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CHAPTER ONE 
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When Zuri signed on to free Captain Kane, her expectations did not include following a Yordish prison guard down a seemingly endless stone staircase. The lower they went, the worse the stench, until breathing was close to impossible. 

A nauseating mix of sewage, ammonia, and decomposition caused her eyes to water to such an extent she plowed into him as he stopped to unlock yet another heavy iron door. He flashed a sour look over his shoulder before raising his lantern to light the way through.

A curt nod and foreign word conveyed his wish that she continue past. But once he’d locked the door behind them, the blackness became so immersive Zuri had to focus on her feet in the dim lantern light to negotiate each subsequent stair. There could be a hundred for all she knew. A misstep might send her plummeting to her death or at the very least, into whatever cesspit lay at the bottom.

Except for two sets of scuffing footfalls and the occasional plink of water, the silence was eerily complete; the levels above ground rang with the squeak and clang of doors, shouts of guards, and cracks of the whips they carried. Its other unique feature, the apparent lack of ventilation, left the air oppressively hot and so thick with moisture her camo uniform clung to her skin like a shroud. That made no sense. As a rule, the deeper underground, the cooler the temps . . . unless the curving staircase from the tower in front, where the warden had taken her payment, ended behind the compound’s gigantic foundry. 

What a monstrous place to house people, even if they were criminals.

Beyond her comprehension was how any man could survive these conditions for so long and remain functional and sane. Fear clogged her throat. All their time, effort, and money may have gone for nothing. The man whose freedom she bought might be of no use to anyone in body or mind. His rotting corpse could be the decomp she smelled.

At the bottom, her boots sank to the laces in slick muck. The guard crossed the circular space and hung his lantern on a wall peg beside another metal door, a cell door if its small opening served as a pass-through for food. He fumbled through his ring of keys, located the one he wanted, and inserted it into a cylindrical lock. 

He struggled to turn it, and when the lock finally clicked, he fought harder still to haul the massive door open until he gazed down at the dam of sludge preventing it. With another one of his sour glances, as if all his extra work was her fault, he slogged to the opposite wall to retrieve a flat-edged shovel and used it to clean floor space for the door to swing out.

Once he’d managed to open it a scant few inches, he grabbed his lantern and held it in through the gap. He growled a clipped sound, repeating it numerous times.

A deep male voice answered, “I heard you the first five times.”

When a large grimy hand gripped the edge of the door, the guard stumbled back and stared with widened eyes as the prisoner shoved it open with little effort.   

Zuri knew Captain Kane was tall, having seen him in the media during his court martial, but when he ducked to clear the doorframe and straightened, tall proved an inadequate descriptor. 

Standing there naked, caked in filth, he held up his hand to shade his eyes from the light. Testament to three years of confinement, his long dark hair and beard were a mass of matted tangles, but he was hardly the emaciated husk she expected. While markedly underweight, he had the musculature of a man who worked out hard and often. And Zuri suspected his cell wasn’t spacious enough for him to maintain any kind of physique.   

From a safe distance, the guard spoke to him and pointed to her. 

One side of the captain’s mouth turned up. “Since we’re the same species, he assumes you bought me for breeding.”

Outraged, she shot the guard an indignant glare. “I most certainly did not.”

With an unabashed head-to-toe appraisal of her, the captain said, “Too bad.”

The guard led them to the surface and out a door that opened onto a narrow dirt roadway. 

Squinting, he gazed at the sky for a long moment, before looking up and down the road. “You got a vehicle?” 

She pointed to her wrist comm. “I’ll have to call our ride. I was advised not to leave a vehicle unattended.”

“You came here alone?”

“There weren’t any other women in my group, and I was told it wasn’t safe for a man to accompany me, that he’d be taken prisoner to work in the foundry.” 

He shook his head. “He’d be taken prisoner but not for the foundry. The Yordish see average Middercian males as unsuited, too weak and lacking the stamina to work iron, especially in the thinner air up here. They’re sent to the mines in the foothills.”

“You weren’t,” Zuri said. “But then you’re not exactly average, are you, Captain?”

“Val.”

When she brought her wrist comm up to call their ride, he reached as if he meant to grab it, but stopped, peered at his dirty hand, and lowered it. 

“Before you do that, can I clean up some?” He pointed up the road. “There’s a pond not far from here.”

Zuri was hesitant, even though her CO had said any man would be a fool to run away and risk recapture while still on prison grounds. “I suppose.”

He turned and started off at what was probably an easy jog for him. “Don’t get too far away. If they take me again, they’ll have to kill me, and whatever you paid for my release will be wasted.”

“By the way, I’m Zuri, Civilian Auxiliary Corps, Captain.”

“Val.” His tone carried a hint of irritation.

They ran for a while. At five-foot-nine, she wasn’t petite, yet his strides were so long, she had to double-time to keep up. And in daylight, she could see how underweight he was; his ribs and backbone showed, and there was a hollowness to his eyes. And yet, his musculature hadn’t atrophied to a great extent. A little incongruous considering his manner of confinement.

“How are you in such good shape after being locked up all that time?”

“Don’t forget I’ve been at this altitude plenty long enough for my body to adjust to the thin air.”

“But you’ve retained quite a bit of muscle mass.”

“It sure isn’t because of the slop they fed me. Same bowl of yellow cooked grain twice a day. Weren’t even any rats. The only extra protein I got was the shit beetles I could catch.”

A sound of disgust slipped out of her.

He turned his head. “They’re not bad. Kind of like salty raw cranberries. You people eat Middercian food?”

“We eat what we can get.”

He heaved a low grunt. “I suppose real meat is out of the question.”

“Meat-flavored rations.”

“Better than yellow slop and beetles, I guess. You’re in pretty good shape yourself by the looks of it.” He broke into a run.

She didn’t answer, not wanting him to know the pace was too fast and the air too oxygen-poor for her to hold conversation. Or perhaps he did know. He hadn’t answered her question, and her effort prevented her from asking more. When he dropped into a jog again, Zuri was near her limit. She’d never been to Yorda or anywhere else with mountains, thus hadn’t felt the effects of a higher altitude.   

The pond he spoke of lay ahead on the right. 

“Got a knife?” he asked, not sounding the least bit out of breath.

“Why?”

He yanked on his long beard. “I’d like to prune back some of this shrubbery.”

