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Sam crouched behind a tree as another arrow whizzed over her head. Blood seeped through her jacket where the first had grazed her arm. Adrenaline pounded through her system; the pain and cold were secondary to survival. Although she was sweating, she dared not remove her white snowsuit’s hood; her bright red hair against the snow-covered landscape would serve as a perfect target. 

Tom attempted to cross the clearing below. One moment he was walking; the next, he was falling forward with an arrow protruding from his large rucksack. Sam’s throat tightened, and bile threatened as he fell. Her first instinct was to run to him, but a large arm grabbed her from behind, and a gloved hand covered her mouth before she could scream. Panic set in, taking over any lucid thought. 

She threw her head back, but her attacker was tall, and her head glanced off his shoulder. Quickly bending and reaching through her legs to grab his knee, he dodged her attempt. She tried to yank his fingers apart, grabbed for his ear, nothing worked. As a last resort, she was prepared to pull her .28 out of her boot when her assailant whispered, “You can’t save him if you're dead.”

Sam suddenly stopped fighting and slumped against him. Her heartbeat was painful in her chest, and she put her hand over it as she struggled to slow her breathing. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”

“I didn’t know how else to stop you. You were primed to sprint.” Art let go, and she turned to look at him. “Set off your flare.” 

Sam pulled it out of her pack with shaky hands and discharged it into the sky above the clearing.

“I’m going down to head off the shooters. Cover me and whoever comes to help Tom.”

“I’m afraid, Art. Who are they?”

“You’re strong. It will be okay.” He gave her a fist bump and headed down through the wooded perimeter without answering her question.

Observing his descent, Sam was amazed as always by how lithe and quiet he could be. He was an incredible instructor, the most knowledgeable survivalist she had ever met, and he was built like a bear.

Sam stayed very still, rifle drawn, scanning the clearing and the trail as Art descended. Three figures and a dog approached Tom from the direction of her camp. She recognized Roger, her head ranch hand, and his Australian Shepherd immediately. The snowsuits made recognition more challenging, but Roger had the distinctive gait of a cowboy, and Ben, their chef, was recognizable because of his size. The other person must be one of the campers. 

When the three men reached Tom, they dove into the snow as an arrow flew toward the clearing. Sam lowered her rifle and shot into the woods on her right. Where’s Art? He isn’t shooting arrows. Roger looked up and seemed to look right at her but stayed with Tom. Sam covered them until they had returned to the relative safety of the woods below the clearing. Please let Tom be okay. I can’t lose him now.

After they had gone, she turned her attention to the path Art had taken. She heard the rustle of branches and thought she saw a flash of brown fabric. Birds stilled, and low branches swayed subtly, approaching her position. It wasn’t Art; she wouldn’t have heard him. She ducked again, pulse racing. Throwing a rock to her right and receiving an arrow in return, she shot her rifle in the archer’s direction and sprinted farther uphill. 

Sam’s snowshoes were designed for running, and she practiced with them daily. Her long legs propelled her across the snow with surprising speed. Very familiar with the forest and armed, she could easily outrun her pursuer, who would likely proceed with caution.  Her adrenaline kept her going for a while, as she zigzagged through the trees, but the heavy rucksack she carried, and the deep snow caused her lungs and her legs to burn. Her resting periods became closer and closer together until she was stopping every fifteen minutes, scanning her environment, and listening intently. 

The woods had a life of their own, and she jumped every time she heard a branch crack or bushes rustle. The shooter never appeared. Sam finally reached a small, rocky creek and headed upstream several hundred feet before leaving the creek bed and covering her tracks with a pine branch. By morning there will be no trace.

Sitting behind an outcrop of boulders, Sam drank some water and rested briefly. This was not what she envisioned when she carefully planned the opening week of her survival school. I wonder where Art is. I hope he’s okay. Does he know who the shooter is? The archer had aimed at her before Tom entered the scene. She knew she was the target but had no idea why. Does it have something to do with Art?

