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        This story is dedicated to all the formidable women of the world, who through every trial display the womanly strengths so unique to their gender, and to the woman who demonstrated those traits daily, my Joy.

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        I want to thank all my beta readers who were so helpful and understanding, particularly Bobbie Fite and Linda Hawley. They worked diligently to keep me honest and error free.

      

        

      
        Anyone who knows me knows what a daunting task that is. Another one who knows this and still shows continued faith in my work is my editor, Debby Gilbert.

      

        

      
        To you all, thank you. This book wouldn’t exist without you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      In May of 1808, Napoleon invaded Spain, intent on putting his brother Joseph on the throne. The British, under General John Moore, marched from Portugal, tasked with driving across Northern Spain to cut Napoleon’s supply lines. This British action forced Napoleon to return north, thus temporarily saving the Spanish capital, Madrid, from French occupation. The maneuver succeeded, but Napoleon and his army of 85,000 advanced to destroy Moore’s army of less than 35,000 men. In December, to avoid annihilation, the British began a hasty retreat of over 250 miles to the coastal port of La Corunna, enduring a forced march over snow-covered, storm-shrouded mountains. The retreat would later be known as “The March of Death.”
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        Southeast of Benavente, Spain, afternoon, December 29, 1808

      

      

      Melissa sobbed as she ran. Her lungs burned with every gulp of the frigid air. I failed ye, Emily. She’d risked all, but couldn’t save her friend. The horror of it tore at her heart. Now, she must save herself.

      Back down the bare slope, three men emerged from drifting smoke. She could still see the town of Castro Gonzalo burning in the valley below. Great billowing clouds of gray blew uphill, hiding her more than once. If not for the ash-laden haze and her decision to head up into the hills, those French minkers would have caught her for certain. The devils were still chasing her, persistent as starving moor hounds, even though they’d not gained a yard on her.

      Hadn’t there been four soldiers? Short of breath, panic hammering at her senses, she couldn’t think worth a cadger’s curse. She only saw the three in the blue-gray long coats of Napoleon’s regulars. Did one give up? Scanning the slopes, she saw no others. If she could only get wide of them. The top of the rise was just ahead.

      Nana’s amulet swung from a chain around her neck, beating against her breast with every step. She stuffed it into the top of her stays, wishing it could do all that Nana had claimed. Aye, she wished. She wished she could see Nana and the bright waters of the Firth of Tay once more. She wished her uncle’s battalions were charging to her rescue. She wiped tears and sweat from her eyes. Wishes were fool’s scrap now.

      Up the slope she labored, her chest on fire. Her temples pounded with every heartbeat.

      She slipped on the wet grass, damp skirts tangling her legs, and she fell hard. Her limbs were heavy, as though tied to iron doorstops. Although the French devils laughed at her fall, yelling obscenities from below, they gained little ground for they were barely more than walking. She picked herself up and began climbing again, muddy skirts held in muddy hands. She couldn’t let them run her to ground like some exhausted deer.

      From the top of the slope, she could see the glinting silver ribbon of the Eslar River a league to the west. If she could keep ahead of them and make it to the river, she had a chance of reaching the British army defending Benavente. Her pursuers were still far enough behind. She dared risk changing course now that the slope hid her. She hurried along the crest to put more distance between her and them.

      She ran, stumbling on uneven ground. Sweat chilled her face and spots danced before her eyes. Only a hundred yards ahead, trees there would hide her flight. She needed that shelter for her strength was almost gone.

      Suddenly, an apparition rose out of the ground only yards ahead. She threw out her hands to stop, one knee slamming into the ground. The fourth French soldier stood waiting, squat and powerful looking, a mustache framing a vile grin. A whimper escaped her as she scrambled to her feet.

      Trapped.

      They’d guessed she’d make for the river, so one had circled around. She could hear the victory whoops from the soldiers below. She spun and dashed away down slope, hoping for more speed. Her hand found the penknife in her skirt pocket as the soldier leaped after her. He grabbed her hair, and she lashed out with the blade, splitting his cheek.

      Cursing, the brute seized her wrist, and twisted, forcing her to drop the knife, wrenching her arm, throwing her downhill, but he didn’t let go. She fell to her knees, all her weight on the arm bent behind her. A loud pop. An agony of fire exploded in her shoulder.

      The soldier kept a vise-like grip on her wrist and pulled a long knife from his gaiter. Every jerk on her arm made her scream, but when he slipped the knife point under the buttons of her coat, she managed to sink her teeth into his hand. He swore viciously and brought the butt of the knife down on her temple. Stunned, she continued to scream and claw.
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        Murphy’s Laws of Combat #6

        “When in doubt, empty the magazine.”

      

      

      
        
        Southeast of Benavente, Spain, midmorning, February 12, 2010

      

      

      “Safeties on.” Captain Richard ‘Rig’ Starke of the Seventy-Fifth Rangers watched the last six soldiers comply, outfitted in NATO camo. He continued in Spanish, “Check each other’s weapon.” The clear winter day was hovering in the forties, or 4 to 5 Celsius, cold for the three days of training.

      Rig wasn’t happy with the Spanish brigade commander’s decision to carry live ammo for this exercise. He wanted ‘realism.’ It was downright dangerous and unnecessary, even if there would be live fire practice in the afternoon. The Rangers and Special Operations rarely ever carried live ammo into a training exercise. But that was what Brigade CO, General Campillo, wanted.

      Rig got the ‘ready’ sign from the waiting group. He gestured to Sargento Reyes, saying, “The Sargento is lead.” Walking up to the cinderblock building, Rig pulled the pin on a smoke grenade and tossed it through the door. The Spaniards grinned and shook their heads. The smoke hadn’t been expected.

      Gesturing to the smoke billowing out the doorway, Rig said in Spanish, “Everyone knows their place and procedures. Now, you will have to depend on where your squad mates should be clearing the house. Weapon muzzles will still never cross a body. The evaluators are watching on infrared cameras. Rely on touch to establish your location with the man in front of you. No talking. You are a silent team.”

      Rig waited for the go ahead from the debriefing officers at the exit, confirming the buildings were clear of the preceding squad. He pushed his sunglasses up to get a better view of the rolling brown grasslands dotted with patches of snow. He had to shade his eyes against the sun glinting off the Rio Esla a few miles to the west. It might be decent farmland with enough irrigation from the river. He’d rather be on the family farm than here, not that it was his family’s anymore.

      The high desert of the Lagunas de Villafafilas nature reserve stretched out around him flat and oppressive. An out-of-the-way place to set up fake buildings to invade. The command had wanted the training in different terrain, instead of the familiar ground at Base Militar El Goloso.

      So, the companies had transported north where several exercises could be carried out simultaneously. They would be camping for the next few days, so everyone carried a full kit. With the go ahead over his helmet phone, Rig gave the signal to Sargento Reyes, who pumped his fist and the squad lined up along the building, each soldier disappearing inside the doorway, one after the other. Once they had completed the clearing exercise, they would exit the building complex on the other side and Spanish officers would debrief using the camera recordings.

      Watching the men vanish into the gray haze, Rig ground his teeth for the thousandth time in the last four weeks. He should be in Afghanistan with his company, his team, not in ‘Bumfuque, España’ training NATO allies. With a frustrated grunt, he resettled his rucksack. Training foreign military wasn’t something Rangers did. That was left to the Green Berets who were taught how to do it. Some of the Spaniards resented his presence, the Guardabosques americano who had the affront to come teach them how to be soldiers. No, he shouldn’t be here.

      He shifted the sheathed, outdated Spanish M125 sniper rifle so it hung vertically down the side of his rucksack. He liked the dependable weapon, so he borrowed it for the afternoon’s live-fire exercises to demonstrate targeting with a thermal scope. He blew out a long breath. He squatted and set his cover down, running his hands through his short hair. He tore at the dry grass, waiting for the ‘all clear’ signal, in case any of the last squad, confused in the smoke, wandered out the way they’d entered.

      Chief Dunn had referred to Rig’s TAD—Temporary Assigned Duty—in Spain as ‘hang time.’ He’d screwed up, gone Bravo Foxtrot, which reflected badly on the whole company. He was damned lucky to not be kicked out of the Seventy-fifth, released for standards, let alone the colonel letting him keep his bars for the time being. ‘Conditions’ and returning from a difficult mission were cited in his defense. Too ‘invested’ and a lack of objectivity were the criticisms. ‘Burn-out’ after six tours of Iraq and Afghanistan was the informal conclusion. Regardless, the Chief told Rig it was his own damn fault, and his warrant officer was seldom wrong.

