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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Svalbard, Norway 
 
    2018 
 
    The hum of the private jet lulled Roman into a deep sleep. At some point the flight attendant laid a soft navy fleece blanket over him. He’d leaned back into the comfortable leather seat, while somewhere over the Atlantic, his long legs splayed out before him, crossed at the ankle. Not knowing the exact time didn’t matter. They were flying blind to the northern most real town before the North Pole in a January snowstorm. Roman hated the cold. He hated the painful numbing sensation brought to his hands when exposed for too long during the worst winter seasons of northern Idaho. 
 
    Once he finished with Geller, he intended to retire to some tropical nation near the equator. That was his plan anyway; in the meantime he was on another mysterious mission for his boss. He’d already made this trip once, and now he had returned for another load, though he didn’t see why they couldn’t just mail these damn totes through a courier. Geller insisted he make these trips in person. Said it was of the highest importance though it made little sense to Roman—silly even. Sometimes the old man’s interests were fairly odd. But he wasn’t one to judge as long as his paychecks kept coming in, as substantial as they were. 
 
    “We’re about to land,” the stewardess said as she nudged his shoulder. She was blond, slim, and too young for him, but that hadn’t stopped him the last time. As he remembered she liked spending time with him at the Svalbard Inn. Actually, she liked it a lot, as he recalled—or so she seemed the last time. There wasn’t much else to do in that dreary little town and even less now that the sun didn’t rise at all in January during the polar night. The last time he’d made the trip in May, during the midnight sun, which was quite the opposite, the sun never completely went away. It was a confusing and dreary place most of the time, but even Roman had to admit that when looking out at the landscape and feeling the thin air of this remote archipelago island in which the most formidable place men had carved out a sustainable life, he had to admire the strength of a man tenacious enough to thrive there—a hard life, nonetheless, but sustainable. There was beauty there in stark contrast of light and dark. It was like living on another planet at times, though he wouldn’t have the benefit of sightseeing much this time. 
 
    Jeannette pulled down the navy fleece blanket and reached down to each side of his hips. He let her hands roam over his sides as she hiked up the two metal ends of his seat belt and clicked the metal clasp in place, pulling the woven belt tight. Though he didn’t notice, his eyes lingered down the creamy crevice of her exposed cleavage until she lifted her eyes to his with a mischievous smirk upon her face. 
 
    His long tan fingers encircled one of her wrists as he pulled her hand to his chest. 
 
    “Nice…maybe we’ll play later?” he whispered, his voice husky. 
 
    “May…be…” She drew out the word and then disappeared somewhere down the aisle. 
 
    His eyes landed on the back of her tight skirt and calves, imagining his hands grasping her slim ankles…until she rounded the corner. Sighing, he diverted his attention out the window. A few lights sped by as the small jet lowered and touched down. Stretching his back, Roman took a deep breath. Back to work, he thought as he pulled on a puffy black parka, the hood lined with fur. He hated the coat, but it was the only thing that kept him halfway warm in the last town north of only two thousand or so of residents hiding from their lives, or so he thought that might be why they’d decided to reside there. Only those who had no life otherwise might live in such a place…those fighting demons within their souls or hiding from demons on the outside. 
 
    The next morning, Roman flipped on the nightstand light. He smiled when the pretty blonde pulled the covers over her head to shield the light. 
 
    “Already?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s that time. Apparently that’s what my watch says, anyway.” 
 
    He showered and met his driver out front in the dark of the morning. 
 
    On their way to the destination, the Russian driver said, “You know, we had a polar-bear attack last night.” 
 
    Roman never liked making small talk. He didn’t think Russians were ever very adept at the art, either. “Doesn’t that kind of thing happen around here all the time? Isn’t that why you have to be armed by law here?” 
 
    “Da,” he said with a nod of his head. 
 
    “Well, why was this person attacked then?” 
 
    The driver became frustrated all of a sudden. He threw up his hand and said, “The bear was hungry!” 
 