Traveling uphill and slightly to the east, Sam searched for the densest tree cover she could find. Settling for a thicket among a circle of ancient pines, she pulled out her entrenchment-tool and began to clear the snow beneath an enormous tree. Although exhausted, her arm throbbing, she knew she would freeze without shelter. 

Once she had cleared a sufficiently capacious area, she pulled out her knife and hunted for smaller saplings she could use for support beams. The muscles in her hands and arms screamed as she slowly cut through the wood. I wish I had a saw. This would be much easier with the proper tools. She stopped numerous times to listen, worried she was making excessive noise, but as the shadows lengthened and the shooter didn’t appear, she concluded that he had either abandoned the chase for the day or gone in the wrong direction. 

Having cut down three saplings and shaved off their boughs, she used their trunks for support beams, lodging them against the side of the large pine tree in a triangular pattern. She tested their strength, then stacked the boughs, overlapping them to make her shelter. She worked hastily, to complete the shelter before dusk. The intense black of night would be daunting without a flashlight. Her mind worked as swiftly as her body, trying to comprehend why someone would want her dead.

Sam sat in her makeshift home and removed her heavy, down jacket and a thermal shirt. She shivered violently as she inspected her left arm. It was bloody and throbbing but only grazed. Carefully wiping the wound, she applied antibiotic ointment and gauze, then wrapped it well. By the time she was done, she was thoroughly chilled and grateful for her torn jacket. Using duct tape to patch the holes, she pondered her next steps. Although tempted to loop back for the extra rucksack her friends had left for her, the sun was setting, and she was already freezing. The distance she covered during the day would take much longer at night, so she opted to pile more boughs in her shelter, eat a protein bar, and settle in for the night.

––––––––
[image: ]


ROGER SAW THE FLARE go up. He headed out with his dog and two other campers to find whoever set it off. When they reached the clearing, he glimpsed a body lying in the snow, off in the distance, a dark outline on a wide expanse of gleaming snow. Roger’s dog, Red, went bounding toward the prone figure, but Roger stopped and scanned the tree line before cautiously signaling for Ben and Scott to follow. As they got closer, Ben said, “Is that Tom?” He was a large man with a booming voice, but his stage whisper gave away his sense of danger. They began moving more urgently, as rapidly as they could in the deep snow. 

When they got to him, Roger said, “Tom?” He released his bated breath as Tom groaned, then said, “Get down.”

They dropped as an arrow whizzed by, then a gunshot rang out. Roger scanned the woods above them and saw someone in white aiming into the woods to their left.

Another shot rang out.

“I think Sam's covering us. Can you move, Tom?”

“Possibly, with some assistance. Something’s wrong with my back.”

“The arrow protruding from your pack appears a likely culprit.”

Tom groaned. “Did it penetrate my back, or is it just jabbing me?”

Roger tried to lift the pack, but Tom stopped him. “Maybe you can just squeeze a sweater or something between me and the backpack, so it doesn't bounce.”

“I think we should pull it out.”

Roger gaped at Scott. What an idiot. You really are high most of the time, aren’t you? “We’ll talk about that back at camp.” They began to rise as another shot rang out. Roger scanned the tree line again. “Let's make a run for it.”

“More like a crawl for it,” Tom moaned.

They weren't moving very quickly, but they made it out of the clearing. “Where’s Sam?” Tom asked through clenched teeth.

“She’s up in the tree line. I left my pack for her; in case she needs it.”

“We have to go back for her.”

“I don’t know what’s going on, but she’s the only reason we were able to get you out of the clearing.”

The distance back to camp was not more than a quarter of a mile, but their journey was painstakingly slow. Tom had to be supported on two sides and still wore his heavy pack. He became slower and weaker as they trudged through the deep snow. Roger’s relief was palpable when he spied the outlines of the hot tents and the smoke rising through the stove pipes. 

