, these bastards are going to kill us anyway. There�s a truck, but I don�t have the first clue whether it will actually run. And I don�t have the keys. I don�t know how to hot-wire a car, do you?�
She looked up and bit her lip, but I could see the humor in her eyes. �I let my skills slip a few years ago when I gave up crime,� she whispered.
I huffed out a laugh. �Me too. Which means this is our best option. For now. Soon as I find something else, I promise I�ll let you know.�
I turned my back on her, lifted the handles of the stretcher, and lunged forward, dragging my wife away from the cabin and into the trees�and praying that I�d given Randall and his cousins enough to think about that they�d stay put in the cabin, rather than coming after us.
_________
The wind was lashing at my clothes, and driving ice and snow stung my face. I wished more than once that I�d thought to grab more clothing from Randall�s cabin, but I ignored it all and focused on our forward movement. I needed to move as quickly as I could manage now, while my adrenalin was still up from that fight. Needed to get as much distance between us and those men in the cabin.
Needed to get far enough away that they wouldn�t be able to find us.
In that, we had luck on our side. The storm was still raging around us, and that meant the snow was covering our tracks quickly behind us. With luck, we�d be out of sight before anyone came out of that cabin. Without tracks to follow, they would have no idea which way we went.
Unfortunately, that was as far as my planning went. I knew we needed to get to safety, but I didn�t have a damn idea where we were going to go�or what direction would take us any closer to civilization. Hell, I didn�t even know if civilization still existed the way it had when we�d driven into the woods the day before.
If that had truly been an EMP, it meant someone had set it off. Someone had launched it. It would have affected everything within the immediate area�going even further afield if it had been large enough�and that would mean that nothing electronic was working, at least in the towns around here. I�d seen what mankind did when things stopped working the way they were used to. It wasn�t pretty. And I could only imagine what was happening in the cities, with thousands of people panicking at the light in the sky, things suddenly not working, and potentially a lack of communication from anyone in the higher levels of government.
Hell, maybe we were safer out here in the forest by ourselves. Safer than we would be if we got into a city where everyone had lost their heads.
Then I remembered the men I�d left in the cabin and shook my head. Those men would be coming after us. I was sure of it. I hadn�t finished Randall, who might be just fine if he�d been wearing any sort of body armor�had there been any blood under his hand as he clutched his belly? And Logan probably only had a flesh wound, unless I�d hit an artery. The other two would eventually wake up�and none of them seemed like the kind of people who would shake their heads and let it go. Maybe the stupid ones, but not the other two. Yeah, I�d shot Randall in the stomach, but he was a survivalist. For all I knew, he�d been wearing Kevlar, just in case.
I hadn�t terminated him. And he would be angry as a bear. No pun intended.
They�d be coming after us. And our best answer�our only answer�was to get to some form of civilization, where we might have other people helping us. Or at least somewhere to hide.
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I struggled through a frozen world of throbbing pain and slowly spreading numbness.
Exhaustion latched onto my limbs, combining with the heavy grip of knee-deep snow until I could no longer tell whether I was actually putting one foot in front of the other anymore. But I plowed ahead, dragging Angie�s litter behind me and checking in with her every so often. Manipulating her arms and legs and rubbing at her face, to keep the circulation up. Fighting until there was nothing left but the fight. Nothing left but survival.
I retreated into a place inside my own mind that I had prepared long ago, a place where I could disappear to escape the torment of the physical world. I�d gone there often while training for the military, and then again while serving in Afghanistan. Long marches, blistering heat, endless danger, all of the unbearable things I�d had to endure just to follow orders, to complete the mission. Now there were no orders. There was no mission except to keep my wife alive, but as I marched through a landscape of screaming white nothingness, the world around us faded until I could almost imagine I was back in the Middle Eastern desert. I could almost feel the sun burning into my limbs.
In the back of my mind, I knew it was only the sting of frostbite setting in. The pull of exhaustion, telling me to lay down and go to sleep, to let it all go. But I let myself surrender to the delusion, going forward with only one thought in my mind: I had to find safety. Had to find a place where there were other people. People to help us. People to save us.
I held to those thoughts even when the howling wind and driving snow melded with the blistering heat of a scorching sun, and laying down became my only option.
_________
When I awoke, the house around me was bright. Bright and warm. The paint on the walls wasn�t quite white, but it was close, and I could see from the bed I lay in that the place was decorated with Southwestern art, fixtures, and knick-knacks that made the walls scream �hacienda.�
It didn�t belong in Michigan. Didn�t match the Cape Cod style that everyone used for their houses here. And that alone had my brain jerking back into gear, taking quick account of what it remembered�and what it didn�t. I jumped off the bed, tangled in blankets, and spun around three times, my eyes roving over the walls, looking desperately for danger, before I realized that I was alone.
Alone and in a house that held more color than my entire town. Where the hell was I? What the hell had happened out there? The last thing I remembered was pushing through the storm, Angie behind me in the litter�
�Oh God, Angie,� I gasped.
I jerked forward, my feet still tangled in the blankets, and nearly fell before I could get my feet free. Then I was running from the room, nearly shouting for my wife.
I got into the hallway and turned right, for no reason other than that it was my good side. I scanned the hallway, standing absolutely still and breathing heavily as I tried to get my bearings. I didn�t remember a thing. Not a damn thing. And that bothered me more than anything else. In all my time in the Middle East, I�d had one reputation: that of someone the other soldiers could count on. The one who never lost his head, the one who always had a plan for getting out of a situation.
The one who never, ever blacked out.
The fact that I�d blacked out now, when my wife was depending on me�
That was when I remembered laying down in the snow. Thinking that it was all too much, and that I�d better just lay down and rest for a second before I went on. Thinking that I�d only be there for a moment. Just one. And then I�d get up and start walking again�though I had no idea where I was going. I remembered how absolutely, horribly hopeless I�d felt about the whole thing. Angie wounded. Us lost in the forest with absolutely no idea where we were or what we were supposed to do about it.
I remembered closing my eyes while Angie screamed my name behind me.
And then I remembered voices. Not mine. Angie�s, and one that belonged to someone else. I remembered strong arms lifting me up� and then the jolting, swaying movement of a car.
�Someone found us in the forest,� I breathed. Someone had come for us. Or rather� someone had managed to happen across us. I had no idea how that might have happened.
But if they�d brought me to this house, it meant that Angie was here somewhere as well. At least I hoped it did. And though I might have failed her in the woods, I wasn�t going to fail her now that we were in some stranger�s house.
I pushed myself to start moving again, pressing my back up and sliding along the wall toward the next room. A quick check of my pockets told me that I had been disarmed. Disclothed, in fact, considering I was now wearing what seemed to be pajama pants and� I glanced down at myself, frowning. A flannel shirt? Definitely not mine.
I never wore plaid.
Another quick check of my body, and I realized that I�d also been bandaged. The wound from the bear attack didn�t sting anymore, and I ran my fingers delicately over the spot, cataloging the ridges that meant I�d been taped up.
Right. So someone had found us in the forest, saved us, and brought us back here to doctor us and give us fresh clothes. We were either incredibly, freakishly lucky� or in a whole lot of trouble.
Because I didn�t think anyone did those things out of the goodness of their hearts. Or rather� Well, I might have thought that once. When I was a child. Not after I spent so long in the military�and certainly not after our experience with Randall and his cousins.
I started creeping along through the hallway again, my breath coming short and quick. Maybe we weren�t in the wilds anymore at all. Maybe we were in a town of some sort. I couldn�t imagine anyone building a cabin in the forest and then decorating it like this.
Then again, maybe someone who would do something like that was the same sort of person who found people stranded in the forest and saved them. I frowned at that, trying to twist my brain around the idea that those sorts of people existed, but that was going to be a losing battle. Exist, they might. But I�d never met any of them�and that made it awfully hard to believe that one was going to show up right when I needed them most.
When the next doorway opened up behind me, I actually fell into it. I�d stopped paying attention as I tried to figure out what was going on, and the sudden space behind me had me hurtling backward, stumbling along as I tried to get my feet back under me.
I finally got my balance and jerked around, eyes roving quickly through the room. This one was different than the one I�d been in, but it was decorated in much the same way. Overly colorful. Mexican-style decor, with a Mexican blanket draped across the wall and colorful curtains on the window. The window. At that, I frowned. It was bright white outside, so it was mid-day or so, if I was reading the situation correctly. We�d left the cabin just after the morning meal, and we must have been walking for at least an hour.
That meant that either an entire day had passed and I�d been asleep the whole time, or whoever this stranger was, they�d found us almost immediately. And lived somewhere close to where they�d picked us up.
Then more of my memory came rushing back, and I remembered the reason we were out there in the snow. The EMP�or what I�d taken to be an EMP. Those men in the cabin. The violence.
The shots.
The man I hadn�t outright killed. The idea that they would almost certainly be coming after us.
I started turning in a circle again, crouched down and defensive against the enemy that I�d suddenly remembered. But then I shook myself firmly. I needed to get myself under control, or this was going to go badly very quickly. One step at a time, I told myself firmly. No use panicking when I didn�t know what was going on. First objective: Figure out what the situation is.
The EMP. Had that been real, or just a dream?
A quick glance up at the ceiling showed me that the lights were out. All the light was streaming in from the window, amplified by the white of the snow outside. But that was nothing new; when it snowed, you didn�t need light bulbs until the sun started going down. Until then, the snow itself acted like some sort of insane flashlight.
I moved toward the switch on the wall, narrowing my eyes, and flipped it up and down once. Then again. Then again.
No reaction. No lights coming on. And though that could have been for a number of reasons�including that there weren�t actually light bulbs in those lights in the ceiling�I was willing to give it at least a fifty percent chance that the electricity was actually out.
I�d have to check other rooms. Get confirmation. But if none of the lights worked, it increased the chances that there had in fact been an EMP event, especially since our cells phones and truck hadn�t worked either. It should have made me feel worse. It was a horrible complication, and there were a number of possible repercussions.
But that one clue that I�d been right about something made the world start moving again.
Second objective: Find Angie. I was bandaged, warm, and had on clean clothes. Or pajamas. But where the hell was my wife?
Another more focused scan of the room told me that she wasn�t in here�though there was a neatly made bed and a dresser with enough stuff spread across the top that I thought someone probably lived in here. I moved to the dresser and started pushing the stuff around, looking for clues as to where we were�and who we were with.
A compass. A watch that appeared to also measure things like distance and depth. Several different versions of Swiss Army knives�which was weird, I thought. I mean how many versions of those did one person actually need? And�I did a double take, and then reached out a finger to poke at the last thing on the dresser. A stethoscope. I�d never been part of any medical group in the military, so I didn�t know much about medical practices, but I was certain that normal people didn�t go around storing stethoscopes in their own personal rooms.
Had we somehow been� rescued by a doctor?
My mind rebelled at the thought, though, as it was both too fortuitous and too convenient. Way more likely we�d been rescued by some crazy survivalists who happened to have stethoscopes for some unknown reason. We were in the middle of the wilderness in Michigan.
This wasn�t a place where doctors tended to hang around.
Though it would explain the wrapping across my body and the fact that those bear wounds didn�t hurt anymore.
I jerked the shirt I was wearing up and stared down at the bandaging, my mind reaching back to the wounds I�d received in Afghanistan and the dressing the doctor had done. Three full seconds of staring at the bandage and a quick finger running over the seams, and I�d confirmed that whoever had done this seemed to be a professional. The wrap was tight�but not so tight that it was cutting off my air or my circulation�and done with extremely even strokes, the tape reaching across my chest and belly in even, consistent movements. I knew from having asked the medics in Afghanistan why they did that.
Better coverage, they�d told me. Better stability in case of broken ribs. Better chance of the tape sticking rather than getting caught on something and pulling apart. Less chance of dirt or bacteria or anything else getting under it and into the wound that was trying to heal.
So whoever had done this had training. Terrific. Now I just had to hope that they were going to use that training for us rather than against us.
I turned back to the doorway and ducked through it and into the hall again. Now that I was paying more attention, I saw that this hall was some sort of central hall in the house. There were rooms on both sides of it�but windows at either end, to let in the light. No lights on here, either, and when I came to a switch and flipped it up and down, nothing happened.
That EMP was looking more and more likely. Either that or we were in a house where they didn�t believe in electricity. Which seemed highly unlikely, given the level of decorating they�d done.
But that didn�t answer my more immediate question. Where was Angie? And was she okay?
�Angie!� I hissed out, trying to make my voice carry, but keep it quiet at the same time. I wanted her to hear me. I didn�t want our host to get involved until I knew she was okay.
And I needed her brain. Needed to know what she remembered about whoever had rescued us. Needed to know whether she knew anything more about them than I�d already deduced. And I wanted to start building a plan. Because if this person turned out to be as dangerous as Randall and his crew had been, then we were going to have to make a run for it again, out into the snow and ice and freezing, deadly cold.
I needed to know whether she was going to be able to make that run. Or whether I�d be strapping her across my back and depending on my own body to get her to safety.
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�Angie!� I hissed again into the dead quiet of the hallway.
I paused and listened with everything I had, my body absolutely still with the hope that I�d hear her�and the fear that I would have attracted the attention of whoever else was in this colorful house. I took one creeping step forward, then another, feeling the absolute lack of any weapon, and then saw a table sitting across from me in the hallway.
A table with a lamp on it.
I didn�t know why I hadn�t seen it before�it was sloppy, really, to have missed it�but I was willing to blame my absolute focus on trying to figure out what had happened and where we were for my lapse of concentration.
Dammit. If Special Ops had taught me one thing�one thing!�it was to always be observant of what was around us. You just never knew what could be important, or what could be hiding a potential enemy. You needed to look around, figure out what you could use as a potential weapon.
As a potential shield.
And I�d completely flaked on that. Now, when I needed it so badly, when I was unarmed and in unfamiliar territory. Now, when I had to find and potentially save my wife. I�d forgotten all of my training.
What kind of soldier was I if I couldn�t keep it together for ten minutes when I was in a non-lethal situation without anyone doing anything like pointing a gun at my head? I�d been in far, far worse situations in Afghanistan�too many times to count�and I�d been able to keep my focus laser-sharp then.
I was losing a step. And this was definitely not the right time to do it.
I narrowed my eyes, forcing my brain to take on that soldier�s perspective again, and looked up and down the hallway, considering. Still too many doors for my liking. Too many doors for anyone to be hiding behind. But the hallway itself was empty, and I needed a weapon. After another moment of waiting, I dashed the step across the hallway and grabbed the lamp up from the table, yanking the cord out of the wall.
There. Weapon in hand, check. It wouldn�t do much against someone with a gun, but if I managed to come up behind whoever was holding us here, I�d at least be able to slow them down.
Then I heard something. A whisper of sound so faint that I almost missed it the first time.
�John? Are you out there?�
My heart stopped for a moment, then started pounding at five times its normal speed.
�Angie!� I whispered back. �Where are you?�
�John!�
I could almost feel the relief in her voice, and that alone had me moving forward, my instincts trying to figure out where the sound had come from. There were two more doorways in front of me, both of those doors open, and I thought she had to be in one of those rooms. There were no other options.
I moved on silent feet, still aware that I didn�t know who else was in this house, and when I got to the first doorway, I turned sharply into it, my eyes moving as quickly as I could make them to go through the room and catalog its holdings. Bed, check. Dresser, check. Window with a curtain, check.
Lights off, check.
Interesting, but no Angie. And that meant this room was unimportant.
I turned on a heel and darted diagonally across the hall toward the other room, my heart hammering against my ribs. She had to be in here�she had to. I wasn�t willing to venture into the rest of the house without her. Without knowing that she was safe, and whole.
A quick glance across the room, though, told me that she wasn�t, and I whirled around on my toes, legs already tensed to take me out into the hall again. But then I paused and tried to get my mind to work. She wasn�t in either of the open rooms, and I�d come from the other side of the hallway. I�d heard her on this end, though�and I didn�t think I would have been able to hear her through any of the closed doors that had been behind me.
Where the hell was she? Where had the bastard who�d found us stashed my wife?
I crept into the hallway again, gaze going left and right and then left again as I tried to figure out whether I�d missed anything. Another door. A nook where she was sitting. Anything. But there was nothing there; just the hallway I�d already come down�complete with doors I�d passed and rooms I�d checked�and these two rooms at the end of the hall. Where else could she�
�John!� I heard again, and this time I heard what direction it was coming from.
I turned sharply to my left, my eyes on the spot where I thought her voice had come from, and started walking. I didn�t bother to get up against the wall or try to hide. I didn�t bother to creep.
I wanted to know where my wife was. And I wanted to know now. If that meant I came face-to-face with whoever had brought us here before I was ready or in any way armed, well, that was a risk I was willing to take.
Three steps had me at the end of the hall, and that was when I saw the thing I�d been missing up to that point. Though this hall did indeed end in a window, it turned out that it also turned, in a corner that was so abrupt and tight, the next hall almost doubling back on this one, that it had been impossible to see from where I�d been standing.
I went around it and jerked to a stop, barely breathing.
There was an entirely different hall in front of me. It looked exactly the same�and it had at least ten doors ranging down the left-hand side. This hall must have run almost parallel to the one I�d been in, with only enough space for the set of rooms between them.
At the other end of the hall, another window. All the doors were closed.
�How big is this place?� I whispered to myself, shocked. I�d known that there were some large houses in the backwoods near Ellis Woods, but this place now had, by my count, at least twenty rooms in it. That seemed extensive, even for a big house. Had we somehow found our way into some sort of hotel? A bed and breakfast?
In the middle of a wild and largely unpopulated forest in Michigan?
It seemed highly unlikely.
But that also wasn�t my problem. I didn�t care what kind of place this was. I just cared that I found Angie and got the hell out of here.
�Angie!� I hissed. �Where the hell are you?�
�She�s in here,� a person who definitely wasn�t Angie answered from directly to my left.
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I jerked and turned, trying desperately to get my heart to go back into its correct position, and cursing myself once again for having been caught unprepared. And what I saw surprised me. I�d expected someone that measured up to Randall. Well, perhaps not. We were in far too nice of a house�with decorating that was at least civilized�for that to be the case.
But I�d still been expecting someone who would have had a house out in the middle of nowhere. A survivalist, perhaps. Maybe some sort of mountain man who also happened to like the comfort of a sofa and full kitchen when he got home from the hunt.
Instead, I was looking at a man who looked for all the world like he belonged in a university, teaching classes. He was clean-cut, with salt-and-pepper hair and wire-rimmed glasses. Behind those glasses lay a very intelligent face which, though lined with age, didn�t exactly scream �wild forest living.�
He was wearing blue slacks, a sweater vest, and some sort of lab coat. And loafers. Loafers, for God�s sake.
My brain came skidding to a stop and then started forward again, trying desperately to re-catalog where I thought we were�and who I thought we were with. But no matter how hard it scrabbled, it couldn�t give me anything that seemed reasonable.
�Who the hell are you?� I asked, too shocked to remember my manners.
Too untrusting to think that I might need them. Because whoever this guy was, and no matter how sophisticated he might appear to be, he�d still brought us here without asking whether we wanted to come.
Would I have rather stayed in the forest, freezing to death? Probably not. But I didn�t like it when people made my decisions for me. Particularly when those decisions impacted my wife and her health.
And I was still more than a little bit scarred by what had happened in Randall�s cabin. Yeah, maybe people helped just out of the goodness of their hearts. Sometimes. But that wasn�t my most recent experience�and my most recent experience was definitely going to drive my current actions.
To my shock, he strode forward with his hand extended. �Marlon Jones,� he said quickly. �Very pleased to meet you. And you are�?�
�John,� I replied firmly. �John Aikens. We were��
�How is your side, John Aikens?� he asked, interrupting me. When I opened my mouth to argue, he put a hand up to stop me. �I don�t need to know why you�re here. Not yet. Maybe not ever. And it might be better for both of us if I never know. But I do care about how your side is. I had to patch you up quickly, and I didn�t do as extensive a job as I would have liked.�
I snapped my mouth shut, trying to process all of that. He looked like a college professor, but he didn�t talk like one.
No, the things he was saying made it sound like he�d been part of the military. And involved in a part that dealt with top-secret situations. No one in the real world�the world normal people inhabited�ever said things about it being better if they didn�t know certain things.
�Who the hell are you?� I asked quietly.
I could see from his face that he understood exactly what conclusions I�d jumped to, and that he accepted it. But he didn�t show me anything else. Instead, he asked again, �Your side? Is it feeling better?�
�Yes,� I answered, my voice monotone. �Now where is my wife?�
At that, he whirled around and made his way into the room he�d been standing in front of.
�In here,� he tossed back over his shoulder. �And I�m glad you�re awake. I wasn�t expecting you to wake so quickly, but I�m glad you did. I haven�t treated her yet, and I�m going to need help.�
I followed after him, my gaze going around him to see Angie laying in another bed in a room that looked� well, exactly the same as the others I�d been in. Which seemed incredibly odd�and brought back the question of where exactly we were.
Who was this guy, why was he living in such a big house out in the middle of nowhere, and why the hell did he have so many rooms that looked exactly the same? None of it made any sense. None of it matched anything I�d ever experienced.
But he had Angie. She was alive, and her color looked better than the last time I�d seen her. I could see that her leg was still strapped up in the splint Randall had put on her, so this Marlon character wasn�t lying about not having treated her yet, but she was at least� well, human-colored again. She was warm. She was safe.
And at that, I started to breathe again. Started to forgive Marlon for having brought us here without our permission.
�I�m going to need you to help me move her,� Marlon was saying as he walked toward her bed. �And quickly. That leg is broken, as I�m sure you�ve realized, and though the bleeding has been slow, she�s still lost an awful lot of blood. I can�t replace the blood. But I can set the leg and sew her up. After that, it�s up to her to come back to us.�
He seemed to notice that Angie was awake and listening to every word he said at that point, and he gave her what I thought was a mostly kind smile.
�Think you�re up to it, my girl?� he asked softly. �If I put you back together, can you do the rest?�
�Damn right I can,� she said through cracked lips.
I grinned widely at that. That was the woman I�d married�and the woman I hadn�t seen since the bear attacked us. The fact that she was giving him sass, that alone was worth the price of admission. That alone made me feel like everything was going to be okay.