She stopped and pulled her folding utility knife from her pocket, glad for the chance to catch her breath. Handing him the knife, she managed, “I was surprised they didn’t search me before I entered the prison.”

“I’m not,” he said. “Yordish only care about profit. You’ve heard how they let their smelting operations destroy this country’s largest fresh water source. Shows what they think of their own people. Once you paid them, they would’ve let you walk in there carrying live grenades, not giving a shit who you hurt—other than the warden, of course.” He took the knife, opened it, and examined the edge. “It’s no Jag-9, but it’ll do. I won’t take long.” 

He ran a few strides and dove over the waist-high grasses and reeds. Water splashed above the foliage, and she hurried to the edge. There was no sign of him except the ripples where he’d gone in. Not knowing where the perimeter of the prison grounds began or ended, Zuri hoped she hadn’t just lost the man for whom they’d paid a small fortune. 

She activated her comm. “This is Sierra Echo One-One-Two, over.”

“Copy Sierra Echo One-One-Two,” the answer came. “Ready for your ride, Zuri? Over.”

“Almost, but first tell me something. There’s a pond near the prison. How far do the grounds extend beyond it?”

“Hang on.” There was a short silence. “Grounds extend more than a mile on all sides.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay, thanks. I’ll let you know when we’re ready for our pickup.” 

Once she clicked off her comm, the silence was profound. No birds. No insects. No wind rustling leaves or kicking up dust on the road. No movement whatsoever.  

Standing there alone, walled in by the steep black mountains, she felt small and vulnerable. Contorted vegetation fought to survive on the incline until its rocky footing reached the dead zone. There it cowered away and withered. 

Zuri had seen that stark barrier from a distance at ground level, a hard line nature had drawn as if to imprison her subjects, preventing their escape for their own safety or perhaps her avarice. The pond was murky reddish-brown and stank of rusted iron, its glassy surface unbroken. The captain hadn’t come up for air that she could tell, and the sinister, surreal quality of the place led her imagination to conjure fantastical creatures in the water’s depths that may have swallowed him whole. 

She moved closer and scanned the banks for signs that he’d climbed out, but none of the tall, stiff growth had been disturbed. 

“Looking for me?” a deep voice asked behind her.

She startled so badly, a yelp fled her throat against her control. Slapping her hand to her chest, she turned. “Captain.” 

“Val,” he said. No apology.

“How did you—?” She had to swallow. “Where—I didn’t hear you . . . ” 

Much of the inky grime that coated his skin had faded to a pale gray. His hair and beard had been hacked off at jagged angles and dripped water down the sides of his face and onto his chest and shoulders. 

“You going to call our ride?” he asked, handing her knife back.

More of that unexpected muscle definition was visible but so was his bony frame. “Yes, right away.” She pocketed the knife and raised her wrist comm. “Sierra Echo One-One-Two, over.”

“Zuri, are you ready?”

“Yes, at these coordinates,” she said, glancing at Val. “Tell Clay to bring something for the captain to wear. The biggest thing he can find.”  
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CHAPTER TWO 
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Zuri was glad to be riding in an open service car, and she was sure Clay felt the same. Val’s swim may have washed off some of the filth, but he still smelled awful. And he was a sight, barefoot in a too-short khaki jumpsuit with the sleeves tied around his waist.

As soon as Clay pulled the vehicle to a stop in front of their temporary base, Val vaulted over the side. Major Ellis and most of their small group stood in front of the command tent. 

The major approached and offered his hand. “Captain.”

Without returning the gesture, the much taller Val frowned down on him. “I was stripped of rank, remember?”

The major let his hand fall. “It was a courtesy. Since our former government decided to wage war against us, we no longer feel the need to accept the judgments of their courts.”

“Who’s we?”

Zuri stepped forward. “Val, may I introduce Major Bardon Ellis, head of northeast operations, Combined Coalition Forces.” 

Val nodded. “Major.” 

“Zuri,” the major said, “why don’t you show the—our guest—to his quarters, such as they are. I’m sure he’d like to get cleaned up and have a hot meal before we get down to business.”

She looked up at Val. “One of our men has some barbering skills if you’d care to have a real haircut and shave.” Waving her hand at the jumpsuit he wore, she added, “And we’ll try to find you something that fits.”

“All right.” He asked the major, “You got anything to drink?”

Ellis smiled. “I’ll have some sent over.”

––––––––
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Even though Val was sure the small camp was under water restrictions, he took the longest shower he’d taken in his life and swore he could still smell the prison stink on him. The food had been passable, the liquor was good, not that it mattered, and they’d found him a pair of BDU pants that fit. He ripped out the hems to raw edges and they were still too short. 

He suspected why they’d gone to all the trouble of buying his freedom, but he’d let them ask and take full advantage of their hospitality until they did.

Zuri was cute, trim, and athletic, although her all-business demeanor told him she wasn’t his type. She wouldn’t want sex-for-the-fun-of-it. She’d have expectations. And she was the only woman. He could wait for them to send him packing and he made it to civilization. 

He rubbed his jaw. First shave in years. The sensation was weird, over-sensitive. Their barber gave a decent haircut, saving as much as possible from the matted mess. His teeth, however, felt amazing. If he had to choose the worst part of prison, he’d say lack of oral hygiene bothered him the most.

A tap sounded on the door. “Come,” he called.

The driver, Clay, opened it and peered in. “Sorry to bother you, sir—”

“Don’t call me sir.” 

The young man’s mouth gaped as if he didn’t know how to proceed without a formal address. “The major requests your presence in the command tent at your earliest convenience, sir—I mean—sorry.”

“Anybody find me a shirt yet or footwear?”

“No, sir—uh—no, not yet, however, we’re still working on it.”

He poured himself another drink and tossed it back. “Okay, lead the way. No, wait a minute. Come here.”

The young man walked in and closed the door.

“Here.” He pointed to a spot right in front of him.

Clay obliged; he looked uncomfortable standing so close.

“Do I stink?”

The man’s head shot up. “Sir? I mean, pardon me?”

“I want the truth. Do I stink?”

The young soldier actually sniffed him. “No.”

“Truth? You sure?”

“Yes. All I smell is that soap we use.”

Val slapped him on the shoulder. “Good man. Let’s go.”

When they reached the office, Clay held the door, announced him to Ellis, and left.

Ellis stood. “Feel better?” 

Val nodded. “Some.”

Ellis indicated the chair across a small folding table from his and sat. “I sent two men into Walterton, the closest town, to find you something to wear if they can. They should be back in an hour or so.”