When they entered the first tent, Roger carefully raised the heavy pack to see if the arrow had gone through. The tip had penetrated Tom's back but hadn't passed the barbs. A petite young woman with wispy, light brown hair rushed forward with concern. “What happened?” 

Removing his snowsuit, Roger said, “Tom’s been hit with an arrow. Do you have any herbs that can help with pain and fight infection until we can get help?”

“Yes.” Melissa began digging through her bag of herbal remedies. “I have bromelain for pain. White willow bark might work better, but it causes blood thinning, so probably not good in this case.” She rummaged some more. “I can use honey to protect the wound and prevent infection. Sam told me Jack was going to try to make it. He can help if he shows, and maybe his ride can either transport Tom or send for help.”

Roger nodded, then turned his attention back to Tom. “Okay, Tom, we're going to get the arrow out, then let Melissa work her magic.”

Melissa gripped Roger’s shoulder. “Do you have any whiskey?”

Why would she ask me that?

“It might numb the area, so it doesn’t hurt so much.”

“You could give me an internal shot of that too.” Tom chuckled and groaned.

“Internal first. It’s going to hurt when it hits the wound.”

“I might need a shot, too,” Roger said, eyeing the arrow.

Whiskey dispensed, Ben held the pack’s weight while Roger removed the arrow’s tip, then slid the straps off Tom’s shoulders. Ben quickly peeled off Tom’s snowsuit, and Melissa tried to stanch the bleeding before helping him onto the cot.

“You were lucky, Tom. The arrow hit something in your pack that bent it and slowed it down. Otherwise, it would have gone right into your spine.”

“Sam would say God was looking out for me. I hope he's taking care of her too.” He laid down as instructed and grimaced as Melissa patched up his wound the best she could.

“See if you can get comfortable,” she said.

Roger paced with his arms crossed. “Thanks, Melissa. Can you keep an eye on him? Don't let anyone else touch him?”

She tilted her head.

“Someone shot him. Someone else thought we should just pull the arrow out.” He glanced in Scott’s direction. “We need to make sure he's safe. I'll take turns with you through the night.” Roger turned and motioned to Ben, who had been stripping off his snowsuit. “Both of you, keep an eye on the others tomorrow. Try to keep everyone together and make a note if anyone leaves. I'm going to search for Sam and don't want to worry about being shot while I'm out.”

They both nodded and helped Roger fill a backpack with things he might need when he found her. 

“Look after Red for me, Ben.”

“I will. He and I are pals.” Ben ruffled the fur on Red’s head, and Red wagged his tail.

Roger smiled. “He knows a good food source when he sees one.”
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Resting on her bed of boughs in an emergency reflective bag that helped her stay warm, Sam thought about Tom and her friends back at camp. I wonder if Jack made it. Is Tom okay? I wish he was here with me. Are the campers nervous? Where is Art? She thought of Tom. He had finally moved to Santo Milagro a few weeks previously, and they had settled into a comfortable routine at her ranch. Sam frowned. Some honeymoon. We’re both injured, and we aren’t even together. She drifted off toward dawn, picturing Tom’s dancing blue eyes as they were at their Christmas wedding.

When the sun finally began its ascent, Sam opened her eyes and endeavored to organize her snarled thoughts. She couldn't risk any light or smoke, but she was cold and hungry. What do I do now? It would be safest to go back to camp, but what if I led the shooter there? Or got shot on the way? She was hunting through her backpack when she suddenly stilled, heart racing. Someone was hiking up the hill, breathing hard. They weren’t trying to be quiet. Friend or foe? Sam relaxed when they continued past her shelter and veered to the west. How could they have gotten this far up the mountain so early in the morning? Did they camp out as well? She listened intently until convinced that the noisy hiker was well out of range, then pulled out another protein bar and her bottle of water.

