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      Family first.

      This is how their families survived through The Great Turning and beyond. Over a hundred and twenty years since the meteor impact that changed the world, and in many ways people haven’t changed, even if the government did. There is still greed, there is still corruption.

      But there is still family.

      And when your family is threatened you will do whatever it takes to protect them—at any cost.

      Even if it means risking your soul in the process.
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      For my growlie, cuddly, snuggle Viking—I love you, Russ. Forever. Sweet dreams, baby. I’ll see you in the Summerland.

      

      For my adopted Iowa family—thank you for welcoming me with open arms. I love you all so much!

      

      Also, to all my patient readers—I truly appreciate your support over especially these last couple of very trying years for all of us. You’ve waited a long time for this book, and I hope it lives up to that wait for you. Thank you.
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      For starters, let me apologize up front for any free-range typos that made it through. I’ve ripped this book apart so many times, I’m certain some have escaped. Grief-brain and long Covid don’t help any, either.

      This is book three in the Great Turning trilogy and opens chronologically twenty-five years after the events of The Great Turning (book one). The meteor strike (also called the Turn or The Great Turning) was approaching its hundred-year anniversary in book one.

      Book two, The Great Turning: Into the Turn, followed the ancestors of the characters in book one, and covered events leading up to and immediately following the Turn.

      I know, I know. But that’s just the way “the voices” told me the stories. Hey, writers are weird ducks, and I’m no exception.

      For the best reading experience, I suggest reading them in order despite book two taking place earlier in time than books one and three.

      
        	The Great Turning

        	The Great Turning: Into the Turn

        	The Great Turning: Future Ages

      

      I’ve been asked if there will be more books set in this world, and while I have ideas for a few stories, I can never predict what “the voices” will dictate to me. I long ago stopped saying there won’t be future books/stories for a given series, because there have been many instances where the voices made an inadvertent liar out of me.

      Meanwhile, you can check out the series page on my website for the latest info, and also sign up for my newsletter while you’re there. I announce all news through that. Thanks!
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CHAPTER ONE


          

          ZOLA

        

      

    

    
      Through the rifle’s scope, Zola Wright glassed the meadow below her where the herd of elk peacefully grazed near Slide Lake. The sweet tang of sun-warmed pines filled the air and tickled her nose as the gentle breeze wafted past her. In her position up on the slope, kneeling behind a small boulder, Zola currently sat downwind from the herd and that gave her the advantage. Despite the pleasantly cool day a trickle of sweat irritatingly worked its way down Zola’s spine from the exertion of hiking in from the road, where they’d left their horses tied to a tree in the shade.

      “What do you think, Mom?”

      “Shh!” Of all their kids Evan, at twenty, looked most like the spitting image of Ted, with his blue eyes and blond hair.

      Unlike his dad, Evan was usually not the best choice to take hunting. Not if he was the only partner you could bring with you.

      Unfortunately, everyone else was tied up with work or chores today. Including their eldest child, Gregory, who was busy working with Ted. Ted woke up in a lot of pain that morning and, despite Zola, Russ, and Gregory trying to talk him into staying home, Ted still insisted on accompanying Greg to work. The twins, Grace and Emmet, were working at the clinic up in Livingston today. Willa was also working today. Russ had too much to do around the compound to take off without first arranging for someone from their close-knit circle to come in and handle essential daily duties in his absence.

      That meant Evan drew the short straw by default today.

      Zola could have waited another day to go hunting except the weather this time of year was unpredictable. It could be warm and sunny one day and damn near a blizzard the next. This spring day was a perfect hunting day, with clear skies and comfortably warm weather, and she didn’t want to waste it. In fact, if it was this nice tomorrow she’d likely venture out again even if she bagged an elk today.

      Evan dropped his voice to a whisper. “Should I keep looking for bears?”

      Zola hoped Evan didn’t hear her resigned sigh. “Yes, Ev. Please keep an eye on our six. Behind us,” she clarified.

      Evan could hunt—all their children could—but he didn’t enjoy it. Not that Zola enjoyed it, either, but she enjoyed starvation even less. If not for the fact that she didn’t like to hunt large game alone, especially when she knew there were bears in the area, she would have left Evan behind today. Not to mention she’d need his help packing out all the meat. She could have brought a pack horse, or one of the mules but, again, hard to butcher an elk and keep an eye out for bears at the same time.

      Zola didn’t bring Evan to do any actual hunting. Whenever Evan hunted and had to make a kill—or helped slaughter a stock animal—he always suffered horrible nightmares later. Zola hated putting him through that as much as she hated putting Russ through it.

      The irony was that, of all five of their children, their youngest son and second youngest child was literally the best shot in the family. Better than her. Even better than Russ who, while enlisted, was the best sniper the New North Americas Army ever had. Evan was a natural as a marksman, meaning Zola, Russ, and Ted were desperate for him to never enlist in the New North Americas Army. Evan was not only good with a firearm—although that was his strongest skill—he also possessed exceptional skills with a bow, a sling, and a slingshot, and was by far the best tracker in the family. Evan’s hand-to-hand and close-combat skills were better than that of his siblings, too, rivaling even Zola’s and Russ’ abilities.

      All of that made Evan a wonderful helper to bring on a tracking hunt, as long as they had someone else they could count on to pick up the slack in terms of standing watch or actually…

      Well, hunting. Hell, if left to his own devices, Evan would end up only eating fish, eggs, produce, and cheese, rather than hunt or slaughter an animal.

      Figured that the child who was the best in all the needed skills also was the worst hunter because he was so soft-hearted. His situational awareness and common sense left a lot to be desired, too.

      If the Nanners ever got wind of Ev’s tactical talents they would no doubt try to entice him to enlist with a hefty signing bonus and would promptly make him a Red.

      All three of them agreed that was the last place they wanted their son. Not only because they knew first-hand how horrible it was being a Red, but also because of all their children Evan was least-suited for military service due to his temperament. He could—probably—kill in self-defense if forced to, or to protect someone else.

      But to be a Red? A sniper, or a trained assassin?

      Evan wouldn’t make it through the NNAA’s basic training regimen much less the harsh, specialized Red training before they completely shattered his gentle spirit. Even if Evan survived basic and made it to Red training, Zola wouldn’t be surprised if he killed himself to get out of it rather than be forced to take lives in that way.

      That was one of many reasons why they forbade all of their children from mentioning anything to anyone who wasn’t considered family about any of their skills, beyond homesteading knowledge and medical training.

      Their tactical skills?

      Those were family secrets. While they’d impressed upon their children why that secrecy was necessary, who knew if that lesson had truly taken hold? Especially when the world their children grew up in was in many ways vastly different than the one Zola, Russ, and Ted had endured at their ages.

      No, Zola figured that between her and Russ they’d more than done their time and given plenty of literal blood and sweat and tears to the Nanners. They didn’t owe those fuckers anything.

      Like hell would Zola willingly let them have any of their children.

      Especially not Evan.

      If only she could send him out on a hunt by himself and not have to worry he’d get himself hurt or killed by an elk or a bear, or suffer nightmares on the back side of it.

      Thus here Zola knelt, carefully glassing the herd while trying to decide on a target. She didn’t want a nursing cow so this could take some time. It was always best if she could pick off an older, lame animal, but so far she hadn’t noticed any appearing worse than the others. It looked like maybe bears or other predators had already thinned the weakest from this particular herd.

      Frak.

      She’d heard reports of plentiful bison down in Mammoth right now, along with a large herd of elk hanging around there. Bison meant needing more people for the hunt because of the work involved in processing a carcass, meaning delaying the hunt.

      Zola wanted to put meat in her freezer today. They had maybe two weeks’ worth of frozen meat left before they’d have to tap their smoked and canned meat reserves.

      All of it bison.

      Frankly, she’d grown sick of bison. Plus they were out of fish, and it was far too early in the year to butcher a hog or a steer. They also didn’t want to kill any chickens or turkeys because they needed their egg-layers, and they were trying to hatch new batches of spring chicks.

      Today Zola had opted to gamble on closer game, detoured them from their trek to Mammoth to see if they could locate deer or elk at this lake, and she’d hit pay-dirt.

      “Mom—”

      “Shh!” She shot a quick glare back at Evan. When he pointed up the slope behind them, Zola looked and spotted Willa, their youngest, slowly and deliberately picking her way through the trees toward them.

      Doing so silently.

      Meanwhile, the undisturbed elk peacefully grazed below them.

      Considering that Willa didn’t appear to be in a hurry or act agitated, Zola opted to sit there and wait for her to join them.

      At least Zola didn’t have to tell her daughter to keep it down. Her whisper was barely audible.

      “Got done early and remembered you said you were heading to Mammoth. Saw the horses at the road.” She settled next to Zola and scanned the herd. “Pick one yet?”

      “Trying.” Zola poked Evan in the shoulder and motioned for him to resume watching behind them. When Evan turned away from them, Zola spotted her youngest child’s playful, knowing smirk. Zola poked Willa in the shoulder and gave her a quick head shake.

      Evan knew he wasn’t the first or best choice as a hunting partner. No reason to rub it in. He wasn’t deliberately bad at it, either. His kind heart and infinite patience made him a wonderful human being and an exceptional teacher. His students and their parents absolutely adored him.

      Pretty much everyone adored him.

      But being a part-time teacher didn’t pay enough to fill their freezers with store-bought meat.

      After another fifteen minutes of observing the herd, Zola finally decided on what looked like an older cow, and one which Zola hadn’t seen nursing a calf. It hung around the perimeter of the herd, grazing and frequently looking up and away from them, focused upwind on whatever scents were being carried to it from the far end of the small valley.

      Zola tucked in earplugs and waited while Evan and Willa did likewise before carefully sighting the animal through her scope.

      The rifle’s crack shattered the serenity of the day and sent the herd bolting across the meadow and around the lake while the cow that had been her intended target dropped where it stood.

      They removed their ear plugs. “Ev, please bring the horses,” Zola said as she stood and grabbed her pack.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And watch for bears,” she warned.

      “I will.”

      Willa shouldered her own pack and followed Zola down the slope to the meadow.

      “That’s a nice one, Mom,” she noted when they walked up to it.

      “Yeah. That’ll easily feed us for a couple of weeks.” Zola set down her pack and gear, looked around to check for bears, then rolled up her sleeves. Before starting, she rested a hand on the elk’s head.

      “Thanks for feeding us,” she quietly said to the animal, something she’d learned from her parents and which they’d taught their children to do, to appreciate the sacrifice and acknowledge where their food came from. Willa also reached out and petted it, giving thanks, too.

      Then Zola drew her knife and bled the elk. “Keep watch until your brother returns, honey. Then you can help me with this.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Willa dropped her pack, unshoulderered her rifle, and stood there on high alert, her keen gaze scanning the outer perimeter of the meadow.

      Eighteen now, Willa was training to be a blacksmith and working with family friend Carl Lingefeldt. She took a lot after Russ in both personality and appearance and had inherited his hazel eyes and black hair. She kept her hair trimmed short, never longer than her shoulders, so it didn’t get in her way in the shop. It always made her look a little younger. From a distance it was easy to mistake her for a boy with her slim, willowy build. Today she wore a red bandana on her head, keeping her hair pinned back out of the way.

      “How’d you get done so early today?” Zola asked.

      Willa snorted. “At lunch Uncle Carl asked where you and Evan were. I told him you had to bring Evan hunting today.” She wore a playful smirk. “He told me to come help you.”

      Zola chuckled. “Please don’t tell your brother that.”

      Willa rolled her eyes. “I won’t, Mom. Sheesh.” Evan’s siblings were good in that way. They appreciated their brother’s kind heart and sweet nature and did their best to form ranks around him and protect him, in their own way.

      Zola was already processing the carcass by the time Evan returned with their three horses. That allowed Willa to set down her gun, roll up her sleeves, and get busy helping Zola butcher the elk while Evan stood watch. Zola was fifty-one and still considered herself in decent shape but she’d never turn down help processing a large kill.