Val shrugged. “No rush, I guess, after all this time.”

“We would’ve gotten you out of there sooner, but we had a little trouble tracking you down. Your records showed you were still in the military facility in Stanton.”

“I was only housed at Stanton six months before they shipped me to the Yordish compound.”

Ellis shook his head in dismay. “Did you see any other Middercians in that place?”

“I was kept in general population for three weeks before they threw me into their version of solitary. One too many escape attempts.” He didn’t tell him the real reason. “And, no, I never saw any.”

The door opened and Zuri entered, focused on the paper she held as she headed for the table. “Major, this message just came in from—” She looked up. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were busy.” 

“That’s okay.” Ellis raised his hand to take it. 

Zuri turned to Val. Her big brown eyes widened as she gave him a long head-to-foot appraisal. Maybe he was wrong about her. She might be up for sex-for-the-fun-of-it after all. 

“Val,” she said with a quick nod.

Ellis dropped the paper on the table. “Recall Ames and Stevenson. Have Garrett start breaking us down.”

“Right away.” She rushed out.

The major leaned forward. “We need to return to base ASAP, so I’ll come to the point of asking you here, of getting you out of prison in the first place. We, the Coalition, need your help. We need a man with your qualifications who knows the layout of the Nationalist complex and can get through security undetected.”

“To what end?” Val asked. He would turn them down no matter what the answer, but he was curious. 

“To oust this corrupt fascist autocracy that was once Middercia’s democracy.”

“Oh, is that all?”

Ellis remained humorless. “As long as they control the Nationalist military and have the backing of the Tazarka and Dallwee dictatorships, we’ll never defeat them. Our strategy is to discredit the current leadership and expose the Global Peace Alliance as a complete sham to the legitimate Justice Department, current military leaders, and the underground free press. You can hand-pick your team.”

Val leaned back in his chair. “Can’t help you.”

“Just like that?” Ellis straightened. “You may not know all that’s happened during your imprisonment, but Nationalist troops outman and outgun us ten-to-one, and we’re losing ground every day. The future of the entire world as we know it hangs on this plan. How can you refuse?”

“I can and I do. I’m not the man for the job.”

Ellis flashed an incredulous glare. “You’re the only man for it. You’re trained in everything this job requires.” Ellis stood. “And we need to act. As soon as the Yordish alert the Nationalists that you escaped or whatever story they give as to why you’re no longer there—”

“Those greedy bastards won’t say a word.” Val could have laughed. “They’ll take the government’s money as long as they can. I have no doubt they’re still getting paid for men who have been dead for years.”

“Don’t you at least want retribution for everything they’ve cost you? The dishonor, the suffering, all those lost years?”

The man had no idea what they’d cost him. 

“We paid more than we could spare to get you out of that place. You might have spent the rest of your life and died in there if it weren’t for us.” He pounded the table. “You owe us!”

Val knew he’d get to that. “Maybe you should’ve asked me if I was willing to join your cause before you paid them. I could have saved you the money.” 

The door opened again, and Zuri hurried in. “Major, we’re ready to take down this tent if you’re . . . ” She stopped and glanced back and forth at them. “What’s wrong?”

“He won’t do it,” Ellis said through clenched teeth.

Zuri turned to Val. “You won’t help us?” After stammering half-words, she managed, “Why not?”

Val crossed his arms. “I’ve got my reasons.”

“Well, they better be some damn good ones.” She waited as if expecting him to spell them out.

He stood. “I’ll get out of the way so you can continue packing up.”

When he tried to step around her, Zuri grabbed his arm. “Without your help, we may as well surrender and save the Nationalists the trouble of hunting us down.”

Anger flashed in her eyes, yet beneath it was fear; she shared his vision of the future if they failed. And he’d seen it up close when his then-commanders had begun to forge the plans, when they assumed he’d be part of it. 

He would help them if he could, with pleasure, but he couldn’t. He’d been better off in prison. At least there, he had the peace of mind of knowing he couldn’t hurt anyone. 

Val pulled free of her grasp and left, although he hadn’t gotten more than a few strides beyond the door before she came charging after him. 

“Did something happen in prison that caused you to lose your nerve?” She stepped in to block his path. 

When he tried to sidestep, she matched his move.

“I’d always heard the great Valarius Kane was indestructible. What finally broke you? Too many years in the dark, alone with your thoughts, forced to face your atrocities. I never wanted to believe the government’s charges against you. Your record was too exemplary to that point. Rumors held that you were simply following orders. What’s your story?”

“I was tried and convicted. I’ll be damned if I’m going through the whole process again here with you.” He shoved her aside and continued toward the tent assigned to him, but it had been taken down. 

The second he stopped, she shot in front of him again. “I thought you’d jump at the chance to join us if for no other reason than to atone for the mass murder of ninety-seven innocent people.” 

She was baiting him in hopes he’d lose it and fire back an explanation, but he stayed in control. He also refused to let her see the intense self-loathing those words provoked. Staring over her head, he gritted out, “You should have left me where I was.”

“I’m starting to agree.”  

His gut twisted, and fearing what might come out of his mouth if he tried to respond, he swung around and took off at a run toward the road. 

––––––––
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By the time Zuri returned to Major Ellis’s office tent, it was being loaded into the back of their cargo truck. She found him behind it. 

“Major, he’s gone. Val’s gone.”

“Where?” 

“Last I saw he was headed for the road north.”

He put his hands to his head and heaved a loud sigh. “That’s it then. What in the name of all that lives are we going to do now?”

She sure didn’t have any answers. And her chest ached with disappointment, let down by a man she’d always viewed as a hero. Her faith in him had never wavered, even when the military, the government, the press, and popular opinion had all turned against him. 

The major patted her shoulder. “I know you were convinced he’d help us.”

“Yeah.” She had been, without a doubt. When the call had gone out for female volunteers to enter the Yordish compound and buy his freedom, she’d been the first one to answer. The only one, as it turned out.

Clay walked up. “Ready to move out, sir.” He looked at her. “There’s a seat for you in our truck, Zuri.”

She nodded, told the major she’d see him at their base, and followed Clay.

Sitting near the passenger window, she watched the roadside, expecting to see Val on foot, heading north. At that elevation, cold settled in after sunset, and he was dressed in nothing but BDU pants and no shoes. Although, if he’d survived years in the heat and humidity of the prison’s lowest level, living in filth and total darkness, he could survive a night out in the open in above-freezing temps. 