After she ate, Sam put her snowshoes on and followed the tracks until they stopped on the trail ahead. It’s best to know who’s around and what they’re up to. Stepping off the path and carefully scanning her environs, she made out a hunting blind in a nearby tree. It was well-camouflaged and bore a marked resemblance to a child’s treehouse, with a long ladder running close to the tree's trunk. Now what? He’ll see my tracks if he leaves the same way, and he’ll find my refuge. Sam stayed there for a few minutes, undecided about the best course of action, but then elected to hike back the same way and follow the hiker’s footprints past her shelter and down the mountainside to the creek. Once she reached the creek, she followed the creek bed to the outcrop where she had exited the day before and looped back to the covert.

Sitting in the shelter's entryway, rummaging through her rucksack for dry socks, Sam stilled. Another person was hiking up the mountain, someone much quieter than the first. She crawled to the edge of the brake and sat on her knees, virtually invisible in her white snowsuit. Her racing heart slowed to a happy thump as she recognized Roger. He plopped his rucksack down and sat on it, looking around.

Sam let out a silent breath of relief. She grinned and immediately wanted to call out to him, but she didn’t want to put him in danger or give away her location. Scanning the woods for signs that he had been followed, she finally tossed a small stone in his direction to get his attention. Once he spied her camouflaged location, she motioned him to enter the thicket from the other side, so he slowly made his way, doing his best to brush away his footprints.

Crawling through the brush, he met her inside and gave her a fierce hug. “Nice work on the shelter,” he whispered.

“Thanks.” She swiped at some moisture around her eyes. “How’s Tom? Is he okay?”

Roger nodded. “He was lucky.”

“What does that mean?” Sam’s eyes widened slightly.

“It means his pack protected him, and his wound isn’t fatal.”

“Isn’t fatal could mean a lot of things.”

Roger shrugged. “It hurts. A lot. But it didn’t do any permanent damage.”

“Is Jack there yet?”

“No. Melissa’s looking after Tom right now.” He eyed her protein bar and her water. “Why don’t you use your Sun Kettle?”

“Good idea. Want some soup? We’ll have to eat it quickly, so we don’t attract the shooter or any critters with the smell.”

“True, but you don’t want to starve.”

“There are two of us, and we can see them coming. I could really use something warm in my tummy. I’ll put water in the other one.” She filled the Sun Kettles, opened their solar wings, and set them in the sun to heat.

They were both whispering, but Sam raised a hand when she heard a branch snap. They sat silently for a few moments, waiting, but no sound followed. Sam let out a small breath. “This is nerve-wracking.”

“Do you have a plan? Do you want to come back to camp with me?”

She looked at him, her employee, her friend. His short, brown hair was mussed from his hood, and he had bags under his eyes. Her heart swelled, and she shook her head, blinking back the tears that threatened. “I don’t want to put anyone else in danger. Art is up here somewhere, trying to help. I think he knows something, but I couldn’t get him to tell me when I saw him yesterday. You didn’t see anyone on your way here?”

“No, but I left very early.”

Sam opened the Sun Kettle and took a sip of soup before handing it to Roger. “Someone hiked by here before you, but they went off to the west. I wondered how they got this far up so early in the morning, and I followed them.

“I saw your tracks, but they were going in the wrong direction. Some people come up here and hunt illegally. They might have a hunting blind or camp nearby.” He handed the thermos back to Sam.

“They do. I found the blind, but I have no idea if that person is the shooter or some random person who just happens to be out here. Will you stay here tonight, and we can leave early tomorrow?”

“That’s probably a good idea, huh. The two sets of footprints might help confuse anyone who’s looking for you. You could head up to the waterfall tomorrow, no?”

Tilting her head, she smiled at his slang and took another drink of soup. “That’s a great idea. I have supplies in the cave, and no one will ever find it unless they know it’s there.”

A hawk flew through the trees and landed on a branch above their heads.

“That’s a Cooper hawk,” Roger said.

Sam looked up and studied it. From above, it would have blue-gray feathers, but looking up, she could see warm reddish bars on its belly and thick, dark bands on its tail.

“They like to sneak up on their prey and surprise them, kind of like cats. When they go for it, they shoot around tree branches like they’re in a death-defying obstacle course.”