    Roman didn’t understand. “Didn’t this person carry the required firearm?” 
 
    “Da, shot de bear four times. He kept coming to him.” 
 
    “Four times?” 
 
    “Da!” 
 
    Now he understood why the Russian was frustrated with him. Yes, the man was lawfully armed, and, yes, he was mauled to death by the polar bear after shooting the carnivore not once but four times. “The bear was hungry. I see…” Again, a formidable place to live and one he disliked visiting. 
 
    It was a nine-minute drive from Svalbard’s Inn to the Global Seed Vault. In fact, they’d passed the turnoff on their small, narrow drive from the airport last night, though it didn’t matter. The Seed Vault wasn’t manned twenty-four seven. He had no doubt there were cameras monitoring the place, but there wasn’t a staff who stayed all hours to babysit precious seeds. There was, however, staff there now, and they were expecting him. 
 
    As they pulled up, barely illuminated in the midmorning hours, the portal to the globe’s largest seed vault stuck out of the landscape like some coal-mining-shaft entrance. If it weren’t for the reflective artwork mounted on the top, one would expect coal stored in a place like this, not the precious seeds deposited there for safe keeping for countries and private companies around the world from any catastrophes that might otherwise wipe out that country’s natural habitat. The global storage facility was a way of ensuring the survival of a unique species, and it worked. 
 
    “Wait here,” Roman told the driver. With only one other vehicle parked nearby, with a few snowmobiles alongside, he didn’t expect there to be more than one or two people inside the underground building. 
 
    The driver opened his palms. “Where I go?” 
 
    Great. A sarcastic Russian driver with an attitude. 
 
    Roman smirked and shook his head as he got out of the warm vehicle. The snowy gravel parking lot crunched under his boots. He started to cross the little metal bridge to the front entrance when one of the doors opened up, and there stood a blond, middle-aged woman, who appeared to be more like a mother than a grandmother. 
 
    “Hello. Good to see you again, Mr. Roman.” 
 
    He towered over her by a foot at least. Her accent was a Norwegian lilt to near-perfect English. “I see you were expecting my arrival.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “It’s a small island. Word travels fast.” With a purposeful gander, her eyes stretched the length of him. “Dark, tall, and handsome…they were right.” 
 
    “Who’s they?” He smiled. 
 
    “No one comes to Svalbard without a prior introduction. By the time you leave, we’ll know even your blood type.” Waving to him to follow her down the hallway, she continued, “Of course, I knew you were coming. Your boss has kept me informed.” 
 
    They passed another set of white double doors and headed through a concrete tunnel leading on a downward slope into the earth. Growing colder with each step, he noticed there were ice formations alongside the walls and doors as if walking into a deep freezer. She smiled at him as he shivered and pulled his thermal coat closer to his body. 
 
    “Not much farther.” 
 
    They came to another room, where she headed to another set of doors with more frozen ice formations surrounding the doorframe. Opening the metal door, which creaked from the disturbance of the seal, she led him inside. 
 
    He’d been in this room once before with the same experience. He couldn’t help but feel claustrophobic in there. 
 
    “You know, we could easily mail these to you in America. We do this all the time. There’s no need to come here personally for these parcels.” 
 
    Oh, how he agreed. “That’s very kind of you to suggest. However, my employer prefers to safeguard this cargo personally.” 
 
    Giving him a knowing look, she led him inside to a set of shelves. Boxes of all sorts of materials—plastic, wood, cardboard, etc.—lined the black metal shelves. They had one thing in common, though: they were all exactly the same size. She led him down past a sign that read Canada, which held black plastic totes. Then right next to those were red wooden boxes in the same dimensions with a white sign allocating these to North Korea. Roman raised his eyebrow, thinking. Then his guide stopped. Next to the red boxes was a sign in black ink: Geller Enterprises. 
 
    Roman was even more intrigued, and his guide must have picked up on his curiosity. 
 