      Their little region of the country was special, something Zola never took for granted. She’d traveled all over the country while serving her seven years of conscription in the NNAA twenty-five-plus years ago. Other than in her family’s homestead in the Carolina Territories, Zola had never felt at home anywhere other than here, in the shadow of Yellowstone.

      Yes, partly due to Russ and Ted, but Zola fell in love with the land, not just her men.

      Living in Gardiner, on the northern boundary of the original national park, provided them with year-round access to plentiful food as long as they were willing to hunt or fish. After the Nanners rebuilt the rail line just to the north of them, running through Livingston on its way from the Seattle Stronghold and all the way east to Minneapolis and Milwaukee, it meant they also had access to food and goods in all but the worst of winter storms without the aggravations living near a larger urban center brought with it.

      Fortunately, by the time their children were of eligible age the NNA had already dropped the mandatory military conscription requirement. But the Nanners were always willing to pay hefty signing bonuses to people with exceptional skills they coveted.

      Skills like those their children possessed, and especially Evan. Which was why Zola and her men took great pains to make sure their children had other skills to make a living, so they wouldn’t be tempted to accept attractive Nanner signing bonuses.

      Gregory, their eldest at twenty-three, was now a certified sol-ec tech. Twins Grace and Emmet, twenty-one, were medics who’d passed their nursing qualification exams and were now working toward physician’s assistant certifications. They alternated shifts between the large clinic up in Livingston and the new, smaller one in Gardiner, which wasn’t open full-time yet. Eventually they hoped to work full-time in Gardiner, because the area’s population was increasing at a steady rate. Willa’s natural talents with blacksmithing and other mechanical skills meant she’d never have to worry about earning a living.

      And then there was Evan.

      Their youngest son was brilliant when it came to book smarts, and personable, which was why in Gardiner he was the most popular teacher among all the kids of any age. He also worked hard alongside Russ, helping with their greenhouse and taking care of their homestead’s compound. Evan proved amazing and creative at making things, like formulating new soaps and tinctures. He knew basic sol-ec skills, some mechanics, even a little carpentry and blacksmithing. And he was their family’s best fisherman, able to catch a dozen fish when the rest of them couldn’t land a single nibble.

      But he also possessed the gentlest heart and had inherited Ted’s clumsiness. Which made the irony that he was their family’s best warrior even more striking.
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        * * *

      

      With Willa’s help it took Zola less than an hour to process the elk, pack what they could salvage from the carcass in game bags, and securely strap the load onto their horses. It was still early afternoon when they mounted and rode back to town, which would give the kids plenty of time to prep the meat: bone it, hang it, and process the rest of the carcass and guts that they brought home. They’d boil down bones, tan the hide—nothing would go to waste. What little was left over would be ground up and added to the hog food.

      Russ walked out of the barn to greet them when Evan opened the back gate so Zola and Willa could ride in. On Russ’ heels trotted Oink, their three-year-old tri-colored border collie mix. If Zola had to go hunting alone she would have brought the dog with her to act as a bear watcher, but that wasn’t her preference.

      “Hey, Pop,” Willa said as she swung off her horse. “Hope you’re hungry.” Oink danced around Willa’s feet until she petted him, then he moved on to Evan.

      “I assume you bagged something?” Russ took the reins of their horses. “Sorry I couldn’t go with you today.”

      “It’s okay.” Zola kissed Russ after dismounting, then gave Oink his pets. “Got a nice elk cow.” She looked at the kids. “I’ll take care of the horses. You two take care of the elk. And Evan, please put an elk roast into the oven first, so it has plenty of time to cook.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” They headed in to do it, Oink on their heels and his tail happily wagging in the air as he followed.

      Evan was their best cook, which was another reason the siblings never minded letting him slide on hunting duties. He wasn’t only good at cooking, he enjoyed it. He was also an excellent baker and made cookies and other treats for everyone around the holidays and on people’s birthdays, or for other special occasions.

      “Mmm,” Russ said. “Elk roast. And here I was all pleased with myself I harvested enough collards and potatoes for a huge pot of soup for dinner.”

      “Mmm, collards.” Zola smiled. “We haven’t had those in a while.”

      “Hope you like them.” Russ grinned. “First batch of the season. We’ll be eating them for the next couple of months because I’ve got a bunch more coming in. I’ll let a quarter of them bolt and start the process all over again.”

      “I was getting a little tired of kale and spinach,” Zola admitted.

      Over the last two years, when Russ tried growing collards the crop failed from some sort of wilt. But last winter he’d swapped seeds with a homesteader who’d moved to Livingston from Texas, received a packet of collard seeds as part of the trade, and this batch had thrived in their greenhouse.

      Russ was happiest taking care of their homestead, especially the gardening, but he was usually subjected to nightmares for a couple of days after if he hunted. It wasn’t worth it to Zola, or to Ted, to put him through that. After Zola and Russ left the Nanners it’d taken over a year for the worst of Russ’ nightmares to subside. Zola occasionally experienced them but all it took was waking up safely snuggled in bed between Russ and Ted for her to drop back to sleep again. Hunting rarely gave her nightmares, meaning she was their self-appointed lead hunter.

      After being forced to travel the country as a Red, Russ was more than happy to stay home and tend to their garden, their animals, their homestead, and their children, when they were little. He still babysat for their friends in Gardiner when they needed an extra hand because he loved kids and was great with them. Sometimes Russ helped Carl in his shop, or helped Karen at the store, or rode with Ted when he needed assistance. But with Gregory now fully licensed Russ could remain at the homestead full-time.

      The two kids quickly unloaded the elk and Russ led the horses into the barn to help Zola untack and groom them.

      He glanced toward the house before a smile broke through the four-day scruff shadowing his cheeks. “Want to go fool around in the loft?” His hazel gaze crinkled at the outer edges, his smile erasing a few of his fifty-five years while the indelible lines etched around his eyes reminded Zola of the decades of love they’d already shared.

      She laughed and bumped him with her hip. “You’re lucky I can’t get pregnant now.”

      “Why do you think I saved you some energy, baby?” He pulled her in for a kiss.

      Five kids were Zola’s limit. Willa was an oopsie because they had unprotected sex too soon after Zola’s three-year was put in following Evan’s birth. But last month their family doctor had finally declared Zola was in menopause. It’d been nearly two years since Zola’s last period and Dr. Taylor sent her to Bozeman for tests to confirm it was nature taking its course and nothing ominous they needed to worry about.

      Zola tried to step away from Russ. “We can’t horse around with horses to take care of, goofball.” Still, she let him pull her in for one final kiss. “Later, after dinner and a bath. Besides, I smell like horse and elk guts right now.”

      Russ let out a melodramatic sigh. “I wondered what that delicious aroma was.” He laughed as she playfully swatted his arm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          TED

        

      

    

    
      Ted held up a fist. “Hold it right there, Greg. Just like that.”

      While his son braced himself to keep pressure on the metal pipe doing double duty as a lever they were using to pry the generator body up and move the shaft out of the way, Ted reached into the housing and removed the old bearing. Then he wiped down and inspected the outer races in the housing for any damage, added grease to the new bearing, and installed it. Sure, using a lever could be a little sketchy without a chain fall for backup but it saved them time this way not having to rig and wench it out of place, which would also mean removing other parts from the genny.

      Work smart, not hard.

      “Looks good.” Ted made one final check before he leaned out of the way. “Ease it back into position. Slowly.”

      Greg did, and the shaft easily slid into place in the housing.

      “All right. Bolt it back together and let’s try it out.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Ted held out a hand for Gregory to help him to his feet.

      I’m getting too old for this shit.

      Thank god Gregory now had his full sol-ec certification. Ted knew fifty-four wasn’t exactly ancient, but his leg was killing him today. He wouldn’t have been able to drive to the job site, unload all his tools, and then perform this job by himself. Not without it probably taking him two days. Hell, when they arrived earlier, even with Gregory’s help he’d barely been able to limp from his old Jeep into the generator house despite using his cane.

      “Dad, will you please sit down,” Greg chastised. “I’ve got this.”

      “Yeah, I won’t argue with you.” Ted eased himself onto a wooden crate Gregory had brought in from the Jeep. It usually held tools and parts but also made a great stool.

      “Wow.” Greg wore a smart-assed grin. “I need to note this day on the calendar.”

      “What?”

      “Dad admitted I’m right about something.” His grin widened. Like that, Greg looked so much like Russ it made Ted’s heart squeeze. At twenty-three their eldest child had Zola’s brown hair and Russ’s hazel eyes and build, and he looked so much like the man Ted had first met all those years ago.

      Ted flipped him a bird. “Smart-ass. Finish that so we can go home.”

      “I don’t even know why you came with me today. I’ve done these before.”

      “Trying to put your old man out to pasture?”

      “Not yet.” Greg fitted the first bolt into the housing. “But seriously, Dad. I wish you’d stay home when your pain’s this bad. You’re a workaholic.”

      This was true but Ted wasn’t quite ready to hang up his tools yet.

      Meaning he decided to divert the topic. “Think Mom bagged an elk today?”

      “I hope so.” Greg turned back to the generator housing. “Never thought I’d say this but I’m sick of bison.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      Ted shut up and watched Greg work without further interruptions. Greg had really come into his own as a sol-ec tech. It was sometimes difficult for Ted remember that he’d been Greg’s age and a fully certified sol-ec tech for six months when he first met Russ.

      When Ted looked back on their lives together it was also difficult to believe twenty-five years had passed since he and Russ met Zola. Back then, he’d been thirty, Russ thirty-one, and Zola only twenty-seven.

      How could we have felt like such adults back then, and here our kids are just…kids?

      Ted and Russ were together for seven years when they met Zola, although for the last five of those years Russ was away serving his conscription in the NNAA. And that’s where Russ met Zola, when their conscriptions ended at nearly the same time.

      The world had changed a lot over the past two and a half decades. Almost a hundred and twenty-five years since The Great Turning, and scattered regions of the North American continent had recovered quite a bit from the effects of the meteor strike in Asia, even if not to a level matching pre-Turn norms. Bozeman now had a new power plant which usually kept the lights on for a majority of the area, including their own homestead, since Gardiner was located on a main line. But Ted’s and Greg’s skills were needed more now than ever as the region’s population grew and more people started homesteads in their area.

      Ten years ago the Nanners also installed a radio repeater network in their region. No phones in their part of the country yet, not even over in Bozeman, but now there were few places in their territory where you couldn’t reach someone, whether for help or just to check the weather, via the average radio set. It also meant easier communications with transport companies in Rapid City, where a majority of their shipments from the east and south arrived before making their way west to them.

      That was another task Ted needed to take care of in the morning. Overdue parts currently held up several larger jobs on their books. They should have received a shipment in Livingston late yesterday afternoon, but Karen hadn’t heard anything by the time she closed her store for the day.

      Hopefully she would receive word it arrived today, or at least a timeframe when they could expect their shipments.

      Then again, in recent years the regular twice-weekly train shipments had completely spoiled Ted. Until about five years ago they only received once-a-week deliveries, which seemed instantaneous when compared to the two-to-four-week shipping times—or longer—he waited for parts and supplies twenty-plus years ago.

      There was a new sol-ec supplier in St. Louis who normally sent items up the river on barges, then west by rail or overland truck caravans. Larger crates sometimes had to wait for rail shipment, like hydro genny assemblies, or full boiler kits. Unless there was room for them on an overland truck large enough to haul it, but that increased the shipping charges over using train freight.

      Once Greg finished buttoning up the genny he helped Ted to his feet and they test-started it.

      It hummed to life, all gauges green.

      Ted high-fived his son. “Good job. That’ll make Cayle happy. Let’s pack up and head home. I’m worn out.”

      “Again, you didn’t have to come today.”

      “Who would have sat here and harassed you while you worked, huh? Gotta make sure you can still do your job while distracted.” He grinned while Greg rolled his eyes.

      “You’ve done these before by yourself. You’ve seen me do them by myself.”

      Ted shrugged. “Humor your old man, huh? Besides, it goes a little faster with two people, right? Not having to rig and winch it up all alone.”