“No fear.”

“Well, that’s not entirely true. They’re afraid of owls, eagles, and crows.” Roger smiled.

“Jack could send them packing.” Sam laughed quietly, referring to her cousin’s nickname.

“What happened to your arm?”

Sam looked down at the duct tape holding her bloodied jacket sleeve together. “It’s just a scratch.”

“It bled through your jacket, so it must have been more than a scratch.”

“It was an arrow, but it didn’t penetrate my arm.” She shrugged. “I took care of it.”

“Do you want me to look at it?”

“No, it’s fine. It’s too cold to mess with it right now.”
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THE CAMPERS WERE FIDGETY after breakfast and full of questions, so Ben decided to take them out for a lesson in foraging. “Please stick together and pay attention. Some plants can be poisonous, so it’s important to know which ones you can pick and which ones you can’t.”

David put his hands on his hips. “I don’t know why you all feel the need to treat us like children. Obviously, we know the dangers of picking the wrong plants.” His small stature and belligerent attitude reminded Ben of Napoleon.

“If I assumed everyone knew which plants were poisonous, and someone died because they ate the wrong mushroom or berry, I would be liable, and I would feel terrible. So please let me issue warnings just in case.”

David rolled his eyes. “Whatever, man. I’m pretty sure we’re all adults here.”

Ben felt the familiar pressure in his chest and tried to tell himself to let it go. I probably should have listened to the doctor, but I really wanted to be here. He passed around copies of a popular guidebook and some paper bags. “Why don’t we start with mushrooms. Never put mushrooms in plastic bags. They make the mushrooms sweat. Also, stay below the clearing because it’s illegal to forage for mushrooms on state land.” 

“Yeah, I read that somewhere,” Scott said, nodding.

Ben looked around. “Where are Lisa and Sissy?”

The four remaining campers looked around and shrugged.

“We need to find them before we continue. Let’s fan out but stay within voice range.”

They separated and went almost to the clearing when they found the two women arguing. Lisa shoved Sissy and started to stomp toward the clearing, her sharp blonde bob gleaming in the sun. 

“Eee, she’s a mean one,” Sissy declared from where she landed.

“Lisa!” Ben’s voice boomed. “Please return to the group. We postponed starting to look for you.”

“You are not my babysitter. I can go where I like.”

“It’s not safe at this time, and Roger asked us to stay together. If you are going to leave camp and not follow guidelines, I’ll need you to sign a waiver first. Shall we all return to the tents?”

“Man, why do you always have to be causing trouble?” David crossed his arms over his stocky frame.

“I’ll sign it later. I need some time alone. Keep her away from me.” She pointed at Sissy, who was still sitting in the snow, then left them staring.

“She acts like a total wimp, but she’s strong.”

Everyone looked at Sissy. 

“What happened?” Ben asked.

“I saw her walk off, and I followed her. I told her she should stick with the group, but she argued with me and pushed me down.”

“Thank you for trying to look out for her. Let’s all get back to our lesson and just hope she’s careful.”

They trudged back to their original location, and Ben began again. “I’ve bookmarked some mushrooms that can grow during the winter months: Chaga, Turkey Tail, Witches Butter, Artist’s Conk, and Lion’s Mane are a few. Look around, see if you can spot any. If you do, you can compare them to the pictures in the book, but please don’t eat them. We’ll go through your finds when we get back to camp and discuss them.”

The campers spread out, looking for some of the mushrooms mentioned in their field guides. 

Jorge, a local ranch owner, became extremely excited when he discovered a clump of Chaga. “Ben! This is Chaga, no?”

“Yes, it is.” He looked up at the black clump growing on a birch tree. The inside was a deep golden color. “Do you know how to harvest it?”

“The book says to use an axe and not to take more than a third so it can continue growing.”

“That’s right. It grows very slowly, so if you take too much, it will kill the fungus and the tree. Here’s my axe. See if you can remove some of it.”