      As it was, the final disposition of his case wouldn’t be resolved until he returned to battalion stateside. Doing the right thing was always trouble, always cost him. He didn’t know what he’d do if he was ejected from the Rangers. They were the only family he had.

      What was done, was done. He’d fucked up, forgotten the basics, let his desire for justice trigger him.

      Maybe. But he wouldn’t have done anything different if given the chance, except torch the bastard’s Mercedes.

      Rig hated feeling sidelined, used, and useless. It gave him a twitchy, hollow sensation. The acrid smell of the smoke made it worse. He’d sacrificed to earn a captain’s command in the Rangers, to be the best. He’d signed up for every training program he could to qualify for the Special Forces’ Regimental Reconnaissance Company. He grimaced. Out of reach now.

      He wanted to serve his country, make a difference, but most of all, return to his family, the Rangers—which sure the hell wasn’t here. Regardless, he’d give the rest of the assignment here his best. Shaking off his frustrations, he stood, ready to join the squads on the other side.

      From the smoke-filled doorway came a distant explosion, a gunshot.

      “God damn it!” Rig dove into the smoke, navigating the building from memory. He yelled “¡Diga!” to the squad, telling those still in the building to freeze, that he was coming to them. There was another deafening ‘bang,’ the shock staggering him, but he saw and heard nothing of the Spanish soldiers. What the hell? No one had stun grenades.

      After running eighty meters to clear the buildings, he stopped, disoriented. He should be running into the gathered squads by now. Damn it, he’d left his cover and the helmet’s com, so he couldn’t call them. Looking back the way he’d come, all he could see was an unbroken wall of bright gray. Even with his sunglasses, the intense glare made him squint.

      The air now held a strange, chilling cold and the quiet felt like a smothering weight. With a glance around, he realized he didn’t hear anything—at all. The eerie silence made the hair on his neck stand at attention. Had whatever went off in the building deafened him? He removed a glove, snapped his fingers, and was relieved to hear the sound.

      His relief only lasted a second.

      As though the snap was a signal, a drawn-out scream filled the air, the snarling, high-pitched cry of a woman fighting for her life. Under that, he heard men’s laughter.

      Rig tensed. He knew those sounds all too well.

      He sprinted toward the voices, the air growing colder with every step. Shit, it’s freezing! He drew his pistol, slapped in a clip, and cocked the Beretta. Maybe he could scare off the attackers, even if he couldn’t see them. He flipped the safety and fired into the ground. A gratifying silence followed, but now he wasn’t sure which direction to go.

      As Rig stood listening, the smoke evaporated.

      Thirty meters downhill in a wide depression, four men stared back at him. One short, broad-shouldered bull of a man with a bloody face held a struggling, half-naked woman by her arm with one hand, and a knife in the other. The second man, close by, interrupted dropping his pants to stare at Rig. The third, a tall, gaunt scarecrow with red sergeant stripes on one sleeve, had a long, gray coat halfway off. The fourth man to his far right, baby-faced, leaned on his flintlock musket looking uncomfortable with the scene, still wearing a cowhide pack and a white haversack at his hip. The other men’s packs and haversacks lay strewn on the ground along with black cylindrical hats, gray coats, and muskets.

      Rig gaped at the weird sight. He’d seen pictures in history texts and a few Napoleonic War reenactments in Europe, enough to recognize the costumes. They were all dressed in blue coats and gray breeches or knee-high gaiters—the uniform of Napoleon’s infantry.

      Damned re-enactors! It had become a popular European hobby, but these bastards weren’t playacting.

      He shouted in Spanish, “¡Déjenla!” and strode toward the group, waving his pistol at them, but no one moved. The four men continued to stare at him. They looked at each other and laughed.

      Rig grimaced. The four hadn’t shaved in a week and what teeth they had were various shades of gray and yellow brown. They continued to grin, their unkempt, long hair fluttering in the light breeze, their circular earrings glinting gold. The one pulled up his pants and the sergeant let his coat drop, a determined gleam in his eye.

      Rig stopped about fifteen meters away, anger burning through him. So, they think it’s funny, do they? He fired two shots at their feet. Dirt flew and all the men leaped away, their eyes round. The woman cried out when her arm was released but then she too stared at him.

      He kept his attention on the men. Outnumbered as he was, he had to break this up—chase them away, pronto. He certainly couldn’t arrest them or start shooting Spanish civilians. Shit.

      The four all began talking at once—in French—their breath white puffs in the icy air. Rig knew some of the language, but the words sounded too guttural. He heard ‘no smoke?’ and ‘stupid Spaniard’ among the comments flying between them. They considered him very strange. Terrific. All he needed was an international incident with crazy, armed Frenchmen.

      He rummaged his memory for the right French words, and then cut through their chatter, ordering them to beat it, “Sortez d’ici, maintenant!”

      They shut up but didn’t move. Instead, the four glanced at each other significantly, then at the scarecrow with the sergeant stripes. All four turned to face Rig. The sergeant pointed to Rig’s Beretta and said in Spanish, “Where did you get that, insensé?”

      Rig’s palms began to sweat. These scumbags were used to having guns pointed at them, and they’d obviously worked together for some time. The knife-wielder and the sergeant were the apparent leaders of this little gang, so the most dangerous, but they were several steps away from their muskets. The one on the right held his.

      Where was the Spanish Army? They must have heard the shots.

      Rig snarled in French, “Don’t push me,” and pointed the gun at the sergeant. “I don’t like bâtards. Leave now!” The four tensed but made no move to leave.

      Ah hell. Rig knew what was coming. He dared them with a half-smile.

      They all moved at once.

      As the soldier on his right cocked his musket and raised it to his shoulder, Rig shot the son-of-a-bitch twice. He screamed satisfactorily, falling to the ground. The pants-dropper froze, eyes wide. Rig faced the other two.

      The sergeant grabbed his musket, but instead of trying to shoot Rig, unexpectedly charged him with a teeth-baring yell. His decision gave Rig a few heartbeats to deal with the remaining man.

      The knife-wielder grabbed a musket on the ground. Rig fired again. Wood and metal exploded in the man’s hands. Mouth agape, he hugged a bleeding arm against his chest, his eyes never leaving the muzzle of Rig’s Beretta.

      Ice-calm in his rage, Rig faced the charging sergeant and his bayonet. Time seemed to slow as he crossed the last meters. Rig raised the Beretta, but the man never stopped.

      Rig put a bullet in his thigh. The sergeant staggered back, glancing incredulously at the hole. Rig shook his head and whispered, “Très stupide.” Close now, the sergeant heard him, and his fierce grin faltered, but the bastard lunged, his bayonet only feet from Rig’s face. Rig fired point-blank into the man’s eye. His head flew back and the rest of him followed, the momentum throwing his legs and musket in the air. The body hit the grass with a wet thud.

      Rig pointed the pistol at the remaining three men. The knife-wielder ran, disappearing north over the rise. The first man he’d shot writhed on the ground, holding his stomach, while the last one, still frozen in place, stood with his hands out, pleading in French for mercy.

      Rig motioned him to beat it. The pale Frenchman helped his wounded comrade stand and they staggered up and over the rise heading north downhill as fast as possible. When they were out of sight, Rig slumped to his knees, hands trembling, the semi-automatic in his lap.

      “Fuckin’ hell.”

      Now that the adrenaline rush receded, he felt sick at heart and weak. Out of habit, he changed magazines in the Beretta from his ammo harness, even though he’d only fired eight shots.

      Rig stared at the body of the sergeant, imagining the political mess he’d created in the last few seconds. You can’t go around killing French nationals—even in Spain.

      He was certain of one thing. He was looking at the death of his army career. He would be DOA with his superiors, regardless of why it happened. A deep ache blossomed in his chest at the thought, but he crushed it immediately. What needs to be done now? He swore some more. He’d have to report this to General Fernandez and the Spanish authorities.

      He stood and holstered his weapon. Behind him, all he saw was smoke. How far had he run? This was screwy. Where was everyone? He contemplated the frozen ground, the freezing air, trying to make sense of it. With a shake of his head, he realized he’d allowed his mind to wander, a post-combat spacewalk, annoyed with himself for the weakness.