Marlon turned to me with one eyebrow lifted. �In that case, we need to get her downstairs to my� surgical room. That�s where I have the heavier tools. And we need to do it while there�s still enough daylight to see by, or we�re going to be in trouble. I have a generator out here but it�s old, and it�s not capable of doing much more than keeping the house warm. And I don�t know about you, but I don�t like doing surgery by candlelight.�
�I don�t like doing surgery at all,� I replied, putting all my distrust and fear behind me. �But I�m guessing it�s even harder by candlelight. How do we want to do this?�
�The splint will make it easier, but we obviously can�t use her leg to lift her,� Marlon said quickly.
We both paused to take stock of the situation, and suddenly the solution presented itself to me. Angie was laying on a quilt�with another over her�and that would provide the ideal means for carrying her.
�We carry the quilt underneath her,� I said firmly. �If we grab it close enough to her body, it�ll keep her from rolling around. And it will mean we don�t have to put any pressure on that leg. Will give us better maneuverability. Also, it�ll make it easier to put her down once we get downstairs.�
Marlon cast me a considering�and, I thought, respectful�glance. �Military,� he stated. �I saw your tags, so I suspected. But I didn�t know how long you might have served�or how much training you had.�
I reached down to take a hold of the quilt, figuring we had plenty of time to have that particular conversation later. �Enough to know how to move an injured soldier, Cap,� I told him quickly. �Now let�s get her down there so you can get started. I want her patched up as soon as possible. There might be men coming after us, and if they arrive, I want her in a state where I can move her without feeling like I�m going to hurt her.�
_________
Approximately seven minutes later, we had gone down the hall I had yet to travel, found another door at the end, and descended a set of stairs into what I thought was either the first floor of the house or a basement of some sort. Whatever it was, it had been built with the need for daylight in mind. Two entire walls were taken up with large windows that let in the bright, snow-white sunlight.
�Awful lot of windows for a house in the middle of a snow-prone area,� I noted, trying to prod for some more information on who he was and what the hell this house was about.
He gave me a shrug, careful not to disturb the woman we were carrying between us. �They�re energy efficient,� he said quickly. �Double-paned, low-emissivity glass. Keeps the cold out and the heat in, or vice versa. And I like the daylight. You never know when you�re going to need it.�
Right. So maybe not the sort of survivalist who lived in an isolated cabin in the woods, but a man who knew how to survive, regardless. Interesting.
We walked a couple more steps in silence, then heaved Angie up higher to get her onto the table in what I took to be the operating theatre. The table was surrounded by a semi-circle of counters and cabinets, all of them done in that cold, imposing stainless steel that they always used in places that specialized in cutting people.
I stifled a shiver at the thought. I might have been a soldier. That didn�t mean I liked blood. Or the thought of cutting people. I had killed more people than I could count, but I�d drawn the line at torture.
�Awfully fancy setup for a house in the middle of nowhere,� I noted.
Marlon gave me a stifled laugh. �I guess old habits die hard. I was a doctor in town in� well, one version of my real life, I guess you could say.� He left that odd sentence hanging for a moment, then continued, �Once I was forced to retire, I came out here to my vacation home and found that I was lonely for my old tools. At first, I built this place just as something to do. A way to feel like I was still important. Then�� An embarrassed look crossed his face, but he shut it down quickly. �Well, I started treating local livestock and pets. There aren�t that many people in this area, but there are enough. And they learned quickly enough that they could bring their animals to me if they needed treatment. This table hasn�t seen any real surgery, no. But it�s seen plenty of stitches. And more than one broken bone.�
He glanced at Angie, who was now laying on the table, very obviously controlling her breathing. �The good news is that I can treat you without any electricity. But that doesn�t mean it�s going to be easy. How do you feel about pain medication?�
�I feel like it might be the most brilliant thing mankind ever invented,� she said levelly, meeting his eyes. �Especially right now.�
He huffed out a laugh and nodded. �I don�t have anything as strong as what the hospitals might use, but I do have a good stock of Novocain and morphine. Stuff that I�m not supposed to have, of course. But old habits die hard. We should be able to make you comfortable for long enough to set the bone and get that wound stitched.�
He cast a frowning glance at the windows, then, and I followed his gaze. It was still bright white outside, the sunlight streaming in, but I could see that the color of the light had changed. It was starting to yellow.
�I just hope we can get it all done before the light fades too much,� he finished.
And at that, my mind finally caught on to his obsession with the light. I added that to his comment about not needing electricity to treat Angie�and his even earlier comment about having generators that only keep the house heated. Yeah, we were out in the middle of nowhere. Or at least I thought we were. But many of the houses, even this far out, had lines that ran to them. Lines that provided them with electricity.
So if this Marlon was so obsessed with doing things without electricity�
�Why is there no electricity out here?� I asked.
He looked up, his eyes intent, and I could see that he was judging me quickly. Trying to figure out how I was going to react. His gaze flew down to my chest, where my dog tags were lying on the borrowed shirt, and then back up to my eyes.
�So you don�t know,� he said. �I wondered how long you guys had been out there. Whether you knew what had happened.�
�What happened?� I asked. �Stop beating around the bush. We don�t know anything. What happened out there? Why don�t any of the lights work? Why didn�t my truck work when I tried to start it after Angie got hurt? What the hell was wrong with our phones?�
He pressed his lips together, but then nodded. �Nothing electronic will be working. Nothing that requires those electronic connections. Because this area�and, for all I know, the entire country, maybe the entire world�has experienced some sort of EMP event.�
�EMP event?� I asked breathlessly. Yeah, I�d thought that was what happened. That didn�t mean I�d actually believed it.
�Attack,� he corrected. �This was no accident. I don�t know who perpetrated it, or how far-reaching the effects are. But I can tell you that in Michigan, at the very least, we have been sent back into the Dark Ages. At least as far as electric components are concerned.�
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After several moments of trying to get my brain to start moving again, I finally put two and two together.
�Wait,� I said slowly. �If there�s no electricity, it means there are no phones. No phone lines. No radio, no TV. How the hell do you know that�s what happened?�
Another long, heavy silence from Marlon, during which I could practically see the wheels in his brain turning. Finally, he shrugged.
�You�re military, and I�m guessing you�re Special Ops of some sort, given your behavior. So I�m also guessing that you�ll know enough to know not to question me when I say I can only give you so much information. The truth is, I have friends in high places�and ways to get in touch with them. So I know more than your average man in the woods might know. That doesn�t mean I know it all, and it certainly doesn�t mean I know what�s going to be done. Don�t know whether there�s even any plan for this sort of thing, though I suspect there must be, at some level. Beyond that�� He shrugged, giving me an open, honest look that told me he was telling me everything he knew�or at least that that was the story he was going to stick to.
�Right,� I breathed. More rapid recalculation in my head. More stopping and restarting of my brain. More pieces shifting on this big chess board we called life.
Because if I was right about what he was saying, then this Marlon guy was a whole lot more than someone who had once been a doctor and had for some reason retired out here in the middle of nowhere and started treating animals. If I was right about what I was thinking�
Then he was someone who had been in either the military or the government. Maybe even the intelligence community. He had friends who were still in, and they�d been able to give him information, either before everything went to hell or through secured�and non-electric?�channels right afterward.
I pushed my instincts out, trying to get a feel for the man and figure out whether I could trust him. Whether he might actually be telling me the truth. And I didn�t get any red flags. Instead, the guy had turned toward my wife and started carefully peeling the layers of her clothes away from her wound, stopping when he found cloth that had been caught up in scabs and was stuck.
He was leaving me to come to my own conclusions while he got started on the important thing: Angie. Smart. Efficient. Unemotional.
All of the things they�d taught us in the military.
I didn�t see any reason to distrust what he was saying. And if I was being smart, efficient, and unemotional, like I was supposed to be, I�d put all the questions away for another time.
I moved toward him, took up the bowl sitting next to his table, and looked up at him.
�Hot water? It�ll be the best and quickest way to get those scabs out of the way and get those jeans off.�
He nodded toward the sink that sat dead center in the counter in front of him, shoved up between rows and rows of cupboards. �The hot water tap will still be working. It�s hooked up to the generators as part of the heating system, so you�ll find the water plenty hot there. We don�t need much. Don�t waste it.�
I moved to the sink without answering and turned the hot water faucet. Seconds later, the sink was steaming with water that was indeed extremely hot, and I shoved the bowl under the faucet and let it fill halfway. Then I walked back to him, sloshing the water around to cool it as much as I could. One glance at Angie�s leg showed me a wide-open wound with fragments of bone visible.
She wasn�t going to thank us for touching that with hot water.
�Ready for your pain medication?� Marlon asked at that moment, as if he�d had the exact same thought as I did.
�I�ve been ready for hours,� she joked.
Marlon turned away to a cupboard and came back a moment later with several syringes. He held up one, then the others.
�Morphine,� he said with the first. �Lidocaine,� he said with the second two. �I�m going to give you quite a dose of morphine to control the overall pain, though I don�t have the equipment or the ability to put you out completely. I wouldn�t, regardless, because I wouldn�t be able to monitor your heart rate while you were asleep. Too dangerous. But I�m going to give you enough that I hope it will at least dull the pain. The lidocaine will numb the area around the wound. Extra insurance, you might say.�
I saw Angie pale for a moment, but then she gave him a brave nod. �Fair enough. Do whatever you can, Doc, and I�ll manage through the rest.�
He gave her an admiring look, and I moved to take her hand.
�I�ll be right here,� I whispered.
When she looked up, I saw nothing but trust and love in her eyes. �I know,� she whispered back. �Just make sure it�s quick, eh? I don�t think we�re going to have time to hang out and party here for long.�
I cracked a grin at that, then looked up at Marlon and nodded, giving him all the permission he needed to get started with this haphazard, done-by-daylight operation. I didn�t think it was going to be easy. But I agreed with Angie on one thing: It needed to be quick.
I hadn�t forgotten the men who would be coming after us.
_________
The operation was done, Angie resting in semi-consciousness on the table. She�d done her best not to scream when we set her leg, but that hadn�t fooled anyone, and I thought Marlon and I both understood how much it had hurt her.
We�d worked as quickly as we could. And now her leg was set and her wounds cleaned and stitched.
�It�ll still take her awhile to heal,� he said quietly. �Months for the bone to knit, and that�s only if we can get her to a hospital where they can put her on the right medication to help her. But we got to her before any of the tissue died, and being out in the cold actually helped you. Stopped the bleeding, kept everything� well, alive,� he finished somewhat lamely.
He turned to start strapping the splint back onto her leg. We�d left that until last, wanting to give her a chance to recover. But we couldn�t afford to leave it off for too long. Her leg needed that support.
�You had this in your supplies?� he asked as he worked. �That was surprisingly thorough planning. What exactly were you planning to do out there in the woods?�
�Certainly not get attacked by a bear,� I replied. �It wasn�t ours. Belonged to a guy who strapped her up with it and then tried to kill me. Him and his cousins. Found out who Angie was and thought they could keep her for some sort of leverage with Ellis Woods. I didn�t exactly figure into that plan.�
Marlon frowned and looked up at me, pausing in his work. �How long ago did this happen?�
I tried to figure out how many days had passed. We�d slept one night at Randall�s cabin, and that was it. Then we�d left� and Marlon had found us, which brought us to this point. Had that only been last night that we slept at Randall�s? And this morning that I�d fought with him and his cousins? It seemed impossible, but it was also the only accounting I could come up with.
But that brought up an entirely different problem: How much information could I trust Marlon with? Yes, he was a stranger, and I wasn�t necessarily fond of those�especially after what had happened with Randall.
At the same time, my instincts were telling me that we could trust him. That he was friend rather than foe. That he was some sort of military�and that it made him a known entity. Even if he wasn�t actually. Those instincts hadn�t lied to me about what Randall and his cousins were up to. In fact, those instincts had saved our lives. Or at least mine. And I decided to trust them again right now.
�We were attacked yesterday,� I said. �The EMP, it made the animals in the woods go crazy and we tried to get back to our truck, to get the hell out of the forest and figure out what was going on. When we got to the truck, we found a bear in our supplies. Instead of getting scared off, it attacked us. I got Angie into the truck, but then it wouldn�t start. And the phones wouldn�t work. Finally decided that I had to strike out on foot. That was when we found a deserted cabin. Eventually this guy showed up, acting very weird but offering to help, and I knew we didn�t have any choice. When I overheard that he and his cousins were going to try to use Angie as leverage, though� Well, I wasn�t going to just sit around and let it happen.�
�Why would they try to use her as leverage?� he asked.
�She�s the niece of the mayor of Ellis Woods. Evidently they have a problem with the mayor. With the town. Thought they could use her to alleviate their problem.�
At this, Marlon�s face cleared. �This guy� did he look like an angry bear in human skin? Glowering? Dark?�
Angie shivered. �Sounds about right.�
It was right. That described Randall exactly. Which seemed odd�unless Marlon had also had some run-in with the man.
Marlon continued wrapping up Angie�s leg. �Did you find out his name? The man I�m thinking of is named Randall.�
I nodded and caught Angie doing the same. �That�s the man,� I said. �Evil son of a bitch.�
�Okay, well, then this would be the splint I put on his wife.�
Everything around me stopped. I�d seen that entire cabin, and I hadn�t seen anything that indicated there was a woman there. Or that there�d ever been a woman there. �He has a wife?�
�Had. She died on the table two days later from� something that should not have been in her system. A toxin. That was five years ago.�
He looked away, as though trying to escape the memory, and I exchanged a wide-eyed look with Angie. More and more curious.
Marlon finished strapping the splint back onto Angie�s leg and then looked up at me, his face deadly serious.
�John, mind if I have a word with you? Angie here is going to need to rest for a little while before we can move her. That was quite an ordeal.�
I cast a glance at my wife, saw that he was right about her needing the rest�her eyes were already drifting closed�and nodded. �Lead the way.�
A moment later, we were standing outside of the operating theater, on the other side of a not-quite-closed door. Marlon looked up at me with serious eyes.
�We�ve done the best we can for her, I�m afraid,� he started. �She won�t be able to walk. Or rather� She will, but it will be slow. Incredibly painful. Wherever you�re going, it won�t be quick unless you build her another sled. And even then, you�ll have to pull it, which will slow you down. There�s no way around that. If you�re planning to move on, that�s your option. I would offer you my truck, but as you can imagine, it�s out of commission. I don�t have any vehicle that actually works. Not right now.�
�I hadn�t expected any vehicle,� I assured him. �I knew that would be a long shot with the EMP. We�ll have to go on foot. We can�t stay here. We have a daughter in Ellis Woods�one that needs us. We have to move on as soon as Angie is able to go.�
Yes, it was a whole lot of information that he might not need. Yes, it might be dangerous to be telling him so much about us. But I needed help, and I was willing to use whatever I needed to get it. The guilt about our daughter might just be the thing that tipped the scales in terms of him giving us the aid we required.
In the military, one of the first things we�d been taught was the value of the exchange of information. I give you something you want, and you reciprocate. As it turned out, Marlon worked along those same lines.
He was nodding, his eyes narrowed as he thought through what I�d said. �There�s more. I didn�t tell you everything about the EMP back there because I didn�t want to frighten Angie when she�s already in such an unstable position. This EMP, from everything I heard before the lines went dead� John, it wasn�t just an EMP. It was� is a solar storm as well. There was a short broadcast on emergency band radio, TV, and cell phones before it hit, and I heard more from my friends.�
I went cold. A solar storm? �I thought those took a while to get to Earth. And sun activity is monitored. We�d have advance notice.�
�We should have. Everyone who was watching the sun as it happened thought we�d have at least fifteen hours or more before it hit. But this was totally different. A bigger, faster blast wave than anything on record by far. Much bigger than the Carrington Event.�
�What�s that?�
�Huge solar storm in 1859. It fried the telegraph system in the U.S. and Europe, started a bunch of fires. They�ve known for years that we were due for another such event, but no one thought it would be this big. This one was unprecedented, a cluster of super flares followed by two CMEs. The huge solar event of 2012 could have been close to this bad, but it missed us. This one hit us dead on.�
I closed my eyes, too shocked to continue for a moment. Sarah. She was alone and didn�t know what was going on. Yes, she was with friends�friends that I trusted�but that didn�t mean she was safe.
�What about the nuclear EMP?� I finally asked.
He bit his lip. �That�s where it gets tricky. As far as I can tell, they happened at the exact same time. My best guess is that someone knew exactly when that solar storm was going to hit and did everything they could to hide it from the rest of the world, then detonated the nuclear EMP at exactly the right time to make what would already have been a catastrophic event even worse�and probably global.�
I let out a deep sigh, my mind frozen for a moment on the horror of it all. Then I took the next step. �But who? And why?�
He shook his head slowly. �I have the same questions. And if you�ve been high enough in the military, you know just as much as I do about the answers.�
Terrific. No problem. As if we didn�t already have enough to think about.

12

We ate dinner like nothing had happened, feasting on a truly impressive spread of spaghetti, meatballs, and garlic bread, all of which Marlon had cooked on one of the many stoves in his kitchen.
�Got one that runs on electric and one that runs on gas,� he told me as he fired it up. �That way I have all my bases covered. Run out of gas? Use the electric one. Experience something that is both a solar storm and an EMP attack rolled into one and lose all access to electricity? Use the gas one. Presto.�
He cracked a smile at me, and I had to laugh at the macabre humor. We hadn�t told Angie about it�she had enough to deal with just in terms of trying to rest and heal�but we both moved with extra speed for the rest of the day, and I didn�t have to ask him to know that we both had the same thoughts: We had to get out of here before Randall showed up with his goons, we had to get to town where there would be more people to help us defend ourselves, and we had to do it without using anything that required any sort of electric current.
�Don�t suppose you have a really old car sitting around?� I�d asked him at one point. �Like one that functions on pure mechanical power, no computer or electronics included.�
He�d shaken his head regretfully. �I have a gas stove in case of emergencies, but I never thought I�d be facing anything like what we�ve seen. My vehicles are high-tech. All the goodies. All the comms devices. There�s no way they�ll work now.�
I�d stared at him for a long moment, wondering, because that was another piece of the mystery. What the hell was a self-proclaimed vet�sentenced to the wilds by some history as a doctor that he wasn�t willing to share�doing with high-tech vehicles that included things like comms?
What civilian called them comms?
But he�d started talking about dinner, then, and I�d put the mystery away for later. Yes, I thought he knew more than he was telling us. Yes, I thought he was more than he was telling us. But I was hoping that it would work out to our advantage�and as long as that happened, I didn�t much care who or what he�d been in a previous life.
If he could get Angie and me back to town, and back to Sarah, that was all I cared about. If he was some part of the intelligence community or military Special Ops, maybe it meant he had better tools than I did at the moment.
After dinner, Marlon showed us to yet another room�clean this time, and heretofore unused, as far as I knew�and told us to get to sleep.
�You need rest and recovery, young lady, and tonight is going to be your only opportunity for that, I�m afraid,� he said in a doctorly tone. Then he turned his eyes to me and they grew hard. Serious. �We leave in the morning. First thing, if we can manage it. I have some things I need to do first, but I won�t be long. I want to get out of here before any trouble finds us.�
I nodded once, completely in agreement with him, and he disappeared down the hall toward what I assumed was his own room in this gigantic house in the middle of nowhere, designed to support more than just one person.
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MARLON
The next morning, Marlon rose before the sun, as was his custom. He�d trained himself over long, hard years of service to know exactly when the sun was going to rise, even in his sleep, and to rouse himself an hour earlier.
It had come in handy when he�d been in the field, and had to hide�or move before someone found him. And though he�d told himself time after time that he no longer needed to do it, it was a habit that he couldn�t seem to break.
He came to his feet suddenly in the darkness, the remnants of a dream drifting through his head, and he snatched at those wisps, trying to figure out what it was that had brought him so suddenly alert.
Then he remembered. Randall. His wife. The toxin in her system that shouldn�t have been there. Randall�s furious cries about Marlon himself having caused her death.
The knife glinting in the sunlight. The promise that he would be back.
He started moving toward his dresser, letting his mind work through the problem as he moved. Little wonder if he�d come awake the way he had, with his brain reminding him of that situation. Little wonder if he�d awoken with his muscles already tensed and ready to propel him forward.
He�d told the truth when he told John and Angie that he knew Randall. And he�d told the truth when he said that they needed to get out of here quickly. This house was many things, but it did not have adequate defense for what Randall and his cousins would bring. It wouldn�t give them the safety they needed. Only the presence of more people would do that. And if John and Angie were truly from Ellis Woods, where the population already knew of Randall�and how dangerous he was�it would make them even safer.
The mayor there knew what Randall had done in the past. He would spot Randall from a mile away. More than that if Angie was truly his niece.
He stepped into his warmest thermal underwear, and then his fleece-lined pants. More thermal underwear on top, a flannel shirt, a sweater, and then a sweatshirt. He�d top it off with his heaviest coat before he went out into the cold.
He was planning to come back to the house before they left for Ellis Woods. But he didn�t know whether he�d have time to change. He wanted his warmest clothing on his body before he left the structure.
One sweep across the top of his dresser and he had his compass, his watch, and two of his Swiss Army knives. The good ones. The ones with the most attachments. Yes, those knives had started as a harmless collection when he was young. Then he�d realized how useful they were�and how flexible. He�d made a habit of always keeping one on him when he went out into the field. Two, if he could manage it.
And today felt like a day when he�d need two.
Of course, he didn�t make it out of the house without waking John. And that shouldn�t have surprised him.
The man came up behind him as he was putting on his coat and reaching for his hunting rifle.
�Going somewhere?�
Marlon turned, lecturing himself about getting sloppy, and saw John standing in the hallway into the kitchen, sipping a cup of coffee.
�I see you�ve figure out how to make coffee over the fire,� Marlon said by way of answer.
John gave him half a smile. �Not my first time living without electricity. Hope you don�t mind.�
Hm. Marlon put that bit away for future study�he still hadn�t figured out what exactly John had been in the military, and thought it might come in handy to know�and gave John a return half-smile.