      “Oh, gee, it might take me another whole thirty minutes.” Greg definitely inherited Zola’s snark. “Not worth having you in pain over this.”

      Lately, Zola and Russ frequently “suggested” to Ted that he should retire. It wasn’t like they couldn’t afford it. Russ and Zola drew pensions from the Nanners, and Ted had hit the government disability pension stage himself, if he wanted to file for it. Plus the kids worked, all of them contributing monetarily while also helping maintain and expand their compound.

      They’d be more than fine if Ted retired.

      Despite that…he didn’t know why he couldn’t bring himself to give up working quite yet.

      Greg looked concerned. “You all right?”

      Ted sighed. “I’m hurting and feeling my age. Maybe I will stay home tomorrow, if you think you can get by without me.” He smiled. “Or would you feel better if the old man came along and held your hand?”

      Greg shot him a bird, making Ted laugh. “I think I can manage just fine, Dad.”

      While Gregory loaded their tools Ted wrote up the invoice and totaled the bill while chatting with the homesteader.

      Most of the larger homesteads who were regular customers paid Ted on account once a month, especially this early in the spring, long before they’d shipped livestock to market. The old customers who Ted knew wouldn’t stiff him, that was. The people he’d grown up with and who had solid payment records.

      Newer customers had to pay immediately upon completion, or partial in advance, especially if he had to order parts. But Ted had worked on Cayle’s equipment for his entire career as a sol-ec tech and knew the sheep rancher would no sooner stiff him than it’d start raining chocolate candy.

      After Ted gave him the total, Cayle Smith pulled flats out of a small, leather crossbody satchel under his jacket. “I can pay it in full today.”

      “That’s a nice surprise. You finally kill off your brother-in-law?” he teased.

      Cayle snorted. “Ha! I wish. Unexpectedly sold two dozen lambs and three rams this week. Full value, too, without having to feed them out. And delivery charges.”

      “Oh? Congratulations. Who to?”

      Cayle counted flats and smaller coins into Ted’s hand. “New guy claimed a homestead outside of Big Timber. Large one. He already had three dozen lambs and two rams not from my stock line.”

      Ted hadn’t heard about that. “New homestead, huh?”

      “Yeah. Five hundred acres of converted government land. Starting from scratch. I guess he cashed in a Nanner voucher. I told him about you, by the way. Gave him your info. He’s living out of a camper right now but he’s planning on building a house after he gets his large barn built and the pasture boundaries fenced in. Guess he plans on building a stick house, not just sodding it, so I’m assuming he’s got money.”

      “Thanks for the referral.” Ted slipped the payment into a cargo pocket in his trousers and zipped it shut before marking the invoice paid and handing Cayle a copy.

      “Hey, you keep us up and running and we appreciate it. Why give up business to those idjits out of Billings?”

      Ted smiled. “You mean my cousin Ben’s son? You still holding a grudge against them?”

      Cayle’s smile widened. “Of course. You know me.”

      Ted shook his head. “It’s been five years. And it was Christmas Eve. You weren’t a critical repair.” When Cayle had called, Karen told him Ted was out on a critical call and unavailable.

      Which wasn’t the truth. Ted had been at home, bundled up on their couch with his leg hurting like a bastard, but Ted loved Karen for her protectiveness.

      “Yeah and my wife still won’t let me hear the end of how she had to spend a week boiling bath and wash water on the wood stove.” Cayle snorted. “Not like we didn’t grow up doing that.”

      “You’re just mad she made you spend money to upgrade your system so you wouldn’t have that problem again, you ole cheapskate.” Ted clapped him on the shoulder. “But thank you for your loyalty. It’s greatly appreciated.”

      Cayle’s homestead sat north and east of Gardiner, past Jardine. It wasn’t far as the crow flew but driving there could be problematic, especially if rockslides or snow blocked the road. Today it’d taken them nearly an hour to navigate less than ten miles. Cayle’s homestead had a large hydro, solar panels, a couple of wind turbines, plus a boiler system which could also be used as their hot water system for their house. Situated far from the main feeder line, the Bozeman power company probably wouldn’t run a line to Cayle’s place in the rancher’s lifetime, if ever. Not unless he paid them to, and it was doubtful he would do that.

      Ted knew the main reason Gardiner was awarded a power line at all was that Sam Telrod, who retired less than two years ago, used to be the CO at the NNAA Bozeman barracks. Ten years ago, when the power company started building a line out to Livingston from Bozeman, Telrod ordered the NNAA Engineering Corps crew he commanded to work with the power company and extend the line down to Gardiner.

      When Telrod retired he moved to his own homestead just outside Gardiner. Which was close enough to the main line to be hooked to it. Considering all the good Sam had done in the area during his time as the barracks commander, and that he was a local from a local family, no one begrudged it.

      “Wonder how he earned that voucher?” Ted mused. “The new homesteader. That’s a lot of land to get with a voucher.” Most vouchers only covered up to twenty-five acres, or offered interest-free, long-term government subsidies or loans to purchase larger plots of land for agricultural use.

      Cayle shrugged. “I asked. He didn’t seem too keen to talk about it, so I let it drop. Suspect he’s a former lifer. Maybe even a Red.”

      “Ah. Older guy?”

      “See, that’s the thing, I think he’s not that old. Not sure how old. Definitely older than your kids but younger than you, I’m thinking. Maybe in his early forties? Could be younger, if being a Red was hard on him. If he was a Red. Maybe he wasn’t. Some people age rougher than others, you know. Like my brother’s brother-in-law, and—”

      “How long’s he been here, did he say?” Cayle would ramble forever if Ted let him.

      “Don’t know exactly. From the context I guess at least a couple of months. Long enough to put in a well, set the camper, fence a small pasture, and put up a starter barn, all that. Basic set-up.”

      “Married? Kids?”

      “I…don’t really know. I think I asked him that, maybe? But maybe I didn’t.” He laughed. “You know how I sometimes get distracted. Didn’t see anyone else around.”

      Any retired Reds settling in the area touched base with Karen at the store in Gardiner to let Russ and Zola know about their presence. Professional courtesy. The region had become one of the most popular retirement areas for Reds who didn’t already have ties elsewhere.

      Mainly because Russ and Zola prematurely ended the career—and life—of one Colonel Immanuel Craige out of the Houston barracks.

      Craige had fragged Reds under his command who didn’t re-opt for conscription before he was ready to let them leave. He had aggressively targeted Russ and Zola at the end of their conscription periods.

      It was the last mistake the man ever made.

      Russ and Zola stumbled across the fact that Craige had been taking kickbacks from a thug group running a black-market operation. He’d protected them, and Fundie groups, while making it look like his Red operations were vital to national security, instead of eliminating the threats altogether.

      Because of all the Reds who’d retired in and around Gardiner and Livingston, their region was now one of the safest in the country. When Sam Telrod still commanded the Bozeman barracks he made a point of informing retired Reds new to the area that they should go pay their respects to Zola and Russ. If not him, the NNA agents at any of the local offices would tell newcomers.

      It was an unwritten code, just to make sure things stayed friendly.

      And so everyone knew who they could count on in case those particular skillsets were ever needed to preserve peace and safety in their region.

      “Huh. What’s his name? In case he contacts me.”

      “Wesley…” Cayle thought about it. “James? Jones? It’s a J-name. Johnson? That’s it—Johnson.”

      Ted made a mental note. Maybe it was him being habitually wary of newcomers, but he’d long ago learned to listen to that tingle at the base of his spine when it decided to pipe up and make itself known. It’d kept him alive on more than one occasion.

      It’d helped him frag two Reds who’d been trying to kill Russ and Zola, back during that bullshit with Colonel Craige.

      Ted nodded. “Wesley Johnson. Thanks. I’ll let Karen know in case he calls to schedule a job.”

      “Who’s scheduling what?” Greg asked as he walked up.

      “Nothing yet,” Ted said. “New homestead near Big Timber. Let’s go home, kid.” He tossed Greg the keys to the Jeep.

      With his leg singing a painful tune today Ted was happy to let Greg drive. Working a clutch would be an extra level of agony he didn’t want to deal with. Along the way, Ted tried to let his thoughts of the new homesteader slide out of his brain. It wasn’t unusual for new homesteaders to move into their area. With their region now regularly served by the railway it meant it was easier to get supplies into the area and transport stock and harvests out to markets. Not a shocker.

      Still, Ted never forgot lessons hard-learned, especially ones he’d paid for with his body and blood. Which meant unless a newcomer was vouched for by someone he’d known well for years, he didn’t trust them.

      Not at all.

      Not until they’d proven themselves and their intentions.

      Ted stared out the open passenger window. It was a gorgeous spring day, perfect weather, the kind of beautiful day that reminded him how grateful he felt to live in the shadow of Yellowstone. As they crested a rise Ted spotted a small tendril of smoke far to the distant southeast, the upper-level winds carrying the plume eastward. By Ted’s best guess the fire was safely outside Yellowstone’s park boundaries, probably south and west of Cody. Nothing they’d have to worry about in Gardiner. And its narrow plume looked more like a contained fire, not a wildfire that could spread with abandon.

      “What are you thinking so hard about, Dad?” Greg asked.

      “Nothing really.”

      “That’s not a ‘nothing really’ face. Come on. What gives?”

      “Just your old man being paranoid. Cayle paid his bill in full today. Sold a bunch of stock for full price to a new homesteader. Five hundred acres on a Nanner voucher.”

      Greg scowled. “Don’t get many of those around here now. Especially not that large a chunk of land.”

      “Exactly.” In the years immediately following The Great Turning, many properties were abandoned when the owners died. Any such lands were taken over by the New North Americas government, absorbed into nearby federally owned property.

      After the NNA lifted the mandatory NNAA conscription requirement, one of the signing bonuses the Nanners offered for a period of time to entice people to enlist or retain them after their original conscription ended was a homestead voucher to claim some of those lands at the end of their service. How much land depended on the length and type of service. Reds automatically received double, because of their duties and the increased risk. More than double for especially hazardous duty.

      Except the NNAA hadn’t offered those particular vouchers to new enlistees for ten years or so.

      Meaning someone in possession of one had likely served for a while.

      “How big a spread, again?” Greg asked.

      “Five hundred acres.”

      Greg let out a low whistle. “Likely means he was in at least two decades. And probably a Red, to claim a voucher that large.”

      “Yeah. That’s what I was thinking.”

      “Why are you worried?”

      “Not saying I am.” Ted realized the weird little tingle at the base of his spine wasn’t going away.

      Wasn’t getting worse, though. Just…existing there, an uncomfortable reminder of his state of mind.

      Greg glanced at him. “Dad. Seriously? This isn’t you being not worried about something.”

      “I’m sure it’s nothing. Just that he hasn’t paid his respects to Mom and Pop or stopped by and talked to Karen. We don’t even know he was a Red. Maybe he wasn’t.”

      “Uh, Mom and Pop have been out far longer than they were in. If the guy’s even a Red, is it possible he doesn’t know that’s the unwritten rule around here? Especially without Telrod in charge of Bozeman anymore?”

      “Sure it is. Which is why I’m not worried.”

      Greg left the silence unbroken for another ten minutes before speaking again. “I’m just sayin’, you don’t do ‘not worried’ very well.”

      Ted sighed. “I know. Don’t say anything to the others, huh? I’ll tell Mom and Pop and let them and Aunt Karen look into the guy’s bona fides.”

      “Sure. It’s probably nothing, though.”

      “I know.”

      “You like to worry about nothing.”

      “I know that, too.”

      Greg grinned. “Wow, is that you telling me I’m right a second time in one day? That is a record.”

      Ted snorted. “Shut up and drive, kid.”
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      Together, Russ and Zola untacked and groomed the horses before cleaning and stowing the gear. Then Zola helped Russ with the afternoon mucking. He felt guilty he’d had too much to do around the compound today to go hunting with her.

      “Do you think we’ll convince Ted to stay home tomorrow?” Russ asked as they finished mucking out the last small paddock, where their two milk cows resided when not grazing.

      “I don’t know. Knowing him, probably not. I thought for sure Greg would talk him into staying home this morning.”