And he hadn’t merely survived those conditions. A man his size should have been completely skeletal on the diet he described. Any isometric strength training he was able to do to prevent muscle wasting would have outstripped his meager caloric and protein intake in no time. Something was off. He’d have no reason to lie about what the Yordish were feeding him. And she’d witnessed the conditions firsthand. 

Her mom’s oldest brother had fought in the northern border war as a young man, been captured, and spent two years in a POW camp. Zuri recalled her mother’s relief when he was released and sent home. As a child, she remembered her uncle Marsdan as a strapping fellow who could lift her onto his broad shoulders and gallop her around the yard without tiring, for as long as she wanted. After months in the hospital, he’d come for a visit. He was thin to the point of frailty. His eyes were dull, and he never smiled. She’d sat with him on the back porch, recounting events he’d missed while he’d been gone until her father had helped him off to bed.

No one ever told her the details of what he’d endured. She was too young. As an adult, she’d seen photos of those prison camps populated by emaciated men with dull eyes who never smiled.

Val had spent three years in what any sane person would call a sewer, devoid of light and fresh air. Given meager rations. With no contact to the outside world and no hope of release when a war ended. Yet he emerged able to ascend the numerous stairs to the surface and run to a nearby pond. Other than marked weight loss, he displayed little evidence of his prolonged confinement, physically or mentally. She supposed mental and emotional effects could be hidden, at least for a time. But not the physical signs. Something was, without a doubt, off. 

According to his bio, he had no family and had been raised in foster care. He’d enlisted days after graduation, become career military, achieved the top level of ghost ops training, was highly decorated, then the senseless killing spree and court-martial. 

At his trial, he’d made no excuses for his behavior or actions, and when asked, he’d responded to questions in as few words as possible. His demeanor was beyond mere stoicism, more like he’d resigned himself to an inevitable guilty verdict and deserving of the harshest sentence they could impose. His lawyer had been equally tight-lipped and passive, as though there was no defense for what he had done.

They reached the base after midnight. Zuri was exhausted, although doubted she could sleep. Her view of life had changed. The natural optimism that fueled her spirit had deserted her. The restless energy of anticipation that sometimes kept her awake had turned to dread and a vague deep-rooted sorrow had replaced peace of mind. 
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Even with the tent city yet a mile off, Zuri watched from the passenger seat of the troop transport as they drove by a string of refugees shambling along the roadway. Families with young children, some sitting on a parent’s shoulders, some pulled along in wagons, mixed with single men and women who wore backpacks or dragged carts. 

Many still wore business attire, having been driven out of office buildings. Reports said when Nationalist forces took Chester City, they leveled vast sections of the most densely populated areas to smoke out guerilla factions, not caring how many civilians they killed or made homeless. 

Many more women than men; able-bodied males would have been captured as conscripts. Younger people pushed the elderly in wheelchairs. Couples old and young held hands. Teens bunched together in small groups. 

By the time they passed the first tents, Zuri knew the estimated numbers were hopelessly inaccurate. Her mouth went dry at the sheer scope of her mission. She and her team of twenty-four had left the Alpha Sector forward operating base with enough supplies and equipment to sustain five hundred people for three months. There might be twice that many. Along with one doctor, two nurses, and a clerk, her twenty Coalition military personnel had orders to police the area to maintain order, improve sanitation to prevent disease, and provide shelter, food, and potable water. 

They drove past dozens upon dozens of small camping tents and makeshift shelters with ragged, desperate-looking people huddled around them. Many stood to watch warily as the trucks passed. 

“I see a turn-out ahead on our right, ma’am,” her driver said, slowing as they approached a dirt track across the road from the Chester City rail station. 

“Wave the cargo trucks ahead, then unass this vehicle and return to pick up the people along the roadway. Make as many trips as needed while the rest of us start setting up camp.”

Zuri jumped down and directed the cargo trucks to park in the clearing. She stepped up onto the running board of the first to take in the overall size of the place. Camps and shelters fanned out from her position, taking up at least one hundred yards in width and depth. Another thirty yards of open grassland separated the last row of tents from an immense old-growth forest. 

Hundreds of refugees swarmed the two cargo vehicles, although when no person or team came forward to represent the group, Zuri waved her arms and called for order.

When shouts faded to murmurs, she addressed the crowd. “My name is Zuri Ionadi. I am an Auxiliary Team Leader with Coalition forces. We have plenty of supplies and food for everyone. I ask that you be patient and return to your shelters and campsites while my team gets things organized and prepares for distribution. Once we set up a command center, those with urgent needs can line up in orderly fashion to submit requests for specific supplies. We will also set up an emergency medical station for those who require immediate care. In the meantime, members of my team and I will come around looking for anyone who might have difficulty coming to us. Thank you all for your cooperation.”

Zuri had already found a few people with physical impairments who needed supplies delivered, when she approached a young woman sitting under a bed sheet stretched between four pieces of scrap lumber, nursing an infant, while a toddler sat nearby. 

She stopped and leaned down. “Do you want us to bring you some food and water? That would be easier than your trying to get to one of the trucks with these two in tow.”

The young woman was thin and had tears in her hollow eyes. “That’d be wonderful,” she said. “Do you have any formula? My milk is drying up and I don’t have anything else to feed the baby.”

“We sure do. And diapers, bottles, lots of baby things.” Zuri squatted down in front of the dirty-faced little girl sitting cross-legged beside her mom. “Hi, what’s your name?”

“Abby,” she said in a small voice, her dark eyes haunted with fear and uncertainty. 

“Hi, Abby. My name is Zuri.”

She peered up. “Are you gonna put us in jail?”

“No, of course not.” Zuri’s heart broke and she reached in and ran her hand over the child’s wispy dark hair. “I’m here to help you and your mom. I’ll make sure you have good food to eat and blankets to keep you warm.”

Her mother spoke up. “Her daddy was arrested by the Nationalists, that’s why she thinks that.” The young woman broke down. “I don’t know where they took him.”

Zuri laid aside her report book and took the woman’s hand in both of hers. “I am so sorry.”

She nodded, sobbing too hard to speak, and squeezed Zuri’s hand. 

The little girl said, “I looked for him, but I got lost.”

Her mom let go of Zuri to hug the child to her side and managed, “I made her promise she’d never go off like that again.” Her voice cracked. “I almost lost her, too.”