�Not at all,� he said. �There�s bacon in the cooler next to the fridge as well, and potatoes, if you�d like to get some breakfast started.�
At that, John�s face turned serious. �I�ll start breakfast. Once you tell me where you�re going. And when you�ll be back.�
Well, he couldn�t blame the man for not trusting him. He�d had a run-in with Randall and his cousins, and didn�t know the first thing about Marlon. In fact, Marlon thought he should probably count himself lucky that John hadn�t chosen to fight him yesterday when he first woke up.
He took three steps forward and put his hand on the younger man�s shoulder, gripping more firmly when John jumped in surprise at the contact.
�Out to check the traps,� he said simply. �It�s only ten miles between here and Ellis Woods, but I don�t know how long it�ll take us if another storm comes up. And I don�t want to have to stop to hunt out there if I don�t have to. Not when Randall might be after us.�
John narrowed his eyes in suspicion for a moment, but Marlon could see the wheels turning in his head, and the exact moment when he realized that Marlon was telling him the truth.
One nod, and he replied, �Fair assessment, I think. I�m glad to hear we�re that close to town. Closer than I thought. You need any help out there? Angie can take care of herself for the time being.�
Marlon shook his head. �You stay here. Get ready to head out. Build a sled for Angie. Once I return, I�ll want to leave immediately. Keep the door locked and bolted. Don�t open it for anyone but me. Anyone, understand? I�m not only worried about Randall. Whatever�s going on out there� Well, we just don�t know who�s a friend and who�s an enemy right now.�
He squeezed John�s shoulder one more time, then turned and walked through the door without looking back.
_________
Marlon bypassed the barn, where he kept his snowmobile, and walked right into the woods. The vehicle would have been a nice perk�and certainly would have made the trip quicker. It also would have given him a better mode of escape if anything went wrong.
Hell, when it came down to it, the thing would have changed everything. Made their escape even easier. Given them a way to actually tow whatever sled John put together for Angie. Ensured that they were moving at 10 to 15 MPH rather than a walking pace.
Unfortunately, the EMP event�or solar storm, or both�meant that the snowmobile was down and out for the moment. As were both of his trucks. And the four-wheelers he also kept in the barn. He had a whole armada of motored vehicles in there, just in case of emergency�and in case he needed to evacuate more than one person at a time. But they were of absolutely no use to him now.
The irony wasn�t lost on him. And in the back of his mind, he had a feeling that whatever had happened up there in the atmosphere, whatever had caused this blackout, had been manufactured for exactly this sort of purpose. He just couldn�t figure out why. Or who might be responsible.
Then, in a shorter time than he�d been expecting, he found himself at the first trap and put the thought of the EMP, his vehicles, and responsibility for the attack from his mind. Now wasn�t the time to be delving into problems like that. And it certainly wasn�t his problem anymore. No, it was up to someone else to figure out.
Right now, he had his own problems. And they started with a man named Randall, a poisoned wife, and the man�s vendetta against him�and, it seemed, against the man he was now sheltering.
He dropped to the trap, finding that it had caught one snow hare, and quickly lifted the trigger to release the rabbit. It had been a clean trapping, he was glad to see, the trap having broken the animal�s neck, and he sent a quick thought of thanks up into the sky. Living in the wild meant it was necessary to kill or be killed. Hunt or starve. But he�d never been good at killing�whether they were humans or animals�and that hadn�t changed when he moved out here.
�Dear God in Heaven, Marlon, will you listen to yourself?� he hissed into the cold snow. �This is no time for philosophical discussions with yourself. Get the job done, old man.�
He shook his head at himself, then pressed forward into the snowed-in forest, already looking down at his compass and directing himself toward the next trap as he put the rabbit into the bag he carried at his side. One trap down. Fifteen to go.
And then they�d head toward civilization, and the safety he hoped it would offer them.
_________
Marlon was on the tenth trap, his bag of game close to full, when he happened upon the men in the woods. He�d just bent down to spring the trap and collect another rabbit, his mind doing the math of how far they could get on the number of carcasses he had in his bag, when a shot rang out in the distance.
Marlon dropped to the snow without thinking about it and made himself as flat as he could, his belly crunching down into the ice underneath him. He slowed his breathing to a standstill and strained his ears, listening for anything that might tell him where the shot had come from�and where it had gone.
They hadn�t been shooting at him, he thought a moment later. There had been no telltale crash of a bullet hitting a tree behind him, or the hiss of sound bullets made when they entered snow. A quick check of his own body assured him that he hadn�t been shot, himself�he knew how it felt, and had long ago trained himself to get past the shock and detect it immediately�and no matter how hard he listened, he didn�t hear any other sound.
When he started to move, to lift his head above the level of the snow, he realized that he�d hit the ground right behind a bush. Perfect. By simple luck, he�d managed to get himself into a position where there was a bush in front of him and trees behind him.
Ahead of him, a wide-open clearing stretched for several miles.
He moved a bit, found an opening in the bush, and peered through it, his eyes on the clearing, his ears on the alert of any sound of human presence.
It didn�t take him long to find them. And they were close enough that he could actually make out their faces. Two hundred feet away, at most. The big, hulking one�the one with the gun�was unmistakably Randall. Next to him, another rifle in his hands, was Logan. The only other one in the gang who had any brains.
Beyond them, the other two cousins in the group were bending over and gazing at the ground, as if they were tracking something.
�Dammit,� he breathed to himself.
He�d been hoping to leave the area before Randall and his gang got here. Instead, they were already within a mile of his home�and moving in his direction.
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JOHN
When Angie awoke, I was already getting ready for the day. I had most of our things packed and had taken a pencil to a piece of paper to try to sketch out something that would work as a sled for her. No matter how much she pretended otherwise, she wasn�t going to be ready for any walking anytime soon. I wouldn�t even have moved her if I didn�t have a choice.
But I didn�t have a choice. That was the problem. I�d shot a man who was trying to kill me and wounded his cousins. He would be coming after me�and I doubted that had changed his mind about wanting to use Angie as a trade with her uncle. And, as it turned out, we were also sheltering with someone who Randall blamed for his wife�s death.
Hell, if he hadn�t hated us before, he would hate us just by association.
I snorted at the thought, my humor macabre enough for me to appreciate the irony, and then bent back to my sketch.
�What are you doing?� a faint voice said from behind me.
I turned to Angie, taking in her color�slightly better this morning�and the clarity of her eyes.
�Feeling better?� I asked, moving to the side of the bed and running my hand along her forehead. No temperature. That was a good sign. I�d seen wounds like hers go bad before, and I�d been worried that we might have blood poisoning on our hands, given how long it had taken us to actually clean the wound.
�Much better,� she said, leaning into my hand. Then, as if her mind had suddenly caught up, her eyes flew open and she stared up at me. �We have to get out of here. When are we leaving?�
Right. Well, enough of her feeling better, then.
�I�ve spoken with Marlon about just that. We�re only ten miles from Ellis Woods, but they�re going to be a hard ten miles. And with you out of commission, it means I have to build you a sled. One we can tow by hand. Marlon has vehicles here but they�re not working, and we�re going to have to hoof it.�
�And in a hurry,� she said, back to her old self again and already full of plans. �How long do you think we have before Randall finds us.�
�Hopefully long enough to get the hell out of here,� I answered with a grin. �Marlon is out checking his game traps now. Once he returns, we leave.�
Her eyes slid down to the drawing in my hand. �I hate that you�re having to take care of me like this. Hate that I can�t help.�
I leaned down, pressed my nose to hers, and stared into her eyes. �Stop thinking like that. I�m your husband now. And that means it�s my job to take care of you. Right? Right?�
She sighed, but I could see her mouth quirking to the side and knew she was going to give in.
�Besides,� I continued, throwing a map into her lap and pointing at the spot I�d marked with a red pen. �I need you to handle the mapping. Far as I can tell, this is where we are. This�� I moved my finger to the left, to the circle labeled Ellis Woods. ��is where we need to go. You�re the outdoors woman here. Figure out the fastest way to get from Point A to Point B. I�ll be outside building your carriage.�
I shot her a quick, tight grin, trying to make the whole thing into a joke�and knowing that I was failing�and then turned and left the room before she could reply. I had a sled to make, and I needed to do it in a hurry.
I didn�t know how far Marlon had gone or how many traps he was unloading, but I knew for certain that I didn�t want to be caught only half-ready when he returned. I had an injured wife to get to a hospital, and a kid to rescue back home. This was no time to relax.
I shot up the steps to the front door and out into the bright white of the outside world, and stood for a moment, letting my eyes grow accustomed to the glare. Then I headed for the forest, my eyes scanning the ground for branches of the right size and shape. The first one was easy, because it didn�t have to match anything else, and I found it quickly�about ten feet long, so I could build the shelter for Angie and have skis in front of and behind it, and already smoothed out by having lain in the snow for some time. There were no smaller branches stemming from it, which meant less work for me, and I was glad to see that it already had a curve to it.
Perfect. Now to find others that matched it.
I found a second branch and turned back toward the house, but then caught sight of something blue and plastic-looking sticking out of a bank of snow and dead leaves. I dropped the branches and dropped to my knees to uncover it, then almost shouted in joy.
It was a toboggan. One of those store-bought kinds that kids played with every winter. What the hell was it doing out here, in the middle of the forest? I looked up at the house, wondering, but then shook my head and started uncovering the sled. It must have been Marlon�s, I thought, and no matter how many guesses I took, I would probably never be able to figure out why he had it.
Or why he hadn�t told me about it.
I wiped it off to find it was in excellent condition. And it would be perfect. It saved me from having to build anything�which gave me more time to make sure Angie was ready and that we�d have everything we needed.
When I got back to the house and started toward the door, I found another sled leaning against the house. A red one this time. It was in rougher shape, with a couple of cracks in the bottom, but when I laid it over the blue one, they fit together perfectly.
And that worked just fine for me. The blue one would be on the bottom, the red one on top, and Angie on top of that. It would give her more protection, keep her up off the cold of the snow. I couldn�t figure out what Marlon was doing with them�did he have kids or something?�but that didn�t matter. No matter why they were here, I thought he would have welcomed us to them.
After all, he wanted to get out of here just as much as we did. And he certainly understood why we needed to do it in a hurry.
I undid the knots on the red sled�s steering rope and one end of the blue�s, then knotted the two free ends together to make one long rope for pulling. I threaded the end through the blue sled�s rope hole, counting on that sled to be the stronger of the two, then stood back and admired the construction. We�d put sleeping bags and quilts down under her, and more quilts over her, and she�d be just fine. She�d even be able to sit up and watch where we were going.
Keep an eye out for anything that seemed out of place. She could be our lookout�who also happened to travel with us.
_________
I�d only been back in the house for ten minutes when there was a banging on the front door. I rushed toward it, already assuming the worst�that Randall had found us and was there at the door, insisting on being let in. When I arrived and looked out the window, though, I saw Marlon there, his eyes wide and his mouth tight with concern.
I made quick work of the locks on the door and threw it open.
�Marlon, what is it?�
I looked at Angie, who had managed to hobble out of our bedroom at the banging and was looking at us with eyes as big as saucers.
Marlon shook his head, pulling his arms from his coat and already moving toward his own bedroom. �I was hoping it would take longer. John, you were right; Randall must have been wearing a vest when you shot him. I was out gathering game from the traps and saw him and his cousins. They were on a trail that winds onto the far corner of the property. I don�t think they saw me, but they�re here for a reason.� He stopped and turned to me, his face grim. �He must have figured you would come to the first place you could find, looking for help. And that first place was me�though you wouldn�t have known it, given the state of the storm. Still, he was most likely only looking for a reason to attack me. Now that he�s here, our timeline has grown shorter.�
�Time to go,� I agreed.
At that, to my surprise, Marlon almost smiled.
�Nearly. I bought us some time.� He reached under his sweatshirt and pulled out a sturdy slingshot. �They were near a fairly rough outcropping of rock. Rock that was capped off by quite a bit of snow. Over the years I�ve gotten pretty good with this little pea shooter, and for a while, I made a hobby out of figuring out where to hit a snow bank to cause an avalanche. Just a small one, mind you. But enough of a disaster that it will take them some time to get out of it. I estimate that I�ve given us several hours of head start. Maybe more, if any of them was actually wounded.�
His eyes shot to Angie, and then returned to me. �Are you ready to go? Do you have a sled set up?�
�Yeah, and all our things are ready to pack,� I told him quickly.
Marlon nodded. �Then we can get a head start. Assuming bear-man was at least put off by that avalanche I caused, we have several hours while he finds a way around it. More if the snow actually came down on him or one of his cousins. You two get ready to go. The sooner we�re on the trail, the sooner we�ll find our way to Ellis Woods�and safety.�
I nodded and headed for the upstairs room where I�d been gathering our supplies. I had food, medical supplies, and some clothing for both myself and Angie already laid out on the floor. The food and medical supplies had been in the kitchen. The clothing had been in the closets�and though I hadn�t yet asked why or how Marlon had clothing in our sizes conveniently stored in his closets, that didn�t mean I was going to let it just go by. It was on the same level of �convenient� as so many other things about the man. The size of the house. All the extra rooms. The surgical theater�and all the tools.
The fact that he�d just happened to find us in the woods.
It all meant something. And the moment I had a spare second to think about it and ask some pointed questions, I was going to do just that.
But for now, I was taking what we could get and keeping my mouth shut. Because if we were going to be out on the trail, we were going to need the protection that additional clothing gave us. Especially if we had the bad luck to still be out there when night fell.
I began dividing the goods into three equal piles, assuming that we�d be able to manage three packs. Marlon and I would carry our own, of course, and Angie�s could ride with her in the sled. Yes, it would give the sled-puller additional weight. But it would also give her quick and easy access to the bag if she needed something from it. And it would give her something to rest her leg on. Or lean against.
Whatever worked.
When Marlon appeared, he was carrying a large box with him.
�You don�t think we�re going to be able to take that, do you?� I asked, surprised. He didn�t seem like the kind of guy who would want to take extras on the road.
But he shook his head and smiled. �It occurred to me that we might run into a situation where we need Angie on her feet rather than in the sled. And then it occurred to me that I had something that would fit the bill.�
He opened the box and pulled out a piece of equipment that I recognized�but had only ever seen in videos.
�An exoskeleton?� I asked softly, running my hand over it. The thing was a marvel of engineering, developed by the military for high-danger situations in the field when soldiers needed to patch their own up in a hurry and didn�t have time to take any extra precautions.
I�d never seen one, even in Afghanistan.
Looking at it, I thought I could see why. The thing was incredibly heavy, with straps for both the upper and lower legs and a metal composite framework that would support the entire leg. It also had a belt that would strap around the waist, and support straps at the groin to minimize shock.
My first instinct was that we didn�t need it, and that it would actually bog us down. But then I thought a bit further and realized that if something happened�if we, for some reason, needed Angie on her feet or stabilized�then we needed something like this. The fact that it would keep her leg straight and steady, and maybe keep her out of pain, was an additional motivating factor.
�How did you get this?� I asked, looking up at him in wonder.
Marlon shrugged. �It was payment from a customer. He was a research and development analyst for one of the big military industrial companies. And it turned out to be too small for most people. Which, I assume, will make it perfect for our little lady here.�
I almost jumped for joy. This would not only help to stabilize Angie�s leg, but also make her more mobile. Mobile to the point that if we needed her to run, she might actually be able to.
This thing might actually save our lives, when it came right down to it.
Across the room, Angie was smiling like a kid. �I�ll be able to walk with you.�
�Not so fast, young lady,� said the former doctor. �This is for when we have to make fast progress. Until then, you rest and let us pull you.�
�So you are coming with us,� she said quietly. �I�d wondered.�
He nodded. �I am. It�s simple, really. Randall is coming here to do damage�and he�ll do it to me even if you two have left. Beyond that, things out there� well, they�ve changed. I can�t stay here unless I know what we�re dealing with. There are things I have to see to. People I have to talk to. And I can only do that in town. Or� Well, I have a better chance of doing it there than here.� He saw the questions on my face and gave me a simple nod. �And it gives me the only excuse I need to help you two on your journey. So I�d appreciate if we don�t discuss it any further.�
I chuckled, recognizing a military or intelligence man�s reasoning for what it was, but Angie shook her head. �Randall will come after us. If you�re with us, you�ll be in danger.�
Marlon met her gaze. �I�m already in danger.� He looked calm and determined. �You see, the big bad bear is after you today, but he�ll be after me too, soon enough. Especially now that law enforcement will be stretched far beyond its capacity to handle the chaos.�
�What would he want with you?�
Marlon�s expression went blank. �His wife might have died from toxins that were introduced somewhere else. But she died on my table. He�s been wanting to kill me ever since. Now it seems he has his chance.�
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We got out into the ice and snow as quickly as possible, and within moments I had Angie on her new sled, on top of two sleeping bags, inside another, and with several quilts laid over her. I put her pack under her leg and my own pack behind her back.
Hey, as long as I was pulling her, I might as well put my pack to good use, right?
�How�s that?� I asked her breathlessly, the cold already invading my lungs. Yes, it was still early morning, and the sun was shining brightly above. But it was that sort of winter sun that brought bright light and very little warmth. This was going to be a very long, very cold ten miles.
And we were in a hurry. Which was only going to make it seem even longer. Even if Marlon was right and Randall had been trapped in an avalanche�even if he or one of his cousins had been hurt in it�it might not have given us enough of a head start. I didn�t know exactly how far Marlon�s house was from Randall�s, but it couldn�t be more than ten miles for Marlon to have casually found us wandering through the woods.
I hadn�t been stronger to go more than one or two miles myself, at that time.
And that put Randall�s house far too close to our current position. It didn�t give us the padding that I wanted. That we needed. We were going to have to move as quickly as possible.
�It�s good,� Angie said, shifting around a bit and then giving me the ghost of a smile. She pulled one arm out of the sleeping bag and reached up with it to cup my cheek. �It�s going to be okay, John. I�m going to be okay. You focus on what you need to do. I promise I�ll let you know if I need anything.�
I nodded and kissed her softly on the forehead, then turned away. I had nearly moved on to the next thing on my mental list when I heard her next line.
�And I�ll let you know when I�m ready to walk on my own.�
I pressed my lips together, but chose to pretend like I hadn�t heard her. There was no way in hell I was letting her walk on her own�not while I had strength to pull her�but I was also smart enough to know that now wasn�t the time to pick that particular fight.
When I got to the end of the rope, I bent down and picked it up, then wrapped the length over my arms, across my chest, around my back, and to my stomach. It wasn�t the most sophisticated getup, and it was going to chafe like hell, but it would also give me the best leverage�and it would allow me to expend less effort when I was pulling. This way I could use my entire body to brace against her weight, rather than just my arms. Lean forward and really dig into the snow with my steps. And hopefully find some momentum.
�We�ll take turns,� Marlon said from beside me. �I�m giving you two hours, and then I�m taking over.�
I wanted to argue. I did. This was my wife, and she was my responsibility, not his. But then I realized how stupid that would be. I might have started this journey off as a lone wolf with a wounded wife, but that wasn�t true anymore. I had backup now. And only a fool would refuse it.
�Fair enough,� I answered. �You ready for this?�
�Readier than you know,� he answered, his tone indicating that the phrase meant more than it seemed.
I put it into the file marked Things to Find Out About Marlon Later, and leaned forward, digging my boots into the snow and starting us along the trail after our newly acquired ally.
_________
The cold was bitter and made breathing hard, but my strapping system was working. We had already gone what I estimated to be half a mile, and I was barely winded. I glanced at the sky, though, and saw that the sun had gone farther across the blue than I�d expected.
We might have gone half a mile. But by my estimate, it had taken us two hours to do it. And that was going to make a ten-mile journey a twenty-hour long process. Which was definitely not good.
Marlon must have been reading my mind, because at that moment he turned around and met my eyes.
�Two hours, according to my watch,� he said. �That means it�s my turn.�
I stared at him for a moment, and then looked behind him at the forest. So far, we�d been crossing a large, flat area that led up to his house almost like an enormous lawn. We�d been making slow but steady progress due to the flatness of the land and the existence of the snow�deep enough to make pulling the sled easy, but not so deep that it made walking difficult.
Once we got into the forest, it was going to get a whole lot rougher. Starting with the fact that there wasn�t going to be a specific trail to use, and there was going to be a lot of underbrush and litter.
Also, wildlife. Wolves. Potentially bears.
�I can pull her for longer,� I told him quickly. �I�m not tired yet.�
�And you know as well as I do that you don�t work until you�re exhausted,� he snapped back, his voice tense. �You know you save at least twenty-five percent, and you recover your strength while someone else is doing the work. You do that, or you fail.�
My mouth snapped shut at the words, which were almost exactly what I�d heard in training for my first Special Ops mission, and I stared at the man.
�Who are you?� I whispered.
Yes, I�d told myself that I didn�t need to know. Not yet. I�d even been building a file of things that I would ask him later, when we had time. Once we were safe. Once we had shelter. But I couldn�t help it. The pieces were lining up too quickly now, and I had an idea growing in my mind�but I wanted confirmation of that idea before I went any further. I wanted at least a hint about who our new ally was.
Because I was starting to wonder how much we could actually trust him. And whether him finding us had been a mistake�or a plan.
I�d been in the military for long enough to know that very few things happened by chance. And being coincidentally found in the forest, nearly dead, by someone who happened to have a fully kitted-out house with medical supplies, food, and warmth was starting to feel a whole lot like something that didn�t happen unless someone had put a lot of planning into it. I�d retired from the military with full honors and an honorable discharge. And I hadn�t been anything that special while I was enlisted.
I mean, I had. But no more than anyone else who had run special ops. There was absolutely no reason for them to be keeping tabs on me. Absolutely no reason for them to send someone out into the forest to save me in case things went sideways.
Absolutely no reason to believe any of it had anything to do with the EMP or the solar storm.
I was officially going crazy. The snow had gotten right into my brain, or I�d experienced the first case of brain freeze so extensive that it had damaged my gray matter. Maybe I had frostbite of the brain. Or maybe I was just going crazy, experiencing some insanely delayed case of PTSD that made me paranoid rather than frightened.