      The woman.

      She still lay back on one elbow, her long skirts pushed up her bare legs. Whatever clothes she’d been wearing above her waist lay shredded about her. Her face, neck, and arms were tan, her body white. As he approached, she sat up, staring open-mouthed at him, making no attempt to cover herself.

      Rig saw her breasts, but after a moment’s staring, the woman attempted to cover her chest. Chiding himself, he shook his head. Noting her headwound and her arm, obviously dislocated, he made a mental inventory of what she needed and took off his rucksack and rifle. The Spanish military would come looking for him sooner or later, but in the meantime, there were things to be done.
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        Murphy’s Laws of Combat #14

        “If you’re lost, you will find the enemy.”

      

      

      Melissa strained to concentrate through the red haze of pain, to understand what had just happened. A man seemed to materialize out of the smoke. He was a large man—if he was a man at all, and not some spirit, an earth dryad or giant bogle. Dressed all in speckled beige from his collar to boots, shiny black spectacles hiding his eyes.

      When the tall man ordered the French monsters to leave in Spanish, she’d despaired, believing him some native fool, unarmed, challenging four soldiers. Then he fired the black thing in his hand, twice, the sharp blasts nearly invisible. The fiend holding her wrist had let go, a blessed relief. After a moment, everyone moved at once. The stranger shot the devil behind her and two others. She’d stared astonished as the survivors fled over the rise and down the slope.

      In the silence that followed, she found the beige giant kneeling before the body of the one he killed. She stared at him, unsure of what she faced now. His ritual over, he stood and holstered his miraculous black weapon. Turning toward her, he froze, his expression hidden by the mirror-like spectacles. Shivers shook her, from fear and his strangeness, as much as the frigid air. In her stupor, she’d forgotten her nakedness and tried to cover herself with her good arm—a useless gesture if he meant to attack her too. His size and black bug eyes made him appear inhuman. Lord, make it quick.

      When she sat up to cover her breasts, his mouth hardened. He swore, shaking his head. It sounded like he muttered, “Focus, Starke, focus.”

      He unbuckled a belt, dropped his huge pack and harness, then took off his hooded coat. He approached her, almost crouching, holding the heavy tan coat out in front of him. “Ya está bien, señorita, estas segura,” he said in a low voice.

      Still panting, she continued to stare at him, unable to do anything else. It required too much effort to speak. She suddenly needed to see his eyes, not her reflection in those frightening black eyeglasses. Was he human?

      “Can you speak?” he asked in French. Kneeling in front of her, he held up the coat to cover her chest. She didn’t grasp it with her good arm. He ended up holding the coat in place. His body seemed to block out the world and she began to shiver violently.

      He took off the glasses and tucked them in his shirt pocket. “¿Habla usted español?” he whispered, meeting her gaze.

      Just as she thought, the brown eyes of an elemental. Earthy, they were hard as mahogany, but held soft flecks of bronze. Had Nana’s pendant called him up from the land? Was he Ly Erg, the Scottish spirit dressed as a soldier who waylaid and killed travelers?

      “Français?” he asked, but she ignored his words, intent on discovering his nature.

      No, she was being foolish. His eyes held the cool surety of a soldier, a man, not some spirit. She also saw concern in his mesmerizing expression. She licked her lips and tasted blood, absently wondering why.

      The beige man frowned when she said nothing. He slung his coat over her shoulders. Deliciously warm, the coat held a clean, grassy scent. She pulled it close with her good arm. He went to his huge pack, fishing out a strange silver material and then another sheet, shiny like oil cloth. The same spotted beige of his clothes, the sheet crackled when he unfolded it, and he spread the stiff material on the ground, as though he was laying out a picnic blanket. She blinked at her glaikit imaginings, struggling to think through the lancing pain. Any movement was agony, the world a haze. How could she feel so numb yet hurt so much?

      Last, he took out some clothes and piled them on the cover. He returned and took her good elbow, then awkwardly moved his other hand around her, taking hold of her naked waist from behind. She froze at the intimate touch, ready to claw his face.

      He did nothing but speak in a gentle tone—in English, thank the Powers. “Miss, let’s get you off this wet grass and over to the ground cloth.”

      Her one arm hung in useless torment, but she gripped his sleeve with her other hand. With surprising ease, he lifted her to her feet, but her limbs were boneless. He practically carried her over to the ground cloth. His warm hand gripping her bare waist ignited more shivers, every step jolting her shoulder, bright lightning strikes of pain.

      The coat kept slipping off. Each time he would stop and quickly cover her again. His behavior was reassuring while his hand on bare skin threatened to panic her. Awash in goose bumps, dazed by the battling sensations, she let him coax her to sit down on his trampoline. He had to pry her hand free from his sleeve.

      “Okay, miss, I have to reset your shoulder. It must be done now. I’ll make it quick.”

      She didn’t know what he meant. All she knew were the hot needles torturing her shoulder, the pain in her head, and the calm depth of his eyes. She watched him through the tendrils of her hair as he made a pillow of a discarded French coat, and indicated she should lay down. She squinted at him, curling her lip.

      Seeing her expression, he sighed. “You’re safe. Now relax.”

      At his insistence, she laid her head on the makeshift pillow as he covered her with the silvery sheet. Now supine, she felt close to fainting. He sat down beside her, indicating she put her foot on his thigh. He picked up her useless arm at the wrist and elbow, the lancing pain making her groan. She opened her mouth to swear at him but before she could protest his liberties, he began steadily pulling on her arm. Spasms of pain exploded all along her body, a jolting snap, a white-hot flash of agony giving way to blackness.
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        * * *

      

      Rig let out a ragged breath. It had been a posterior dislocation. He’d felt—and heard—the humerus pop back into the rotator cuff. Typical with Rangers, he’d been cross-trained in several skill sets, including as a field medic. Over a year ago, he’d treated a teammate who’d dislocated his shoulder on a night parachute jump, but the wet pop still left him wanting to gag. He felt her shoulder but didn’t find knots of torn or detached tendons. She was well-muscled and fit, which helped limit the damage.

      Thank God she’s unconscious. It made things much easier all around. He grabbed his thermal shirt from the pile of clothes and lifted her up. He slipped the long-sleeved shirt over her head, unreasonably embarrassed when he had to tug the knit material over her breasts. He couldn’t ignore them. They were spectacular, firm, not too large, not too small.

      You idiot. Square up, Ranger.

      His spare camo shirt covered her smaller torso with a lot left over. He rolled up the sleeves, got socks on her feet, and then rifled one of the French packs, finding what he was looking for, a ‘fairly’ clean shirt. He cut it up and immobilized her arm in a sling, securing it across her upper body with strips of cloth. It was like dressing a rag doll. He finished by easing her good arm into his coat, zipping it up, and laying the space blanket around her shoulders.

      Before he forgot, he found two syringes from the med kit, one for the pain, the other for infection. He pulled up her coat and shirt and quickly administered both in her hip.

      An ugly cut on her temple had bled down the side of her face. Still holding her in a sitting position with his knee, he tried to examine it, but the woman had lots of sun-streaked amber hair, which curled in every direction and stuck to her bloody cheek. He grabbed the leftover shirtsleeve and tucked her long hair through it, tying it all into a ponytail reaching to her waist.

      The woman came to as he cleaned her face. She snarled in surprise and struck his hands away. “Ye pawkie deel!” She closed her eyes with a grimace and muttered more strange words, hand to her head.

      Rig knew better than to react to whatever language she’d spouted, and calmly remained sitting as she sat up and blinked at him, and then anxiously inspected her arm sling and the new clothes. The silver space blanket, paper-thin and crinkly, seemed to fascinate her.

      Watching her, he could see signs of shock. Her hands were trembling, and she seemed to have trouble concentrating. Finally, her gaze returned to him.

      He pointed to her head. “Miss, I need to close up that wound.” She felt her temple and then stared at the blood on her fingers. Moving to face her, Rig checked her pupil dilation. Nope. She tracked his finger just fine, so hopefully no more than a mild concussion.

      Her eyes were gray-green, almond-shaped under dark brows. They suggested intelligence and depth, even pain glazed as they were. She remained tense while he finished cleaning her head wound, her eyes never leaving his.