The child grinned. “The giant who lives in the woods brought me to my mom.”  

“He did?” Zuri asked in a singsong voice to play along. “Weren’t you scared?”

Abby shook her head. “He’s a nice giant.”

Her mother nodded. “He’s helped a lot of people,” she said as matter-of-factly as though she spoke about a real person.

“So, there are refugees living in the woods , too?”

“I don’t think so, just him. One night last week he brought deer meat and showed a bunch of us how to cook it over a campfire.”

“And some blueberries,” Abby said.

“Who is he?” Zuri asked.

The woman shrugged. “Nobody seems to know.”

A male voice came over her comm. “Base to Team Leader Zuri, over.”

Zuri raised her wrist comm. “Copy base, this is Zuri.”

“We’ve got a minor situation here if you’re available.”  

“On my way, Zuri out.” She picked up her report book. “I’m sorry, I have to go. What’s your name?”

“Tishara Mulvaney.”

Zuri wrote down her name and the description of her location. “I’ll make sure someone delivers your supplies as soon as they can.”

She gazed back in tears. “Thank you so much. I didn’t know how I was going to take care of us alone.”

“You’re not alone anymore,” Zuri said, feeling the sting of tears behind her eyes. 

When she reached the clearing where they’d parked their trucks, she had to weave her way through the crowd of people. Her team had erected a large brown canvas tent as a command post and there was a long line waiting. Auxiliary Tech Specialist Grant Linton, the lanky, sandy-haired clerk her CO had appointed as her assistant, sat at a table, filling out reports and assigning personnel to handle issues. When he saw her, he pointed to his left. She walked around to the outside of the tent where one of her soldiers had a middle-aged man handcuffed behind his back. 

She strode up. “What’s going on, Corporal?”

“This guy claims two men stole a water-purifier from his tent this morning.”

“Then why is he the one in handcuffs?” Zuri asked. 

“Ma’am, I found it necessary to restrain him when he became argumentative and aggressive.”

“Take those handcuffs off,” she ordered. “He’s the victim for goodness sake.”

Once the young soldier removed the cuffs, she told the man to get in line to file a report with her assistant and they would do whatever they could for him. He didn’t appear happy yet thanked her anyway.

Zuri addressed the soldier, “This place is on the verge of anarchy, and the last thing these people need is a reason to turn against us. Military personnel are not to engage anyone unless they present an immediate danger to others. These people need to see that they will be taken seriously and listened to in a calm, respectful manner. Is that understood?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Then get your ass back to your post, Corporal.”

Zuri entered the command tent and waited until Linton finished the report he was taking. She offered an apology to the next person in line, took her last report from the book, and handed it to him. 

“I need someone to deliver food, water, blankets, and baby supplies to this woman. And see if we can provide a real shelter. Right now, all she has is a sheet to keep the sun out with an infant and toddler to take care of. I’ll bet she hasn’t eaten in days.” Linton took the report. 

As darkness fell, they’d hardly scratched the surface. She helped Linton well into the night and promised those still waiting, the process would begin again at sunrise. She assigned soldiers to an overnight watch, and the rest bedded down in the rear of the trucks. 

Their doctor treated his last patient near midnight and was setting up a cot in the med tent for himself when she walked past. The smell of coffee drew her in.

“How bad is it, Merrill?”

The fiftyish man with graying temples glanced up. “Honestly, not as bad as I thought it would be.” He pointed to a chair opposite him and offered her a mug.

“Yes, please, if there’s enough.”

“Plenty,” he said, taking the carafe from the hot plate and filling hers and his own. “There’s no milk or sugar I’m afraid.”

“I don’t mind.” She said, “Thanks.”

“It won’t keep you awake, will it?” he asked.

“I hope so, at least long enough for me to find a spot to sleep.”

“Problem solved.” He pointed to a second cot propped up against the tent wall.

“It’s a deal.” 

After drinking their coffee in silence for a while, Merrill said, “No dysentery, which is odd, not that I’m complaining. Seems someone dug several latrines below the camp. And somebody in this place has some rudimentary medical skills. I saw two people today who needed sutures removed and wounds checked.”

“Did they say who it was?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Nobody would say, as if they wanted to protect him or her, although one young boy told me it was the giant from the woods.” He laughed.

“Is that all he said?”

“Kids in these chaotic conditions without any security or consistency often make up stories of imaginary heroes. It’s a coping mechanism.”

“Except a little girl said the same thing today, that a giant who lives in the woods found her when she got lost, and he’d brought them venison and blueberries. I passed it off too until her mother went on to say that he also showed her and others how to cook meat over a campfire. And this so-called giant has been helping a lot of the refugees here.”

“So, she actually saw the man?”

“Apparently. I had more questions but was called away.”

Merrill raised his eyebrows. “I do love a good mystery.”

Coffee didn’t keep Zuri awake in the least, and the doctor had made a fresh pot before dawn. She could have kissed him. 

When Zuri visited Tishara, she was met with tears of gratitude. She had a tent, two cots, and a portable bassinet. She’d been provided with everything she needed for the infant, and a nurse had stopped by to give the boy a physical. He was a little underweight, although otherwise healthy. One of her team had even given Abby a teddy bear. 

Tishara hugged her several times.

Their conversation shifted from what had happened when the troops invaded the city, to her husband, and in the end, to the giant from the woods.

“What does he look like?” Zuri asked.

“It’s really hard to say. All three times I’ve seen him, it’s been at night, and he’s been wearing painted-on camouflage. But he’s the tallest man I’ve ever seen,” Tishara said. “And big, you know, muscular.” 

“He didn’t give you his name?”

Tishara shook her head. “He has a deep voice. And he moves like a soldier. My brother was in the army and the way they stand and walk is . . . different, you know?” She smiled. “Of course you know.”

As Zuri toured more of the camp, she asked about this giant. As the doctor had said, many people were reluctant to tell her anything or denied any knowledge whatsoever. A few mentioned some of his good works. It was apparent, he’d been the one who dug the latrines and supplied all their firewood. He’d given blueberries and blackberries to several families and delivered dressed game birds, rabbits, and meat from wild pigs and deer to many. Yet no one could provide her with a description, beyond his size.

When she went to see how Linton fared, the line was short. One of those waiting was the man who’d had his water purifier stolen. She approached. “We have nothing new to report on your purifier, I’m afraid.”