Crazy. That was the only answer.
Besides, I could see already that Marlon wasn�t going to give me a response.
�Forget it,� I said. �I�m sorry I asked. If you are what I think you are, then you can�t answer me. And if you aren�t what I think you are, mark it down to me being temporarily insane. In fact, let�s mark it down to that, regardless of your answer. You�re right. I need to rest�even if I don�t want to. But I�m giving you one hour, and that�s it.�
He opened his mouth like he was going to argue with me, and I put a hand up to stop him.
�You�re older than I am, and the going in the forest is going to be rougher,� I said firmly. �Traveling on the flat terrain was easy. Unless we�re going to take the road���I pointed to the long, flat lane where the road passed through his property and headed for town���it�s the forest, and it�s going to be rough going. Take it or leave it.�
He gave me a slight smile and then nodded. �You�re right. An hour it is.�
I unstrapped myself from the ropes, pausing to stretch out the kinks as I did, and grimaced. �Chafing� didn�t even begin to cover what that rope had done to my skin, even through the five or so layers I was wearing, and I already dreaded what my skin was going to look like when I got out of these clothes.
But then I turned around and saw that Angie had fallen asleep, her cheek resting on her hand, and I realized that I wouldn�t have changed a thing. I would have dealt with chafing of my entire body for the sight of her laying there, comfortable and secure enough to sleep.
But then the world exploded.
_________
I threw myself forward and crawled toward Angie, to cover her with my own body, but Marlon grabbed my foot and hauled me backward.
�Let�s get the hell out of here,� he hissed. �We need cover, and we need it now. I don�t want anyone to catch us out in the open like this.�
It took me about three nanoseconds to realize that he was right. We were obviously still there, so that meant the entire world hadn�t exploded. Just something in the distance. And if something in the distance was exploding, then it made sense that we wanted to run away from it rather than sheltering in place and waiting for whatever it was to get to us.
I jumped to my feet and saw that he�d already grabbed one of the ropes attached to the sled. I grabbed the other and we pushed forward, our feet churning for purchase in the snow as we increased our pace from walking to running. The sled jerked and stuttered behind us, and I could hear Angie saying something, but neither of us slowed�and neither of us looked behind us.
I had no idea what we were running from. But I had a good idea that Marlon did. And I didn�t think he was going to bother to explain it until we were in some sort of cover. Which meant we had to get to the woods ahead of us, in quick time. The woods were still about five hundred yards away, but at the rate we were moving forward we were going to be there in less than five minutes.
I risked a glance over my shoulder and saw smoke billowing up from what looked to be the direction of Marlon�s home. I frowned at that, wondering if Randall had done something there, but then nearly tripped on a downed branch.
�Eyes forward, soldier!� Marlon shouted. �This is no time for looking backward!�
Eyes forward. Of course. Stupid, John! You never, ever turn around and look behind you when you�re running for your life. Particularly not if you�re towing your wife on a child�s sled, and have no idea who�or what�might be after you.
I wrapped the rope twice around my body, leaned forward, and dug my feet into the snow, increasing my pace once more as I fought with everything I had to get my wife�and my new possibly friend, possibly something else�to the safety of the woods.
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We reached the woods in what I thought had to be record time, but it had exhausted both Marlon and me, and we fell to the ground just inside the tree line, breathing heavily in the thin, cold air. Within seconds my lungs felt as though they were freezing from the inside, and I quickly covered my mouth with my mitten-clad hands, trying to warm the air before it entered my mouth.
I didn�t know if frostbite of the lungs was even possible, but this definitely wasn�t the time to find out.
As I fought to breathe, I turned my eyes back to the billowing smoke in the distance, trying to figure out how far away it was, and whether that had actually been Marlon�s house or not. Whether it was something we needed to concern ourselves with.
And then I realized that I was probably going about this the entirely wrong way.
I swiveled my eyes toward my possible friend and saw the knowledge in his own eyes that told me I was correct.
I took my hands away from my face. �What did you do?� I asked quietly.
He gave me a long, considering look, and then his face cracked into a tired grin.
�I set a booby trap for Randall and his men,� he told me casually. �I wanted to see if they were following us. Wanted to see if they�d search my property first. If they didn�t, I figured, it would mean that it had only been a coincidence, seeing them there. Property lines are fuzzy out here and Randall�s property borders mine, in a manner of speaking. With where they were, they could have told me that they�d wandered over the line without realizing it, and I would have believed them. I don�t know that I would have believed them entirely harmful, but I would have believed that they�d crossed the line without realizing it.�
He turned and looked at the smoke rising up in the distance in big black puffs and pressed his lips together.
�But that explosion means that someone was poking around in one of my out barns. More than poking around� they were in there violently searching for something. And you don�t do that on accident. You don�t even do that as a casual observer. You do that when you�re hellbent on trouble.�
�You set a� trap?� Angie breathed.
I could hear the shock�and admiration�in her voice, and I reminded myself once more that she was an outdoors woman through and through. She knew her way around the forest and through dangerous situations, and if she�d ever been called into the military, she would have done a bang-up job there, as well.
The woman might�ve looked relatively harmless but she had a spine of steel and veins that ran with ice-cold water. It made her a uniquely perfect companion for me�and made her very valuable out here in the cold of the forest. Particularly when it sounded like Marlon had just confirmed that Randall and his cousins were indeed pursuing us.
Marlon, meanwhile, was giving her a fairly bashful shrug, as if he was slightly ashamed of himself for it�or ashamed that he had to admit it to a lady. I thought the latter was probably far more likely than the former. He didn�t seem like the kind of man who second-guessed his decisions.
�We needed to know, Angie,� he told her quickly.
I noticed that he was already adjusting his clothing and getting ready to get back to his feet, and I began making the same preparations. No, I wasn�t ready yet. My breath was still coming fast, and I still felt as if I�d been iced down from the inside. But I estimated Marlon to be at least twenty�maybe thirty�years older than me. If he was ready to get started again, I wasn�t going to drag my feet.
No way I was going to let him be more prepared than I was.
Marlon got to his feet and looked back toward the smoke. �It wasn�t an important barn. I never stored anything in there because it was too far from the house to be convenient. But I know Randall and his kin, and I know they can�t pass a building without going in to see what they might be able to steal. If they were that close to the house, it means they came looking for trouble. And if they survived that blast, they�ll know that I left the bomb just for them�and they�ll be even angrier.�
He turned his eyes to me. �Now we know that they�re coming. Now we know that they�re coming now. Whatever head start we had just disappeared.�
I jerked my head in a nod. �And if we thought we could take the road, this just changed that. We can�t be out in the open. I don�t even know if the forest is going to keep us hidden enough. Not from them.�
�We have no choice,� Marlon answered. �If the bear is after us, we�ll have to hope that we can do one of two things. Either lose him the old-fashioned way, or get to town before he can get to us.�
Well. Neither of those were good choices�not when we were dragging a human, several packs, and a weighty exoskeleton across deep snow, and we were just on foot, fueled by an anger I didn�t even pretend to understand. Still, my mind started to work on the problem, trying to get to the bottom of it, trying to find the best way to escape. If I were in Afghanistan, setting up a mission where I couldn�t use any tech, was weighed down by extra baggage, and had to lose a tail�
�We�ll have to cross any river we come to,� I said by way of answer. �Use the river if we can, to make forward progress. They might be following our footprints, but if they get to a river and lose them, they�ll have absolutely no way of knowing where we�ve gone.�
Marlon gave me a pleased grin. �I�m glad to see we�re thinking along the same lines, John. They�ll assume that we�re headed toward Ellis Woods. They know that Angie is related to the mayor there, and I assume they know that you�ve come from the area. They�ll realize you�re trying to head home. Even if you weren�t, it�s the closest town and would be the obvious answer for our problem. But if we can throw them off in terms of our route��
�It might be all we need,� I finished for him. �I�m with you, Marlon.�
I pulled out the map Angie and I had been using before we left his house and scanned it, trying to pinpoint where I thought we were and where I knew we were heading. Then I held it up for him to see, my finger on a spot about two miles in front of us.
�And it looks like we�ve got a river due east of us by about two miles. Right between us and Ellis Woods.�
He crawled over and gazed at the map, then shook his head slightly. �I know the river you�re talking about, but you�ve given us better position than we actually have. It�s more like four miles east of here.� Looking up, he met my eyes. �I don�t think we�ll get there before nightfall, and we�ll be asking for trouble if we try to do it at night. We�re going to have to shelter in the woods for the night. Try the river in the morning.�
I stared at him without answering, digesting that bit of news. Four miles away wasn�t the end of the world, but he was right; we weren�t going to make it there by nightfall. Not at the rate we were taking to move through the snow.
Which meant we�d be spending the night out here in the woods. With a wounded woman and a vengeful outlaw after us.
_________
Two hours later, my watch�which was tracking our steps�told me that we�d traveled another 1.2 miles. We were heading due east, courtesy of the compass Marlon carried with him, and we�d found the journey more difficult than it had been in the flat prairie, but not impossible. The trail we�d followed had wound through the woods with enough variety to keep us hidden from most anyone unless they were directly behind us. Thank God.
Unfortunately, the snow had also been deep enough in the woods that it had made pulling the sled even more difficult. The occasional branch across the trail, and the underbrush we had to break through, had made it even more difficult.
And I could see through the spaces in the canopy above us that the sun had reached well beyond the peak of its journey and was moving quickly toward its sleeping place below the horizon. A glance at my watch told me that it was two in the afternoon, and a quick check of my own personal knowledge told me that sunset would be at five. Three hours. Three hours to travel three more miles and try to cross a river with a wounded wife.
It wasn�t going to happen. We would have been absolutely insane to have tried it. Suicidal. Not even the idea of Randall showing up in the middle of the night was more dangerous than trying to cross a river�which may or may not be frozen, this early in the season�with a wounded woman, in failing daylight.
Marlon, who had been taking a turn at pulling the sled, stopped then and turned toward me, unwrapping the ropes from around his chest.
�Your turn,� he said, huffing. �I�m getting too close to exhaustion to keep pulling.�
I didn�t argue with him. He�d already done more than his fair share. When I moved to take the ropes, though, he put a hand on my arm.
�Nightfall is going to be on us within three hours,� he said, his voice quiet enough that I didn�t think Angie would be able to hear it.
She�d spent most of the journey quiet, and though I hoped that it meant she was resting, I thought it far more likely that she was coming up with Plans A, B, and C�which she would no doubt present to us the moment Marlon and I ran out of ideas for how to get us safely into Ellis Woods.
�I don�t think we can go on much longer,� Marlon continued. �Night is going to fall more quickly down here under the trees than it does out in the open.�
�And we only have two flashlights,� I continued. �Those aren�t going to do us much good against the darkness. Or anything that comes after us.�
He jerked his head in a nod. �Best we start looking for shelter now, rather than later,� he replied.
That was fine by me. �Spend the next three hours with our eyes open so we don�t have to do something in a hurry in Hour Four.�
He squeezed my arm, his eyes flashing his appreciation. �In another world, another life, John, I would think you were my son.�
His words hit me right in the stomach. My own father had been gone so long that I barely even remembered him�except for the night he left, leaving my mother sobbing on the floor as I hid in my room, watching him stride through the door, suitcase in hand, never to return.
I�d never known a real father, but if I�d had one�
�I would have been lucky to call you Dad,� I told him, giving him a rough grin. �But let�s leave the imaginary life for later, eh? We have miles to go and shelter to find.�
He barked out a laugh at that, then tossed me the ropes to the sled and turned back to the trail, his eyes scanning it for ideas. I could almost see the wheels turning in his head already as he searched his memory banks for anything that could be of use to us here.
I hoped he came up with something good. I�d lost several steps since my time in the military, and I was starting to reach exhaustion more quickly than I liked. And the last thing I wanted was to be completely tapped out when Randall and his cousins found us.
_________
We found shelter about an hour later. Dusk was just starting to fall under the trees, their shadows stretching longer and longer into the snow, and we were reaching that time of day when everything started to look distinctly flat. Things that you�d thought were many feet away were actually underfoot, and things that you thought were close�like the next tree�ended up being some distance from you.
It was both my most favorite time of day and my least favorite time. When we were out in the open, this part of the day, when the sun was starting to slip quietly toward the horizon and the light started to grow dim, was when I felt I could finally start to breathe again. The day was finishing, along with all its pressures, and it felt like the entire world was taking a breath before it went to sleep. It was the point I�d always looked forward to when I was in Afghanistan�that moment when everything was still and quiet, after all the action of the day and before night missions began�and that had never truly left me.
Out here in the wilds, though, with an unknown man after us and an array of dangerous situations ahead of us, I didn�t feel any of that relief. Instead, I felt only the pressure of needing to find shelter as quickly as possible.
When Marlon suddenly put his finger up in the air and muttered an �Aha!� I was therefore immediately relieved.
He made a sharp turn to the left and took us forward about one hundred feet. It was off our path and was taking us away from our goal of the river, but it didn�t take long before I saw what he�d realized. We crept quickly through the woods, thinner here than they had been, and within minutes we were looking up at a steep rock face, rising suddenly from the ground of the forest.
And in that rock face, I could already see, were a number of caves and crevices.
�Marlon, you genius,� I breathed.
He gave me a glance from the corner of his eye, and I could see how pleased he was with the praise.
�Hardly. But observant. And I tend to plan ahead. I marked this area in my mind some time ago, purely because it offered so much shelter. I�m ashamed that I didn�t think of it sooner. But you know what they say��
�Better late than never,� I finished. �At least most of the time. And in this case, it�s very well done. These will be perfect for the night. And in the morning��
�In the morning, we put the robo-suit to the test,� Angie interrupted. �We find the river, and we get across it or down it. Because no psychotic bear man is going to keep me from my daughter. I want to go home. And I�ll do whatever it takes to get there.�
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Marlon and I searched until we found a cave that was mid-sized rather than too large, which would make it impossible to heat or protect, or too small, which would give us very little room for maneuvering if someone or something came after us. I dragged Angie into the cave and parked the sled up against one of the walls, then turned to help Marlon with collecting firewood.
Our first and most important mission was to get warm again. Marlon and I had both been very active during the day and had kept our circulation up, but Angie had been sitting still for hours. I wanted to get her warm and on her feet as quickly as possible. I didn�t think we were facing any frostbite, given how many blankets we�d had around her, but sitting still for too long was dangerous as well. She needed to be up and moving.
And like she�d said, we needed to test that exoskeleton out. If we were going to be fording a river tomorrow, I wanted to know how steady she was going to be on her feet�and how much I was going to have to watch out for her. If she could manage herself, it would make it easier for me to take care of all the other things we�d be facing. But we wouldn�t know how stable she was until we tested things.
Marlon and I walked quickly through the forest, grabbing as much wood as we could from the surface of the snow. Neither of us reached down into the snow for branches, as those would be too wet, and we both worked efficiently to test the wood we gathered to make sure it was as dry as possible.
Wet wood didn�t burn. And it smoked. A lot.
�A fire�s going to attract some animals, you know,� Angie said when we returned.
�Not as quickly as smoke would,� Marlon replied.
�And not as quickly as our dead bodies might,� I reminded her. �Which is exactly what might happen if we don�t have heat through the night. Besides, I need to get you warm enough to get you up and walking around. Or as close to walking as you can do with that robotic leg of yours.�
I gave her a grin and a kiss, softening the contradiction to her opinion as much as I could. Angie was a hunter, and doing something that might attract animals�particularly bears�went against her nature. But she�d never been in battle. She didn�t realize that sometimes you had to do the things that kept you alive, even if it meant attracting the beasts.
�If they come, we�ll deal with them,� I told her, patting the gun next to her.
�And what if the guns don�t work?� she asked.
�I don�t know about the guns you brought with you, but my guns are purely mechanical, Angie,� Marlon told her from across the cave, where he was setting up the fire. �And I don�t use electronic sights or lasers. Too much room for error�or a rogue EMP getting in the way, though I highly doubt they�d be affected.�
She gave him a wry grin. �I know that. Ours are the same, actually. We have old-fashioned scopes, nothing fancy. Just not thinking clearly, I guess.�
�And no wonder,� I told her. �We never stopped for food today. Your brain is hungry.�
Once Marlon got the fire going, I helped Angie stand and hobble over toward it, keeping her weight off her bad leg. We dropped down at a distance where we could feel the heat of the fire on our skin but weren�t in danger of any flying embers or burning, and we both took sticks from Marlon.
�Fresh rabbit,� he told us quickly. �Courtesy of my traps.�
�And of very good planning,� I said.
I watched as he skinned and gutted two of the rabbits, then skewered them, positioning them over the fire to allow the meat to start cooking.
The corners of my mouth ticked upward. �I�m starting to think this isn�t your first time.�
�Not my first time,� he agreed carefully. �And probably not my last time, either. I�m just glad it�s coming in handy, allowing me to save the MREs and other rations I brought along. If this event is as serious as I think it is, those supplies will be worth their weight in gold.�
�How much food do you have in there?� Angie asked. �Just out of curiosity, I mean. If all goes well, I�m guessing we�re planning to get to Ellis Woods tomorrow. Right?�
�If all goes well,� Marlon agreed with a nod. �But I�ve brought enough food so we won�t need to stop and hunt on our way. But regardless, we�ll need to make it there tomorrow, for a number of reasons.� Marlon gave me a knowing look.
Right. Nothing like a hard deadline. Then again, if we hit the river within three miles and managed to make good time on the other side�or even use the river somehow�I thought we�d make it. The map indicated that Ellis Woods was two miles away from the river.
That would be within our scope. We might have to walk into the night, but that would be doable as well. Anything to keep from spending another night in the forest.
We cooked our meals until the rabbit was spitting and sizzling over the fire, the juices dripping into the flames, and then sat back and prepared to enjoy the first hot food we�d had since breakfast.
�So tomorrow we reach the river around mid-day, or so,� I began, taking a bite of my meal. �Since we have the sleds, I�m guessing we can use them as a sort of raft. Not the cracked one, obviously, but the other one is whole enough to hold us all, I think. Are we thinking we just cross it? Or do we actually want to use it? Maybe raft further down the river until we get closer to town?�
�Depends on if it�s frozen or not, really,� Marlon said. �It�s early enough in the season that it might not be. If it�s still running, it makes it more dangerous, but also increases our options.�
�And if it�s frozen, it makes it easier�but also gives Randall and the others a way to track us,� I added. �Our footprints will show in the snow on the ice just as easily as they do in the snow on the shore. Is it worth going all the way to the river only to find that out?�
He gave me a shrug. �The river is on our way to town. Whether it�s useful or not� Well, that remains to be seen. Besides, wind will be picking up across the river, even if it�s iced over. No trees out there. The snow won�t be as deep as you think�and it won�t be obvious to anyone if certain parts of the ice are� shall we say, swept clean?� He lifted one eyebrow in emphasis, and I almost laughed.
�Wiping the joint of fingerprints, eh?� I asked.
A nod and a grin, and Marlon took another bite of his rabbit. I frowned, though, considering the man in front of me, and before long, he was returning the frown.
�What is it, John?� he asked. �You�ve got questions written all over your face.�
�More questions than you know,� I confirmed. �And I�m smart enough to realize that you won�t answer most of them�and that maybe you can�t answer most of them. So I�m trying to find the ones that you might be able to answer. And they sound� well, silly.�
Marlon put up a hand. �No silly questions. Go ahead.�
�These sleds. It�s weird to find kids� sleds in a place where no kid lives. Do they belong to anyone who actually lives there? Did we leave someone behind?�
How many people stay in that house? I didn�t ask. Why are there so many rooms? Why were you set up for a disaster that might mean a lack of electricity? Why do you have vehicles that include comms devices that I suspect not even my Special Ops unit had access to? Why were you out in the middle of nowhere, with the training you obviously have? What happened to make you leave the intelligence or military life? And how did you come to be in that exact spot, when we needed you?
I kept all those questions to myself. I sealed them inside me and put them into a chest that I would open later. Maybe. When we had time. When we were safe. When I thought he might actually answer one or two of them.
Until then, there was no point asking any of them. No military man would give up his position. No intelligence officer would let go of his cover. I still wasn�t sure which of those Marlon was. But I knew enough to know that he wasn�t going to give me the information I wanted until he was sure he could trust me�and until we were out of danger, at least for a moment.
Marlon grunted and smirked at the question I had asked. �Like kids?�
�Yeah. I know it�s none of my business, but you have to admit that these were a strange find.�
The comment was waved off. �My niece and nephew. They used to come with my sister when she lived in town. I didn�t put them away after the last time they were here.�
�Did something happen to them?� Angie asked, sounding worried. �To keep them from� coming back?�
Marlon looked haunted�and also angry. �She moved to Detroit last year after a run-in with Randall and his boys. We didn�t talk about what happened to her, but I didn�t need to ask many questions. With that man, there are only a certain number of possibilities, if you get my drift.�
So the hairy menace had spread his insane anger beyond his realm. And though I couldn�t have done anything to keep him from attacking Marlon�s sister, I couldn�t help feeling responsible for the man still being alive at all. I should have finished him off. I should have taken more care with that bullet.
I should have stuck around to make sure the job was done. My training had told me to do just that, and I�d ignored it in my hurry to get Angie out of there as quickly as possible.
The problem was, in doing that, I might have cursed us all. Because now, instead of dealing with him in a cabin that, while it belonged to him, had at least been a stable situation, we were now going to have to deal with him out here in the wilds.
In his territory. By his rules.
_________
Marlon woke me when it was my turn to keep watch, and I sat up from where I�d been laying next to Angie in the bed we�d built of several sleeping bags on the bottom and several more quilts on the top, shivering as the cold air reached me. The fire was still burning brightly in the middle of the cave, and I could feel the heat coming off of it, but it couldn�t match the warmth Angie and I had achieved in our own bed.
A part of me felt guilty, for a moment, that Marlon would be going to his set of blankets on his own, without the benefit of another person helping him to heat the space�or having already been under the blankets, acting as a natural heater. Then I put that thought quickly away from me. I wasn�t going to volunteer Angie for the job, and there was no one else.
Besides, if my suspicions were correct, Marlon had plenty of experience figuring out how to see himself warm alone in the depth of winter, in the wilderness.