      “He was really hurting,” Russ said.

      “I know. I saw.”

      “No, I mean really hurting.” He reached out and touched her shoulder so she’d look at him. “We need to have ‘the talk’ with him. Put our feet down. Gang up on him.”

      She sucked wind through her teeth. “Make him retire?”

      “Exactly. He damn well knows he could file for a disability pension.”

      “He won’t like that. He enjoys working.”

      “He’s being stubborn. Greg said Ted slows him down. That he’s trying not to hurt Ted’s feelings, but he would finish most of their jobs faster if he didn’t have to keep an eye on Ted at the same time and worry about him hurting himself. Greg’s long past the apprentice phase. Our regional sol-ec contract is secure with him.”

      “Ted the Magnificent doesn’t like it when we get pushy.”

      He smiled at Zola’s old nickname for their guy. “There are days he can barely get out of bed. I say we go for the jugular and break out the big guns.”

      “Puppy-dog eyes and blowjobs?” She smiled.

      “Frak yeah, puppy-dog eyes and blowjobs.” He pulled her into his arms. “It always works on me.”

      “You aren’t a stubbornly independent sol-ec tech. You, my dear Pop, are a very reasonable man who’s an adorable homebody.”

      “So we’re agreed? We put our feet down?”

      Russ waited Zola out while she considered it. When she finally replied all humor had fled her tone.

      “I think we have to if we want him to have any quality of life as he gets older. We’re still young enough to do things together. Now that the kids are adults and we can leave them alone I’d like the three of us to take a trip to the Carolinas. Mom and Dad aren’t getting any younger. Once summer ends we won’t be able to go and not risk getting stranded somewhere by the weather. Ted won’t be able to ride a horse in winter, either. He can barely ride now on a good day. You’re only a year older than him but it’s like you’re ten years younger.”

      “To be fair he can ride,” Russ said. “It’s getting up on the darn thing without help he can’t easily do anymore.”

      “Or walk the next day.” Zola cocked her head at him and he found the gesture so adorable that she almost distracted him from his original thought. “You know what I mean.”

      “I know,” he said. “How about we do it tonight? No reason to delay if we want to plan a trip east.”

      “Okay.” She brushed a kiss across his lips. “Tonight.” She poked him in the chest before stepping out of his embrace. “Do not chicken out and leave me holding the bag. No good-cop, bad-cop shit.” She grabbed the pitchfork and shovel she’d left leaning against the barn. “I’ll handle the puppy-dog eyes. You handle the blowjob.” She walked away.

      “Don’t threaten me with a good time, young lady,” he called after her, prompting her to cast a playful smile over her shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      Zola and Russ had both bathed and were putting the finishing touches on supper when Ted and Greg returned, parked Ted’s ancient Jeep Cherokee in the garage, and locked up behind them. They were the last ones to arrive home and Russ let out a silent sigh of relief. He always relished the times when their entire family was gathered under the same roof and safely buttoned up inside their compound. Even Grace and Emmet were home tonight.

      It didn’t happen as often as Russ would like and those times were growing more infrequent. The twins each spent anywhere from one to three nights a week up at the clinic in Livingston, taking turns working the night shift and sleeping in quarters there. And Emmet increasingly spent nights at Kyle’s when he wasn’t in Livingston.

      “Kyle isn’t joining us tonight?” Russ asked Emmet.

      Kyle was one of Bob and Karen’s sons and apparently their son’s long-term boyfriend.

      “No, he went to Bozeman to pick up supplies for Uncle Carl. He won’t be back until late. I might go over to his place later and spend the night. Either way, I’m heading out early in the morning. I have day shift tomorrow at the Livingston clinic.”

      At thirty-one Kyle was ten years older than Emmet but the boys had been close all their lives. It didn’t surprise any of them that Emmet and Kyle were in a relationship now.

      Emmet had met a Denver girl while he and Grace attended medical school there. He briefly dated her only to break up with her when she haughtily informed him she’d never live in a “backwater town.” That if Emmet was serious about her, he would get used to living in Denver because she was never leaving the city.

      Upon his return, Emmet told them he’d rather settle down with a man who was happy to live in their territory, close to home and family, rather than hook up with some woman who didn’t get why family was so important to him.

      Kyle had built a small cabin next to Karen and Bob’s place, only steps away. Just one large room, including a small kitchen and an attached bathroom, nestled inside the security of the stockade fence. It wasn’t unusual for Emmet and Kyle to spend several nights a week together when Emmet wasn’t up in Livingston working an overnight shift at the clinic. Kyle’s cabin was homey.

      Cozy.

      Safe.

      Frankly, Russ would be perfectly happy if all their kids did likewise and settled close to them here in Gardiner, or at least didn’t venture much farther than Livingston.

      Russ didn’t understand how people could want to live on vast homesteads with miles of empty land surrounding them and no close family or neighbors to count on.

      Especially not after what he’d survived as a teen, the murderous thug attack on his family. Only after he met Ted and fell in love with him did his heart finally start healing. Unfortunately, Russ’ time as a Red nearly destroyed his trust in people beyond redemption as he witnessed the worst of human nature.

      That’s when he met Zola. If only he’d met her early during his conscription he might have had an easier time of it, not being alone while far away from Ted.

      Russ loved visiting Zola’s family’s homestead in the Carolinas because the Smoky Mountains felt gentler, more forgiving than the land out here. The large co-op homestead her family lived on, along with a couple of other families who were extended relatives, was safe. Help lay only a few minutes away if you needed it. Everyone pitched in to make a living. It felt cozy there. Tamed.

      Not like the land actively wanted to kill you, the way it sometimes felt out here.

      If it hadn’t been for Ted’s NNA sol-ec contract, and the secure roots he and Ted already had here in Gardiner, Russ would have been tempted to ask Ted to move to the Carolinas with Zola after she agreed to make things permanent with them. Back then, Russ didn’t think it was fair to ask Ted to walk away from his home and friends. Especially when Zola was happy settling here with them, making the point moot.

      Ted had grown up in Gardiner, in this very house. Ted had also grown up with Karen and Bob, and Carl and Moira. Others in town, too. They were all Ted’s adopted family. When Russ met and partnered with Ted, they’d immediately accepted Russ as adopted family, too.

      For the first time since his own family was brutally murdered it had felt like he had a true family again.

      The house the three of them lived in and where they’d raised their kids had belonged to Ted’s great-great grandparents on his father’s side, owned since before The Great Turning. Literal generations of Briggses had been born here, lived here, died here, tending and expanding their homestead compound until it was the size it was today, securely nestled behind a tall stockade fence that kept predators out. Gardiner was a small town and Russ preferred living this way. He knew he could relax living in a larger city with no idea who he could trust, or completely out in the wilderness, feeling isolated and vulnerable.

      They didn’t make a trip to the Carolinas every year. When they did, usually it was Russ accompanying Zola because of Ted’s work schedule. Although Ted had made a few of the trips with Zola over the years.

      If they could convince Ted to retire it would allow the three of them to finally take some well-deserved time off together.

      They sat to eat dinner with Oink ducking under the table to await his tasty snacks. Then Greg spoke up after calling for everyone’s attention and Russ realized resorting to a blowjob and puppy-dog eyes wouldn’t even be necessary.

      “I need everyone’s help talking Dad into retiring.”

      They all froze, some of them mid-bite. Russ looked across the table and met Zola’s knowing gaze.

      “Reeeeally?” Ted drawled, glaring at Greg. “We’re doing this now, huh?”

      “Might as well, Dad.” Greg looked at Russ, then Zola. “He’s been in massive pain and he’s stubborn as hell.”

      “Tell us something we don’t know,” Russ muttered, ducking his head under the withering heat of Ted’s even darker glare.

      So much for the blowjob tonight.

      It figured their eldest child would take the lead on this intervention. While Russ suspected he was Greg’s biological father their son had definitely inherited Ted’s tenacity and stubborn nature.

      “I think it’s safe to say we can all pull our weight around here and easily keep the compound running smoothly,” Greg continued. “We’re already guaranteed two more homestead grants next year, for Grace and Emmet, and have dibs on those properties on the other side of the main barn. We can add more greenhouses there, right?”

      Greg returned Ted’s glare. “So if ‘not pulling your weight’ is your argument as to why you refuse to retire, think of it like that. You and Pops can run the homestead and greenhouses. We can always sell fresh produce, especially in winter. That’s never been a problem. If nothing else, it keeps us fed and we’ll preserve or trade the surplus.”

      Zola set her fork down. “He’s not wrong. Greg’s certified now. You can’t use the excuse that we don’t have another sol-ec tech in the family. File your disability pension and let’s start living our lives.”

      “It would be nice having you around more, Dad,” Willa said. “You could ride with Mom on hunts.”

      “You could even teach part-time,” Evan added. “You’d be a great technical teacher. Science. Practical knowledge. I bet Aunt Moira could get the Nanners to add an extra assistant waiver for our school. You’d be ‘working’ that way but able to do it sitting down and just a couple of minutes from home.”

      Ted focused on Grace and Emmet. “Does the gruesome twosome want to add any comments?”

      The twins, seated next to each other, shared a glance and then shrugged. “Retire,” they said in unison. Grace continued. “Unless you like being in the bad kind of pain, Dad.” She arched her eyebrows at him as she forked a piece of elk roast into her mouth.

      “I vote you retire,” Emmet said. “If I’m getting a vote.”

      Ted stabbed a bite of roast. “I’m not ready to be put out to pasture,” he muttered.

      Russ recognized the signs of their stubborn guy digging in. “That’s just it,” Russ said. “We worry about you when you go out. Having you safe at home would be a relief for all of us. We’re not saying you’re useless. We’re saying our family’s now at a point where we can better apply your skills here, at home. And isn’t that what we always dreamed of doing?”

      No one spoke for a moment while Ted mulled that over. “I hate it when you’re logical,” he finally grumbled.

      Russ wasn’t sure how hard they should push Ted tonight. Getting him to give any ground in this ongoing battle was a massive victory. Sometimes the best way to approach their stubborn guy was by easing up once he had relented, and then take another run at him later, gently nudging him until Ted one day realized he’d already given all the ground and lost the argument.

      Ted finally set down his fork. “Is it that important to all of you?”

      Everyone nodded.

      Ted focused on Zola. “You put our son up to this?”

      She held up her hands. “Nope. In fact, Russ and I planned to discuss this with you tonight.”

      Ted went quiet again and the rest of the table followed suit as he morosely poked at his food. No one spoke for about five minutes before Ted eventually broke the silence.

      “I guess I could give it a try for a few weeks and see how I feel,” he muttered. Although Ted’s tone sounded heavy, defeated, Russ felt everyone else breathe a sigh of relief. The tension bled out of the room as Zola stood, walked around to Ted’s chair, and hugged him from behind.

      “We love you, stubborn. If we didn’t give a crap about you we wouldn’t care if you worked yourself into the ground.”

      Ted’s blue gaze pierced Russ. “Guess you’ll be stuck with me every day.”

      Russ reached over and squeezed Ted’s hand. “Nothing would make me happier, mister.”
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      Early the next morning and with Oink on her heels, Zola no sooner walked into Karen’s store than her friend pounced.

      “Did Ted give in?” Karen asked. When Oink rounded the counter to visit, Karen leaned over to pet the dog.

      “Good morning to you, too.” Zola set her large basket of produce on the counter and glanced around to make sure they were alone. Oink, now satisfied with his greeting, laid down in his usual spot at the end of the counter.

      “I just want to know,” Karen said. “Haven’t seen Greg yet. Or Ted.”

      Zola started unpacking what she’d brought and set it on the counter so Karen could tally up the credits to add to their account. “Greg was getting ready when I walked over.” Zola said. “But yeah, I think Ted’s ready to retire. We all sort of ganged up on him last night. He agreed to stay home today and let Greg handle the jobs on the schedule.”

      “Finally! About damned time.”

      “Right?” Zola set the empty basket out of the way on the floor. “I don’t know if it’ll stick this time but I’m hopeful. I really want to visit my parents this year. All three of us.”