    With a wry smile, she said, “We have no wars below the permafrost, Mr. Roman.” 
 
    “I suppose not.” 
 
    She pulled out the totes labeled in his boss’s name. They were lightweight and easy to carry. Stacking two of them in his arms, she brought the other two herself. 
 
    The last time he’d made the pickup, he wasn’t invited to come into the stock room to retrieve them himself. Perhaps that was how the people of Svalbard were. Maybe the citizens were that distrustful; they needed to check him out first before they allowed him into the vault itself. 
 
    “Bjork is not feeling well today. He is usually the one to help with the deposits and withdrawals.” 
 
    “I see,” Roman said as they made the return trip, dashing his thoughts that maybe he’d been trusted by the citizens of Svalbard. When they entered the last room before the doorway, she had him sign several papers. The driver helped him put the totes into the van, and then they were off to the airport, just down the road not five minutes away. It was a long travel for what Roman felt little benefit. He wasn’t sure why he was made to come all the way from Idaho to this frozen island nearly within shouting range of the North Pole, but he did it at least once a year. He also did not understand where the totes were deposited from. He only made the withdrawals. Some things Geller kept to himself, but Roman really didn’t need to know, though at times he wondered about the man’s soul for whom he worked. If there were nefarious dealings, he’d never know about them. Roman was committed to working for the man no matter the contents of his soul. Yes, he did wonder from time to time whether he worked for the devil himself or merely for a man for whom ethics were an elastic concept. He himself didn’t mind either way unless his dealings got him killed, which would matter, then. That would matter a lot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    An eerie, distant howl of a wolf was met by another, causing the moose to abandon the sparse stalks of grass poking through the mounds of packed snow and raise his muzzle. Despite having his ears on rotation for the danger, he never sensed the closer enemy. 
 
    The breath that Bishop held hung in the frozen morning air before him, ears ringing in the moment after the rifle shot, the jolt, and an instant aroma of gunpowder. Mark Bishop rose from his icy stoop and peered around the pine tree from which he’d hidden for the last hour and was finally able to wipe the crusty snot from his nose. The moose he’d shot cleanly through the heart had attempted to flee after realizing his peril too late, though Bishop took him with clean accuracy from only twenty yards away. It paid to be a patient man. He’d waited for nearly an hour in a cramped position upwind from where he’d tracked the animal the day before. 
 
    Wildlife had grown increasingly thinner in the recent weeks, since anyone with a gun and enough ammunition hunted the woods whenever they felt brave or hungry enough to deal with the subzero temperatures, even when the biting wind ate through their synthetic clothing. Bishop had long adopted one of Jax’s habits of wearing a deer fur over his coat. The addition of fur kept out the wind and moisture, while the under layers were nearly useless once wet. This dawned on him as an oxymoron, in a way. Man was supposed to be sophisticated, yet here he was…eagerly thrust into the dark ages, resorting to furs for warmth, because the latest fiber technology wasn’t worth a damn in this kind of cold even to keep a man warm and dry. 
 
    Eerily quiet, his boots sounded like a hundred-ton giant as he crunched his way over to the moose that met his demise moments before. The sun was so dim that the blood looked like chocolate syrup instead of crimson in the snow. Steam rose off the increasing trail of brownish liquid. Dropping to his haunches, Bishop crouched before the creature. With reluctance, he had to take the kill, knowing that the forest creatures were overhunted and would soon be limited in number, since their food supplies dwindled. 
 
    Unlike in the old days, this was for real. People in town were already beginning to show signs of starvation. The weak and anemic appearance of those in town weighed on him. This condition also made them more susceptible to the increasing cold and disease. 
 