�Nothing out there that I can see,� he whispered, backing up a bit to give me room to leave my bed. �Just your typical cold, bright winter�s night in Michigan. Lucky it�s a full moon tonight. Gives us a ton of visibility.�
I nodded, steadied myself against the cold I was about to feel, and dragged myself fully out from under the blankets, then turned and made sure Angie was completely covered up again. I might have to deal with the cold. She didn�t. And I wanted her body putting all its energy into healing. We were already going to put her under enough pressure asking her to stand on her own while we dealt with the river. She needed her rest.
Marlon followed my eyes down to my wife and, it seemed, my thoughts as well. �I�ll keep an eye on her for as long as I�m awake,� he said softly. �But I don�t think she�s going to be waking up any time soon. She might not have worked as hard as us today, but her body is going through resources quickly as it tries to heal itself. The more rest she gets tonight, the more successful we�ll be tomorrow. And I suspect she knows it.�
�I suspect she does,� I echoed, staring down at Angie.
I knew she�d come through for us tomorrow. Even if it killed her. And that was what worried me.
I turned toward the front of the cave and bent over to strap on my boots. A moment later, I reached for the hunting knife I always kept strapped to my calf�which I hadn�t taken off, even when we went to bed. Once the knife was in my hand, I felt more secure. More prepared. Like I would be able to take on whatever came for me.
Yes, it was an exaggeration. But we all have our security blankets, and that knife was mine.
�Don�t suppose I�ll be needing a gun, then,� I told Marlon quickly. �Long as it stays quiet out there, I don�t want to be making too much noise.�
�Right you are, my boy,� he answered. �Besides, I left something up there for you. If you need to protect us, it�ll give you the best possible chance.�
He turned and made his way to his blankets, then, and I noticed that he�d placed them closer to the fire than I would have�but had also put his feet toward the fire, with his head facing away. Smart man. If the fire got too high or the heat became too much, he�d experience it with his feet first. No danger of his face blistering or his hair catching on fire.
It was a natural alarm clock, and it increased my respect for him by quite a bit.
I glanced down at my watch and marked the time�just past eleven�and then set an alarm for one. We�d agreed on two-hour shifts for standing guard, since it would give us each enough time for quality sleep in between and would keep the one standing guard from being so tired that he might fall asleep. Then I turned toward the mouth of the cave and made my way to the boulder that lay about three feet into the cave. We�d seen the boulder when we first started talking about guard duty and had agreed that it was the best spot. Whoever was standing guard could shelter behind the boulder and still see most of the area in front of the cave�without being seen by anyone or anything that was looking in. I was hoping that we would have a quiet night and wouldn�t have to deal with any incursions, but if we did, it was far better to catch the intruder by surprise.
The boulder gave us a way to do that.
When I arrived at the flattened spot behind the rock, where Marlon had obviously been spending his time, I huffed out a laugh. There, sitting up against the wall, was a sturdy, compact crossbow. I couldn�t see well in the darkness, but I thought it might be a Ravin of some sort. It had that narrow aspect that usually marked that brand.
That made it a top-end crossbow. One of the most sought-after labels. Here in our cave.
�No noise, indeed,� I whispered to myself.
The crossbow would be virtually silent and just as deadly as a gun against both predators and people. Next to the weapon, he�d left a quiver full of arrows, and I wondered for a moment how the hell he�d hidden that from me up to this point. I wasn�t sure, but I thought it was too large to have fit in his pack�which I�d helped to pack, in any case.
Then I realized that it didn�t matter how he�d gotten it out here. I didn�t care whether he�d shoved it into his pants to carry it that way or if he�d already had it in this cave, just in case he ever needed it. The only important thing was that we had it�and we had it because we�d happened to find this man in the middle of nowhere, and he happened to have not only training but an almost paranormal sense for what we�d need and when.
Yes, I was glad to have him on our side. I knew for a fact that without him, we would have died in the snow outside of Randall�s house. Even if we hadn�t, Randall would have caught up to us at some point, and I would have been too weak to fight him alone.
With Marlon and I fighting together, though, I thought we just might be able to pull it off.
I settled down onto the ground, turned my eyes to the cold, moonlit world outside, and settled into the monotonous, important task of standing guard against unknown terrors of the night.
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Marlon showed up at my side before the alarm on my watch went off, and I jumped about a mile high at his whispered �How are things looking out there?�
I swallowed my heart back down to its rightful position and turned my eyes up to him.
�Ever heard of giving someone a warning before you sneak up on them?� I asked, only half joking.
�If I gave people a warning before I snuck up on them, it would rather defeat the purpose of sneaking, wouldn�t you say?� he replied, his tone of voice indicating that he was definitely laughing�at my expense.
I smiled despite myself. �Sorry, I�ve been tense all night. Just wasn�t expecting you to show up on your own. Figured you�d want to stay in bed as long as you could.�
He stared out into the night for a moment, his eyes roving the landscape for anything that looked out of place. �I�ve been tense all night, too,� he said finally. �Didn�t get much sleep, though I did enjoy being under a bunch of blankets rather than out here in the cold.�
�Then why did you get out from under them before you had to?� It wasn�t a rhetorical question. I truly wondered what he was doing�and a part of me had started to wonder why he was doing it. He could have gone on more easily by himself, and I didn�t believe for one minute that he couldn�t have defended himself from Randall in his home. We were in the middle of the forest and he�d still managed to pull out a high-tech, extremely expensive crossbow. I didn�t think this even scratched the surface of what he had, when it came to toys.
He hadn�t needed to run from Randall. Why had he?
�Like I said, I couldn�t sleep,� he said simply. �I�ve had quite a lot of experience with Randall, and none of it good. I don�t trust him for a moment�and that includes not trusting him to act the way we expect any normal human being to act. Yes, he should be hunkered down for the night somewhere, keeping warm and waiting until daylight breaks before he ventures out into the cold. That doesn�t mean he will. Maybe because he�s not smart enough. Or maybe because he�s just that crazy. Either way, I didn�t want him to show up when you were alone. We have a better chance of beating him together.�
A wry smile crossed my lips. �You don�t think I can take him on my own?�
His look was just as wry as my comment had been. �John, you�ve seen combat, and if I�m guessing right, you�ve been up against people that civilization would classify as zealots. People who didn�t care what it took as long as they accomplished the chaos they were aiming for. You know that there�s no guarantee when you fight people like that. The best way to beat them is to have numbers.�
I huffed in agreement�because he was right�and then turned my eyes back to the forest before us. It was still quiet out there, though the shadows had changed with the movement of the moon. The mouth of the cave was less lit, now, and I could see more of the forest itself. Not that there was anything to see. It was all flat out there, black and white and some gray areas. But a completely lack of dimension made the entire scene seem either fake or like something from another planet.
It could almost have been majestic, except for the danger I knew was lurking in those shadows.
�You want me to sit up with you, then?� I asked. �Don�t really see how I�m going to go lay down and go back to sleep with that particular idea in my head. Now I�ll be worried about leaving you here to deal with the maniac alone.�
�It wouldn�t be the first time I�ve dealt with a maniac by myself,� he returned. �And it certainly wouldn�t be the first time I�ve mixed with Randall without backup.�
�Only this time he has at least one of his cousins with him, and maybe more,� I pointed out. �And though he can�t sneak up behind us, it doesn�t mean you�ll be able to see him coming. Not until the last second, if he�s as crafty as you suspect.�
Marlon grew silent, and I could imagine what he was thinking. He might have fought maniacs before, and he might have tussled with Randall in the past, but we were at a disadvantage here, no matter how secure we were in the cave. No sane man would want to take on those odds.
�You don�t mind?� he finally asked.
I scooted over to make room for him in the lee of the stone and patted the ground next to me. Then I held up a hand to stop him.
�Go get one of those blankets you were using for your bed,� I told him. �I don�t mind staying up and helping you keep watch. Having two sets of eyes gives us a better chance of seeing him before he gets here. But I�d rather be at least a little bit warm while we do it.�
When he returned, he had two thick quilts and a box of hand warming packets that I also hadn�t packed in his bag. He tossed the box down in front of me and motioned to it with his chin.
�Tuck one of those under your shirt, at your chest, and keep another for your hands,� he said quietly. �It�ll give you a little bit more warmth, make it easier to sit out here near the open air.�
I glanced at the box, and then back up at him. �You had this cave already set up with supplies,� I finally said. It was the only possible answer. He couldn�t have carried the crossbow without me knowing about it. It was too big. And the same thing went for this box of goods. I knew he hadn�t had access to his pack before we left, and I�d packed that thing myself.
Marlon didn�t even try to argue with me or deny my statement. �I did,� he said quickly. �I�ve been trained to think about all possibilities, and I�m sure you can understand why I might have thought that I�d like to have a place to escape to, if it ever became necessary. A place that already had at least some of the supplies I would need.�
�I can see having a place with supplies in it, yeah,� I said. �But I have to admit that I�m really starting to wonder what you�re running from. What could be big enough that a huge house miles from town wasn�t enough to shelter you.�
He gave me a look, his eyes wide open and innocent. �Why, Randall, of course,� he replied, all exaggerated innocence. �What else could I possibly be running from? I am but a retired doctor, who now plays vet on some days.�
I stifled a smile, seeing it for the lie it was�and reminding myself that no matter how much I prodded at him, I wasn�t likely to get the truth. Not until he wanted to give it to me. I�d never been trained on interrogation, and even if I had, I wouldn�t have used it on this man, who was starting to feel like a friend.
�Of course,� I replied, allowing a smile to creep into my voice. �Just a retired doctor. Why would anyone ever be interested in you?�
An answering smile was his only response, and a moment later, he was on the ground next to me, the quilts tucked around us, and we were, to my surprise, discussing my time in Afghanistan, our eyes on the black and white scene before us.
_________
By the time morning rolled around, Marlon and I had been through most of my background�including what it had been like to grow up in the care of a single mother who couldn�t quite manage to make ends meet�and absolutely none of his. Well, I knew that he�d been in the military, though he wouldn�t give me any more than that. That his father had flown Fortresses in World War II and made it home only because he�d been rescued by a French Resistance group when he was shot down over Paris. That he�d gone to medical school, wanting to be a doctor, and had then gotten sidetracked with the military.
That he had indeed had a practice in Detroit at one point. And that he�d closed it down and moved out here�for reasons he still hadn�t told me.
I, on the other hand, had opened up to him about absolutely everything, finding a certain sort of comfort in being able to talk about my background to someone who actually understood what it was like to have been there. To have those memories stuck in my head. To be unable to forget the color of blood on the pavement.
The scream of people dying.
It was way more than I�d intended to tell him. But while I might have foregone the training on how to interrogate people, he�d obviously had some sort of training in that particular art form. Either that or he was such a naturally good listener that he somehow made you tell him your entire life story without seeming to encourage you at all.
I was smiling when the sun came up, though, despite the immense pressure our day was about to impose on us, and I felt freer than I had in years.
�Thank you,� I told him genuinely. �For listening to me. For not judging.�
He put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed me in a fatherly sort of way. �There�s nothing to judge,� he said, his tone just as genuine. �None of us chose what happened to us in the field, or what we had to do to protect ourselves and those around us. Very few of us deserve to shoulder the blame for what happens during war.�
And I appreciated that too: the acknowledgement that though some people had gone out of bounds with their duties, most of us had just been doing our jobs. It was something that only a military person would have understood.
Whoever Marlon had been in another life, I wanted to know more about him in this one. But not yet. For now, on this morning, we had an entirely different battle to fight.
�To the river?� he asked, reading my mind.
�It�s the next logical step,� I replied.
Then I got to my feet and went to wake Angie while Marlon got started on what he was calling a breakfast of champions.
I hoped it was enough to see us through the day. By tonight, if we were lucky, we�d be in Ellis Woods and, if not warm or well-lit, then at least secure and surrounded by people we knew were friends.
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It took me about half an hour to get Angie�s sled ready again, and by the time I was done, Marlon had what passed for breakfast ready. He�d managed eggs and toast, and God only knew how he�d done it. I wasn�t asking�and I wasn�t complaining. Angie and I wolfed down our share of the food, and I had no doubt that her mind was in the same place as mine was.
We had a river to find. And once we found it, we needed to figure out a way to get either over it or down it, depending on whether it was frozen or not already.
�What do you think our chances are of finding it frozen?� I asked Marlon as we packed up our goods.
�About fifty percent, max,� he replied quickly enough that I figured he�d already been doing the math in his head.
It was a disappointing percentage. I�d been hoping for higher. �That low?�
He snorted as he shoved things into his pack. �That�s a generous percentage, honestly. It�s early enough in the season that we haven�t had consistently low temperatures.�
�So you don�t think there�ll be enough ice to walk on, and even if there is, we�ll need to worry about whether that ice is thick enough to be safe,� I said, jumping to my own set of conclusions. The optimism I�d started the day with was quickly beginning to wane. �You�re right, those don�t sound like very good odds.�
He clapped a hand on my shoulder and gave me half a smile. �They�re not perfect, sure,� he said quickly. �But I�ve seen worse. Hell, I�ve lived through odds that were a whole lot worse than that. Whatever we find, we�ll figure it out. And that�s a promise.�
I decided to take him at his word, there, because what was the point of arguing? He knew the area better than I did. Hell, he probably knew exactly what the river looked like, how deep it ran, and what day it generally froze every year.
In fact, all of that information was probably, if I was reading him right, contained in a file that he�d been given when he moved to the area. With whatever reasons he�d been given for needing to move here.
Yeah, I liked the guy. Trusted him, even. That didn�t mean I�d stopped thinking there was a whole lot I didn�t know about him.
�How far do we have to go, do you think?� Angie asked suddenly. She had her exoskeleton brace already strapped to her leg and was doing up the belt by herself, having actually thrown my hands off her when I offered to help.
She was nothing if not stubborn, that woman. But I was glad to see more color in her cheeks today, more spunk in the set of her shoulders. I knew she was in a lot of pain�more than I would ever want to experience, myself. That leg was still broken and uncasted, and though Marlon had stitched up her wound, she was doing all of this without pain medication. I was shocked she wasn�t delirious with it, honestly.
But her will had always been stronger than anyone around her realized. And she was putting it to good use now. I would be very lucky if I kept her in the sled until we got to the river. After that, it was going to be an absolute battle.
�We�ve still got around two miles ahead of us,� Marlon answered. �It�s a straight shot from here to the river, and I know there�s a trail that will take us there. No new snow last night, so we should be able to travel at least as quickly as we were traveling yesterday. Two hours, I think, and we�ll be there. Two hours and we need to be there. This night out has cut into our lead time, and I don�t want Randall and his men to catch us when we�re in the middle of some tricky crossing-the-river operation. I don�t want them to catch up to where we entered the river until we�re long gone.�
�That makes three of us,� she said bluntly. �John, let�s get me into that sled. The sooner we�re gone, the better off we�ll be.�
�Hear, hear,� I answered, going to lift her up and carry her to the sled, where I�d already piled several of the quilts as a bed for her.
_________
I took the sled first, and Marlon had been right about us making quicker time this morning. We left the cave with the sun barely peeking over the horizon, and this gave us two advantages: First, the semi-darkness made it easier for us to move without being easily seen, and second, the early hour meant that there was a layer of ice across the snow�which made it easier to tow the sled. I was able to nearly run in some places, the toboggan sliding quickly across the ice behind me, and when we decided to switch jobs after an hour, I barely felt like I�d done any work.
�Good,� Marlon said when I mentioned it to him. �Conserve your energy. We�re going to need it for crossing the river.�
He started running forward without saying anything else, leaving me to bring up the rear and keep my eyes and ears out for anyone following us.
Within an hour, we were getting close to the river, according to Marlon, and I could hear the relief in his voice.
�I�d hoped we�d make it here by this time, but I honestly hadn�t been counting on it,� he huffed. �If we assume that Randall and his men had to stop and find shelter last night, like we did, and we further assume that they�re at least half a day behind us, and we further assume that they�re lazier than we are and didn�t get such an early start��
�Then we get to hope that we�ve got at least some breathing space,� I finished. The relief I felt at that�even when the statement was full of assumptions�was akin to warm water suddenly washing over me, and I breathed out fully for the first time in who knew how long. I�d been chased before, yes. And chased by people a whole lot more dangerous than Randall and his men.
But I hadn�t had Angie to worry about in Afghanistan. I hadn�t been protecting the love of my life. That made it feel a whole lot more important out here. And a whole lot more frightening.
At that moment, we broke through an opening in the trees and found ourselves quite suddenly on the banks of the river, the land dropping steeply down toward the water itself. Marlon and I came to a quick halt, and Angie slid to a halt behind us a moment later.
I almost jumped for joy when I saw the river.
�It�s iced up,� I breathed out, nearly afraid to say it too loudly in case something suddenly changed. Ice was what we�d been hoping for. It was what we�d needed. Because it would make our escape so much easier.
Yes, we would be leaving footprints. But thanks to the lack of snow last night, Marlon was right: There was no snow on the ice of the river. Or very little, at least. Not enough to show footprints.
Not enough to mark the path we took.
If we did things right�if that ice was thick enough�our footprints would lead right to the river� and then disappear. And Randall and his cousins would have absolutely no way to know whether we�d just gone straight across it or gone down�or up�for a ways before getting off the ice. Sure, they�d be able to go across to the other side and check for our footprints over there, but it would take a lot of time, increasing our head start.
And even if they didn�t find footprints over there, they wouldn�t be able to know for sure that we hadn�t gone that way and found a way to disguise our prints after we went through there.
Even better, we�d be able to make quicker time on the ice of the river. We�d be able to get to Ellis Woods faster this way.
�This river leads right toward Ellis Woods,� Marlon said, already unstrapping himself from the ropes of Angie�s sled. �It makes a hard turn here and flows almost into town.�
�This must be the river that flows right past our backyard,� Angie said, excitement coloring her voice. She turned to me, her eyes shining. �John, we might be able to take this river right to our home!�
I laughed at the thought, which was both ridiculous and at the same time, warm and fuzzy in a way that made me feel almost giddy. I�d been cold, scared, and worried for days now. My wife had been attacked by a bear, my own life had been threatened, and we�d almost died of hypothermia. We also had a bear-man chasing us, intent on kidnapping Angie and using her as some sort of trade with her uncle.
But suddenly, and unexpectedly, there seemed to be a clear, straight shot from here to our house. Something that was actually doable. For the first time in days, we had an actual answer to everything. And hope that we might get home, even with everything that had gone wrong.
�As long as the ice is thick enough,� Marlon said, quickly dousing my rose-colored dreams. �If the ice isn�t thick enough to support us, we�re going to have the same problems we had yesterday. Without the hope of the river ahead of us.�
�What do you mean?� Angie asked immediately.
Marlon started down the slope toward the river, leaving Angie and me behind, and I took the ropes and started after him, working to keep the sled from moving too quickly. There was a large, flat beach up against the river right here, and I left Angie sitting on it while I followed Marlon out to the ice.
�He means that if the ice is too thin, we can�t afford to go out on it at all,� I said. �And if it�s thin enough that we can�t use it, then the river loses its value to us. We can�t take the chance of falling through the ice. Even if we didn�t drown or get stuck, we�d be soaking wet in sub-zero temperatures. If the river was running, we�d be able to use it, regardless, as long as the sled proved to be watertight. But as it stands�� I shrugged, allowing that shrug to communicate everything for me.
The silence behind me told me that Angie knew exactly what I was saying. The ice made it easier for us to travel down the river. It also restricted us, though�and if it wasn�t thick enough to hold us, then we were going to have to find another way to get home.
Five minutes earlier I�d been absolutely elated. Now, I was terrified that the plan we�d been working on since yesterday was going to need a drastic, immediate revision.
_________
Marlon and I stood beside the river, staring at it for several minutes before I spoke�and when I did, it was because I had become keenly aware of the fact that we were standing there staring at a river when the bad guys were actively searching for us.
�So, how do we figure out how deep the ice is? And whether it�s deep enough to be safe for our little field trip?� I asked.
I wasn�t shocked at all when he pulled a long, thin saw from the side of his pack. At this point, I was pretty sure that pack had doubled for Mary Poppins� carpetbag.
Marlon held the saw up and gave me a look that was part humor and part concern.
�We cut down into it and see how far it goes,� he said simply. �And then we determine whether we�re going to take the gamble or not.�
�Riiiight,� I said unsure of whether he was being serious or not.
Then we heard a gunshot in the distance. We both dropped to the soil, our eyes on the horizon as we waited tensely for another shot.
A few seconds later, another shot sounded out. Farther away, if my senses were telling me the truth.
�Five miles or so,� he whispered. �The second shot was further away.�
�Think it�s Randall and his men?� I whispered back.
�I don�t see how or why it would be anyone else. I�ve never seen anyone else in this area of the woods. It�s not a good hunting area, and even if it was, this weather hasn�t exactly been inviting. Not to mention that EMP attack. I doubt anyone else but them would be out here.�
�So the explosion didn�t kill them. And they�re definitely coming after us,� I finally concluded.
It wasn�t like we didn�t already suspect that. But there was something distinctly unsettling about knowing it for sure. Maybe I should have felt that it was a comfort to have a solid answer. I didn�t.
�The explosion didn�t kill them,� he agreed. �And they�re definitely coming after us. Which means our time is short.� He turned back to the river, his eyes on the ice in front of us. �The ice will be thickest at the shore. We�ll go in three feet, max, so that we make sure to stay out of the snow and dirt on the shore. That�s where we�ll break through.�
I was already on my feet again. �Let�s get it done.�
We walked several feet out, then dropped to our knees, and I watched as Marlon did something to what I had thought was a saw. Suddenly, the thing started rotating, and I realized that it was in fact a drill�which made more sense, honestly. It had to be battery powered, though, if it was working after the EMP, and I wondered again at the number of toys this man had managed to bring along with him.
This time, I didn�t bother to ask where he�d gotten it. It didn�t matter. I didn�t care anymore. I just wanted to get home.