      Karen finished tallying Zola’s credit in her notebook and set it aside. “Ted’s always been like that. Ever since he was a kid.” Karen gathered up an armful of collards and carried them over to the produce cooler. “I think it’s because of his leg. He always felt he had to work harder than everyone else to earn their respect.”

      “Maybe. That’d make sense.” Zola heard their old Jeep pull up outside. Greg entered a moment later.

      Alone. “How you doing this morning, Aunt Karen?” He walked around behind the counter and over to the notebook where she kept his sol-ec appointments.

      As the official NNA clerk in Gardiner, and the only storekeeper, Karen also set Ted and Greg’s schedule and took messages for them since she had an official NNA radio set.

      “Good morning, sweetie,” Karen said. “Ditched your dad, I hear?”

      He exchanged a smirk with Zola. “For today, yeah. We’ll see if it lasts.” He grabbed a pencil and wrote down the info he needed. “Any word on our missing parts? Dad made sure to remind me at least ten times this morning to ask about them.”

      Karen returned to the counter for more produce. “Not yet. I’ll radio Livingston in an hour or so, once I know they’ve had time to open. I hate to bother Lucy first thing if I can avoid it because she’s usually busy.”

      “Thanks. I’ll check back later.” After noting his appointments he returned the notebook and pencil to their places, rounded the counter, and gave Zola a kiss on the cheek. “See you later, Mom. Love ya.”

      “Love you, too, kiddo. Stay safe.”

      He tipped her a two-fingered salute from his temple before striding out. “Bye, Aunt Karen,” he called out before closing the door.

      “Bye!” Karen returned for the last of the produce. “He looks so much like Russ,” she said. “Why can’t we marry him off?”

      “I don’t think he’s ready.” Zola sat on a stool in front of the counter. “He’s dated a couple of people but no one he felt like settling down with. When the right person comes along I suspect he’ll make it known.”

      “Unlike Emmet and Kyle.” Karen slyly smiled. “We might officially be in-laws by the end of the year.”

      Zola cocked her head. “You think?”

      “I don’t know.” Karen finished arranging the rest of the produce in the cooler and returned to the counter. “But the way I’ve heard them talking lately I think they’re leaning toward making things permanent.”

      “Then you’ve heard more than I have.” She watched through the store’s front windows as Greg wrestled the ancient Jeep into gear and drove off, a small cloud of dust trailing in his wake. “I’ve been busy helping Russ lately. Or putting meat in the freezer. Don’t see much of the kids except when they’re home for dinner.”

      Then something Ted mentioned last night after they’d gone to bed returned to Zola’s mind. “Hey, you hear about a new homestead voucher being issued near Big Timber? Large one. Guy named Wesley Johnson.”

      “How large?”

      “Five hundred acres.”

      Karen’s eyes widened as she whistled. “Holy shit. No, I hadn’t. Retired Red?”

      “Don’t know.”

      “I haven’t had any retired Reds come through in months. I can ask around. Lucy would probably know if anyone does. She’s friends with Zaffy over in Big Timber.”

      Zola didn’t know Zaffy well but had met the older woman several times throughout the years. She was the NNA agent in Big Timber, running it out of her family’s small store.

      “Zaffy knows to tell Reds to pay us a courtesy visit, right?”

      “Sure she does. Every agent in this territory knows that.”

      Zola lightly drummed her fingers on the counter. “Wonder if I should take a run up there and ask around.”

      Karen and Zola both looked up as an older woman, May Carmichael, walked in carrying an empty handbasket. She greeted them before heading for the dairy cooler in the back.

      Karen leaned in and dropped her voice. “What’s going on?”

      Zola kept her voice down. “Don’t know anything is going on. Just want to make sure nothing’s going on.”

      “Oh, Karen, before I forget,” May called out, “Did you get that case of nails? Tony asked me to check. He’s running low and doesn’t want to have to go all the way up to Livingston if he doesn’t have to.”

      “Not yet,” Karen called back. “Waiting on a bunch of stuff. I’ll check on the freight once Lucy’s open.”

      “Gotcha. Thanks.”

      Zola slid off the stool and grabbed her basket. “I’m going home. See what trouble my two goobers are getting into.” She smiled. “Crack the whip on them.” Oink rose, anticipating their departure and falling into step behind Zola.

      Karen laughed. “If Ted stops by looking for a job later I guess I’ll know why.”
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      When Zola returned home she found Ted sitting in the kitchen and reading a book in front of the wood stove, with his bad leg propped up on another chair. He wore a foul glare that furrowed his brow. The house smelled like bread baking, so she guessed instead of truly relaxing he was keeping an eye on the loaves he’d proofed overnight. Oink walked over and laid his head on Ted’s good leg, his tail slowly wagging as he awaited the anticipated petting.

      “What’s your problem, Dad?” Zola asked before dropping a kiss on the top of Ted’s head. “Retirement pissing you off already?”

      “No, our husband’s pissing me off. Pop ordered me to stay inside today.”

      “And the problem with that is what, exactly?”

      His glare darkened even as he stroked the dog’s head. “If I’m going to feel useless at least I could’ve ridden with Greg and annoyed him. Instead I’m stuck here baking.”

      “Hold up.” Zola pulled a chair over and sat. “You’re upset because we’re trying to take care of you? Explain this to me, Ted. This is something more than wanting to be useful. Don’t bullshit me—be honest.”

      She patiently waited him out until he finally broke the silence. “Everyone’s got a real job but me.”

      “We do? Like, do I have an official job title? Does Russ?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “No, I don’t.” She held out her hand and wiggled her fingers at him until he finally took it. She gently squeezed. “You have worked your ass off for us, for this family, for decades. You are no longer the kid whose parents died and who had to struggle to make ends meet to hold on to the house. You’re a dad. A husband. We make a good living and are lucky as hell. Isn’t it time to stop spitting in the face of that luck and enjoy the fruits of our labors? We all do what needs to be done.” She smiled. “Right now, you’re killing me with how great that bread smells.”

      He didn’t respond immediately and, again, Zola waited him out. Sometimes their stubborn guy simply needed time to unpack his thoughts in his brain before finally speaking them in front of someone else.

      “Dad was only forty-eight when he died,” he quietly said. “Mom was forty-six. I’ve outlived both of them. Our kids have all outlived Grace and Lara. They were only thirteen and eleven. None of them got to take life easy. Why do I get to be special? Just because, what, a fluke in my DNA, or maybe sheer, dumb luck, made me immune to the flu strains those years?”

      Grace and Lara were his younger sisters, who died in a flu epidemic when Ted was only fifteen. His parents died in another flu epidemic when he was nineteen, right before he left for sol-ec school.

      Zola sighed. “Oh, sweetie.” She scooted her chair closer so she could wrap her arms around him. “You shouldn’t think that way. It doesn’t do anyone any good. I know you miss and mourn them but they wouldn’t want you struggling. You know they wouldn’t.”

      “Russ’ parents were younger than we are now when they died. His brother and sisters didn’t get a chance to ‘relax.’” His fingers traced along her back, drawing idle patterns there. “Our kids are so damned lucky and I’m terrified that when they’re older they won’t realize it, much less appreciate it. But on the other hand I want them to have it easier than we did. You were, what, twelve when you had to kill a man for the first time? Ours have never had to do that. They’ve never even had to fire a weapon at another person. Nothing more serious than the rare fistfight when they were kids. They’ve never felt like they were in mortal danger from another human being. So then I worry what if they aren’t capable of taking a life and they lose theirs because we raised them too soft? Especially Evan.”

      She cupped his cheek with her free hand, leaned in, and kissed him. She took her time and waited him out, until she sensed his brain disengaged enough that his attention was fully focused on her and not on the scrambled thoughts fueling his worries.

      “We’ve raised good kids, Ted,” she quietly said, taking his hands again. “We’ve done all we can, given them the tools they’ll need. We have to accept that they’re adults. By the time I was Gregory’s age I was a Red and killing folks for a living. Let me tell you what, I’d give nearly anything to make sure our kids don’t ever have to experience that during the course of their lives. So would Russ. Even you, you’ve killed a few times. Had to, or you wouldn’t be with us now. I have every faith that our kids can keep themselves and our family safe if it’s ever called for. Let’s just hope it never is.”

      His gaze dropped to where their hands were joined. “Sometimes I regret we didn’t pack up and move east to live with your family. So we’d have a bunch of family around us. Then I wouldn’t feel so damned guilty about retiring because I wouldn’t worry nearly as much about us.”

      “Hello, we have family around us,” she gently reminded him. “Karen and Bob. Carl and Moira. Their kids. Alice and Ben and their kids. All the others. They’re all our family. You know Russ would say the same thing. It’s not blood that makes us a family—it’s love.”

      Another long silence lay between them before he spoke again. “Do you think I can really stay retired and you and Russ not kill me?” Finally, the hint of a smile curled his lips.

      She nuzzled his nose. “I’m willing to give it a shot, Ted the Magnificent.”

      That finally coaxed a full smile from him. “Even though I nearly shoosted you when we first met?”

      “Even though, sweetie. Besides, so far you’ve kept your promise not to pull a gun on me again.” She kissed him once more before standing. “Can I get you anything?”

      He sighed. “No. After this bread is ready to come out I’m going to do the laundry. It’s warm enough today to hang it outside. I took some medicine for my leg and I’m waiting for it to kick in.”

      “Good plan. He outside?”

      “Yeah. Greenhouses, I think.”

      Oink looked to her and back to Ted, undecided where he was needed most until Zola stayed the dog with a hand. “Stay. Stick with Dad today, pup.”

      The matter thus settled, Oink’s head returned to Ted’s thigh, drawing a faint smile from Ted as he petted him again.

      Zola headed out the back door, crossed the compound, and located Russ at the far end of their largest greenhouse, where he was busy prepping several seedling trays.

      He looked up at her approach. “Is he still moping?”

      “Kind of. I left Oink with him.” She hugged Russ from behind and peeked over his shoulder. “Go easy on him, huh, Pop? He’s feeling sort of fragile.”

      Russ looked back at her. “Who, Oink?”

      She goosed his side as he snickered. “Ted, you brat.” She released him and stepped aside, sitting on the worktable to watch him as she related her conversation with Ted. When she finished she repeated, “So go easy on him, okay?”

      “I will.” Russ used his fingers to poke holes in the dirt in each seedling cup. “Did Karen know anything about the new homestead?”

      That hard-shifted Zola back into her previous train of thought. “No, she didn’t. She’ll ask around.”

      “You’re thinking about going up there, aren’t you?” he asked without looking up. “And I vote no.”

      “Yes, and why?”

      Russ started dropping seeds into the holes he’d made. “Because we’ve been out twenty-five years. Even Telrod said things have settled down. Why stir the pot? What difference does it make if someone’s got a huge homestead voucher, Red or not? It’s not our business. We’re not paying the taxes on it and they’re not our immediate neighbor.”

      “Because it’s…” She gathered her thoughts. “Because it’s unusual and I don’t like not knowing about unusual stuff happening nearby.”

      Russ arched an eyebrow. “It’s all the way up in Big Timber, baby. Not in our backyard. Fifty-plus miles away.” Russ covered each seed with dirt. “Not our business.” He finally met her gaze. “If they come here and cause trouble, sure. Then it’s our business. Otherwise, let it go.”

      “But why would someone pay full fall price for spring lambs?”

      “Maybe because they’re stupid and this is their first homestead?” He brushed the dirt off his hands over the seedling trays. “Honey, he’s probably someone raised in a city and doesn’t know any better. Frankly? I don’t blame Cayle for getting top dollar from an easy mark. Hell, after one winter out here the guy might be trying to sell whatever stock didn’t freeze to death in the first blizzard we have so he can get the hell out.”

      Russ was right, of course.

      Except that didn’t feel…correct. Not in her gut.

      Russ spotted her doubt and continued. “Listen, remember that guy about ten years after you and I retired? What was his name? Pete something. Retired Red, born and raised in Houston. He lasted exactly one winter and that was here in town and working for Carl in the shop. He wasn’t even homesteading. Remember how once the roads were clear that spring he sold out and hightailed it back to the Texas Territory?”