    Brushing his gloved hand over the fur, Bishop sensed the fleeting warmth through the leather. “Sorry, buddy,” he murmured. Then, taking the tactical knife from its sheath on the side of his backpack, Bishop plunged the sharp blade into the beast’s gut and slid the knife laterally up to the sternum. Steam escaped as the massive innards fell out onto the ground in front of his knees, and then, suddenly, Bishop felt a sharp sting on the back of his right shoulder. When he turned quickly, with knife in hand, another arrow flew past, narrowly missing his head. Swiveling up on one knee, Bishop automatically flipped the bloody knife in his hand backward as a figure lunged forward. All Bishop had time to do was get onto his feet and into a fighting stance, crouched low and ready. 
 
    The figure before him, dressed in camouflage, let out something like a battle yell, and Bishop recognized the fleeting desperation. It occurred to him instantly that the other man wanted his kill. But he wasn’t going to get it. Not if Bishop could help it. The bigger man lunged for him with his own knife, arms wide and away from his body. The action told Bishop that he wasn’t an experienced fighter, and he easily slashed at the man’s exposed wrist, though he only ripped through the padding of his coat’s cuff. The attacker looked stunned by the quick move, and Bishop sensed his sudden fear. If anything, Bishop knew how to fight, a skill he’d learned well in China. Again, the man took another thrusting stab at Bishop as he easily darted away. “Leave now and I won’t kill you,” Bishop warned the attacker. But the man again stepped forward, catching the fur Bishop had over his jacket before he could dodge, and this time Bishop spun around, grabbing the attacker’s armed forearm and kicked him in the side of the knee to buckle him to the ground. With one swift movement, Bishop flipped his own tactical knife around, and with a deep sudden jerk, he sliced through flesh and deeply slit the man’s throat. 
 
    The body dropped forward, hands desperately trying to stem the gushing flow of blood. 
 
    Bishop stood above him, breathing heavily, shaking his head, his hands on his hips. “You idiot.” He wiped his blade clean of the man’s blood and then checked the back of his shoulder blade where an arrow attempted to pierce his body. Finding nothing more than a hole and a stab wound to the back of his shoulder, he went back to the kill as the man’s life lifted away behind him, already disregarded. 
 
    Despite the cold, he sweated under the layers from the forced adrenaline flowing through his veins. Knowing why the man attempted to attack him, he had reluctantly took his life, but now that regret weighed on him as he butchered out the meat from the hunt that he would take back to town. Somewhere, he assumed, there was a family who would be waiting for the attacker to return to them with something to fill their bellies tonight…they would also likely starve because of this man’s stupidity. He would have shared the kill. The thought angered him as he packed the meat into his backpack. 
 
    Wiping the freezing sweat from his face with his arm, he looked over at the man’s body, blood oozing out onto the grayed snow, lifeless eyes bulging as if he were surprised he found himself lying there. Before he hefted the heavy burden, he went through the man’s pockets, took the bow and arrow and the knife, and attached them to his pack. Then he lifted the heavy backpack and began the long slog down to town and out of the woods. It’s come to that already two months into this. Man killing man for food. How soon will it be before they are killing man as food as well? 
 
    As soon as he came to the tree line of the forest that led out to the open ice, the biting wind threatened to knock him over, yet, above it all, he heard the wolves call again, sending the hair on the back of his neck to bristle. Few were known to travel the darkened Kootenai forest for decades, but he suspected they were searching for a food source, and man wasn’t typically on their menu, though they soon would be, he feared. 
 
    Bishop lifted his hood up over his head and held his breath until he had secure footing on the solid surface. With wind blowing ice crystals sideways, he shielded his face and peered out for the firelight that should come from the hotel on the other side. He barely saw a slight flame coming from the parking garage. It was only early morning, yet it seemed a gray evening of deep winter—the kind you think will never end in the last days of February after a prolonged snowstorm, yet it was only the end of November. 
 
    Somewhere in that frozen tomb of a hotel, Maeve and Ben were waiting for him. He held a firm tether to the two of them since the day he pulled them from their home. In just the few short weeks they’d been together, that tether became so strong that he recognized how vulnerable he’d become because of them. They were his weakness now, and he was theirs, and they weren’t safe yet. None of them were. In fact, they were in even more danger than when the marauders were coming for their few belongings. 
 