He smiled. “I’m here to tell you I got it back.”

“You did? How did that happen?”

“I don’t know. I used the latrine and when I returned, there it was.”

She could tell he was lying. “You didn’t see anyone in or near your tent?”

He stiffened. “No,” he said too loud.

She crossed her arms. “Now, what really happened?”

He hung his head. “My wife says I’m a crappy liar. I got it back. Isn’t that enough?”

“How do you know those who stole it aren’t still in the vicinity?”

“They’re not.”

“Did you kill them?” she asked to fluster him.

His eyes got huge. “No! He—” The man froze.

“He who? This giant in camouflage everyone’s talking about? He killed them?”

“No, he scared them off. He pulled a large knife and told them if they came back, he’d cut their throats, and the way they ran, I think they believed him. He sure looks like somebody who could kill a man without any problem.”

“Thanks for the information,” she said.

His eyes filled with worry. “You’re not going to go after him or arrest him, are you? He’s not doing any harm and does a lot of good here.”

“Don’t worry. For now at least I’ll assume he’s on our side.” She patted his arm. “And I’ll let my assistant know.”

She went in and sat down at the table beside Linton. When he’d finished with the last person in line, she said, “That man I talked to wanted you to know his water purifier was returned, so we can take his case off the rolls.”

Linton leaned on the table. “And he’s the fourth person today who came to cancel their complaints of stolen articles for the same reason. Seems our thieves had a change of heart.”

Zuri held back her theory. “Can you do without me for a little while?”

“I think so, as long as you’ll have your comm on.”

––––––––
[image: ]


The woods were vast and for the most part impenetrable, virgin forest undisturbed since its origin. She had to duck under deadfall and climb over huge rotting tree trunks in her progress. The ground was spongy with centuries of decayed vegetation and loam, and high overhead, the groans and creaks of ancient limbs and rush of wind-fluttered leaves mixed with the birdsong. Light showed through in dapples and flickers, the sun losing the battle to penetrate the natural chaos untouched by man. 

Zuri was winded after a journey of perhaps a half-mile. She stopped to drink from her canteen and sit for a while on a moss-covered log between semicircles of gray tree fungus. It was a peaceful place where the faint rustle of living creatures moving through the leaf litter replaced camp noise of crying children and murmur of unintelligible conversation. Near her feet a chipmunk darted for cover. 

“Looking for me?” a deep voice said. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
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“Shit!” Zuri dropped her canteen, her hand going to her sidearm by instinct as she bolted upright. The voice had come from directly in front of her, she was sure, but there was no one there, until a movement, a change in the pattern of bark and moss let her eyes discern a large shape in the dim light. Once he stepped out from behind the tree trunk, she could see enough detail to confirm it was a man. 

“Val.” She holstered her pistol and bent to retrieve her canteen. 

He matched the refugees’ description, dressed in woodland camo pants and jacket. An olive-drab T-shirt peeked out the opening of his collar. Every inch of skin not covered by clothing was streaked with an irregular pattern of green, gray, and brown camouflage paint. His dark hair had grown out to a shaggy spray below a fabric camo skullcap that tied in the back. He’d put on a significant amount of weight and muscle mass. 

“I had my suspicions,” she said, “after hearing people talk about the giant who lived in the woods.”

“When I saw you and your team arrive, I knew it wouldn’t be long before you figured it out.” He came closer. “Is this your first command assignment?”

“Yes, actually.”

“So, Ellis saw in you what I did all those months ago.”

“Major Ellis is dead, killed in action when Nationalist troops took Brenton City. Clay too, and five others from the group that managed your release.”

“Sorry to hear it.” He gazed over her head for a long moment before meeting her eyes again. “Where are you stationed?”

“Here for now.” She studied his uniform. “That’s all I’ll say to a man outfitted in Nationalist-issue BDUs and gear. And, you’re a Second Lieutenant.”

The hint of a smile lifted one side of his mouth. “The Nationalist I took it off was. When I set myself up here, my intention was to appropriate and stockpile Nationalist munitions coming in from Dallwee by rail. I didn’t know this area would become a refugee camp.” 

“Stockpile for what, and for whom?”

“If I’m stealing it from the Nationalists, doesn’t it stand to reason it’s for the Coalition?” 

“Maybe you’re selling it to the highest bidder.”

He smiled. “And with the immense profits I’ve raked in, I bought some beachfront property on Yorda’s Great Sulfuric Lake.”

She found his smile contagious until she thought about the past. “As I recall, last time we spoke you didn’t want to help us defeat the Nationalists.”

“I said I couldn’t, not that I didn’t want to.” As if to prevent her from pursuing the subject, he rushed on, “I knew sooner or later the Nationalists would destroy all these smaller rail stations that are still allowing shipments from both sides.” 

“According to the refugees we questioned, there haven’t been any military vehicles coming and going from this rail station,” Zuri said.

“Because they use civilian cargo trucks. From intel I’ve gathered, in a few days, the largest and the last shipment of Nationalist munitions will arrive. Their military will swarm this area, and your refugees can’t be here when they do.”

“But if the Nationalists have known about this camp all along and ignored it, why would they suddenly care?”

“As soon as your group took over operations as a Coalition military presence, it became a target.”

“So, while trying to help these people, we’ve doomed them.” Her heart sped up. “We need to move everyone out fast. They can’t be in the open when the Nationalist army shows up.” She glared up at him. “If you knew all this, when were you going to tell us?”

He reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a folded paper. “Do you want me to read the entire message to you or just touch on the highlights? I planned to drop it off in the medical tent after dark.”

A tremor ran up Zuri’s spine at the thought that he must have watched her to know where she slept. What followed was pure panic. “Where am I supposed to take all these people to safety in a matter of days?”

“It’s all spelled out in the note.” He pointed to the paper. “Where this forest ends, roughly five miles south from here, there’s an unpaved road west that leads to a large open field. The stream I use runs through it. There’s a good chance your camp could go undetected for the foreseeable future.” 

“Until Nationalist troops overrun this whole sector, which they will at some point unless we stop them.” She shook her head. “Little chance of that now if our supply lines are about to be severed.”

A sudden sense of hopelessness settled over her and she sat down on the log again under the weight of it. Their one hope stood in front of her, yet beyond reach. She lowered her head into her hands. “And you won’t lift a finger.”

She began to think his silence meant he considered it. He hadn’t said no. She sat up. He was gone. The folded paper lay on the log beside her. Ghost ops indeed. 