      “True.” And he wasn’t the only retired Red who belatedly decided they wanted an easier retirement in less remote environs. A few others had moved to the area only to end up settling in Bozeman instead of in Gardiner or Livingston. A couple moved over to Cody, still a small town but with enough work to not make homesteading a necessity for survival if someone had marketable skills they could apply for trade or coin.

      “Plus you don’t even know if he was a Red,” Russ added. “Could have been a lifer. Maybe he was a legacy wonk, or he inherited or bought vouchers from family and combined them. Maybe several of them combined their vouchers and he just didn’t feel like telling Cayle that. Or maybe he saw combat. Or hazardous duty in the Wastelands, or in New York City.”

      Zola involuntarily shuddered at the mention of the last locale, making Russ smile.

      “See?”

      “Okay, fine. I get it.”

      “You want to keep busy today, instead of chasing down rumors you can help me transfer those collard seedlings over there into the beds.” He pointed at four trays of sprouts.

      “You’re right.”

      “Of course I’m right.” Russ grinned. “Ted the Magnificent isn’t the only smart one around here. The guy’s probably not a Red. So just let it go, baby.”

      Zola tried.

      Oh, how she tried.

      But as she helped Russ transplant the seedlings her mind still kept mulling it over and she knew until she had an answer she wouldn’t be able to let it go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

          ZOLA

        

      

    

    
      “He’s a Red,” Karen announced when Zola walked into the store after lunch with another batch of produce for Karen to sell in the store.

      Zola stopped in her tracks and didn’t need Karen to clarify who she referred to. “Frak. Really?” She’d left Oink behind with Ted to keep him company. And Zola had almost talked herself into thinking Russ was completely correct that it wasn’t her business.

      “Yep. Retired. Over fifteen years in. Based out of the Chicago barracks for most of his career. Promoted to major just before discharge. Medical.”

      “Goddammit,” Zola muttered, resuming her trek to the counter. “And here I thought I was wrong.” Hopefully this retired Red wouldn’t be any trouble. If he’d been in for only fifteen years there was no chance she and Russ ever crossed paths with him.

      And if he’d been in for fifteen years and spent a majority of that in the field, and was discharged for medical reasons, chances were he didn’t have the energy or the stomach to go causing trouble for other people and wanted nothing more than to mind his own business.

      “Nope, you weren’t wrong,” Karen said as she helped Zola unload the basket. “That’s not all the intel I’ve got, either.”

      Karen’s tone set Zola’s instincts tingling again. “What else?”

      “Good news, or bad news?”

      Zola considered it. “Good news.”

      “All the parts Ted and Greg are waiting on, as well as all my special orders, are in Rapid City.”

      “That’s good, right?”

      “Yep.”

      “So what’s the bad news?” Zola asked.

      “I learned why our freight is late. Lucy said Billings reported that several rail crossings and Old 90 bridges are either washed out or in imminent danger of failure. So’s the road, in several places. No rail service for twelve to sixteen weeks. That’s if they can get the equipment they need from Denver to do the repairs. Otherwise, it’ll take longer because they’ll need to ship equipment from either NSL or Chicago, and they’ve had spring flood damage to rail lines in the Midwest Territory tying up the repair equipment. Compromised a critical rail bridge over the Mississippi.”

      Zola’s eyes widened. “You’re kidding?”

      “I wish. They said they might have temporary repairs to Old 90 completed to make it safe for overland heavy truck caravans in six to eight weeks. But that was a huge maybe. A heavy truck caravan can’t get through right now because they can’t bring the large fuel tankers through to resupply the way-stations, and that’s their standard. If the large tankers can’t make it, heavy trucks can’t because they need fuel.”

      “Oh, frak. Why can’t they ship fuel in from the west?”

      “Eventually they will but it mostly gets trucked in from east or south, so there’s logistics bottlenecks. None of the freight shippers will make small-truck runs for anything short of medical necessity, or official mail and bank runs, because of having to heavily ration way-station fuel. Once they can truck in fuel via small tankers they’ll start running convoys with four-bys. But until the repairs are made, no heavys.

      “They’re working on rerouting rail shipments through Denver to Salt Lake to Idaho Falls, and then setting up heavy truck caravans from there to Butte. There’s already a massive backlog of freight stacked up in Rapid City that was destined for points west of Buffalo. The flooding has everything jacked up elsewhere because they’re trying to reroute other freight. I received that info via my brother-in-law, Jake. He’s Bob and Carl’s brother, the one who owns a transport company in Rapid City.”

      Zola groaned. “And the backlog and flooding will put even more of a load on the caravans if rail’s not up and running. Plus we’ll have to wait while they shuttle the freight from Rapid City to Butte.”

      Karen nodded. “Exactly.”

      “Ted and Gregory have jobs waiting on those parts.”

      “Believe me, I know. I’m the one fielding radio calls. Jake said that, for now, nothing commercial is making its way west of Buffalo from the east, or east of Butte from the west, unless people are willing to pay a premium for individual delivery with a four-by. If it’s not going to Buffalo, or the customer can’t pick it up in Buffalo, it’s stuck in Rapid City for the duration until a detour is in place for the large overland caravans. Unless they want to pay for it to be rerouted sooner and shipped through SLC to Butte.”

      “What about four-by convoys? Can’t they route them south through Ten Sleep or Greybull? They have way-stations out there now, don’t they?”

      “Yes but the shippers can’t reroute heavy convoys through there. Again, the large fuel tankers can’t make it through, and some of the bridges can’t handle heavies, especially not convoys of them. They run little tankers for local routes off the larger way-stations. And they have to prioritize mail and bank loads—including Nanner payroll—and medical shipments. Those take priority and get fuel rations.”

      “What about freight going to Spokane and the Seattle Stronghold?”

      “Priority space is being given to goods heading to Spokane and the Seattle Stronghold. It’ll take the transport consortiums time to redeploy their truck caravans and fuel tankers to get distribution up and running, and then they’ll still have a huge backlog to clear.”

      “I could rent or borrow a reliable truck.”

      “The problem is fuel rationing. Unless you’re on official business, or part of a convoy, you probably won’t be able to get any if you’re not local to that way-station.”

      “Frak, what a damn mess.” Zola sighed. “What about wagons?”

      Karen shrugged. “If we want to go fetch the cargo ourselves, sure. From what I understand, engineers said the old highway bridges that are still intact near the rail bridge failures either aren’t sturdy enough to handle the heavies or the fuel tankers, or they’re not sturdy enough to handle an increased volume of heavy traffic to make up for the lack of rail shipping. Nearby secondary road bridges can’t handle them, either. It’s not the road washouts causing problem—it’s the bridge failures. As long as you can find shallow crossings, you could make it through with a wagon, or detour via a secondary road.”

      Something didn’t sit right with Zola. “That’s awful suspicious there are multiple failures. How do they know it’s not sabotage?”

      “It didn’t happen at the same time. Several of them have been deteriorating and not maintained properly, and now it’s bit them in the ass. They deteriorated rapidly over the past couple of months, between frost heave damage and spring melt. Some of those larger rail and road bridges they still use are nearly fifty years old. Five of them are over seventy-five years old.” Karen ran a hand through her hair. “Telrod said he’s honestly shocked they haven’t failed before now. Especially the ones in the middle of nowhere. The Engineering Corps is running behind on new construction to replace them.

      “The Rapid City barracks hasn’t been keeping up on maintenance, and the Billings barracks doesn’t have an Engineer Corps unit. Most of Rapid City’s incoming cargo arrives from the east, so it’s not like the Nanners there give a shit about anyone else. Telrod used to make sure his EC crews stayed on top of things, and so did the old Rapid City CO, but…”

      Karen shrugged. “Telrod’s not in charge anymore. That little weasel they appointed CO, Gordon? Telrod told me Gordon says regular maintenance that far east is ‘outside his stated service zone.’ And the new CO in Rapid City apparently says the same thing about points west of him.”

      “Fuckers,” Zola muttered.

      “Exactly.”

      Zola was about to call both barracks commanders a few more choice names when she had a thought: going after their stuff wasn’t a bad idea.

      Karen scowled. “I know that look. What are you thinking?”

      “I’m seriously thinking about taking a wagon trip to Rapid City.” Zola walked over to the territory map hanging on the wall.

      “Your guys will never allow it.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I won’t be asking their permission,” Zola snarked as she studied the route. “They’re my husbands, not my owners.”

      “No way in hell they’ll let you go by yourself. I wouldn’t even let you go by yourself that far on a cargo run.”

      “I won’t go by myself. I’ll take Evan.”

      Karen laughed. “Okay, now I know you’re pulling my leg. Evan?”

      Zola turned. “Why not Evan?”

      “Oh, sweetie.” Karen sighed. “Really? You’re going to make me say it?”

      Zola bristled as she returned her focus to the map. Karen was adopted family and like a sister to her. And sure, she knew Karen was right about Evan, but Evan was still her son.

      “He’s not that bad,” Zola said. “This isn’t a hunt. Maybe this is exactly the kind of trip he needs. Give him exposure and sate his urge to want to see more of the country than he already has. Make him want to stay close to home for good. He hasn’t been anywhere since he was a kid. Not really. He was too young to remember the last time he visited the Carolinas.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, you’re his mother. You know I love that boy, but frankly? If he was mine? I’d forbid him from leaving the area. He’s too trusting, too kind-hearted. Maybe before the Turn that was a good thing and might not get you killed. You and I both saw during conscription what being too trusting and kind-hearted can get a person in today’s world.”

      That was the truth and Karen was absolutely right.

      Unfortunately, Zola had even used that to her benefit when she was a Red. It’d been pitifully easy to coax information from a man who thought she was nothing more than a weak and helpless woman. Just for him to quickly find himself on the wrong end of a knife or gun after she got what she needed. Or using herself as bait to lure men straight into a trap.

      Zola turned from the map again. “It’s just to Rapid City. How do the ShiTrs and 42-12s look?”

      The Shipping and Transportation reports, along with the Fundie and thug incident reports, would give Zola an idea of how safe it was to make the trip.

      “You’re really serious?”

      “Yeah. Let me see the reports.”

      Karen gave Zola a hearty dose of side-eye before she walked over to the shelf behind the counter, retrieved the official binder holding the latest monthly reports she received as the local NNA agent, and passed it over the counter to Zola.

      Karen organized hers with the most current bulletins in the front so that’s where Zola started. She paged back as far as six months. “Look, there’s no recent thug or Fundie activity between Spokane and Rapid City,” she said, showing Karen. “One suspected Fundie incident four months ago west of Ogden, Utah, but that’s not even confirmed. That’s a better record than a lot of regions can claim.”

      Zola closed the notebook and returned it. “That means it’s more than safe to make the trip. I can even take Willa with us, if Carl can spare her that long.”

      “It’ll take you at least three weeks one way, if the weather holds and you don’t have any trouble,” Karen said. “If they get convoys up and running in a few weeks, why go yourself? That’s a lot of work when the convoys make the trip in days. And figure your return time, too.”

      Zola walked back to the map and studied it again, using her fingers to mark off the distances. “I think I can make it faster than three weeks,” Zola said. “Astride one-way it’s seven days, give or take, if you push and take shortcuts. Double that time for a wagon and add a little for delays to find crossings, say eighteen days. Maybe nineteen.”

      “Oooh, save a whole two or three days,” Karen snarked.

      Zola ignored her quip. “If our freight’s in Rapid City it means it’ll be sitting there longer than four to six weeks because of the freight backlog ahead of it. Even if the road’s fixed in four weeks, which I doubt, it’ll take them a couple of weeks beyond that to redeploy their logistics. Plus clear the shipping backlog. I could be there and back in under six weeks, no problem.”

      Karen chewed on her thumbnail. “If you don’t run into trouble.” She considered it. “You could take the large wagon and pick up extra freight and supplies while you’re there. Everything Ted and Greg are waiting on will easily fit in a wagon with plenty of room to spare. So will the other stuff I’m waiting on. Hell, I’ll give you extra coin for expenses to grab my orders. And we can make a shopping list from locals and have them chip in a little extra for expenses. I can have Jake prep it so you can pick it up from him and pay him. One stop.”