Marlon turned the tip of his drill to the ice and started to press down, turning the drill on. Within moments, ice shards were piling up around the head of the drill, the machine pushing further and further down into the ice. Marlon pressed down even more on the drill, and in less than thirty seconds, the thing jerked downward, making him nearly lose his balance.
�There,� he whispered. He turned the drill off and carefully pulled it up out of the hole, then produced a measuring tape from his pocket. Looking up at me and taking a deep breath, he dropped the end of the measuring tape down into the hole and extended it downward.
I didn�t know how he knew when he got through the ice and into the water below, but when he stopped feeding it out, I ducked down to the ice and took the reading.
�Four inches,� I said, glancing up at him. �Is that enough? Does that make it safe?�
He bit his lip. �Well, four inches is the minimum that�s safe for humans to walk on when it�s clear ice, like this,� he said. �But with the weight of our packs and the sled, I was hoping for more like five to seven inches, to be completely sure, especially since we�ll be traveling�who knows how thick the ice will be further down the river.�
Another shot rang out, and we both jumped, then looked at each other, our eyes wide.
And in that moment, I knew that we were in absolute agreement. Five to seven inches of ice might have been ideal, but it wasn�t what we had. And we were out of options.
�I�m willing to take that gamble,� I told him quietly. �You?�
He blew out a breath, but was already moving toward the bank when he answered. �Honestly, John, I don�t think we have much of a choice. Let�s get Angie over here and get the hell around that bend ahead of us before Randall and his men show up. We�re going to be more exposed on the river than we were in the trees, and if we can put a bend or two between us and them it�ll make me feel a whole lot better.�
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It took us about ten minutes to get Angie situated the way we wanted her to be. We decided on our way back over the ice that we weren�t going to let her try to walk herself. Not yet�and maybe not at all. The sled made things chancier, with its weight, but the way she�d have to walk with the exoskeleton could be even more dangerous.
I was seriously questioning our decision to bring it at this point, with how heavy it had been, but I was also counseling myself to be patient. We didn�t know yet if we�d need it. And if we did, we would kick ourselves if we�d left it behind.
�She�ll stomp,� Marlon told me bluntly. When I looked at him with surprise, he shook his head. �It�s not her fault. Nothing to do with her natural carriage, and everything to do with the fact that the leg�s mechanics are going to be messed up. That thing has her leg in a vice, more or less, and it�s going to make it incredibly difficult for her to do anything more than swing the leg outward in a half-circle to make it move forward. If we�re going out on thin ice, the last thing we need is for her to be walking in a way that makes her even heavier.�
We�d arrived back at Angie�s litter by the time he finished the statement, which meant she got to hear the end of it, and I could already see her nodding.
�He�s right. I�ve tried moving my leg with this thing on and there�s nothing natural about it. I don�t know about stomping, but it�s not going to be a smooth gait, and I don�t want to cause any trouble. But maybe if I lay on my stomach, I can help to push with my hands.�
I shook my head at that. �Once we�re on the ice, pulling you is going to be easy as pie,� I told her. �We�re going to have more trouble getting a grip on the ice ourselves than we are pulling you. In fact��
�Only if we have to,� Marlon broke in, correctly reading my mind and putting the idea on a list that we might use later. �If we have to move somewhere very quickly, we�ll consider all of us getting into the sled. But I don�t want to do that unless it�s an absolute necessity. It�ll concentrate all of our weight into one place, and every engineering class I�ve ever taken says that doing that is a very, very dangerous idea.�
�Agreed. But if we have to move quickly, it�s the first thing we�ll consider,� I confirmed. �In the meantime, Angie stays in the sled, and I say we pull her together.� I gave her a quick grin. �You�ll have two carriage horses rather than one at a time.�
Marlon gave me an answering grin and a nod, and with that we were each taking a side of the sled and scooting it over the mud and debris at the side of the river and to the banks, where the ice met that mud. There, we both paused, without having discussed it.
�We sure about this?� I asked.
�Sure about what?� There was a tinge of concern in Angie�s voice.
Marlon met my gaze and a hundred and one thoughts flowed between us as if our minds were actually wirelessly connected. This was the best way we had of getting back to Ellis Woods quickly. It was the best way we had of covering our tracks and making it harder for Randall and his crew to find us�or effectively follow us. If we were incredibly lucky, taking the river would give us both of those outcomes at the same time.
If we were incredibly lucky.
If we were unlucky, it would be exactly the opposite. We were asking the ice to take more weight than we were sure it could hold, and we�d be pounding on it ourselves as we moved forward. We were also concentrating a whole lot of weight in one place�on one sled.
Even more concerning was the idea that if the ice broke under the sled, it was Angie who�d be going into the water. Angie with her leg not only broken, but also weighted down with metal and leather. She�d go into the water with a handicap that might actually kill her.
Was it worth the risk? Were we willing to gamble her life at least, and all our lives, potentially, on the too-thin ice, just to get away more quickly?
�We stay as close to shore as possible, where the ice is thickest,� Marlon finally said. �We step as lightly as we can but go as quickly as we can. And the moment we see a likely spot, we get up off the ice and away from danger.� He looked down at the sled, then, and added one more thing. �And Angie doesn�t get to keep the additional pack. I�m sorry, John, but you�re going to have to actually wear it.�
It was an absolutely minimal price to pay. I reached down, scooped it up, and slid it onto my back.
�You ready?� I asked Angie. �You�re going to be our eyes and ears out there. If you hear or feel or see anything that looks even remotely like the ice giving in, you shout before you even blink, you got me?�
�I got you,� she said solemnly. �Now let�s go. This decision isn�t going to get any easier with us standing around talking about it, and we�ve got a madman on our tail. If this river gives us the best chance of getting away from him, let�s do it.�
Her words gave me all the motivation I needed. I ducked down, grabbed one of the ropes, and wrapped it around my waist, then waited for Marlon to do the same. Once he had, we stepped gingerly out onto the ice together and started pulling.
_________
We worked hard to get to the bend in the river as quickly as possible, Marlon and I digging the toes of our boots into the ice, leaning forward against the ropes, and charging forward like bulls. Behind me, I could hear the sled gliding along, and I�d been right about what I told Angie earlier: At several points, I actually thought the sled was going to pass us. It was moving a lot faster than we were, particularly now that we�d moved the second pack from the sled to my back, and we had absolutely no trouble making quick time. The only drawback was the debris on the ice, courtesy of being so close to the banks. We hit tree branches, leaves, and even mud as we slid and skated forward�but that was a small price to pay for the thicker ice right here.
It also, I had realized, gave us a quicker escape route if we needed it. If Randall and his boys suddenly appeared behind us�with their guns�we�d need to get up into the woods as quickly as possible, and being so close to the shore meant we�d be able to do that a lot faster. Sure, it might have just been a coincidence. A lucky side effect of sticking close to the shore, where the ice was thicker.
But I�d been around Marlon for long enough now that I was betting it was a whole lot more than that. That man had a mind like a steel trap and seemed to be able to see every possible eventuality in a situation within moments of looking at it. He might have known that being close to the shore made for safer ice, but I was willing to bet that �quicker escape route� had also been high up on the list of things that helped him make the decision.
The man must have been an absolute marvel in the field, whether he was with the military or the intelligence community. Working with someone that capable and even-tempered would have been a dream come true. A lot of people in Afghanistan had liked working with me, for those very reasons, but Marlon�s capabilities put my own to shame.
We were lucky to have found him. To have been found by him. We were lucky to have him on our side.
When we hit the start of the curve in the river, Marlon held up his hand and I slowed.
�We need to go slower around the curve, or we�ll end up sending Angie and the sled further out toward the center of the river, just with her momentum,� he said quietly.
I nodded and matched my pacing to his. We were barely creeping now, and the skin on the back of my neck was absolutely crawling with the feeling that someone was behind us, watching. Normally I would have paid attention to that instinct and whirled around, my handgun up and at the ready. But that wasn�t my job right now.
�Angie, you got eyes on everything behind us?� I called over my shoulder.
She was our eyes and ears right now. It was our job to provide the manpower. Hers to provide the lookout.
I heard her shifting in the sled, and then heard a grunt of pain that must have meant she�d pushed her leg too far. Then: �Nothing, there�s no one back there�and if there is, they�re hiding so well that even I can�t see them.�
Another pause, and I assumed she was narrowing her eyes the way she did when she really wanted to focus on something, and checking both sides of the river for signs of inadvertent movement or brightly colored clothing. The sort of clothing people normally wore when they were hunting, to alert other hunters to their presence.
Yes, it would have been stupid and pointless for Randall or anyone else to wear that sort of clothing out here, where there were so few other hunters. And it would have been absolute lunacy for him to wear it when he was hunting us and needed to be as subtle as humanly possible. But the man was also certifiably insane.
I didn�t think it was a big jump to think that he was in fact wearing reflective, bright orange hunting gear. And if he was, it was going to make him a whole lot easier to spot.
�Nothing,� she finally said, her voice registering both surprise and relief. �If they�re out there, they haven�t made it to the river yet.�
�Hopefully they don�t,� I replied. �Hopefully they think we�ve gone an entirely different way. Maybe they�ll find our camping spot in the cave, and it�ll set them on the wrong path.�
�One can only hope,� Marlon answered, and something in his voice made me turn toward him, my own eyes narrowed.
�You�re expecting it to,� I guessed.
I saw the corner of his mouth jerk up in what would have become a smile under less intense circumstances.
��Expecting� is a rather strong term,� he said. �But I have to admit that the idea had occurred to me. That cave was in the exactly wrong direction if we were planning on coming to the river. And there are towns in that direction as well. Maybe he�ll think we�re trying to put him off our track by heading for a town other than the one where he knows you live. With luck, that little field trip will send them on a wild goose chase. With even more luck, they won�t realize it was a wild goose chase until we�re well within the town limits of Ellis Woods.�
I snorted in appreciation. Like I�d said, the man was a master planner. Always at least three steps ahead.
We were moving too slowly for my liking, but our progress was still a lot faster than it would have been up on the snow, and within five minutes, we were around the sharp bend in the river, and we gave ourselves a moment to stop and rest. Marlon and I bent over, huffing, and Angie looked backward and to the sides of us, using the binoculars I�d packed in her backpack on that morning that seemed like it had been a different lifetime, when we first left our home to go hunting.
�Nothing,� she finally said, dropping the binoculars against her chest. �I don�t see anything that looks like it might be humans. No movement, no flash of clothing. The complete lack of movement in a forest this populated with animals would normally make me suspicious. It�s not like animals to just up and disappear unless there�s something dangerous in the area. But then I remembered that we�re out here, doing what has to look like something entirely crazy to the animal population. I guess that�s a good enough reason for them to have skedaddled from the area.�
�Not to mention the fact that there�s no running water here,� Marlon added. �They�re not here for water, and there�s plenty of grass under snow in less-crowded parts of the forest. I don�t expect we�d see much wildlife in this area, regardless.�
�Good point,� she muttered.
�How much further do you suppose it is?� I asked Marlon, bringing the meeting back to order. Randall and his men might not be after us yet�and if Marlon was right, they might be headed in the opposite direction�but I still wasn�t going to feel relaxed until we had Ellis Woods firmly in our sights.
And I wasn�t going to be completely happy until I had four walls around me again. Walls that would slow down bullets. And a door that would keep people like Randall out.
�About five miles or so, I�d say,� he guessed. �Far enough that it�s going to take us awhile to get there, and it�s not going to be an easy trip. Close enough that it�s doable. Might even be doable today, if we can stay on the river for long enough. And if we don�t bother stopping for too long come lunch.�
�Damn lunch,� I ground out. �I say we work right through lunchtime. I want to get my wife home, to her daughter, and to medical help. I can eat tomorrow.�
Marlon let out a bark of laughter at that, and I could see him nodding from my peripheral vision. �On that, my friend, we�re agreed. If we get too hungry and feel like we can�t keep going, we�ll stop. Until then, we will be the work horses your wife needs.�
He reached into his pack, shuffled around, and then pulled several packages from one of the pockets. He tossed one to me and one over his shoulder to Angie, keeping the third for himself. When I looked down, I saw that they were granola bars. The kind my mom had given me when I was a kid.
The corners of my mouth ticked up slightly at the thought, then I began tearing into the wrapper, already able to taste the combination of peanut butter and chocolate with oats.
�I�ve never found anything to be quite so satisfying as a granola bar when you�re out in the wild,� Marlon said, his voice holding something that sounded like slight embarrassment. �I�ve loved them since I was a kid.�
�Me, too,� I answered.
I was just biting into my granola bar when the ice under my feet let out a terrifically loud breaking sound and started to crack.
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�John!� Angie shouted, her voice filled with the same terror that was flowing quickly through my veins.
But it was already too late. By the time I�d sent the necessary commands to my limbs and whirled toward her, the cracks under our feet were already snaking along the ice, growing larger and larger as they went. And they were heading right for the sled.
�Oh God, the sled!� Marlon shouted, springing toward Angie just as the ice started to give way under his feet.
I sprang forward at the exact same moment, though I could already see that we were going to be on thin ice�no pun intended�as far as timing went. The ice was cracking around the sled already, particularly in front where Angie�s pack was sitting, and I could see her jerking with the sled as the ice started to give way underneath her. I sprinted for her, one part of my brain screaming at me to get there as quickly as possible while the other part screamed�almost as loudly�that adding my weight to the ice was going to make the cracking even worse.
I didn�t listen to that second voice, and if Marlon had heard a voice like that in his own head, he wasn�t listening to it, either. We raced forward, my mental dialog throwing curse after curse at me for having left the ropes so long between us and Angie, and for a moment, I thought we were going to make it. We were running faster than the cracks were progressing, and the thunderous sound that had accompanied them had fallen off now. Perhaps, I thought, it had ended. Perhaps it had just been some sort of small crackle, and we were going to get through it okay.
But I was still a solid five feet from her when the ice under the front of the sled gave way completely, sending the nose of the vehicle tipping right through the ice sheet and into the rushing water underneath it. I had time to register that Angie�s pack had been swept away and was now bumping along underneath our feet, and a split second more to look up and see Angie�s eyes on me, wide and full of the knowledge of what was about to happen, and then she was gone, sliding under the ice and right into the churning, freezing cold water underneath us.
I had a snapshot of her going in, one of those cold, dead moments when the world around you stops and you see one thing with ice-cold clarity, like that�s the only thing in the entire world that matters. And in this case, it was. My Angie, my wife, was trapped in the water under our feet�trapped under the ice�without air or any way to get it. I saw her almost at my feet, her face turned up to the ice, her eyes wide and terrified and her mouth stretched into an O of shock and absolute horror.
Then I started moving. We had to get her out from under that ice, and we had to do it immediately. She was going to run out of air within a minute or so�and that was only if she�d managed to take a breath before she went under�and I didn�t know if her body would even last that long in the freezing temperatures under the ice. Even worse, she was wearing what amounted to a metal cast on her leg. She�d be lucky if she stayed up against the ice for long. That thing was going to drag her right to the bottom.
Fifteen seconds had me at the sled, and I yanked it out of the hole in the ice and slid it quickly toward the shore. We might need it later�especially if we got her out. Then I was on the shore and absolutely sprinting for a point I�d already marked about two hundred feet in front of us, Marlon on my heels. We needed to get ahead of Angie and get to a spot where we could prepare an exit route for her.
I had no idea if she could hear me, but I shouted at her anyhow.
�Angie, hold on! We�re going to get you out of there! If you see anything down there to grab onto to slow your progress, do it!� Then, to Marlon: �You still got that drill on you?�
�You bet I do,� he answered, his voice as cold as the air around us. �Give me thirty seconds of head start and I�ll break into the ice ahead of her.�
�That spot up ahead where the trees reach down into the river,� I said, my voice just as cold, my eyes on Angie, who was indeed trying to hang herself up on the shore. �It�s a place she can actually hold on for a moment. That�s our target.�
�Right,� he answered firmly.
�Angie!� I shouted, breathing more heavily now. �There are a bunch of trees reaching into the ice in about fifty feet! Stay as close to the shore as you can and get yourself wrapped up in them! That�s where we�re going to get you out!�
I had no way of knowing whether she heard me or not. No way of knowing whether she�d be able to manage it. She had to be getting horribly beat up down there, bumping up against the ice and against the bottom of the river, at the mercy of the water. The only high point right now was that we were so close to the shore that even with the weight of the exoskeleton, she wouldn�t be out of our reach. Even if it took her to the bottom, she�d only be three feet down from the bottom of the ice.
Three feet. We�d be able to reach her.
As long as the current didn�t take her further out toward the center of the river. If she went out there�
No. I cut that thought off before it could fully form, absolutely unwilling to even consider it. It would never happen, and it wasn�t even worth thinking about. She was doing everything she needed to do to keep herself on the shore, and as long as she hit those trees up ahead, we�d be able to get her out of there.
It was the only option. The only option.
We reached the trees seconds later, and looking back up the river, I could see that Angie had given us about fifty feet of head start. She was currently clinging to some reeds in the riverbank, and I could see her body being tossed about by the current under the ice. I had no idea how she was managing to hang on�but I didn�t need to know. I just needed her to do it for a little while longer.
God, how long had she been under there now? I had no idea, and that was going to be the much bigger problem. If she ran out of air down there, it wasn�t going to matter how close we were to the shore.
I turned back to the trees and saw that Marlon already had the drill out. And he was pushing it much harder this time, the drill�s whine sounding out at a much higher key than it had when we�d measured the ice before.
�How fast can that thing get through the ice?� I asked.
�I�m pushing it as hard as it�ll go,� he answered quickly. �With luck, the increased pace will cause some additional cracks here. Make it easier to break through.�
Then, as if on cue, there was a loud cracking sound, and the drill shoved down several inches�and the ice around it cracked.
�Thank God,� Marlon murmured. �John, get over here and give me your weight.�
I darted over, thinking heavy thoughts, and paused at the edge of one of the cracks.
�Stomp on it, and be ready to jump back,� he said grimly.
I did just that, and with my second stomp the ice broke through, leaving a large hole. A hole big enough to grab Angie.
I turned and ran back up the river to where she was still hanging on, and got down on the ice, putting my face right next to hers. She looked terrified. And the crease in her brow told me that she knew she didn�t have much longer under there.
�Let go!� I shouted. �We have a hole in the ice about fifty feet down! Stay close to the shore!�
She gave me a single nod, then let go of whatever she�d been holding onto and started flying down the river again. Jumping to my feet, I raced after her, my hands already flexing with the need to reach through the ice and get her. I beat her to the hole, went skidding toward it on my knees, and plunged my hands down into the hole up to my shoulders, my hands hitting the ice-cold water and going almost immediately numb.
But I still felt her when she rammed against me, and with a superhuman effort, I forced my fingers to clamp around her clothing and pull upward. I felt her hands come around my hands, clinging on for dear life.
�I�ve got her!� I shouted. �Marlon, I�ve got her!�
His hands grabbed the back of my shirt and yanked, and a moment later, Angie was sliding up through the hole like an enormous trout. We all went flying backward and came to a stop on the shore, where I wrapped my arms around Angie and pulled her to me, caught between sobbing and laughing with the pure joy of having her with me again, her coughing in my ear telling me that she was indeed still alive.
_________
It was either a lifetime or only thirty seconds later that Marlon�s hand was on my shoulder, shaking me.
�John, we have to get her warm,� he said abruptly. �We have to get a fire going. Now.�
Right. A fire. I could feel Angie shaking in my arms, and realized now that she was soaking wet�and that the water was slowly seeping into my own clothing. And in this sort of environment, being wet was the absolute worst thing we could be.
I sat up, pulling her with me, and took a moment to look into her enormous eyes.
�Are you okay?� I asked.
She gave me a shuddering, shaking laugh. �Are you kidding? I�m the farthest thing from okay possible. But I�m alive. And I guess that�s a start.�
Right. Sense of humor, intact. And that was a start, for sure.
I climbed to my feet and then stooped over to lift her up in a cradle position, bringing her back to my chest and looking for Marlon. He was already up on the shore, in the lee of several trees, and had managed to get a decent amount of wood together. He pulled something out of his pack and quickly began sparking a fire, and by the time I hauled Angie up to him, he had it growing and crackling.
�Get her out of those wet clothes, and get some dry clothes and blankets, then get her by the fire,� he said. �I�m going to get started on some sort of shelter.�
He was right. I needed to get her out of her wet clothes, then insulate her from not only the cold air, but also set a blanket between her and the icy ground below, remembering the rule that �heat travels to cold.� Once she was in dry clothes that I�d gotten out of my own pack, I laid a blanket out on the snow as close to the fire as I thought would be safe to ensure she wasn�t heated too rapidly. I left Marlon to his own plans for shelter, knowing that he�d be fine without me, and set Angie down within two feet of the fire, then started to rub her briskly, beginning with her hands, cheeks, and arms. I needed to make sure that her circulation was intact. That would be the best possible way of warming her up, in the end. If her own internal heater was working, the heat would radiate outward, up to a point. It would help the fire do its job.
�How�s the leg?� I asked as I worked.
�Completely numb,� she said through blue lips. �It doesn�t hurt, though. And that�s a relief.�
�Good. I was afraid that contraption was going to drag you down.�
�I was, too. Why do you think I worked so hard to stay so close to the shore? At least there, �down� was only a couple of feet.�
I paused then and leaned in to kiss her cold lips, my own lips turned up into the start of a smile. Then I rested my forehead to hers and stared into her sparkling, very alive eyes.
�I love you,� I said. �I don�t know what I would have done if we didn�t get you out of that ice.�
She put her ice-cold hand up to my face. �But you did,� she returned. �And that makes you my personal hero. Now help Marlon with that fire. I�ve never needed it worse than I do right now.�
_________
Half an hour later, we were sitting in a structure I never would have dreamt possible. When I�d found Marlon, he�d been in a pine tree, using his saw to cut branches off it and throwing them to the ground.
�Take them back to the fire!� he shouted down from the tree.
I didn�t argue. I picked up as many as I could carry and toted them quickly back to the fire, then returned for another round of branches. Five trips later, Marlon was down from the tree and helping me, and once we�d moved all the trees to our impromptu campsite, he started showing me what he wanted me to do with them. We buried the stoutest part of each branch in the snow, leaving the fronds sticking up into the sky, and built a rough circle around Angie and the fire, then ducked through the branches ourselves and sat down with her.