      He closed the head wound with a couple of butterfly strips and then covered it in a gauze wrap. As he ran an antiseptic wipe over her cheek, cleaning up the blood, she wrinkled her nose and leaned away. He raised a questioning eyebrow. “You don’t want to go into town with a dirty face, do you?” She blinked at his words, but remained still while he finished up, which made him suspect she understood at least some English.

      When done, he couldn’t help grinning. With the gauze bandana, her long, unruly hair, the gray thermal shirt, camo, and space blanket, she looked like an urban camper. Even the purple bruise growing around her head bandage added to the homeless image.

      He was reassured to see his patient had calmed down, but there was no smile in return. “We need to get you to a hospital, and me to the Guardia Civil pronto,” he said, gesturing north over the rise, “before those scumbags start telling stories.”

      He got up and packed away the med kit. He was thankful he hadn’t left the kit in Kandahar.

      What to do next? With that skirt, she must be a participant in the Frenchmen’s reenactment, or was she a movie extra? Where were her friends?

      She was maybe twenty-two years old now that he’d gotten a closer look. She sat, knees up, wrapped in silver, staring off into space. She continued to shiver, which didn’t surprise him between the shock and the bitter cold. It was a crazy change in weather, even for Spain.

      He scooped up one of the heavy, long coats the Frenchmen had left, but immediately dropped it. It stank of smoke, bad cheese, and sweat. He hunted up the least-offending coat of the three. In spite of her glare, he took his coat from her, and tucked the long, gray coat over the space blanket.

      She sniffed once and yanked off the coat with an angry “Och, boggin ‘ing,” throwing it away one-handed and then returning to shiver again.

      What language had she spoken? He zipped up his camo coat around her and covered it with the space blanket—again. She seemed satisfied, but without his coat, he was freezing. The cold stabbed through his fatigues like needles. It had to be at least ten degrees colder than this morning.

      He retrieved the discarded gray coat. Once on, the long French coat proved bulky enough and covered him down below his knees. Tight through the shoulders, it fit his six-foot-three frame, except for the sleeves—inches too short. He always packed his floppy ‘boonie hat,’ so he pulled it out of his rucksack along with his wool cap and tugged both on to keep his head warm.

      His watch told him it had been about thirty minutes since he’d driven off. He glanced at the still form of the Frenchman spread-eagled on the ground only a few meters away. Hell’s bells. He should throw something over the body.

      The girl didn’t seem to pay any attention to the corpse, which was odd unless she’d seen the dead before. Filled with a useless rage over the stupidity of it all, Rig glared at the wrecked face of the sergeant staring one-eyed at the sky. “Well, bozo, this reenactment realistic enough for you?”

      Rig noticed the man had a pocket watch and chain in his vest and leaned over to pull it out. Flipping it open, Rig saw the time was off. It showed a little after two o’clock when it was only nine-thirty in the morning. The inside cover was inscribed in French, To Emile, Love Monique, January 1808. He tossed it on the body. “Yeah, don’t you just love those little historical details?”

      Rig covered the body with the ‘stench coat,’ and then looked up the brown slope, north the way the Frenchmen had retreated. Smoke continued to blow over the rise and past him. Listening, he didn’t hear anything. Her three attackers must have kept running. He trotted to the top of the rise bordering the little depression they were in. He couldn’t see much downhill through the smoke.

      He knotted his brow. He’d used several smoke grenades, as had the Spaniards at the building’s exit, but that smoke couldn’t reach this far. Nothing made sense. He tried his cell phone. No bars, and the GPS wasn’t working.

      Walking back, he pocketed his phone and swore. No telling what those French bastards would say if they got to the authorities first. He felt angry and antsy. He briefly imagined going after the three and finishing the job— double tap them all.

      Wishful thinking. They needed to get moving. He glanced at the sun. It was too low. Maybe three hours of daylight left. His soldier’s intuition flared, suddenly on high alert. He surveyed the grass-covered depression he stood in and then the sky. Black, massive thunderheads roiled toward him. The distant snow-covered mountains were just visible above the rise, far whiter than he remembered. He trotted up the rise to the south, looking back the way he’d come. Through the whisps of smoke in this direction, he saw trees. As far as Rig could see, a kilometer distant, there was nothing, no buildings, or any sign of the Spanish company.

      He couldn’t have run an entire klick. Had the explosion stunned him? The world had turned alien, cold and unrecognizable, leaving him bewildered, a prickly panic prodding his consciousness. Should he head downhill after the miscreants or wait for the Spanish Army, wherever they may be?

      The girl stood unsteadily, and after a moment, faced him. “We hae ta gang.”

      Rig leaned away, surprised by the warm Scottish lilt to her barely intelligible words, but glad she was talking. “Oh, she speaks, and it’s English—sort of.”

      She shot him an annoyed glance. “Get aff.” Her free hand went to her head and she grimaced. “Ta talk pains me heid.” She began dumping the contents of French packs on the ground cover.

      Rig eyed her. “Can you speak English?”

      After a pause, she said, eyes closed, “Oh, tis English ye desire, ye with your Sassenach cant.” She glared at him, and in a clean British accent said, “We must leave.” Her hand went to her forehead again.

      Surprised, Rig raised one eyebrow at her shifting between English and what he thought was a Scots brogue. “Very articulate,” he said, a corner of his mouth pulled up. “While you were unconscious, I gave you something for the pain. It should ease soon.”

      She studied him through squinted eyes but came to some decision and with an obvious effort to concentrate said, “Who do I thank for my, my rescue?” She blushed and couldn’t look him in the eye.

      “Ah, right. I’m Captain Richard Starke, U.S. Army.” He pointed to his name patch over his shirt pocket then gestured to the coat she wore and the U.S. flag on the sleeve. When she frowned at this, he said, “And you are?”

      “What is the U.S. Army?”

      He raised an eyebrow. Very weird. “You’ve heard of the United States?”

      “An American? Why are ye haring aboot in Spain?”

      “That’s a long story. Who are you?”

      Still frowning at him, she did a wobbly little curtsy and said, “Miss Melissa Graham.”

      Playacting at this point? It annoyed him. “Are you part of a re-enactment or some movie?”

      “A what?

      “So, you’re not part of a movie production company?”

      Looking askance at him, she huffed. “Nae company or squadron. I’m the niece of the Laird Colonel Thomas Graham.”

      “A colonel? In the Spanish Army?” That might be a help with this disaster.

      “Don’t be an eejit. The British Army, of course.”

      “What? Here? Is your uncle working with the Spanish military too?”

      She gave him a hard look and, ignoring his question, piled the white canvas haversacks together one-handed. Grabbing one of the other packs, she also dumped its contents on the ground cloth. She called out over her shoulder, “Captain, we must be away,” waving off to the west.

      He scowled at her performance. “Look, Miss, this is serious. You need a doctor.” Gesturing at the dead body, he said, “And I need to report this to the authorities.” Rig pointed north. “Castro Gonzalo is probably the closest, maybe a couple of kilometers away.”

      “Nae!” She anxiously waved her hand back and forth.

      “No? Where then?”

      “Benavente.”

      “What? That’s at least six klicks further away.”

      “Klicks? What are ye rantin’ aboot? It’s neigh-on two Spanish leagues.” The girl gave him an arched look that said his biscuits weren’t quite baked. Some of the smoke blew over the rise and passed between them like a screen. When it moved on, so had the girl.

      Several meters away, she unceremoniously dumped the last cowhide pack on the ground cloth. She began spreading the contents out with her foot and throwing things back into one of the now empty packs. He watched her, hands on hips, perplexed. She’d been beaten and nearly raped, yet she was bustling around, rifling the re-enactors’ packs, apparently set on stealing what she could. Did she think she was going to carry the pack in her condition? He certainly wasn’t going to help her.

      She glanced up at him, an anxious twist to her mouth, and waved to the north. “We must needs go, ‘fore those minkers return.”

      “Who? With two wounded, those three won’t be back,” he said. “The police might show up here, but not those bastards.” What would they say about her stealing the Frenchmen’s gear? Not good. She was his only witness to this fiasco. He needed to keep her close and crime free.

      She frowned at him. “Ye poor, mad daffy. Tis the French army we must haud away frae.” Her hand went to her head for a moment, and then with a grimace in his direction, she continued picking through the contents of the reenactors’ packs and canvas haversacks.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And how many French are we talking about?”

      For a moment she paused, eyes closed. Then she bent and dumped out the last white haversack, throwing it away by its strap. It contained several oil-cloth bags. Her eyes on her newly created pile, she waved her hand up the rise. “Thousands.”