    The relentless ice age from the Maunder Minimum was upon them, and this was just the beginning. To survive, he had to move them south, and so far he had not figured out a way to get them out of there without risking their lives in the process. If they waited much longer, they were all doomed by any count. Not only was food running low now, the thought of anyone bringing in relief supplies was a fantasy they could not afford. And future harvests were a bleak forecast. 
 
    Thinking of Maeve, as he headed against the wind, he remembered his early morning departure. “It’s only for one day. I’ll leave early in the morning and return tomorrow night.” Bishop’s raspy voice muffled in Maeve’s ginger locks spread out like a lazy starfish across the dim whiteness of the pale cotton pillowcase on which she lay. He lifted his weight up onto his elbows so that he might see how her tender red lips fared after kissing them once again. Sometimes he thought he might devour her altogether were it not for his own need to protect her at the same time. Not that she needed his constant protection, and Maeve had a way of letting him know when he went too far. 
 
    If this wasn’t love, love be damned, he thought as his eyes lingered on her pale skin as he drug them reluctantly up from her bare navel to her pale-green eyes staring back at him. 
 
    He found her smiling, one corner of her mouth hitched higher than the other; she ran her slender fingers beside his rough, whiskered face. 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” she said in reassurance. 
 
    Catching her hand in his, he pressed a kiss into her milky palm and then forced her hand slowly above her head and pressed it into the pillow as he started nuzzling her slender neck with the intention of moving south. “God, if anything happens to you or Ben…I will go insane,” he whispered against her skin as he felt her hot breath rise on his arm where she took tiny bites and then healed them with a swirl of her warm tongue. 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    Cursing himself for not listening for the door, Bishop reached with automatic haste over Maeve’s bare body and flung the bedcovers swiftly over his own bare ass at the same time, concealing Ben’s exposed mother when a shaft of light spread into the room. “Hey, buddy, we’re just waking up,” he said and coughed into his hand. Jeez, did he see me on top of his mother? For the love of God! 
 
    Taking tentative steps through the doorway, Ben peeked in. He was fully dressed. “Can I go down with Louna and her mom for breakfast since you guys aren’t ready yet?” 
 
    Bishop looked down at Maeve, her eyes round as saucers. 
 
    “Yeah…yeah…” Maeve nodded quickly. 
 
    “Sure,” Bishop said at the same time. 
 
    “We’ll be right down, anyway.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll see you down there,” Ben said and turned, heading for the door. 
 
    “Be right down, honey,” Maeve called after him as he shut the bedroom door. When the lock clicked, she pulled the sheet up over her head. 
 
    “We need a lock on that door,” Bishop growled and landed his forehead into the palm of his hand. 
 
    “Oh my goodness…I can’t believe he saw that. Did he see that?” 
 
    Shaking his head, he replied, “I don’t think he saw much. I hope it was just a blur.” 
 
    “We have to be more careful.” 
 
    “I thought getting a two-room unit was being more careful. He’s quiet.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing, really.” 
 
    “Not when I’m trying to ravish his mother. Yeah, I hate to say it. I’ve got to get going anyway.” 
 
    As a sudden reminder, a strong gust of arctic wind blasted against the hotel window. They barely acknowledged the increasingly strong blasts any longer. She watched him as he untangled himself from her and sat on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “I won’t say don’t go. I know you have to, but please, please come back to us,” she said to his back. 
 
    He turned to her and then slid her over onto his lap while she clutched the sheet around her bare chest. “Maeve,” he shook his head and stroked her russet hair, “I’m coming back. I know these woods like no one else. We need the hunt. And I’m hoping to run into Jax. It’s too damn cold. Not even he can handle this much longer.” His statement was in cadence with yet another blast as if he timed it just right. “I’ll try to bring him in if I set eyes on him.” 
 