“Damn you!” she shouted.

She got on her comm and told Linton to start preparations to transfer people to the new location. He sounded incredulous yet didn’t question the order. And as she passed among the refugees on her way back through the camp, she spread the word. She couldn’t give them the reason, afraid word might find its way to a Nationalist loyalist, simply that it was for their own safety. Many argued, refusing because they still planned to escape on a southbound train. Most were shocked, fearful, and disheartened, but went along if it meant safety for themselves and their families. 

While she needed to act on this fast, the last thing she wanted was an all-out panic and rebellion. She also couldn’t risk calling in a convoy of troop trucks to move the hoard. That was sure to signal their prior knowledge of Nationalist strategies and might cause them to advance their timetable, which could put her team and the refugees in grave danger.

By the time she reached the command tent, a large crowd had formed, and Linton had recalled the troops sent into the camp on assignments. They were having a hard time maintaining order. 

Zuri ignored the angry shouts of protest and questions directed at her and strode into the tent. “Call in two truck drivers so I can brief them, then call Morgan and tell him when our cargo trucks arrive, to return them and two more with as many troops as he can spare. Tell him one of the drivers will give him the details face-to-face.”

Linton went to work. She headed out to address the crowd, the size of which had doubled. She pushed her way into their midst and called for silence. The troops did the same, and after a minute or so, they quieted enough for her to speak. 

“This move is for your safety. Your new location is not far, has a water supply, and is off the main road. Travel on outbound trains is no longer an option.”

That brought a roar of voices and shouted questions.

“That’s all I can tell you at this time,” she bellowed over the tumult. “When we get more information, I’ll pass it along.”

The noise decreased, until a man’s voice rose above the murmur, “You can’t stop us from boarding a train when a seat is available.”

“I won’t stop you. All I’m saying is that it’s no longer an option. No more seats will be available.”

“Available to us, or available period?” another man yelled.

Someone else shouted, “Are they being saved to evacuate political officials or Coalition leaders?”

More people joined in with objections and protests, and Zuri feared violence would erupt. And as more recalled troops reached the area, some of the people present did push them back and try to grab weapons. 

“Stand down!” she yelled to her team. “I want no aggression toward these people.” When her troops backed off and didn’t engage, the crowd settled down. “Seats on passenger trains are unavailable to everyone, not only you people. No matter how much money or power or influence a person may have, not another living soul is leaving this country. That’s simply the unfortunate truth of it.”

“You can’t stop us if we want to try,” a shout rose from within the crowd.

“No, we can’t, and we won’t. We can’t force anyone to leave this area either, but if you do decide to stay, Coalition forces will not be able to return and rescue you should the situation become dire.” With that, Zuri made her way out of the crowd, ignoring other questions and complaints directed her way.

The two truck drivers, a man and a woman, waited in the tent. She spoke to the man. “You’ll return to base for more supplies. Make sure your vehicle is completely empty before you leave for base.”

The man agreed and left.

She addressed the female soldier. “I’ve sent a message ahead to Morgan so he can prepare. You’ll return to base at normal speed, so as not to indicate any urgency. When you arrive, report to Morgan at once and inform him, and no one else, that good intel has Nationalist forces about to occupy this rail station within a few days. Returning vehicles are to appear as though they are delivering supplies, nothing more.”

The woman nodded. “Got it.”

“Good luck.”

Zuri hoped with all her heart she’d done the right thing. She’d considered sending one truck alone, so they’d still have two to move people to safety, although long-distance supply vehicles were most often sent in pairs to assure delivery if one was lost. She also knew Morgan’s fleet of cargo vehicles had dwindled in recent weeks and he may be reluctant to send two of his own back.

In just over an hour, a line of those ready to leave had formed along the road. Zuri assumed they were the ones who had settled here with the idea of safety in numbers, and not that they had the funds to buy train tickets. Among them were Tishara and her kids. She carried the infant in a pouch made from a blanket tied across her chest, while Abby stood at her side hugging the teddy bear. Their things, including the tent, had been efficiently packed into a baby stroller.

“How are you doing?” Zuri asked.

The young mother nodded, her chin quivering. “Once we leave, I don’t know how Jack will find us if he comes looking.” She broke down, pressing her hand over her eyes. Abby started to cry, too.

Zuri squatted down and pulled the child into her arms. She didn’t want to think what would happen to them if—when—Nationalist forces overran this sector. Her own parents still lived in the house where she’d grown up, now deep in enemy territory. There was a possibility she’d never see them again, never get the chance to say goodbye. 

The troop truck full of refugees, including Tishara, was on its way down the road, and Zuri, Linton, and her soldiers organized the next group to go. She’d had two men accompany the first group to help set up tents and dig latrines. Two more were ready to go with the twenty who waited at the roadside. None of the others objected when she sent families and the elderly first. Several hadn’t started to break down tents. She ordered troops to go around and ensure it wasn’t because they were physically unable to do so. 

Her heart ached at the sight of those who were staying behind by choice, in particular the ones with children. They had no idea what was coming. 

Many single men and teens without parents had set out on foot along the edge of the road; a few single women were also in the mix. Maybe they knew they’d be among the last to get a ride and chose to walk instead of wait.

The truck transferred people to the new site until it was too dark to set up their tents. The men who’d been tasked with digging latrines reported they’d already been dug when they arrived with the first group and questioned who could have known the new location beforehand. Zuri laughed it off as the latrine fairy and dismissed them. 

Some of the people who had broken down their camp but hadn’t been put on a truck prior to darkness slept in the open. The weather was pleasant enough in the valley that the temps only dipped a few degrees when the sun set. She thought of Val and wondered where he slept. He might be planning another raid on the Nationalist munitions overnight. 

She remembered his intention to bring her the message regarding the rail station’s occupation and leave it on her cot . . . walk right into camp under the noses of the posted guards. And he had complete confidence he could do it. The man moved through leaf litter to place his note at her side without a sound. The chipmunk had made more noise. None of the refugees had ever mentioned hearing shots from the woods, so he must have a suppressor on whatever weapon he’d used to hunt the deer, wild pigs, game birds, and rabbits. He was an amazing marksman, she’d read, employed as a long-range sniper from time to time during his military service.  

That night, the trouble she had falling asleep had little to do with the doctor’s coffee. She ticked off a list in her head of possible reasons why Val refused to join the Coalition. Fear didn’t seem likely, although she couldn’t know what scars his court-martial and imprisonment had left on his psyche. 