It wasn�t perfect. It certainly wasn�t airtight. But it was shelter from the wind for both Angie and the fire�which was now roaring. It wouldn�t do for the night. But for now, it was enough.
I moved as close to the fire as I dared, mindful of the fact that I also had wet clothes that needed changing, and started rubbing at Angie again. The color was starting to come back into her skin, but I could see that she was still shaking, and I was starting to get very worried.
Our list of options was getting shorter with every minute we spent out here. A glance at my watch told me that it was past midday already. Before long we would have to start worrying about losing the sun entirely.
If the cold and damp hadn�t killed her, the dark almost certainly would.
I looked up and saw the same thoughts flying across Marlon�s face, and a shift of my gaze showed me that Angie was thinking the exact same thing. We all knew that we couldn�t stay here.
I just didn�t know what else we were going to do.
�Well one of us might as well say it,� Angie finally said. �We can�t stay here. Can�t stay out in the snow and weather now that I�m so close to hypothermia. We have to move.�
She�d barely finished speaking when a howl tore through the air around us, and we all froze. Seconds later, another answered it. And then another.
�Wolves,� I whispered. God, could it get any worse?
�And they�re close,� Marlon answered, his voice just as quiet.
Shit. Wolves. The only thing that would work against them�
�Oh God, the guns,� Angie murmured, her mind moving along the same lines as mine.
I looked up and met her eyes, and I knew mine were dark with the realization that she was right. Our best hope at fending off these wolves was guns. And ours had been strapped to her pack, where we thought they�d be safe.
Which meant they were now at the bottom of the river.

22

We sat completely still, the fire flickering over our features, and listened for the wolves to call out to each other again. When they did, I cringed. I wasn�t an outdoorsman. I�d started hunting only when Angie began to teach me what it was all about. I�d never been one to really, truly enjoy time in nature�with all the dangers. All the things that could go wrong out here. So it wasn�t like I�d heard wolves howling in real life before.
But my instincts knew exactly what it was. And my body knew to be terrified.
Chills ran across my skin, leading to an outright shiver�which was echoed by the woman sitting next to me.
�At least ten of them, maybe more,� she whispered. �And they�re on the move. They�re on the hunt.�
�Are they coming after us?� I asked, trying to figure out how that would even happen. Did wolves usually hunt humans? Didn�t they generally try to stay away from� you know, things that might shoot them? And why would they be after us? We weren�t wounded. Much. We certainly weren�t bleeding all over the ground.
�Probably not,� Marlon said. �They�re probably after smaller game. Rabbits. Maybe a deer or two. But that doesn�t mean they won�t be dangerous to us if they find us. Wolves might be where dogs started��
�But that doesn�t make them tame,� Angie finished for him. �And it also doesn�t make them something you want to run into when you�re alone in a forest. Wounded. And cold.� Her eyes went to mine, and then to Marlon�s. �We can�t stay here. Those howls are getting closer, and that means they�re heading our way, whether it�s on purpose or not. They�ll move a lot quicker than we can, so we can�t wait to run once we see them.�
�Especially with you already wounded,� I injected into the conversation. I, too, turned my eyes to Marlon, knowing that he had the experience we needed right now. �We need to get Angie to a hospital, sooner rather than later. We need to get her inside, where she can get some real shelter from the cold. We definitely need to get her out of the air before night falls. And now we�ve got wolves on our tails. What are our options?�
I�d been trying to come up with the list since we put up the branches and started the fire. And I was running desperately short of ideas. I was hoping he had another brilliant toy hidden up his sleeve.
�We use the river,� Angie said, her shaking now starting to show up in her voice. �We�ve talked about it before, and we were doing it before. We just have to go back to it.�
I turned on her, my refusal already on my lips. �Use the river, are you kidding? Yeah, we were using it before, and you fell into it! Remember, that dunk you took? The fact that we had to save you from drowning?�
She put a hand up. �I remember. And I appreciate it. But it�s our only option, John. We have to get out of here, and we have to do it quickly. We don�t have time to walk through the woods�and even if we did, we wouldn�t be able to do it with wolves out. We have to find something quicker. Something that will get us out of here in a hurry.�
I stared at her, wanting to call her crazy� But knowing that she might also be on to something. And then Marlon agreed with her.
�She�s right, John,� he said slowly. Then, his voice rose a little bit. �We have to get her to a hospital. I agree with you there. We definitely can�t stand to spend another night out here�and there are a number of reasons for that, starting with this little miss suffering from hypothermia. And ending with the fact that we�re almost out of food. We have to get to town. The sooner the better. And the wolves��
�Just confirm the fact,� I said. �I get it. So the river, then. But you�re both failing to see one important piece. If we don�t have time to walk through the forest, how does walking down the river fix that? We�re still walking. And, I�ll remind you, in a much more open, easy-to-find-and-shoot situation.�
Angie turned and met my eyes, and I tried to look past the shaking as I read her expression. She was cold, yes, and I could still see tinges of blue around the edges of her face that made me very, very worried about how much damage she might have sustained. Even if we got her to a hospital, would they be able to treat her? Or was she going to lose pieces of herself to frostbite?
I cursed myself once again for having allowed her to talk me into this trip at all. If I�d just said no. If I�d just told her to wait until the weather was more stable. Maybe I would have been able to save her from all of this.
Or maybe she would have come without me. And been attacked by that bear by herself.
At least this way I was here to take care of her. To sell my soul, if need be, to get her home safely. So I asked again.
�So what do we do? How does the river get us home faster? What am I missing?�
�The sleds,� Angie said simply.
I stared at her, trying to read between the lines. Trying to understand what the hell she was talking about.
�The sleds?� I finally asked stupidly.
Marlon gave me a tired�but somewhat hopeful�grin. �The sleds,� he confirmed.
Then the wolves started howling again, and they were a whole lot closer than they had been. We threw snow on the fire, ignoring the fact that Angie still needed it so badly, and shot out of our little snuggery. Our destination: the river.
We were evidently going back to the sleds. For reasons I still didn�t truly understand.
_________
Once we found the sleds again�about two hundred feet back up the river�we came to a stop, all three of us shuddering in the bitter cold. A glance up told me that the sun had indeed reached its zenith and was starting to slide toward the horizon. We were running out of time. And the air temperature around us was dropping quickly, spurring us on.
I very carefully didn�t think about how Angie was feeling right then. We were moving as quickly as we could. Doing everything we could. It would just have to be enough.
Marlon was already stacking the sleds one on top of the other again, the way they�d been when Angie was riding in them. He put the cracked and damaged one on the bottom and the newer one on the top, then threw everything but one quilt to the side.
�They�re all too soaked to be any good to us now,� he muttered. �But we�ll need the one. For protection.�
�Protection against what?� I asked, still not catching on.
Marlon looked up at me. �Protection from the wind,� he answered quickly.
I just stared at him. Either he and Angie had suddenly started speaking a different language or I definitely had frostbite of the brain. Because none of this was making sense.
A small hand on my arm made me turn to my wife.
�John, we have to get to town in a hurry. And we know we can�t outrun those wolves. Not in the forest, not on the river. But this river is a pathway, don�t you see? It�s a straight shot to town, an easy route. We�ll use the sleds as our vehicle. With all three of us in them, and the river�s slant��
�Oh my God, you two are crazy,� I said, but I was already turning toward the river, wondering what she meant by the slant. Then I saw it. She was right; the river had started to run downhill here. It was slight, but once you were looking for it you could definitely see the angle.
The river was one big ice chute. And my wife and our new friend were talking about using it as a slide.
�What about the fact that Angie just almost drowned?� I asked, now only half angry. Because their answer was starting to make sense to me. I just wanted to make sure it was at least mostly safe.
�I�ve thought about that, and I think I know the reason it happened right then,� Marlon answered. �We should never have stopped. As long as we were moving, our weight was distributed across the ice. Once we stopped, though, we were in one place for too long. Our warmth might have melted the ice where we were, or perhaps it was just our weight resting on one place for too long. Maybe it was just pure bad luck that we stopped in a place where the ice was already weak. But if we�re moving, it has less chance of happening. Especially if we�re moving quickly.�
I stared at him. Moving quickly. Getting to town quickly. Getting Angie to a doctor. Getting away from the wolves. Getting out of this God-forsaken forest.
�Yes,� I said, deciding immediately that it was the only way. �Yes, let�s do it.�
I moved toward the sled setup and started helping him to move it onto the ice.
�But Angie sits between us. I�ll go in front, to give her the most shelter we can manage. Marlon, you�ll be in charge of steering. Keep your feet out of the sled and use them to guide us one way or the other. We stay as close to the shore as we can manage, for the same reason we were there before. Thicker ice.�
�Agreed,� Marlon said from behind me. �And you�re in charge of shouting out what you see ahead of us. If my estimations are correct, we�re going to end up going at a pretty good clip. I�m going to need plenty of warning about anything that might be in our way if I�m going to be able to steer us around it.�
I nodded. �And I should be able to use my weight as well, to point us in one direction or another.� I put the sled on the ice and stood up straight to look at him. �Are we really going to do this?�
�It�s the only way to get her to a doctor quickly, John,� he said quietly. �And you and I both know how vital that is.�
A sudden gunshot in the distance had us both jumping, and without another word, we were getting Angie settled in the roughly middle seat of the toboggan, Marlon�s pack at the back of the open space and mine at the front. Neither Marlon or I sat down, though. Not yet.
We were going to be in charge of the running start.
_________
Once we had the sled in position, Marlon and I got up alongside it, one of us on each side. I bent down and grabbed onto the rim on the side closest to the shore, while Marlon took up the same position on the other side, behind Angie.
This was ridiculous. And I hoped to God that it worked. Because by my count, we now had wolves, a woman on the verge of hypothermia, and insane hunters on our tail.
Another gunshot in the distance set Marlon and I both to sprinting forward, the sled between us, our feet churning through the thin dusting of snow on the ice as we belted ahead in our bid to get the sled as much speed as we possibly could before we jumped in. I wasn�t sure how much the hill was actually going to help us�or if we were going to end up doing this same thing again and again throughout the day�but we�d never know unless we tried.
And I was growing more and more afraid that if we didn�t at least try, we might well find ourselves dead before we came up with another idea.
Once we were going at a decent clip, Marlon shouted for us to get in, and I jumped into the air next to the sled, pulling my legs up in front of me and crossing them into position before I landed on my butt in the hard plastic.
�Oof!� I grunted, unable to stop myself. I�d felt the jolt go through my hips and all the way up to my spine, and I felt like we were lucky that I hadn�t cracked the ice with that move alone�let alone the fact that Marlon and I must have both done it at the same time.
Hell, if we�d thought about it, maybe we would have figured out that we should do it separately. But it was too late now. I held my breath, partially because I was having trouble breathing after that landing and partially because I was waiting to see whether the ice cracked around us.
�John, pay attention!� Angie suddenly screamed in my ear.
I looked up to see that we were heading right for a tree that was hanging over the river, going at a fairly decent clip, and remembered that I had responsibilities here. I leaned far out over the left side of the sled, guiding us with my weight around the tree, and once we flew past it, I leaned back toward the shore. I didn�t want to lean too far, for fear of turning the sled on its side, and with steering this rudimentary I knew that the chances of me oversteering were going to be high.
If we started going in the wrong direction there�d be no way to fix it until it was too late.
But I thought that I was starting to get it down. I was able to navigate past the next set of bushes, in part because Marlon was helping with his feet, and at the next obstacle I shouted for Marlon to keep his feet in the sled.
�They might slow us down!� I shouted back toward him, leaning slightly to the left to take us around a large stone.
In truth, though, I didn�t think anything was going to slow us down. The downhill slant of the river hadn�t seemed like much before, but now that we were flying down the ice chute, I could feel that we were going more and more quickly with every foot. The combination of the ice underneath us and the weight of the sled and our bodies�plus my pack in the nose�was giving us enough momentum that it would have been extremely painful to fall out of the sled at this point. The scenery was actually flying by, and if we hadn�t had my pack in the front of the sled, I would have worried about it going airborne.
Another set of bushes, and I leaned far out into the river, then guided the thing back toward the shore.
�How are you doing?� I shouted over my shoulder at Angie. �Is that quilt keeping you warm?�
�This is amazing!� she shouted back. �Why didn�t we try this the first time? It�s so much faster!�
�Because it�s also verging on suicidal,� I said grimly to myself. I made sure she didn�t hear me, though. I didn�t want to worry her. She had enough to deal with already.
We flew through the increasingly gloomy afternoon, skirting rocks, trees, and bushes, and it soon became obvious that we wouldn�t have to worry about getting the sled started again. Instead, I was starting to worry that we might be going too quickly. It was growing more and more possible that we were actually going to lose control of the sled entirely, and I didn�t want to find out what that was going to look like at the end of the day.
All thoughts of speed flew out of my head, though, when someone behind us suddenly started shooting at us.
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We all ducked away from the first bullet that flew past from somewhere behind us on the river, sending the sled skidding directly toward the middle of the river, and then, at my shouted �Right!� we all ducked in the other direction.
Only we were now going full-force right toward the mud, trees, and bushes of the bank of the river.
�Left!� I screamed, knowing already that I wasn�t going to be able to steer the sled away from that collision course by myself.
This time, we all managed to lean more slowly rather than actually throwing ourselves in one direction, and the turn was more gradual. Almost easy. Within seconds, the sled was moving rapidly down the river again on a somewhat straight course.
Right toward Ellis Woods. Right toward safety. Except that we were still on the wide-open ice of the river. And there was someone behind us with some sort of gun.
�Down!� I shouted to the duo behind me, and we all ducked down and forward, until I was sure that we probably actually looked like some sort of insane, out-of-place bobsled team. Angie was undoubtedly the most protected of all of us, courtesy of being so small. Marlon was undoubtedly the most exposed.
�Marlon, I don�t suppose you�ve got a bulletproof vest on, do you?� I called back over my shoulder, my eyes glued to the river ahead of us. We were in a miraculously clear section, which meant I didn�t have to steer around anything, and I hoped that meant that we would pick up enough speed to get away from whoever was shooting at us.
Whoever. I snorted. I had exactly one guess as to who it was. Unfortunately, I hadn�t known him long enough to know whether he was a good shot or not.
�I left it at home!� Marlon shouted back. �Figured it was too heavy for this sort of outing!�
�Glad to see your sense of humor is intact,� I muttered to myself.
Another shot rang out, and the bullet hit the ice somewhere to the left of us. Like� way to the left of us.
And at that, I started hoping that he wasn�t a good shot after all. We were moving on a relatively straight course on wide-open ice. Randall�or one of his cousins, I supposed�should have been able to sight on us very easily, hold the gun still for a moment to get an idea of our momentum, and then pull the trigger, hitting one or several of us.
Instead, he�d shot so far left that I hadn�t even felt the bullet pass us.
Another shot, and it flew into the trees to our right.
Another, and it hit somewhere behind us.
We weren�t moving fast enough for that to happen, unless he was a complete rookie. And with him living in the forest as he did, I didn�t think rookie status was a remote possibility.
�I�m not complaining, but is this guy always such a bad shot?� I tossed over my shoulder at Marlon.
�Not in my experience!� he shouted back. �Though I doubt he�s ever had to shoot a rifle without the help of an electronic sight, either. He doesn�t really seem like the sort to do it the old-fashioned way.�
It took me a second to catch up with what he was saying, but once I had it, I was running with it. He wasn�t using electronic sights on his rifle. Of course, the EMP probably had nothing to do with them not working, but perhaps his preferred rifle that had electronic sights had had something happen to it. The avalanche and booby trap both came to mind as possible reasons, though on his journey to find us, I was sure any number of things could have gone wrong.
When another bullet went far to the right of us and cracked through a tree, I nodded in confirmation of what Marlon was saying.
�Either that, or he�s just trying to warn us!� I shouted. �And he doesn�t seem like the kind of guy who believes in friendly warnings.�
�Right you are!� Marlon shouted back. �Though I still vote we get off this river and out of sight! No pun intended.�
He was right on that one too, and I saw another curve coming up in the river ahead that I thought might just give us the opportunity we needed to do so. After all, the best way to hide was for the person who was chasing you to completely miss where you�d gone�and when.
Then again�
�Let�s see what comes up after this curve ahead!� I said. �If there�s another curve, there�s a chance we could lose him by staying on the river�while maintaining our current speed. And saving our energy. I�d rather not run through the woods with a madman after us if we don�t have to!�
�Hear, hear,� Angie said from behind me, and my mind flew back to Angie.
Of course. We couldn�t get off the river. Getting into the forest would mean we had to progress on foot�which meant that either Angie had to run with us, or we had to pull her. Both options would slow us down. Both options might get us caught.
I didn�t like that being on the river made us such easy targets, though, and my mind quickly jumped on to fixing that particular problem. How could we defend ourselves against Randall and his men? What could we use to build some sort of shield to go behind us? What could we use to throw them off the trail? How could we�
Oh, I realized. Of course.
�Marlon, you still got that crossbow we were sitting with last night?� I called back to him.
We were almost at the turn, now, and with any luck whatsoever, we�d be out of sight of the men behind us soon. I further hoped that if we kept going forward at our current rate of speed, we might be around another curve�or too far ahead for them to reach�by the time they reached this first curve.
After all, unless they�d found a way to use the river themselves, they were on foot�and far slower than we were. I didn�t know how they�d managed to catch us in the first place, but I didn�t think it would happen again. I hoped. Still, if it did, I wanted us to have a way to defend ourselves.
�Sure do!� came the answer. �I had it in my pack, rather than in the sled with the guns!�
�How would you feel about turning around and acting as my shotgun?� I called back. �Covering our six, so to speak?�
There was a short pause, and then I could hear him laughing. Laughing.
�You, my friend, have the mind of the very devil himself. Are you going to be able to handle this canoe on your own if we have to steer around anything?�
�I�ll have to!�
�Right you are, my boy. You and Angie sit as still as you can. I�m going to try to turn around without sending us over onto our sides.�
Oh, right. I hadn�t thought about how much this was going to unbalance the sled�as we were going at what I estimated to be around 30 MPH down an extremely frozen river. I grabbed the edges of the sled and braced myself equally between the two sides, ready to lean like my life depended on it if necessary, to balance out what Marlon was about to do.
In the end, I heard more than I felt. Marlon grunted, swore, and even kicked Angie once, and the sled wobbled a little bit, making me grunt and swear myself, but a few minutes later everything grew still again.
�I�m now facing backward!� he screamed up to me, his voice barely carrying over the sound of the wind and the scrape of the sled over the ice. �But I�ve got nothing so far! They�ll have to fire again for me to locate them, unless��
Another shot, and I heard Angie�s sharp intake of breath. That shot had come a lot closer to the sled than the others had. Was it possible that we�d mistaken their lack of aim as a mistake, when they�d really just been trying to scare us? Could they sight in on us after all?
�Come on, Marlon,� I muttered, leaning forward and urging the sled to even greater speeds. That turn was about two hundred feet ahead, now, and I didn�t think we could hit it soon enough.
I didn�t want to find out whether they�d been faking their lack of aim. I just wanted to get as far away from them as I could.
�I�ve got one of them!� Marlon shouted. �Saw the muzzle flash, and I can see him in the trees. How the hell did they get so close to us?�
�Honestly, Marlon, I don�t care. Just shoot the son of a bitch!� I called back.
We could worry about how they�d gotten so close later on. Right now the only thing that mattered was getting the hell away from them�and taking out the ones that were actively shooting at us.
I heard the metallic twang of the crossbow, then, and a second later, I heard Marlon shouting in glee.
�Got him!� he screamed. �Shot him right out of the tree! I don�t know if he�s dead or not, but he�s not going to be shooting at us again!�
I blinked quickly. I had no idea how far behind us the shooter had been, of course, but I was shocked at the idea that Marlon had shot him. With a crossbow. A crossbow that didn�t have any sort of sighting equipment on it.
I wondered once more who the hell the guy sitting behind me was, and then shoved the thought away in favor of dealing with the coming turn. It was bigger than the last one we�d been through�sharper�and it was going to take all of us controlling the sled if we were going to get around it safely, rather than shooting right through it and into the woods on the other side.
�Marlon, get turned around again!� I screamed. �I need you facing forward for this one! We�re going to have to work together to steer the sled or this is never going to work!�
Some grunting and a bit of tipping back and forth behind me, and a moment later, Marlon was calling out that he�d managed to turn around and was ready. Then I actually heard him draw in a breath.
�God, that�s a sharp turn,� he muttered.
�Yep,� I answered, not bothering to lift my voice up high enough to be heard.
We could all see the exact same thing. And I thought we all knew exactly how difficult this was going to be. Even worse, we didn�t have any option. We couldn�t go into the woods�not if we wanted to stay away from Randall and his men. They�d managed to catch up with us already, and I suspected that meant something that we hadn�t yet figured out about how they were traveling. It certainly meant that I didn�t want to be on foot.
We had to stay on the river. We couldn�t afford to go shooting off into the forest on the other side of this turn. But I didn�t know if we had enough weight to make the turn I was now looking at.
Then I realized that there was a better way to get the right angle on it.
�We�re going to have to bulge out into the center of the river!� I shouted.
�What?� Angie and Marlon screamed at the same time.
�John, that�s insane!� Marlon continued. �We don�t know how deep the ice is out there, or if it�ll support us!�
�It�s a chance we have to take!� I responded. �We have to cut the corner right now, get as close to the bank as we can if we�re going to make this turn, then allow the momentum to take us out into the center as we lean! It�s the only way we�ll make the turn gradually enough to stay upright! There�s no way we�ll be able to make the turn as sharp as it would have to be for us to stay on the shoreline!�
The silence behind me told me that Marlon and Angie were both doing the geometry�and coming to the same exact conclusion.
We were going to both have to test the strength of the ice in the center of the river. Or rather� we were going to end up testing the strength of the ice in the center of the river. Because there was no way we were going to make the coming turn any other way.
�Guys, I need some agreement here!� I shouted when neither of them had responded. �We don�t have a lot of time to come up with alternatives!�
We were already almost at the curve. If we were going to cut further toward the bank of the river, we had to do it now.