      Rig waited for an explanation, but other than one more disgusted squint, the girl ignored him and busied herself with scavenging. “Miss, you’re in no shape to be wandering around. Leave that stuff. Let’s head for town and medical help.”

      She stood, swaying a bit and placed a trembling hand on the sling. “We may have need of this stuff.” She picked shirts, socks, and bags out of the pile and threw them in one pack and began filling another. “We must try for Benavente.”

      He shrugged at her strange behavior and syntax, concerned she would soon exhaust herself. Why Benavente? Now that the smoke was clearing to the north, he climbed out of the hollow to get his bearings. The police might be on their way up already. She wasn’t making sense, particularly when peppering her comments with Scottish jargon. He just hoped the beating she’d endured hadn’t scrambled her brains completely.

      Before he reached the top, he could see the bell tower, and then the pink tile roofs of Benavente covering the slopes far to the west. He rubbed his face. It looked too small, only a fraction of the built-up area he remembered seeing this morning. It was hard to tell as billowing plumes of smoke hid much of the town.

      What the hell?

      He raced to the top of the rise and looked down on the valley. To the west, a wide ribbon of gray water sparkled, the Rio Esla. Reassured, he surveyed the flat valley floor. Like Benavente, the village of Castro Gonzalo burned in several places, flames darting among the billowing clouds of smoke, the same clouds rolling up the hills past him. What’s going on?

      What looked like thousands of people filled the main road though Castro Gonzalo, east toward the town of San Esteban. But it couldn’t be Highway A-6 down there. He saw no cars or even pavement. Marching hordes crowded a muddy roadway. Even from more than three klicks away, he could see the sun reflecting off puddles the horses splashed through, many dragging wagons behind them.

      Rig removed the Leica from his belt and used the pocket rangefinder as binoculars. He scanned the length of the road to the horizon but couldn’t grasp what he was seeing. Tens of thousands of people snaked along the road. Most wore gray coats or uniforms of various colors. Red, blue, and white lozenge flags bobbed and fluttered everywhere.

      Clouds overhead created flitting shadow patterns of light and dark across the miles of humanity on the yellow-brown plain below. The undulating column sparkled as metal badges, weapons, and bridles caught the sunlight. He made a quick calculation in his head. There were more than twenty thousand people and hundreds of horses visible down there.

      He’d never heard of such a large gathering of re-enactors, even when he’d attended a Waterloo reenactment three years ago. Was someone making a movie? Could it explain the fires? Where were all the houses, cars, and paved roads? Had film crews cleared them out, or was he lost and looking at some elaborate set built in the middle of open country?

      The clink of hundreds of horse bridles and caisson chains drifted up to him faint on the frigid breezes. Underneath the rattling metal sounds pulsed a low thrum of tens of thousands of marching feet. He watched the spectacle for a long time, his reason numbed. The scene was incomprehensible.

      “What the hell’s going on?” It took three tries to stuff the Leica back into its belt pouch. Think, Starke! How could the Spanish Army have overlooked such a massive operation so close to their field exercises? It had taken weeks to clear the exercise with the civilian authorities, but no mention of this crowd? Or had the Spanish Army again been hired for a movie? It made no sense. The two of them would have to hike downhill to find some explanations.

      As he turned to retrieve the girl, three horsemen rode out of a fold in the ground downhill, wearing the gaudiest uniforms he’d ever seen.

      They were dressed in short red jackets, save one who had the red jacket tied over his shoulder revealing a green coat underneath. Each coat was covered with rows of yellow cording across the front, the red coats sporting brown fur edging on the cuffs and collar. The same dark yellow cording trimmed their tan breeches and black boots. All three wore ridiculously large fur hats topped with long, bouncing red and green plumes. He assumed they were French too.

      Could the day get any weirder?

      They came to a halt, looking him over. Even more than one hundred meters away, he could see they sported long mustaches and earrings like the girl’s attackers. This looked bad, but he waved to them just in case they weren’t as psychotic as the last group of renegades.

      No such luck.

      The horseman with the red coat strung over his shoulder leveled his carbine and fired, the snick-pop loud. The shot kicked up sod a meter away.

      Damn it to hell!

      The riders whistled and yelled, pushing their mounts into a gallop uphill. The ground began to tremble with their pounding charge.

      They’d announced their intentions. More killing. Rig turned and sprinted over the top of the rise, the long coat flapping around his legs. He motioned to the girl to get down and then he ran parallel to the slope. The horsemen couldn’t see him and would assume he’d run in a straight line away from them. He whipped out his pistol and flipped off the safety. Rig took a balanced stance, both hands on the Beretta just as the group surged over the rise and raced down the other side.

      They pulled up when they didn’t spot him ahead but did notice the girl lying flat on the ground near to the covered body of the sergeant. One of them said something and they all laughed. The laughter died away when they found him behind them. The three turned their horses to face him.

      They sat calmly, the long green saddle blankets waving with the horses’ restless prancing. Each rider held a wicked-looking saber, the blades resting against their shoulders as they studied him. One leaned over to the others and said in a stage whisper, “C’est lui, That’s him.”

      Rig frowned. These men must have talked to the three who ran. Terrific, now it was personal. He waved the Beretta at them and yelled in his best French that he wouldn’t shoot them if they left now.

      The riders grinned but didn’t move. They were waiting for something. He watched them, wondering what these crazy civilians were up to?

      No, not civilians. Regardless of the silly outfits, they acted like soldiers. Or at least accomplished brigands—using the crowds of extras for the epic being filmed as cover for their rape and pillaging? It made some sense. Then he saw the girl frantically pointing up the slope behind him.

      Rig realized she was signaling, what the horsemen were waiting for. Just sound tactics, you blockhead. One or more flankers were coming up behind him.

      He leaped to one side just as a horse burst over the rise and the rider fired a pistol. The shot smacked into the dirt beside him.

      The flanker whipped his horse around, hooves throwing up a shower of mud and grass. The horseman unsheathed his sword, the metal singing, and pointed it at Rig, who still lay where he’d landed. With a nasty smile, the rider kicked his horse forward, straight at him.
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        Murphy’s Laws of Combat #16:

        “Teamwork is essential; it gives the enemy other people to shoot at.”

      

      

      On his back, Rig pointed the Beretta at the oncoming rider. The 9mm bucked twice, and his assailant flew out of his saddle, his horse nearly running Rig down before it disappeared over the rise. Close behind the other three charged like a wall, their yells and whistles piercing the thunder of hooves.

      Rig rolled left and fired two rounds into the closest rider. The trooper fell forward, his horse blocking one rider. The horseman to Rig’s right tried wielding the saber across the horse. It missed, but he kicked out with his metal stirrup as he passed and caught Rig in the shoulder, spinning him around. Rig stood but couldn’t bring his left arm up to hold the pistol two-handed.

      The familiar combat rage flashed through him in the wake of the pain, furious with his attackers and their senseless efforts to kill him. Who the hell are these maniacs?

      The thick smells of damp dirt and horse sweat swirled in the air as the two remaining cavalrymen turned and circled quickly to attack Rig from opposite directions. He had to face one at a time. He shot the stirrup-kicking bastard square in the chest, then spun to finish off the last rider.

      The man unexpectedly leaned over in the saddle, sword low. Rig dodged, but the point of the saber skewered him in the thigh. The rider’s momentum spun Rig around, tearing muscle, ripping the saber out of the rider’s hand. The Beretta went flying as Rig slammed into the ground. The fall jarred the steel blade still embedded in his thigh. A spasm of fire shot up his body as black lights gyrated before his eyes.

      He rolled a bit, pulling the point of the saber from the dirt as he groped blindly for his boot knife. The rider gave a shout of victory and walked his gray up to Rig. The two remaining horses, saddles empty, stood close as though they wanted to see what would happen next.

      The cavalryman gazed down with a somber expression over the gold cording across his chest. He pulled a large pistol from a holster at the front of his saddle. With a feral glint in his eye, the rider cocked the flintlock and pointed it at Rig, sparing a glance at the Beretta lying two meters away.

      Rig stared up into the black depths of the muzzle. Outraged that he would die without knowing what the hell was going on, he sneered at the horseman. He held the knife by the blade ready to throw it, a Hail Mary effort at best lying on his back.