Everyone gathered around, and Jorge did an impressive job of harvesting the mushroom.

“I saw a YouTube video about that,” Scott nodded.

“Let’s talk about some other things we can forage during the winter. We do have some competition, and the forest animals need the food more than we do this week, so leave most of what you find for them.”

“We don’t have a lot of snowy forests in Burque, but maybe I could take some samples back to show the students.” Sissy, a schoolteacher, was always interested in lessons that would keep her students engaged. She bounced on her toes whenever she found something of interest.

Ben nodded.

The group walked through the forest together, Ben pointing out dock seeds, a few stray acorns, papery, y-shaped wings containing maple seeds, and goosefoot seeds clinging to tall, rigid stalks. “You will notice in your field guides that most of these require some work before you eat them. The dock seeds need to be toasted and ground into flour. Maple seeds need to be removed from their wings. Goosefoot seeds, or wild quinoa, must be chaffed. But they are all nutritious and can be used to sustain you.”

“Aren’t there things we can just pick and eat?” David asked.

“There are, but remember, we’re competing with squirrels, who started gathering them much earlier in the year. Black walnuts, beechnuts, pine nuts, and acorns are all good, although you still must remove the husk and shell from the walnuts. Crab apples are also a tasty treat if you can find them. Let’s see what else we can find.”

David grew bored and started trying to engage Sissy in conversation, but she tossed her long, black hair and turned her back to him, returning to the task at hand. He wandered off, digging up snow with his boots and rustling trees and bushes.

Noticing the campers’ attention was waning, Ben called them all back. “Let’s return to camp. We can examine the things you found, and I’ll get dinner started.”

“That sounds good,” Scott said.

“You always have something to say, and it never means anything,” David scoffed.

Scott shrugged and pulled a joint out of his pocket.

Hailey linked her arm through Scott’s and glared at David. 

Although very petite, Ben thought her long red hair and ample piercings gave her a fierce look. He ran his fingertips through his small blonde mustache and felt the pressure return to his chest.
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FIVE OF THE SIX CAMPERS returned to the tents with Ben that afternoon. Tom was dozing, Melissa by his cot on her campstool. “Roger’s not back?”

“No,” she said softly. “He’ll be back tomorrow.”

“How do you know?”

She smiled. “I just do.”

“Okay, everyone, take your finds to the table and identify them for Melissa. I’ll have dinner whipped up in no time,” Ben boomed. 

Tom opened his eyes groggily. “What time is it?”

“Camping dinner time,” Ben said.

“Melissa stole my watch.”

“You can’t be watching the clock when you’re in the sick bay.”

“Where’s Roger?”

“He’s with Sam. He’ll be back tomorrow.”

Tom frowned a little, creating small lines across his forehead.

“Don’t worry. It’s not like that. He’s helping her ground herself.”

“What does that mean?”

“Roger is connected to the land. His presence is helping Sam feel more relaxed and confident, so she can do what needs to be done.”

“Where do you come up with these things? Do you just make them up as you go?”

“Maybe.” She smiled sweetly.

Tom smiled, too, and shook his head. “Whether you are making them up or not, they are comforting. I hope you’re right.”

“I am. You’ll see.” She felt his forehead. “Do you think you’re well enough to sit at the table for dinner?”

“I can give it a try.”

“Come and get it,” Ben boomed.

Everyone got in line and then took their food to the table, except for Tom. He sat at the end nearest his cot, and Melissa brought him his dinner. The campers were a little quiet, but complete silence fell when Lisa entered the tent.

“Glad you made it back! Are you hungry?” Ben handed her a plate.

She took it from him and said, “Thank you. I’m sorry about this afternoon.”

Sissy glared at her, but no one made any comments.

“Glad to see you up, man,” David addressed Tom. “You weren’t hurt too badly?”

Tom grimaced. “Yeah, not too bad.”

Melissa noticed he was bleeding again. “We should get you back to bed and redress your wound,” she whispered.

He gave a brief nod and clenched his teeth.
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