�Well, if we have to, we have to!� Angie finally said. �Call it out, John!�
�Lean to your right!� I screamed. �Gently! We don�t want to run up on the bank, but we�ve got to get as close as we can! At my command, start leaning harder!� I felt the tension behind me and knew that both of my teammates were holding the sides of the sled and leaning forward, every piece of their beings focused on me as they awaited the command.
I waited until I thought we could start cutting the corner without actually running up into the mud�which would slow us down, at best, and send us end-over-end, at worst.
�Lean!� I shouted when we hit the point I�d marked.
We all leaned to the right, and the sled started to slide closer and closer to the bank. Closer� and then too close.
�Sit up!� I screamed.
Behind me, the weight of the sled shifted and we were suddenly moving straight again, and not a moment too soon. We hit a spot where the mud reached further out into the river than anywhere else, and the sled went up the slight ramp and was airborne for a moment.
I held my breath, terrified at the thought of coming down, and when we slammed back down into the ice I was already tensed and ready to jump ship, certain that the ice was going to shatter.
But it didn�t. Instead, we shot through the turn and right toward the center of the river.
�Lean right, hard!� I screamed.
We all threw our weight to the right, the sled lifting up on the left side and carving over the ice in a sled�s version of going up on two wheels, as I watched the river ahead of us, holding my breath. We were going far too fast to stop now, and I wasn�t sure we were going to turn quickly enough. I wasn�t even sure we were going to keep going. The sled was rushing right toward the center point of the river, and I remembered Marlon�s words about the thickness of the ice out here, terrified. What if it was too thin to hold us? What if we went right through it and into the water�and then under the ice�and there was no one up there to save us? What if this was the way it all ended?
Then the sled was turning away from the center, and moving back toward the shore, the parabola of our path pushing us closer and closer to the safety of the thicker ice. I watched our progress, measuring it for when we needed to stop turning, though, because it wasn�t going to do any of us any good if we overshot it and ended up in the forest on our side of the river.
I waited until I thought that we were on safer footing�or icing�and then called for everyone to lean slightly left. I needed us to get the sled back to where it was running parallel to the shore, rather than straight toward it. The timing was perfect, and the change in weight distribution turned the sled slightly, pushing the nose so that it was traveling forward rather than toward the shore. Thirty seconds later and we were back in the prime position, about ten feet from the shore and shooting forward on the ice.
At that point, I finally let out the breath I�d been holding and allowed my shoulders to relax. For the moment, at least, we�d achieved a sort of victory.
�Marlon, how much further do we think we have to go before we hit Ellis Woods?� I asked. I wanted to hear that we were almost there. I wanted to hear that this wild ride was almost finished.
I desperately wanted to hear that I was going to be able to deliver my wife to safety soon.
�I�m guessing a mile more!� he called back. �If we�ve managed to lose Randall and his men, we should be in town before they can get to us again.�
If. It was an awfully big question. But right now, for just a moment, I was willing to let myself believe that we might have done just that.
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We maintained our forward momentum for the next half an hour, and though we heard occasional shots in the distance behind us, they never came close to us.
The knowledge that Randall and his men were still back there chewed at me. I didn�t like the idea that we didn�t know where they were or what they were doing. And I really didn�t like the idea that they could show up again at virtually any moment. They shouldn�t have been able to catch up to us the way they did. Not when they were at least half a day behind us, and not when we�d done so much to put them off the trail. Yeah, we�d taken a couple hours off from traveling when Angie went into the water, because we�d had to get her warmed up.
That shouldn�t have given them enough time to catch us. It shouldn�t have given them enough time to get settled in the trees and turn their guns on us.
There was something there that wasn�t right. Something that was making my instincts scream. Unfortunately, my screaming instincts weren�t giving me anything definitive, and that was a problem. Something was wrong�but I couldn�t figure out what it was. Which was not only frustrating, but also frightening. I�d made a living off of letting my instincts rule me in Afghanistan, and they�d never led me wrong. They�d also never taken so freaking long to give me an answer.
I was just starting to go through things in my head one more time when the tree line in front of us suddenly broke and I saw� buildings.
Buildings that I recognized.
�We�re here!� I screamed, too excited to keep my voice down or try to come up with anything more sophisticated. �Ellis Woods, dead ahead! We�ve got about five hundred more feet, folks, and we�re home.�
I didn�t think I�d ever been so excited to see human civilization in my life. And that included the time I�d spent three full months in the desert of Afghanistan with only one other man for company.
Behind me, Angie screeched in excitement, and I could hear Marlon chuckling to himself�no doubt as surprised as I was that we�d actually made it.
�Right, we aim for the gentlest part of the shore we can find!� I shouted, my mind already running through the options here. I had legitimately never thought about how we were going to stop once we got to town�partially because there had been so many other things to worry about, and partially because I hadn�t been sure we were ever going to make it to town.
Now I saw this as a desperately bad lack of planning.
We were going fast enough that I didn�t think we could just put our feet down to slow the sled anymore. We would run the risk of doing serious damage to our feet, ankles, and knees doing that�and might actually flip the sled, in which case we�d be in danger of damaging a lot more than just our limbs. Literally the only way we could slow the sled was to get it up on the mud and ice of the shore, and hope the sled just slowed down, rather than flipping and sending us all flying into the air.
Of course, first we were going to have to get to the other side of the river. Which meant we were going to have to once again cross over the center of the river�and the thin ice there. I was just going to grit my teeth and hope we were moving fast enough to skim over the top of the ice without causing too many problems.
It didn�t seem like a lot to ask. We�d been tempting fate since we�d started this crazy ride. What was one more bout of temptation before we were through with it?
�Right, we�re going to have to start leaning left!� I shouted. �We need to get to the other side of the river, and I�m thinking if we do it gradually enough, we�ll be able to run right up onto the bank on that side. With luck, we�ll end up right below our house, Angie!�
�We�re crossing the river?� she asked instead of answering.
�Do you see another way of getting to town?� I asked, only semi-rhetorically.
If she saw another way of doing this, I was all ears. But I knew�as she did�that the bridge across the river was another mile down. And we�d been lucky up to this point in avoiding any further interaction with Randall and his boys. I didn�t want to push our luck any further than we had to. I also didn�t want to have to walk a mile through the snow to come back to the town we were about to pass, just so we could avoid crossing the river here.
Sure, it was flimsy reasoning. But climbing into the sled and shooting down this ice funnel hadn�t exactly been solid.
I just wanted to get home. I wanted out of the cold and out of these clothes I�d been wearing for too long. I wanted Angie in the hands of a doctor. I wanted to see Sarah and make sure she was safe. And I wanted to start talking to people who might have more information than I did about what was going on with this whole EMP thing�and the rest of the freaking world.
And I wanted out of Randall�s territory. I wanted to stop worrying about when that group was going to pop up again and start shooting at us.
�You�re right,� Marlon said, interrupting my thoughts. �We can�t afford to stay out in the open for any longer than we already have. I don�t know about you, but I don�t trust Randall and the others. There�s something wrong with them having caught up with us like that. Something I can�t quite put a finger on. I want to feel four walls around me again so I can figure it out.�
�You and me, both,� I shouted back. �Let�s get this beast across the river and into the mudbank, so we can get to those four walls! Lean!�
We all leaned to the left, and the sled�s nose edged further and further toward the middle of the river, our speed increasing again as we got away from the random reeds and bushes that had frozen into the river near the shore and got onto an area that was pure ice and nothing else.
I looked down, and realized that the ice was actually changing color beneath us. Instead of the bright white, scattered with debris, that it had been on the shore, it was now� turning more and more blue.
Getting more and more thin, I told myself, biting my lip. It wasn�t that the ice was changing color. It was that I was better able to see the water flowing underneath it.
Oh God. Oh God, oh God, oh God, this was a bad idea. A really terribly horribly rotten idea. I shouldn�t be able to see the water so clearly under the ice. I shouldn�t even be thinking about the water under the ice. But suddenly I was, and my thoughts flew back to that earlier idea of us going right through the ice and into the water�and when we were so close, too. I could actually see our home now, the bright orange of the shutters screaming out from the white of the snow. I could see the town where I�d come to know the mayor and the chief of police and the owner of the grocery store. I could practically smell the scent of apple pies baking in the local coffee shop/bakery where we liked to get coffee on Sunday mornings.
But it wouldn�t matter. If we went into the ice here, we�d die. We�d die with our town right there, almost close enough to touch. Even if someone saw us go into the water, there was no way they�d get to us in time to save us. Particularly if we got swept up by the current running under the ice.
Below us, I heard a deafening splitting sound, followed by an echoing crack, and I knew the worst was about to happen.
�John!� Angie said, her arms coming suddenly around my waist.
I reached down with one arm and grasped her hand, squeezing it tightly. If we were going to go down, then I was going to spend my life saving her. There was no two ways about it. I�d throw her up onto the ice and use my last breath to make sure she made it to solid ground, and I would count it a win if she came out of it. I wouldn�t even think twice about it.
But I didn�t hear any further cracks, and within seconds we were flying up onto the mud and debris of the shore in front of the town, the sled bouncing and jumping as it hit the flotsam and jetsam of the shore, throwing us to the right and left as we bounced along.
�Hold the sides!� I screamed. �Hold it steady to keep it from tipping!�
We might be on the mud now. That didn�t mean I wanted any of us to go flying out.
The sled flew up onto the snow, then, where the nose stuck suddenly into a snowbank, and at that, we all did go flying out of our carriage, landing in a jumble on the snow a few feet further. I lay there for several moments, trying to figure out whether I was alive or dead�and which I would rather be. Then the aches and pains started coming through, as well as the fact that the side of my face that was on the snow was registering the pins and needles of impending frostbite, and I realized abruptly that I was alive.
Alive and on the right side of the river. Laying right in front of our town�and protection.
At that my brain started moving again, followed by my body, and I was on my feet within moments, my eyes scanning the ground around me for Angie and Marlon. They were both a bit further along, Angie sprawled out on the ground as if she�d done a belly flop, but laughing, and Marlon curled into a ball�which, I realized now, was exactly the right position to have taken when we were flying through the air.
I rushed to Angie, relieved beyond words to see her alive, and took her into my arms, sobbing with the giddiness of sudden relief from all the tension we�d been feeling. I couldn�t believe we�d made it. Couldn�t believe we�d actually carried off that final run, across the center of the river and over the ominously cracking ice. I couldn�t believe Angie had actually been in that water, and we�d actually managed to get her back out again.
I couldn�t believe we�d been attacked by a bear and survived.
I looked up from Angie�s face, tears of relief in my eyes, and that was when I saw it.
A small group of men across the river. And by small I meant small. There were only ten of them, if my counting was correct, and they looked as if they�d all lived incredibly rough lives. Outdoorsman�s lives�lives that had prepared them for living outside the boundaries of civilized society. They weren�t sensible preppers or survivalists. No, deep in my bones, I knew they were something else entirely�
I narrowed my eyes at them, trying to figure out what they were doing. Where the hell had they come from? I didn�t have any doubt that they were with Randall�I could actually see him at one end of the line�but how had he managed to gather them in the time he had?
What had he been doing, hiding them in the woods just in case they found someone to chase back toward Ellis Woods, where he evidently had old business to take care of?
Regardless, the men all had guns, I could see that much. And they all had their faces covered by a various array of scarves, hoods, and even masks. They were� were they actually forming ranks? Yes, I realized. The ones in the front were getting down on their knees, the ones behind them standing directly over them.
And they were all pointing their guns right at us.
�Run!� I screamed.
Marlon, Angie, and I jumped to our feet and sprinted for the building right in front of us, Marlon and I supporting Angie between us as we made for the narrow opening between two houses, our minds moving in sync as if we�d been working together for years.
Behind us, I could hear a voice shouting out orders. A voice that I recognized. A voice that brought back the terror of a night spent in a cabin that wasn�t ours�with a man that I knew was going to try to kill me, come morning.
Randall.
He�d managed to catch us again. And this time, he�d brought a number of friends with him. I could only hope that their aim was as bad as whoever had been shooting at us on the river. They had to be at least five hundred feet behind us, given the width of the river, and we were moving targets. Not quickly moving targets, but moving targets nonetheless.
If we could just hit that alley before they got settled, we�d be okay. I hoped. I prayed.
Twenty feet, I thought.
Behind us, more shouting. Randall giving orders.
Ten feet.
Five feet. But Angie was starting to flag. She was tired, cold, and wounded, and we�d long since gone through her reserves.
And then we were shooting into the alleyway. I ducked down, scooped Angie up, and fled toward the street ahead of us, Marlon taking up position behind me as we sprinted for the safety of town.
Behind us, I could hear the group letting off the first of their shots. But it was too late. We were already in the lee of the building.
We shot out into the street, our breath ragged, and came to a staggering stop, each of us staring dazedly around, shocked at the sudden return to the normalcy that was town life.
There weren�t many people on the street, and the ones that were there were obviously frightened. The EMP, I remembered. These were people who had seen their way of life suddenly disrupted, with no reason and perhaps very little explanation. They�d likely been cut off from civilization entirely�I didn�t think there had been enough time for the government or the military to send anyone to explain anything�and they probably didn�t know anything more about what had happened than we did.
I turned slowly, my eyes roving over the town as I tried to fit it into this new version of the world. All the lights were out, of course, and there were no cars on the street. The three signals I could see on this block were just dead. They weren�t even blinking to indicate that they were broken.
The town had generators, I thought. Every town in this area did�just in case of electric failure. But they would only be in certain areas. The mayor would be, I thought, collecting everyone and funneling them to those areas. To keep them warm. To keep them safe.
That was where we needed to go. We needed to figure out where all of the people were, and get there. That was where we�d find the mayor, the chief of police. That was where we�d find the doctor. And Sarah.
Above anything else, that was where I�d be able to tell the people in charge that there was a group setting up outside of town, evidently hellbent on causing trouble for reasons I still didn�t understand�but definitely needed to figure out.
Because we were too far out from any military bases to be expecting help already. And this town was too small for it to be of much importance to anyone else. We wouldn�t be the first place they would send their soldiers. Hell, we probably wouldn�t even be one hundredth. It could be weeks�maybe even months�before we heard from anyone, unless we went out in search of answers on our own.
And that meant that for the time being, and when it came to defending ourselves against whatever ragtag group of outlaws Randall had managed to put together, we were well and truly on our own.
�Let�s get to Town Hall,� I said roughly. �I expect that�s where they�re gathering people. That�s where the mayor had the biggest generator, and they�ll want to have everyone there where they can keep them warm.�
�Lead the way,� Marlon answered quickly. �Because we�re going to need to do more than just find the people.� He gave me a long, intense stare. �We�re going to have to get them ready to defend the town against Randall and whoever else is out there.�
I gave him a nod, understanding all of the things he wasn�t quite saying, and then swiveled on my heel and started running for the next block up. Town Hall was close to here, thank God. And I wanted to get there as quickly as possible.
I didn�t know where Randall had found men crazy enough to fight on his side. But I knew they were coming. And we needed to get Ellis Woods ready to defend itself.
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When we got to Town Hall, we found that I�d been right: This was in fact where the leaders of the town were gathering everyone. The building was a large, open format, complete with the thick, heavily engineered walls this area of the country required. I�d spoken with Angie�s uncle, Mayor Bob, when I first moved to town, and had been told right away that the hall was the gathering place should anything happen. Large snow storms. Lack of electricity.
Nuclear EMP/solar storm that took out anything resembling heating, communications, or light.
Bob was a good mayor and had good people around him, and they�d had extensive planning for this sort of situation�or rather, a situation that might resemble this one. I�d actually been a part of the party that had helped him move the new generator in last year, and then hook it up. Hell, we�d had a huge party in the hall, powered by nothing but the generator. So I could vouch for its ability to heat the place. Keep it livable.
As we stood in the entryway, our eyes on the hundreds of people stuffed into the area, I found myself appreciating his foresight more than I had at that time, though. Outside, the town was cold and dark, looking as if it had been completely deserted. Looking as if it was housing nothing but the dead.
In here, though people looked frightened and confused, they were also flush with warmth�and well-lit. They might not have been laughing, but they were crowded together in groups, against a backdrop of tents and picnic tables, talking quietly about the situation.
No one was panicking. No one was freezing slowly to death. And that meant a whole lot more than I had realized it would. After the last two days in the forest, it felt� safe.
I felt safe.
Then I heard someone screech.
�Mom! Dad!�
I turned just in time to see a blur of movement rushing toward us at light speed, and stepped toward it just in time to catch Sarah as she launched herself into the air. I nabbed her before she could hit her mom�who was barely stable on her own two legs�and pulled her quickly to me.
�Sarah, girl, we�ve been so worried about you,� I whispered against her hair. Then I pulled her back and stared into her deep blue eyes. �Are you okay? Is everything okay?�
�Dad, the power went out,� she said, those eyes growing wide. �And the sky turned yellow. What is it?�
Before I could answer, though, she realized that she was neglecting her mother, and squirmed to get down.
�Mommy, Mommy!�
�Be careful, little bug, your mom had an accident, and her leg isn�t feeling too good,� I warned as I put her down.
Sarah came to a quick stop and stared at Angie, her mouth opened into an O.
�Mommy, you have a robot leg,� she said, obviously torn between being impressed and being horrified.
Angie, unable to get to her knees, bent over at the hip and held her hands out to her daughter. �Don�t worry,� she said, laughing. �It�s not permanent.�
I laughed too, but I could see Marlon standing behind Angie, his face serious, and I nodded once to him. Angie might be feeling better right now, but that adrenaline was going to wear off sooner rather than later, and when that happened, I wanted to have a doctor handy.
I also wanted to talk to the man in charge about what we�d seen outside.
I turned, my eyes going through the crowd as I looked for Bob, praying that he would be within easy reach. As it happened, he�d noticed the action at the front of the room and was already on his way toward me, his arms outstretched. He pulled me right into a hug�not caring, evidently, that I was not the sort who gave hugs�and I could hear the tears in his voice when he started speaking.
�I was so worried,� he ground out. �That explosion in the sky, and then you two didn�t come home��
I pulled back from him and looked up at the larger man. He�d given me my opening. Now it was time to share the information I had.
�We ran into some trouble,� I said shortly. �Bear. Angie�s leg is broken, and she needs the doctor.�
�Dr. Williams!� Bob shouted without taking his eyes off my face. �I�ve got a wounded niece over here!� Then, dropping his voice again, he said, �And? I can see that there�s more to your story.�
�And,� I said, grateful for his quick brain, �we also ran into another sort of trouble. Man by the name of Randall.�
All the color drained out of Bob�s face, and he closed his eyes for a long moment, taking a deep, heaving breath. �Randall Smith,� he said succinctly. �Yes, I know the man.�
�I got that idea,� I told him. �I don�t know what he did or why he was kicked out of town, but when he found out who Angie is, he tried to kidnap her. Thought he could use her as leverage against you. They tried to kill me to get to her, but we got away and found help. This is Marlon Jones,� I said, gesturing to our new friend. �He helped us get out of the forest.�
Marlon stepped forward, his hand stretched out in greeting, and though Bob gave him an odd look�one that I wondered deeply at�he took the proffered hand and shook it firmly.
�Marlon. I�ve heard of you, of course, but never had the chance to get out that way to meet you. I�m so thankful to you for helping my niece and her husband. So, so thankful.�
I tipped my head at that. Bob had heard of Marlon? How? Why? And what was with the look?
At that moment, though, the chief of police, Sean Slatten, came running up, his face red and his chest heaving as if he�d been running for some time.
He took a moment to nod in my direction, then turned to Bob.
�Mayor,� he said quickly. �We�ve got trouble. I was out walking the borders of the town, looking for any trouble, and I happened to see��
�Randall Smith and a band of men across the river,� I guessed.
Sean nodded once. �With guns,� he continued. �Guns aimed in this direction. There aren�t many of them. Not yet. But on my way back I came across Henry O�Connor.�
Henry O�Connor. Another man who lived outside of town limits, though he came into town often enough to be friendly with the locals. He was nothing like Randall. I didn�t think.
�One of Randall�s more civilized friends,� Bob said in an aside that I knew was meant for me.
�Exactly,� Sean continued. �He told me that Randall�s already sent men out to his contacts in the area. He�s building a militia of sorts.�
�The militia he wanted to build when all the trouble first started,� Bob responded quietly. �The militia I told him I wouldn�t support.� Turning to me, he continued, �It�s why we forbid him from coming into town. We�ve always been preppers in this town. This far away from civilization, you have to be. You know that. You�ve seen the stores�the generators we saved so hard to build. Hell, we�re using those generators right now. But he wanted to go way further than we did. Wanted to turn prepping into something more. Make it a battle. Doomsday stuff, you know the sort. He was positive that the government was going to try to attack us or that something would go so catastrophically wrong that other groups would appear and attack us. Take our things. He started building up his own stash of weapons and goods. Even some chemicals that he thought he�d be able to use against whoever might show up. Wanted to build a group of armed soldiers. But I didn�t want anything to do with it. That�s not protecting ourselves. That�s not helping our neighbors. It�s not what we stand for up here. We took a vote on the council and ended up telling him he had no place here. That he needed to take his crazy ideas somewhere else.�
Right. No wonder he�d thought he could kidnap Angie and use her as a bargaining chip. He wanted to make this town into some sort of fort against anyone that might come around. And he was crazy enough to somehow think it was necessary. And I had no doubt that that was exactly why he was gathering people now: to take what this town had worked so hard to build up.
Take it and use it for the wrong reasons.
�Henry said he didn�t want any part of it,� Sean continued. �But told me there were a lot of men that were responding. Men who wanted the same thing as Randall. Men who won�t have any problem making trouble.�
Bob and I shared a long, tense look, neither of us saying anything. Then I glanced at Marlon�and saw that his face was just as serious as mine felt.
We�d made it back to Ellis Woods. We�d found our people. Found our daughter, and a doctor for Angie. And we were safe, dry, and warm. For now.
But come tomorrow, it looked like we�d be fighting a battle to keep this very town safe from the same man we�d been trying to escape.
# # #
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