      A gunshot split the silence.

      The three horses flinched in unison, tails flipping. In slow motion, the cavalryman arched his back, face to the sky, and fell backward off his mount. A moment later, an acrid cloud of smoke drifted over Rig. When it cleared, he could see the girl down the slope. She lay on her back, her stocking feet toward him, a musket barrel held between them, the butt of the weapon cradled on her good shoulder. He half-smiled/half-grimaced and nodded his thanks. Wide-eyed, she didn’t return his smile, but did give him a tight nod in return.

      At the sight of the blade sticking in his leg, a familiar nausea twisted his gut. It was the revulsion of having metal imbedded in his flesh, first experienced with shrapnel from an IED in Afghanistan.

      He gritted his teeth and slid his keffiyeh bandana out of his pants pocket, pressing it around the blade protruding out the bottom of his thigh. Yanking the KIT torniquet out of his pocket, he was glad he hadn’t emptied his pockets for the trip to Spain. He tightened it to stem the bleeding. The sword pierced the outside of his thigh clean through with the hilt angled away from him, thankfully missing bone, and major arteries.

      Torn muscles and tendons screamed at him as he sat in the dead grass, grunting out quick breaths at the pulsing pain, unsure how to remove the sword. He couldn’t reach across his body for the hilt. He absently wished he’d packed an HTS IV for shock and blood loss, which Ranger medics carried on actual missions. He crawled over to his pistol, brushed off the dirt, and changed magazines.

      The woman walked up with the twelve-pound medical kit and set it by him. Amazing. She’d been paying attention when he’d used it for her. His new comrade-in-arms stood by his leg with a question on her face. He noticed her free hand still shook a bit. The kick of the heavy musket must have hurt like hell.

      Saying thank you, he tossed the bandana to her. “All right, nurse, if you can wipe the blade clean, I’ll sterilize it and you can pull the sucker out.” Would she have the nerve to do it?

      Her brows knotted, but she wiped the grass, mud, and blood off the blade sticking out the bottom of his thigh efficiently, with no squeamishness. She didn’t wait for him to finish opening the medical pack. She just yanked the sword free.

      “Fuckin’ hell, woman!”

      Gasping, Rig grabbed the bandana out of her hand to stem the bleeding. Nerves throbbing, Rig leaned back, panting, ready to read her the riot act, but her bruised face held a patient expression that stopped him cold.

      He gritted his teeth against the pain and eyed her, bewildered by the vision she presented. She stood over him, calmly waiting, like some punk avenging angel, bloody saber in hand, bandaged head, her smaller body lost in his camouflage coat.

      Finally, it dawned on him that he’d just cussed at her.

      He took a ragged breath. This situation got more bizarre by the minute. She’d been beaten and nearly raped. Crazed, costumed men had done their best to kill him. Their dead bodies littered the landscape, yet she stood waiting. He felt sweat dripping cold off his forehead, his muscles convulsing, so he knew he couldn’t be hallucinating.

      No, she appeared very real, holding herself erect, waiting for him to come to his senses.

      Rig ground out “Okay. Sorry about that” in-between his gasps. Her expression subtly changed, adding skepticism. The woman’s demeanor reminded him of a female drill instructor he’d had during Advanced Training. She’d wait when her students screwed up, her expression communicating stern expectations when they needed to get their act together. He’d give even odds as to who was tougher.

      He gazed at his leg for a moment, trembling, breathing hard, as the pain hammered at him.

      Then unexpectedly, he grinned at the absurdity of it all. I’m going into shock. No, I’m going mad, that’s it. He made it a point never to swear around civilians, especially women—he rolled his eyes—except when they were jerking swords out of his body.

      Struggling not to smile at the somber turn of her mouth, he said, “Miss Graham, please understand.” Pant. “I’m having a really bad day.” Gasp. “It just slipped out. Honest.”

      Her misty, green eyes softened, hinting at forgiveness, acknowledging his sad attempt at humor. She looked hard at him for a moment, but a small smile escaped.

      Ha!

      She pursed her lips and nodded. “We must away. More of the devils will soon follow.”

      Rig agreed, chuckling, but cut it off when he heard panic begin to color the sound.

      Gesturing to his leg, he said, “I’ll take it from here.” Rig paused to steady his breathing. “You, you go ahead and get the gear collected. We’ll need the horses.” With a nod, she spun around, and with back straight, quickly gathered up the horses’ reins but not before he saw a reticent smile briefly brighten her face.

      He examined his wound, and then wondered at the retreating woman for a moment. He shrugged at the mystery, undoing the tourniquet, dropped his pants, swearing to himself as he sat on the wet grass in his skivvies. What will she think of that? Clenching his teeth, he cleaned the tear along the top of his thigh, which was beginning to look like one large bruise around the ripped flesh. Pressing his bandana against the exit wound at the bottom of his thigh, he was still literally bleeding like a stuck pig.

      There was no time to stitch it up because he agreed with the girl—more of these nut cases could be showing up at any moment, apparently all hunting him. Before he forgot, or passed out, he gave himself a shot of antibiotics and took two Vicodin dry.

      The girl returned with a canvas bag and knelt by his leg. She took out a handful of what looked like breadcrumbs and quickly stuffed them in the exit wound. The bleeding stopped.

      “What the . . .?” Without explanation, she packed more crumbs in the gash on the top of his thigh. Recovering from the electric flashes of agony, he grabbed the bag out of her hand and looked in. They were moldy breadcrumbs! Yet, for stopping the bleeding, the crumbs seemed to work as well as the army’s QuikClot.

      She began wrapping his leg one-handed with gauze she’d found in the medicine kit, and then part of another French shirt. Using her finger on the knot, he tied off the bandage. She pushed herself up, and stood, looking down at him. “It will hold the bleeding till I can mend the tears.”

      “Breadcrumbs, really?”

      “Aye. Even the French know of such medicines.” With that, she returned downslope to filling the packs.

      A legion of questions hammered his skull about these people, what he’d seen in the valley joined the agony already beating at him. He furtively watched Miss Graham picking up various objects scattered around, including a flintlock pistol and what looked like a corset. She seemed to take all this craziness in stride, shock notwithstanding, adding some of her own to the mix.

      Bad vibes jangled his already tortured nerves. He was in Spain, but he wasn’t. Strangely dressed men were trying to kill him with antique weapons. It was bitter cold, instead of the morning’s milder weather. Had a stun grenade scrambled his brain? His head felt like a giant fist was squeezing it. Whatever the cause, his soldier’s intuition clamored for him to get the hell away from the unnatural scene surrounding him.

      Ranger Training 101. Concentrate on the now, Starke. Painfully, he pulled up his pants. Some unwelcome feeling was returning to his bruised shoulder. He staggered upright, the torn muscles making his eyes tear. Holstering his Beretta, he counted his ammo: only two full clips left, three altogether, and three extra clips for his M125 rifle. He wasn’t sure what would have happened if the Spanish hadn’t planned live-fire exercises during the field training.

      His thigh burned like a bitch just standing, but he was mobile after a fashion. He knew later it would be far worse. Stumbling stiff-legged, he grabbed a musket as a crutch. He tied his rucksack and his rifle on the largest horse, the gray beast ridden by the cavalryman who’d speared him. Whatever town he and Miss Graham needed to get to, thank God they weren’t walking.

      He checked to see if all four hussar-impersonators were dead. The one the girl shot wasn’t.

      Rig knelt awkwardly, bandaged leg straight, baring his teeth with the effort, and turned the man over. His blue eyes were open, his weathered face pallid. He wore braided locks at his temples and a ponytail, along with his drooping mustache. The whole effect brought up images of Attila the Hun.

      The horseman eyed Rig’s uniform, then whispered in French, “Who are you?”

      Rig glared at him for a moment and then pointed to the black letters over his breast pockets, STARKE, and the flag on his shoulder, U.S. Army.

      When the man didn’t say anything more, Rig asked him the same question. He frowned, but answered in a stronger voice, “Capitaine Antoine LaCroix, Chasseurs à Cheval de La Garde Impériale.”

      Rig just shook his head. Right. Napoleon’s Imperial Guard. This guy was probably a CPA from Lyons during the week and sunk all his money in this weekend outing and his gaudy uniform now sported a hole in it.

      No. That explanation didn’t fit—at all. They’d tried to kill him. Four men were dead. His body began to constrict.