      “We don’t know where the problem sections are exactly on Old 90, do we?”

      “No.”

      “We don’t even have to take Old 90.” Zola traced the route with her finger. “We leave via the east entrance, through Cody, Greybull, Ten Sleep.” She tapped the map. “Over to Buffalo. Then pick up Old 90 there east to Rapid City. You said freight’s making it as far west as Buffalo, right?”

      “That’s what Jake said.”

      “Okay, so we know it’s passable at least that far. I’m sure we could make it one way in less than three weeks. If Jake has everything ready so we’re not hunting all over Rapid City, we can arrive, resupply, load, and leave the next day. Sooner, depending on when we arrive and how long it takes to load.”

      “Zo, are you absolutely sure you want to do this?”

      The more she thought about it…

      “Yeah,” she said. “Give Evan and Willa an adventure. A safe adventure.” Zola turned to Karen. “Besides, my babies are grown up. Who knows what the future will bring?” She forced a smile. “Might be my last chance to spend quality time with them.”

      “Forced time.” But Karen smiled.

      “Yeah. Exactly. Can you arrange everything with Jake?”

      “Sure. How long will it take you to prepare to leave?”

      Zola grimly smiled. “As long as it takes me to convince Ted and Russ I’m not insane.”
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      “You’re insane,” Ted declared after Zola finished detailing her plan. He sat at their kitchen table while Russ stood leaning against the kitchen counter.

      “Ditto,” Russ said.

      “No, I’m not,” she insisted. “Give me a better idea if you want your parts before fall hits. I can be there and back in six weeks or less. And if you have new jobs needing parts before I arrive in Rapid City, if they have the parts there, Karen can order them and I can pick them up and save more time.”

      The problem was Ted knew Zola was right. From the glance he exchanged with Russ he knew Russ thought she was right, too.

      Even if neither of them wanted to admit she was right.

      “Well, so much for enjoying my retirement,” Ted said. “Guess I’m riding to Rapid City.” The last thing he wanted to do was endure six weeks in a wagon and sleeping nights on the ground.

      “Uh no, you’re not,” Zola said. “I already talked to Carl and he’s caught up enough for Willa to take that much time off. Moira said she can spare Evan at the school. You’ll stay here and help Russ since I’m taking two of the kids.”

      Ted didn’t like that. Not one bit. That the overland heavy convoys weren’t making it through meant it was a bad situation. The larger freight convoys frequently carried construction equipment, in case they needed to perform emergency road repairs to get through. If they didn’t carry equipment, they kept it staged at way-stations so they could deploy it quickly. Clear roads and intact crossings were literally their livelihood. It behooved them to stay on top of it. They’d even been known to make new roads and bridges when necessary, to keep a route open if an official EC crew wasn’t able to do it immediately.

      “It doesn’t make any sense that they can’t find detours for the heavies around the problem sections,” Russ said. “There’s a lot of flat land between Livingston and Rapid City. Lots of places to create alternate routes. The rail bridges, okay, sure. I get that could take a while to repair, especially the longer and older ones. But the truck caravans can’t make it through?”

      It also didn’t make sense to Ted that the consortium of transportation and shipping companies that all shared and maintained way-stations along the route would let any of the rail bridges get that bad.

      “What did Telrod say?” Ted asked Zola.

      “Karen’s talking to him again before she closes today to see if he’s learned anything else. We’ll be waiting weeks before the heavy caravans resume local shipping, in which time I could already be most of the way to Rapid City and maybe on the way back. We’ll easily wait that long, or longer, for shipments to be rerouted through Butte.”

      Again Zola was right, despite Ted wishing he could poke holes in her logic. Unless or until Telrod received a straight answer it wasn’t worth waiting around until Maj. Michael Gordon, the little weasel now in charge in Bozeman, de-assed his head.

      Gordon wasn’t a local. The Nanners had appointed him the Bozeman barracks CO against Telrod’s recommendations. Apparently Gordon didn’t give a shit about the community, just following orders and pushing paper.

      This was a serious problem. Bozeman wasn’t too far from Butte so that town—and the Bozeman barracks—would still receive their freight once the convoys rerouted.

      Which would leave everyone between Buffalo and Bozeman shit out of luck and on their own to figure out a solution until the regular caravans and rail service resumed.

      “Did anyone think about talking to Gordon?” Russ asked.

      “If what I’ve heard about him is correct,” Ted said, “that might actually make things worse.”

      Gordon was young and this was his first command position. He’d never served as the CO of any barracks, much less one with an EC team where road and civvie infrastructure maintenance was a necessary and vital part of their daily operations. And, according to scuttlebutt, Gordon was a smug, cocky, condescending bastard.

      It was a recipe for disaster.

      Case in point.

      “Then Evan and Willa can stay home and I’ll go with Zo,” Russ said. “That makes the most sense. They can keep the place running.”

      “It would take you a week or longer to get everyone up to speed on what to do around here,” Zola countered. “I could be halfway to Rapid City by then.”

      “And she wants to spend time with the kids,” Ted said.

      Zola shrugged. “Yeah, okay, I do. They’re my babies. This might be the last opportunity I have to spend time with them like this.”

      “But you want to take Evan?” Russ asked. “Really? For a trip that long?”

      “She’s right,” Ted wearily said, already knowing their wife would get her way despite him wishing he could overrule her, or at the very least come up with a compelling enough argument to sway her in a different direction. “If the reports say it’s safe then maybe this is exactly what Evan needs. Give him a chance see the world. Willa, too. Let them stretch their legs.”

      Ted looked up at Russ. “What if they decide they want to leave the area? We can’t stop them—they’re adults. He’s twenty and she’s eighteen. Maybe if they see some of the world with Zola she can point out the darker facets they might otherwise overlook, and it’ll make them want to stay here. They’ll listen to Zo about this stuff. They always have. Me and you, they’ll think we’re being overprotective fathers.”

      “We are overprotective fathers,” Russ grumbled. “That doesn’t mean we’re wrong.”

      “And sometimes kids have to see that for themselves,” Zola said.

      “Grace and Emmet talked to them when they returned from school. So did Gregory,” Russ pointed out. “You don’t think they’d believe them?”

      “I think maybe playing out enough rope to let them think they’re free, without yanking them back before they’re ready, has a better chance of them willingly choosing to stay here and never testing the rope’s length in the first place. They’ll never feel like they were forced to stay, or that we guilt-tripped them into it.”

      “We can’t guilt-trip them?” Ted teased. “Well, damn. That ruins my plans.”

      “What if you’re wrong?” Russ asked, ignoring Ted’s quip. “What if this trip makes them want to leave home all the more?”

      Zola shrugged. “Then we make a deal with the kids. We take them to Mom and Dad’s and tell them that they humor us and live there for at least a year before making their next big move, and then we’ll gladly support them no matter what they decide. Hopefully they’d miss Yellowstone so much they’d beg to come home. But at least we’d know they’re safe with my family. They’d have a secure home and family to count on. If they decided to stay there, hopefully they’d live on the co-op with my family and, again, be safe.”

      Russ pushed off from the counter and walked over to the table, where he dropped into one of the chairs. “I am not happy about this,” he said. “At all.”

      Zola’s lips quirked in a playful smile. “But you’ll still say yes.”

      Russ’ weighty sigh matched the dread stirring within Ted. Maybe this was the cause of the dread he’d felt yesterday. “Frak, yeah, I’ll still say yes,” Russ groused. “Not that I could say no and you’d actually listen.”

      Her full-on smile broke through. “You’re finally catching on, Pop. Wow, that only took you twenty-five years.”

      “Now who’s the brat?” Russ snarked.

      Ted reached out and curled his fingers around Russ’ hand. “I thought I was the professional nervous Nellie around here?”

      Russ slowly shook his head and gently squeezed Ted’s before meeting his gaze. “How’d you survive waiting five years for me to return from conscription?”

      Ted smiled and squeezed back. “I had faith that you’d come home. And you did. Not only did you return, you brought Zo.” Zola playfully cleared her throat. “I swear I’ll never pull a gun on you again, sweetie,” Ted said. “Not accidentally, at least.”

      She smiled. “Love you, too, you magnificent, pedantic, ball-busting bastard.”

      Ted knew what she was trying to do and he loved her even more for it when Russ finally snorted, an almost-smile curving his handsome lips.

      “He is pedantic.” Russ slowly stroked Ted’s fingers with his thumb. “And he’s definitely a ball buster.”

      “But am I magnificent?” Ted teased.

      Russ snorted and leaned in for a kiss. “You are. I guess.”

      Zola reached across the table, laying her hand over theirs, where they both tangled their fingers with hers. “You know I wouldn’t even think about doing this if I thought it was dangerous or that it’d put the kids at risk. Right?”

      “Yeah,” Russ mumbled, his hint of a smile disappearing and leaving storm clouds behind. “I know.”

      Zola’s gaze met Ted’s and he absolutely knew for certain the true reason she didn’t want Russ to go—his nightmares.

      “I’m voting yes,” Ted quietly said. “And not because it means we’ll get our parts faster. I’m voting yes because Zo’s right. I trust our wife, the mother of our children. If I could let you go for five years I think I’ll be okay letting her go for a few weeks. Besides, you’ve traveled to the Carolinas with her before and I’ve stayed behind.”

      That was the wrong thing to say. Russ’ scowl darkened, if that was possible. “Yeah, and that makes me a massive asshole for leaving you behind,” he said. “I understand that now.” He stared at their hands, where they were joined.

      “No, it doesn’t,” Ted said, squeezing his hand again. “I’m an adult. Hey, when the twins and Gregory were little, you stayed behind with them while Zo and I took Evan to get him registered out there.”

      “And I missed you every minute you were gone. All of you.” Russ finally met Ted’s gaze again. “Just like I missed you every damned second I was away during conscription.”

      Ted knew Zola was used to being independent, a loner even from childhood. It came naturally to her. But she hadn’t suffered the aching loss Russ had survived. Her family hadn’t been murdered, leaving her to stumble upon the scene and kill the thugs who’d attacked them.

      Personally she hadn’t lived the nightmare Russ had endured. She’d survived a lot of shit during conscription, absolutely.

      But the sanctity of her home had never been violated.

      They let Russ mull it over for a few minutes without interrupting his thoughts.

      “When do you plan to leave?” he finally asked.

      “Day after tomorrow,” she said. “Sooner we get there, sooner we can head back. And hopefully miss the worst of storm season.”

      Russ blew out a long breath. “All right. Let’s tell the kids.”
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      Of course Willa and Evan were eagerly on board with the plan when Zola announced it at dinner that night.

      Gregory smiled. “I think I’m jealous you two get a vacation.”

      “Not exactly a vacation,” Zola said. “It’ll be six weeks of literal hard riding. Up before dawn every day, riding as long as we safely can into the night, and up a few hours later to do it all over again. We’ll need night watches, meaning no one gets a full night’s sleep, what little of it there’ll be to start with.”

      “Why not take the Jeep?” Greg asked. “It’s a hybrid. It doesn’t use much fuel. You could carry cans with you, and an extra tire. You’d only need maybe a day there and a day back. I could get by using a wagon while you’re gone.”

      “That thing is ancient,” Zola said. “What happens when it breaks down on me in the middle of nowhere? Without any hope of finding parts, no less. Then we’re stuck out there on foot. Horses and mules don’t need gas, just water and feed and grass. We’ll take enough of the first two, plus hay. They can graze on grass at night when it’s plentiful and save our hay. We’ll have more than one, and if something happens on the way we can buy another horse or mule just about anywhere.”

      “I have to agree with Mom on this one,” Russ said. “It’d be different if we had a reliable vehicle, or even if she could take Old 90 all the way both ways, where someone would at least come up on her and be able to radio for assistance if she broke down. Horses are better for a trip like this.”