A deep-seated loyalty to the Nationalists? He could steal from them, but couldn’t bring himself to kill the leaders he’d followed for twelve years of his life? 

They had something on him or held someone hostage as a wall of protection in case he ever escaped from prison and came after them? He had no family, no wife or kids. There might still be someone important to him who was kept out of the press and none except the people closest to him were aware of. 

An odd feeling knotted her gut. She didn’t want him to have a secret someone, a lover, a woman. Or man? She’d never considered it, but why not? And if he were gay, he would never be interested in her, no matter what. That absurd thought almost made her laugh aloud. Her and Valarius Kane! She was losing her freaking mind.

Zuri had no idea how much sleep she’d managed, but it wasn’t enough, and sunrise came all too soon. The vehicles and troops from base should be there by early afternoon. In the meantime, they’d ferry people to the new camp and get the rest prepared to leave. 

She tried to find time to return to the woods and insist Val tell her why he wouldn’t fight for them. Maybe she could slip away when their additional vehicles and reinforcements got there. As three o’clock came and went with no sign of them, she started to worry. What if Nationalist forces moving south to take over the train station had ambushed them? She had Linton call the base to no avail. 

With increased urgency, she ordered remaining refugees be ready to leave by truck or on foot ASAP. The truck took thirty people, instead of twenty, some standing between the facing benches, holding the overhead canopy ribs for balance. Gear was left behind to be brought later if possible. Those afoot were moved back to the tree line in the event they had to duck for cover in an emergency. 

By sunset, still no help had arrived. A profound sense of dread froze her in place, body and mind, as she faced the idea that the base may have been overrun or destroyed. They could very well be on their own. 

Her team managed to take everyone willing to go. The truck made more trips with more people, loading and unloading as fast as possible. She often gazed to the north, each time expecting Nationalist troops to be coming down the road. They worked through the night. She made a last-ditch effort to convince those who stayed behind to join them or at least let their children be taken to safety. A few wives took the initiative and left with young children. Most older boys chose to stay with their dads. 

As the first light of dawn appeared, a few people were still trickling into the new camp. The truck had returned to pick up tents and gear left behind and allow those who remained one last chance to leave.

Zuri instructed her team to set up the command and medical tents with a sense of permanence in mind since they’d remain there as long as they could.

Minutes before noon, they began to hear weapons’ fire from the direction of the rail station. Most people emerged from their tents unnerved. Several voiced concern for those who had stayed behind, urging troops be sent to rescue them. But Zuri had told them the hard truth. She would not risk any of her team or their last vehicle. Although she hoped the group knew enough to head for the trees as soon as they saw Nationalist troops approach.

The sound of the conflict at the station faded all too soon, and hours later none of those left behind had found their way to the new camp. Their family members begged for someone to return if for no other reason than to identify the dead or missing. As night descended, the refugees spoke in low tones and whispers as a somber mood hung in the air. Almost every campfire had been doused and very few tents glowed with illumination as though everyone feared detection by an enemy on the other side of the forest.

Zuri was too on edge to sleep. This, her first command, may very well be her last. If the base had been destroyed, they were isolated and ill-equipped to protect close to a thousand people. No future deliveries of food and supplies, and the weapons and ammunition at their disposal wouldn’t last one day in serious fighting.

She remembered Val telling her of his stolen stockpile. That might be their one hope. She could arm any civilian who knew how to handle a weapon and teach some of those who didn’t. In her heart, though, she knew it would be a futile effort. Rather than mount a defense, the smarter choice would be to flee into the forest. Trees offered far more cover than tents.

While strolling the camp’s perimeter, Zuri dropped into a crouch at the sound of footsteps. Able to make out faint silhouettes in the dark, moving along the tree line, she drew her sidearm.

Barely audible, a deep voice announced, “Friendlies inbound. Hold your fire.”

Val? Staying low, she moved closer and in the faint glow from tent lanterns could discern the lead figure was tall and broad enough to be him. He dragged a makeshift travois, two long poles with bracing between them and canvas stretched out to form an area to haul supplies and equipment. Two men behind him each pulled one, and a group of people who followed in their wake toted bags and backpacks. On the second travois, a woman sat with two small sleeping children. As Zuri drew up alongside, she recognized some of them who chose to remain behind at the original campsite.

She holstered her sidearm and hurried to the front of the train. “Is this all of them?”

“Yeah,” he said, coming to a halt. “And all their gear. I was watching from up high. When Nationalists were two miles out, I herded this bunch, gear and all, into the trees to wait for darkness.”

Zuri had the urge to say I told you so to every one of them, although by the way they kept their heads down and shunned eye contact, she guessed they knew what she thought of them.

She motioned for the people to come closer. “I’m glad all of you are okay and I say that in all sincerity. I don’t want to wake the entire camp to find your families, but I’ll make sure those of you whose loved ones are already here are reunited with them in the morning. For now, make yourselves as comfortable as possible. I’ll have someone bring some food and water out here for you.”

Several of the men spoke at once to tell her they had all they needed, that their tall savior had supplied them with dried venison, an assortment of fruit, wild carrots, and purified water. When Zuri turned to thank Val for his help, he was gone.
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CHAPTER FIVE 
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Val sat high in a fir tree, eating one of the two food bars he brought. He’d watched the rail station for two days. When they’d occupied the station, Nationalist troops had marched all the civilian employees to waiting vehicles. After that, they’d dumped four bodies in the field of tall grass behind the station . . . those who had resisted or had weapons, he guessed. When the next shipment of Nationalist supplies and arms arrived, he needed to be ready to take what he could before they moved and disseminated the cache. Additional troops had shown up that morning, so he suspected a train was due any time. 

While he preferred to work in darkness, a daylight raid wasn’t impossible. He would stash what he acquired beyond the station perimeter wall and return at night to retrieve it.

Once the train pulled in, he put on his light camo pants, tan t-shirt, and daylight camo paint to blend in with the grasslands surrounding the station and the pale shades within the grounds. He cleared the wall and dropped behind the equipment storage building. Nationalist troops were already offloading the cargo of ordnance, energy cells, and all manner of materials they would need to mount a major offensive. And if they brought it to this area that meant they intended to use it in this area. Not a good sign.

Vehicle after vehicle showed up, was packed, and left heading south throughout the daylight hours. Val had managed
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