      Rig controlled his breathing and silently studied the ‘Capitaine.’ The man was a weathered, professional soldier, not some hobby-mad civilian. He’d bet a month’s pay on it.

      “Why are you trying to kill me?”

      The man laughed, which brought on a short coughing fit. “We’re at war, n’est-ce pas?” He raised an eyebrow. “Are you with the Spanish opposition or the English?”

      Translating the French, Rig sneered at his question. Just barely keeping from putting his hands around the man’s neck. “Look, you French fruitcake.” Why did he feel so close to hysteria now? He pursed his lips. He’d spoken in English. In fractured French he said, “Américain. Armée des États-Unis.”

      This caused a puzzled frown. “Mais, you Americans are our friends, non? Your government would never lease troops to the English—you hate them.”

      “I’m no mercenary, Antoine.” Rig despised the corporate mercenaries and Black Water gunslingers running around Iraq—even if some were ex-Rangers. The man just shook his head in confusion. Rig knew he was butchering his French. “Why are you here?”

      The man closed his eyes, obviously near the end of his strength. “Your pistol. How, how many shots without reloading?”

      Of course, my Beretta. He answered without thinking, “Quinze. Fifteen.”

      The man’s eyes flew open, amazement evident. Rig had had enough of this nonsense. He was wasting time. He stood, picked up a coat off the ground, and covered the crazy Frenchman, slipping his fur hat under his head as a pillow. Rig figured someone would show up soon, but hopefully not too soon.

      In a daze, Rig lurched laboriously to the other riders, rifling their pockets looking for identification. He found several small cloth bags which turned out to be coin purses. But no wallets, just letters and little booklets. Finding nothing familiar or that he could read, he pocketed the coin purses. This was feeling too much like a backcountry mission or a SERE exercise, where you salvaged every possible resource in escaping the enemy. Nothing made sense, but it was obvious that his survival and the woman’s were at stake.

      Miss Graham believed it too. She’d found her boots, now without shoelaces, and clomped around impatiently circling a grassy area near where he’d found her, head down, searching for something, poking at the ground with the bloody saber.

      He shambled over to the two cowhide packs the woman had filled as he pulled the smallest horse, knife thrusts of agony jarring his thigh with each step.

      The woman appeared practiced at scavenging. With frenetic energy, she’d thrown things together, stuffing two of the three packs to bursting. Rig hauled them to the roan and tying them together, threw them over the horse. She’d also collected a cartridge case of black leather, a flintlock pistol, cavalrymen’s short musket carbine, another cartridge case, metal canteens, and haversack bags that held food. He tied them all on the designated pack horse. Another oddity, bundles of hay and grain bags hung across the chest of each mount, and a large, tube-like cloth cases were tied to the back of each saddle.

      The four bodies lay where they’d fallen, dotting the yellow-brown slope, three green and red-clad corpses, and one under a gray shroud. The fifth, the Capitaine, seemed to have passed out, but Rig couldn’t bring himself to care.

      He stood staring at the carnage, then one of the horses snickered, bringing him back to the present. He was taking too much time.

      He recognized the floating, disconnected sensations incited by both the shock of his wounds, carnage of combat, and the Vicodin, but this situation was far more alien. He shivered with the strange fear that was beating for release. He wanted to rage at the inexplicable scene, at the mad, irrational people. He had to get away from here and figure out what the hell was going on.

      The horses—he wished they didn’t need them. In ‘Stan—Afghanistan—there’d been plenty of opportunities to work with the beasts, as well as mules and donkeys, but he didn’t like them. Too contrary, too complicated. Complicated? These horses had four reins, not two. This was getting more bizarre by the moment.

      Leading the three beasts with his hand around twelve leather reins, he limped his way over to the young woman, now frantic in her efforts, still sweeping the ground with the sword blade. She staggered a couple of times in her unlaced boots, off-balance with one arm tied to her body. He stopped and frowned at her performance, while the horses lowered their noses to the grass. “Miss, we need to get⁠—”

      One horse abruptly jerked its head back, yanking at Rig’s bad arm. He grunted at the burst of fire rippling down his back, then checked the spot the horse shied away from. He picked up a metallic oval and chain laying there. Bronze colored, the medallion was unnaturally warm to the touch. An elaborately coiled snake circled the bronze disc, its face covered with runes. It looked Celtic, like something he’d seen visiting Ireland. The chain was just as ornate, links resembling the bodies of snakes.

      “Yo, Miss. Are you looking for this?”

      She whirled around and seeing what he held, walked quickly to him. Holding out the sword for him, she took the medallion.

      She closed her eyes and sighed heavily. “Thank ye.” The woman ran the hand holding the medallion over the camouflage coat and the hip-level pocket flaps, pulling at them, but not hard enough to open them. She glanced back at him with a baffled expression.

      She had long, attractive fingers, but dirty, broken nails. The cold had turned her scraped knuckles red. With a shake of his head at her efforts, he pulled a pocket flap loose from the Velcro, holding the pocket open so she could drop the medallion in, and then sealed the flap.

      “Och.” She looked between him and the pocket a couple of times and then began tugging the flap open, then closed, patting the Velcro together, then pulling it apart again, a little smile forming on her lips.

      He reached out and touched her fingers. She flinched, snatching her hand away. He hated the reflexive panic in her eyes, so he turned away, saying over his shoulder, “We have to go. Now.”

      He stuck the saber in the ground and went to stand by the bay, hands out for her foot. He cocked his head questioningly. She closed her eyes for a moment and then walked up to the horse.

      Awkwardly, she stepped in his cupped hands, reached up and grabbed hold of the raised front of the saddle with her free hand. She pulled herself up to stand in the stirrup and swung her leg over the horse. She straddled the saddle with a bounce and gave a little moan, holding her head. After helping her up, Rig took a moment to let the fire in his back and leg dissipate.

      He looked up at her. “Are you all right?”

      Nodding, she hurriedly arranged her full skirt so it covered her legs down to her muddy boots. Her back straight as a queen’s, she asked him to tie the reins together. When he was done, she picked up the top set of reins leading to the horse’s mouth in her free hand.

      “What’s with the four reins?”

      She gave him a judgemental glance and said, “If you are referring to how to use them,” he nodded, “To simplify, you can use the reins for the curb bit to stop, and the snaffle bit reins at the mouth for turning.”

      He half-smiled approvingly at her apparent competency with a horse. Her toes just touched the stirrups, so he unbuckled the stirrup strap on one side and shortened it until she nodded, then buckled it again. Gesturing to her boots, she said, “Please place my boots in a pack. Unlaced, I will surely lose them riding.”

      He quickly stuffed them where he could. “When we get a chance, I have laces for your boots. Let me know if your feet are too cold.” She gave a dismissive shake of her head.

      Swearing under his breath, Rig painfully limped to the Capitaine’s gray, the musket crutch failing to help much. He saw the top of the empty scabbard peeking out from under the long green and gold-trimmed saddle blanket. He thought for a moment, and then bared his teeth. Yeah, he’d take it. Grabbing hold of the saber he’d stuck in the ground. He wiped the blood—his blood—on his pant leg and slid the blade into the scabbard so it lay along the flank of the horse with just the hilt showing at the top of the saddle blanket. There, a souvenir of this ridiculous engagement.

      Why do horses have to be so damn big? He took a deep breath and gripped the raised pommel, pulling himself up one-armed on the wrong side. Stomach across the saddle, he pushed his injured leg over the back, until he was able to finally ease himself upright and slip his feet into the too-short stirrups.

      He exhaled with a ragged groan, glad the horse hadn’t objected. His head swam from the exertion, which wasn’t a good sign. He worked to ignore the throbbing aches coursing through his body as he positioned himself in the saddle, tied his two sets of reins together and spread out the  bottom of his long coat which awkwardly bunched behind him.

      Where were the French now? He swore, calling himself every kind of fool. He should’ve asked that question long before this. Checking his watch, it had been twenty minutes since the cavalry arrived. Worried at his stupid lapse, he walked his horse up just close enough to the top of the rise to be able to look down.

      In the valley, among the long shadows, the thousands were making camp, tents, and fires now dotted the plain. He didn’t see horsemen anywhere. They could be near, he supposed, just out of sight in the folds of the slope. Even so, he blew out his breath, relieved.