      “Can you believe that old Jeep was driven all the way here from Florida right before the Turn?” Ted smiled. “Thing’s been rebuilt and repaired so many times with parts from different vehicles that I’m not even sure it’s technically a Jeep anymore.”

      “We really should talk about buying a new truck,” Russ said.

      “Going to retire me and retire my old Jeep, too, huh?” Ted joked. “Put us both out to pasture? That Jeep’s not just a vehicle, it’s part of the family. It’s an heirloom.”

      “It’s a death trap,” Zola said. “And yeah, we should buy a new vehicle. They’ll go up in price once everyone realizes rail deliveries have been held up indefinitely. Supply and demand.”

      “We don’t need a new truck,” Ted said. “And we’re off-topic. Let’s talk about arranging the logistics for this trip…”

      By the time Zola, Ted, and Russ went to bed, Zola felt reassured her men supported her plan. Reluctantly supported it, but she’d take the win. Neither of them were happy, Russ less so than Ted, but they had faith in her and trusted her judgment.

      The men nestled her between them, Zola’s back to Ted and Russ facing her. As the house fell quiet around them Ted nuzzled the nape of Zola’s neck.

      “Who’ll keep me in line if you aren’t around, baby?”

      She sensed what he wanted and she definitely wanted it, too. She wiggled her ass against him. “You need to listen to Russ while I’m gone. Don’t fight everyone and try to do too much, okay?”

      Russ pressed in close in front of her. “Oh, if he gets too mouthy I know how to keep him occupied.

      Zola softly giggled. “Not sure that’ll keep you quiet, though.”

      Ted snickered. “It will if we’re doing it the right way.”

      Then Russ kissed her, and for a while none of them were talking, taking turns keeping each other quiet until finally they collapsed, exhausted. Zola had ended up in the middle again, only with her guys now on opposite sides of the bed from where they’d started and with Russ spooning along Zola’s back.

      “I’ll miss this,” Russ said. “Going to miss you.”

      “I’ll miss you two goobers, too.”

      Ted nuzzled her nose. “Be safe. Please? Hurry, but don’t take any chances.”

      “It’ll be safe,” she insisted. “If I thought it was dangerous I’d have already left on my own with two horses and bought mules in Rapid City, or a team and wagon, to haul back the cargo. I damn sure wouldn’t be taking the kids with me.”

      Russ snuggled her tightly against him, his foot rubbing along Ted’s leg, which lay pressed along hers. “I know,” Russ grumbled.

      “Enjoy the sleep while you can, baby.” Ted kissed her.

      “Maybe you should take Ted with you,” Russ said.

      Zola sighed. “No. He can pick up the slack around here helping you. Besides, he wouldn’t be able to move after a couple of nights sleeping on the ground. On the remote chance we hit trouble, I need to respond quickly. I know the kids can do that. Especially Evan.”

      “She’s right,” Ted said. “I hate to admit it but even the trips to the Carolinas are rough on me, and a lot of that’s spent on a train or in a caravan vehicle, not on a horse or in a wagon, and dang sure not pushing hard to make time.”

      “I’ll still worry,” Russ grumbled.

      “I know, sweetie, and I love you for it.” She turned her head to kiss him. “It’ll be okay.”

      They finally dropped off to sleep. The next morning they took time to fool around before finally arising, knowing tomorrow morning would be an early, busy one without any time for sweet, private goodbyes when Zola and the kids hit the road.

      Zola headed over to Karen’s store once it was open. “I have an additional shopping list for you to send to Jake,” Zola said, handing it over.

      Karen skimmed it. “I take it some of these are personal items and not just for Greg?” Zola had included shoes, clothes, supplies for reloading ammunition and for canning, even new arrows, hunting arrowheads, and bowstrings, among other items.

      “Yeah. They’ll be cheaper out there, too. Prices will shoot up in Bozeman soon.”

      Karen nodded. “I’ll let him know. I’ve got a list of stuff from Bob and Carl, and some others. You sure you don’t want me to ask if Carl or Kyle can go with you?”

      “No. We’ll be gone several weeks, and I know they can’t leave work that long. We’ll travel faster if we're lighter.”

      Her friend looked dubious. “Okay.”

      “Evan will be fine,” Zola insisted.

      Karen held her hands up. “You’re the expert. He’s your kid.”

      Zola spent the day preparing and packing, getting everything ready, inspecting and laying out the tack and harnesses for in the morning, plus carefully checking over the wagon. Evan and Willa had a few tasks to complete ahead of their departure, so they were doing that today.

      Russ joined Zola as she finished checking the wagon’s braking system. This wagon didn’t get used as much as their smaller one. They shared it with Bob and Karen, and Carl and Moira, and a few others in Gardiner. Mostly it was used for bison hunts, or when large freight loads arrived for people in Livingston, so they could get everything in one load instead of several people making individual trips. In those cases people usually took turns making the run and everyone benefitted.

      Russ knelt next to where Zola worked under the wagon. “I don’t doubt your skills but I’m asking you a favor.”

      Something in his tone shifted her focus and full attention onto him. “What is it?”

      “Red or not, do not get involved. No matter what. If something happens just keep your head down and keep moving. You and the kids don’t stop for anything except to sleep and water the stock and resupply. Don’t let yourself get pulled into any situations.”

      She hated the worry in his gaze. “I can’t promise you that, Russ. You know I won’t turn my back on someone who’s hurt or in trouble. And you know damned well you wouldn’t, either.”

      She climbed out from under the wagon, Russ standing with her. “I do promise I won’t go out of my way to get involved in business that isn’t ours. I won’t even tell people I’m a Red unless forced to. That has to be good enough. Okay?”

      He finally nodded. “Okay. And take a shirt with you.”

      She’d already packed two uniform shirts in her backpack, complete with her captain’s bars pinned to the collars, just in case. They weren’t original shirts from her conscription but ones she’d purchased a couple of years ago from the barracks in Bozeman.

      While she legally didn’t need a shirt because her chip status would identify her, having the distinctive Red uniform shirt with the unmistakable red circle shoulder patches would provide a visual cue to others. Retired Reds were considered law enforcement and given the same protection and responsibilities, if they were pressed into duty to act as such. Meaning they were always allowed to purchase uniforms or other trappings of their rank and wear them after their conscription ended.

      “Thought you didn’t want me getting involved?” she noted.

      “I don’t. Maybe wearing a shirt will go a long way toward calming shit down before it requires you get involved.” His gaze narrowed as he studied her. “You already packed one, didn’t you?”

      She rose on her toes and brushed a kiss across his lips. “Duh. You’re adorable. I packed two.”

      They both turned at the sound of Bob and Karen’s back door opening across the compound. Bob emerged and headed their way.

      When he joined them he handed Zola an envelope sealed with wax. “I’m sure Jake remembers you but, just in case, that’s a letter from me and Carl for him.”

      “Thanks.” She tucked it inside a waterproof leather pouch that she would stow in the backpack she’d wear while riding.

      He also handed her ten platinum flats and eight gold flats. “For a new wagon and team, mules or horses. I know it might slow you down coming back with two wagons, but it’ll save us a ton of time later when we’re making cargo runs to Butte or Idaho Falls. If this situation lasts as long as they think it might, I’m sure we’ll be making regular trips. That means we will definitely need another wagon. I’ll make the cost back hauling cargo. And you can carry more freight home with you from Rapid City.”

      Zola was always amazed at how light the platinum flats felt in her hand. “I can do that.”

      “Beats cobbling one together from spare parts. And you’ll be able to buy one cheaper in Rapid City. They’re already shooting up in price in Bozeman with this nonsense.”

      “Harness, too? Or you want me to take an extra set with me?”

      “No, buy a full set-up. Karen will strangle me for spending that much but we’ll need it.”

      “This is way more than I’ll need,” she said, indicating the flats.

      He scratched at the back of his neck. “I’m kind of hoping you can get me an extra-large four-team wagon, plus a second team for it.” He smiled. “Just don’t tell Karen. Once it’s here she can’t tell me no.” They all laughed. “Feel free to spend whatever you need. If that’s not enough I'll reimburse you when you return. Or radio me and I’ll arrange credit with Jake. I trust your judgment.”

      “Okay then.” She added the flats to the pouch. “Tell Jake to have that ready, too, please.”

      “I’m going up to Livingston tomorrow. I’ll radio him from there so Karen doesn’t know.”

      Russ cackled. “Karen will smack you when she finds out.”

      “Yeah but I’ll have at least six weeks before she finds out.” He grinned. “And by the time you’re on your way home, Karen will wish she’d had me buy another wagon, meaning she’ll probably kiss me when she sees it. Maybe I’ll get lucky and she’ll tell me to ask Jake to get one ready anyway, and she’ll never have to know I went behind her back.”

      “You hope,” Zola teased.

      Bob laughed. “Yeah, I do.”

      Zola thought they’d have a quiet family dinner but everyone turned out for a surprise potluck in the compound. Not only Bob, Karen, Carl, Moira, and their kids, but others including cousins like Ben and his wife Alice, and friends they considered extended family. Even Sam Telrod and his wife made it. So many people showed up that they laid boards out on crates to use as makeshift tables.

      Karen stood and called for attention. “Thanks, everyone, for coming out for their send-off.” She turned to Zola and handed her a leather pouch that felt quite hefty, along with a two-page list filled front and back with items, names, and how much the people had paid. “We figured it’d be easier for one person to coordinate the shopping list,” Karen said. “I was nominated by default. Don’t worry, Jake will have that list, and even more I’m sure, by the time you arrive.” She held up her cup of huckleberry homebrew in a toast. “Thank you Zola, Evan, and Willa, for making this run for us.”

      Everyone raised their cups and chimed in. Zola’s cheeks heated a little at the attention, but she nodded and accepted the thanks, as did Willa and Evan. Once that ended Zola peeked into the pouch and found it full of mostly platinum and gold flats.

      She caught up with Karen alone a short time later. “How am I supposed to keep track of the accounting?”

      “You don’t—I do. If there’s anything left over after expenses, I’m certain no one will begrudge you keeping it for your time. If you have to chip in your money for purchases, I have a record of who gave me what and Jake will send a list of costs back with you so we can reimburse you and collect it from whoever owes it. But everyone paid in extra for your efforts. Because you’re earning it.”

      “We’re not doing this for profit,” Zola countered. “I mean, yeah, for Greg and Ted, but I don’t expect others to pay me.” Zola thought about the money Bob gave her.

      “Oh, stop it. Take the money. We’re all family, here. Split it with the kids. They’re earning it, too. Makes up for them being away from work.”

      Zola sighed. “Okay, fine.” Although as Zola counted everything while alone upstairs in their bedroom after dinner ended, she knew carrying that much currency would haunt her until she safely arrived in Rapid City and handed it over to Jake.

      It was late that evening, well after dark, once Zola was finally satisfied everything was ready so they could leave first thing in the morning. Upstairs, Ted pulled her into his arms.

      “Talk you into a hot shower, lady?”

      She draped her arms around him. “Seems like that’s how we first got acquainted. After the almost-shoosting, I mean.”

      Ted rolled his eyes as Russ snickered. “Never gonna let me live that down, huh?” Ted said.

      She kissed him. “Nope.”

      Ted grinned. “I promise, no homecoming almost-shoosting. Or actual shoosting.”

      Russ laughed. “And I promise to not let him shoost you.”

      The three of them climbed into the shower together. Between their exhaustion from the day’s activities, and fooling around one last time, when they finally made it to bed they all fell asleep immediately.

      As Zola drifted she scrolled through her mental list of preparations one last time. But Russ was right—no way she’d get involved in any trouble if she could avoid it.

      Zola had hoped once she opted out of the NNAA that she’d never again have to kill a human. Especially not in front of her children.

      She didn’t enjoy killing. Not at all.

      Being good at it didn’t mean she enjoyed it.

      But Zola knew if anything threatened her children, even though they were adults now, she wouldn’t hesitate to quickly escalate things to a deadly level to keep them safe.

      God help the person who underestimated her and tried her patience even a little in that department.

      It’d be the last mistake the fool ever made.
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