    She didn’t look convinced. “Good luck with that. I know he saved our lives, but he’s not the kind of guy who deals with reason or people very well. He’s a solitary man.” 
 
    “Yeah, so was I.” He smiled. “But I have to try. He also has a lot of knowledge that I think we’re going to end up needing. He can’t stay out there. None of us can. Hell, even the elk herds are coming in closer and meeting their demise. We have to head south soon. I don’t think I can even try to go that far in another week with the way the temperature is dropping and the snowdrifts piling higher. It’s going to be a long slog. We have to leave here and leave soon. If we can’t organize enough people and resources, without politics getting in the way, I’ll just have to take you and Ben and escape south ourselves. The rest will die; I’m sure of that.” 
 
    She shuddered in his lap, no doubt at the thought of being out there, exposed for long with the children. Darkness took over. No one really knew when it was day or night, and even when the time was right, the snow and ice blocked out much of the sun. 
 
    “It won’t come to that,” she said, her voice rising, and Bishop stared down into her emerald-green eyes. The depth of the darkness he saw in there reflected his own as she contemplated the guilt they’d feel if they had to leave all the remaining survivors of Coeur d’Alene on their own to both freeze and starve to their deaths. Playing out all the moves and consequences of the coming weeks, Bishop too saw no other way. They had to flee, and they had to flee soon with or without the other survivors. 
 
    “Just promise me you’ll be careful,” Maeve whispered. 
 
    He only nodded. There was no way to make the promise, and he knew she knew that. “You…need to keep your sidearm on at all times along with the neck knife. And don’t linger downstairs while I’m gone. You and Ben come up and lock yourselves in. Put the chair under the door handle like I showed you, while you’re inside. And if you must escape…use the secondary route we planned. Remember?” 
 
    “Yes, I remember. And we’ll go back to the storage unit between the alleys…avoid the main streets and go in the dark if we can,” she said quietly, recounting his advice as she touched tenderly the whiskers on his jawline. 
 
    He thought perchance she was mocking him just a little, but she said it without a lilt in her voice. Even so, he shook her a little. “Seriously.” 
 
    “I am being serious, Bishop. There was a time when I’d make light of danger but no longer.” 
 
    To Bishop, that was the saddest statement of their times, but he needed to instill in everyone who’d listen. Even among the townspeople now huddled within the secure walls of the once grand hotel, they believed in a few days the cold would recede and no longer burden them with its icy endangerment. But this was not true, and Bishop knew there was no end in sight to their calamity for years to come. 
 
    The Maunder Minimum was here to stay for the foreseeable future. Living through it was yet to be determined. His study of the last Maunder Minimum was hindered by politics over global warming. Many scientists shunned the phenomena even though it had happened before, and with the low sunspot-activity pattern on the horizon once again, the prediction of the next one was within their grasp. Yet the scientific community had ignored the danger, and now they were living through a mini ice age…just barely and not for long if they let these conditions have its way with humanity. Starvation had not yet set in, but it had begun in the northern climates, and in the southern, crops would also be affected if they could grow them at all in a rapidly changing climate. What grew there before would likely not again. And everything changes with a Maunder Minimum. The regular seasons don’t apply anymore, not to mention what happens with humans and panic. He’d seen it in China. Starvation brought out the worst traits in human behavior. No longer capable of benevolence, he’d seen fathers trade their own children for food and, worst of all, humans looking to cannibalize anyone weaker than themselves. A shudder ran through him as he held Maeve in his lap. No, he needed to get them out of there and quickly. 
 
    “Are you all right?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” He scooted her onto the pillow. “I’m going to take a quick shower and then pack my gear for tomorrow. Then we can go down and have breakfast with Ben.” 
 