      Rig walked his horse up to the woman, stopping next to what was now their packhorse. He leaned over and grimaced, seizing the roan’s reins. He had no choice but to hold them with his bad arm, knowing the torture he was inviting, but he couldn’t find anywhere to secure them to his saddle and wasn’t sure it was a good idea anyway. They moved off with a quick walk.
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        Murphy’s Laws of Combat #11:

        “If you’re short of everything but the enemy, you’re in a combat zone.”

      

      

      Rig turned to his companion. “So, your friends are in Benavente?” She nodded and gestured west toward the river. Fair enough. He hoped they’d run into his Spanish contingent or the authorities, but now, he wasn’t counting on it.

      He glanced at the battleground as it disappeared from sight. “Why did those men attack you?” She eyed him like he’d lost his mind. “Okay, stupid question. What are all those ‘French’ doing here?”

      “That’s what the French deels do, invade other countries, as if ye dinnae ken.” The revulsion in her voice made him pause.

      O-kay, new tack. “So, what were you doing here?”

      “Searching for Emily.”

      “Who?”

      “Ensign Hershey’s wife.”

      For a moment, her words didn’t register because the misery in her expression held his attention. Ensign? What was a naval officer’s wife doing lost in northern Spain? “You were looking for her up here?”

      The woman pressed her lips together. “Nae, a’course no. Searching Castro Gonzalo, I was. When I found . . .” She took a breath, her lips trembling, then she said in a firmer voice, “The fiends discovered me and chased . . .” She gazed down at the reins, a bleak anger knotting her face.

      “That’s two or more klicks—up hill. And you ran all the way up here?”

      She nodded without looking at him.

      “Why here?” He eyed her, but she said no more, her grimace showing pain and annoyance with his questions. Her story made no sense. The crowds in the valley could have offered help—or at least a place to hide among them. He wanted to ask more questions, but so far, the answers he’d gotten from both her and the Frenchman just confused the hell out of him. Damn, did it matter now?

      He clenched his teeth and urged his horse westward, regardless of the jolting pain. The two of them trotted down into the Esla River valley.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa blinked. She dinnae see double anymore. The pulsing, lightning strikes of pure agony had receded to a dull hammering in her pate. And her shoulder—it only ached, where minutes before the rolling gait of her mount had created tidal waves of burning misery.

      She stole a glance at the soaring, tall man who had worked this miracle. If only he possessed a similar elixir for erasing her memories, healing her numb heart. She wished she could wash away the day, the images, and sounds—her friend Emily, the malicious, inhuman violence of the French monsters, the killing, and the humiliation of her nakedness.

      She stole another glance at him. What he must think of me, having seen me in such a compromised state. She ran her tongue over chapped lips, afraid he did consider her ruined for respectable society.

      For the last mile he had stared straight ahead, his bronze-brown face a tight mask behind those black spectacles. His steel-and-vinegar expression made her uneasy. In her entire life, she had never encountered such a strangely dressed or more oddly affected man, or one possessed of such miraculous weapons and medicines. But a Sassenach, all the same.

      Yet alone he had engineered her rescue—just what Nana had promised of the medallion when there was need. She felt the weight of her grandmother’s pendant in the coat pocket and fought the overwhelming strangeness of it all, the unanswered questions swirling in her aching head. Melissa sighed. At least he isn’t English.

      Her elbow caught a coat flap, and she wrinkled her nose. Even now, her fingers itched to drop the reins and tear the pocket open, only to see how the wondrous thing sealed closed again. She studied the queer patterns on the coat sleeve. There seemed to be little sense to them. It wasn’t a paisley or any decipherable design, but tiny tan, gray, and brown squares covering every article of the man’s clothing, though not his ridiculous hat with its small crown and flopping brim. Was the cloth pattern some clan or military herald?

      All in all, he appeared a wee dighted, brave but touched in the head, making light while skewered with a sword. Battle mad? She hoped not. She’d seen the pain and terror of battle unhinge a soldier’s mind.

      She gazed ahead at the land as it sloped down more than two miles to the river, bare, with only a few isolated oaks and scrubs to break the beige and patchy white monotony. The sun, just visible below heavy rain clouds, burned cold and orange ahead of them, ready to slip beyond the Cantabrian Mountains, and end this awful day. Somewhere in those mountains, the British army planned to retreat west, and between it and the two of them camped Napoleon’s multitudes. She could taste her fear and wondered if the man understood their desperate situation.

      They reached the banks of the Eslar just as the sun touched the horizon, turning the underside of the dark clouds gold and pink. He rubbed his bandaged thigh as he frowned at the river, its churning gray water breeding predatory waves that leaped over and pounced on the rocks and tree branches thrown in their path.

      He stopped and spoke, jerking her out of her reverie. “Do you know where there are any bridges?” She flinched at the unexpected, deep sound of the man’s voice, and then bared her teeth in frustration.

      She hated her agitated state, these rickety flusters of hers, and she hated his ability to frighten her so easily simply because he was male. Her throat tightened, but she refused to shed any tears.

      The man didn’t chide her or become angry. He calmly waited until she collected herself. He removed his dark spectacles. His calm eyes seemed to see everything.

      Her face warm with her blushing, she pointed with her head. “Just the one north of here, destroyed by a monstrous great explosion yestereve. There are none here aboot, and any others crossing the Ezlar lie even farther north.”

      “This is the Esla.”

      “Captain, this is the River Ez-lar.”

      He glanced at her with an exasperated twist to his mouth, and then surveyed the area, a mystified expression furrowing his brow. “There should be bridges and houses all over, this close to the Esla.”

      Melissa narrowed her eyes. Why do men assume women are all muttonheads? “There are nae any bridges.” The man was an officer, so any overbearing arrogance garnered twice the justification in male society. He glanced at his wristband again, showing irritation with the whole world for not doing what he thought it ought.

      “It’s one-thirty in the afternoon, not sunset.” The man took off his hat and waved it at the river. “And where did all this damned water come from?” He turned to her, face set.

      She had not the least idea what he was blathering on about, but he had spouted vulgar language in her presence too often. She felt she must say something. “Captain, your cursing.”

      He blinked and then nodded. “Sorry, Mel. It won’t happen again.”

      Mel? She warmed to his use of the diminutive. Nevertheless, it remained far too familiar in their situation, her situation. She needed to shore up what respect she could. Even a hearty ‘lass’ or ‘lassie’ was preferable.

      “Please refer to me as Miss Graham.”

      He gazed at her for a moment, lips pressed together, but then offered a warm smile. In the golden glow of the sunset, his teeth shone white, his eyes filled with bright humor. Melissa forgot to breathe.

      He placed his hat over his heart as they rode a trail along the river. “I’m very glad to have met you, Miss Graham. You saved me from being shot.”

      Melissa couldn’t help but return his smile, satisfied with his playful, but courteous response, unreasonably cheered. The man held a commission, confirming he was a gentleman.

      “And ye are an American officer?” He nodded, studying the river while pocketing his dark eyeglasses. She shook her head. “How strange. And this is the uniform of your regiment?” She eyed the black chevron on the shoulder of the coat warming her. “The Rangers? This is what your regiment wears in the wilds of your continent?”

      He grinned at her words. “The 75th? Yep, pretty much.”

      “A Ranger like Colonial Roger’s Rangers from the French and Indian War?” She remembered the Americans called their jaegers and riflemen rangers.

      He nodded. “The same idea. And how do you know about the Rangers?”

      “The Scots are fighting men. I have several kin like my uncle who have fought in Britain’s wars.” She frowned. “And what, pray tell, are ye doing in Spain?”

      The captain blew out his breath. “Damned if . . .” He glanced at her and shrugged an apology, his expression stiff. “I made the mistake of getting . . .” He didn’t finish, but studied her, squinting. “As a matter of fact, in a situation very similar to this one. A trip to Spain was my punishment.” He glanced down to where his hand held his thigh, bright blood staining the cloth around it, and a muscle knotted along his jaw.

      His words explained nothing. However, his tone held an anger and self-loathing that surprised her. She studied him out of the corner of her eye. “What mistake could you make which would lead to Spain?”

      He didn’t immediately answer, as they rode along, instead studying their surroundings. “My team was assigned a block patrol in Kandahar, an incredibly stupid use of Rangers.”

      “Where?”

      “Afghanistan.” He glanced at her. “Heard of it?”

      Melissa nodded. She always had loved maps and geography but could not fathom why an American captain would be there.
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