    She nodded, and he left her staring out the big window open to the frozen lake. It couldn’t be helped. Such a formidable sight with the sharp wind blowing snowdrifts over the solid mass of smoky-blue ice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    For the first time in three weeks, Geller ascended the steps to the upper level. The heavy metal door was unlocked and then opened for him by a man used to such tasks, used to becoming invisible to his employer. The doorman stood to the side. Geller nodded a cursory thanks as he passed. If he was anything, he was gracious—ruthless but gracious about his ruthlessness. 
 
    As soon as he stepped outside, a strong wind sandblasted his face. He had yet to put on the facemask the soldier handed him earlier. Slipping it over his face now as he fought the wind, he barely saw the aircraft about twenty yards in the distance. Another soldier grabbed his elbow to keep him upright against the wind and urged him forward. There were at least twenty of his private hired soldiers, one pilot and himself. 
 
    Racing for the aircraft, Geller tripped in the blowing and unstable snow. Two men at each side hefted him upward again, placing him on his solid feet. That was what his money bought these days—men who didn’t let you fall down. They weren’t paid the old-fashioned way. Not anymore. No, they were paid in resources to enable themselves and their families to survive in an increasingly harsh and frozen world. Men do anything asked of them if their families’ lives were at stake, and right now there was no shortage of lives at stake. If they had useful skills, he could use them. If not, they were nothing to him. 
 
    His hands were frozen through already despite the heavy gloves. These conditions took lives by the dozen. No one on earth would survive this, and below was the only answer. No one was prepared, but, luckily, Geller had prepared—and prepared well, except for one thing: he hadn’t had everything in place before this Maunder Minimum thing hit. 
 
    The one thing he was missing was still in Coeur d’Alene, Idaho. That’s where he kept them in a climate-controlled vault of the hotel basement until this current bunker was complete. Then he intended to transfer the cases here in this desolate-looking place in Deer Trail, Colorado, for longevity. But in the meantime, he was a collector of these items…of things he’d left behind. 
 
    Preparing for the end of the world was a hobby for him. He’d thought of all kinds of catalysts but had never imagined an ice age of all things. He’d once read an article on a far left leaning blog discounting something called the Maunder Minimum as nothing more than anti–global warming activists mucking up valid science. 
 
    The majority of scientists regarded the phenomena as nothing more than political, but when a prominent Russian scientist published her new findings, calling for a reassessment of what she claimed as an eminent global threat, he paid little attention until the rest of the scientist community pounded her for such an idiotic outburst. 
 
    In the long run, she was right. And he felt he should have paid more attention. Temperatures dropped, artic ice reformed, lakes froze over, and harvests were not coming. That realization came after Geller left Coeur d’Alene. He hadn’t realized it then, but they were in it, and it was too late to prepare more. He’d thought things would settle down in a few days. Not so. They only became worse by the day. Then over radio, he heard the term Maunder Minimum again, and the Russian scientist’s findings came back to him. She’d been right all along. 
 
    Moving his wife and adult children and their families to the bunkers was easy enough once he called his private military into action. With one exception. They’d lost their pilots. Finding one to fly the complicated Osprey CV-22 took time, but they finally did locate a pilot willing to make the essential trade to work for him in exchange for his family’s survival. 
 
    Ideally, the craft needed two main pilots, but they’d only found one, and Geller offered the man the one thing he wanted: they moved his wife and children to the bunker immediately into a suite of their own. 
 
    The pilot was reluctant to fly in such conditions, but Geller made sure he realized what was at stake. If he failed, his family would die. If he succeeded, they would live. Simple motivation. 
 
    “Are we ready?” Geller asked. 
 
    With the door of the aircraft closed and locked in place, it seemed so. No one bothered answering. He sat in one of the jump seats between two of his hired soldiers and strapped himself in the same way as the man next to him. The pilot flipped switches and called out tasks to someone he’d commandeered to ride shotgun. The craft made whirring noises, and soon Geller felt lift and more hydraulic sounds, and then they seemed to coast up and away. It was a bit like what he thought riding in a spaceship felt like, except that it was louder…though he wished the seats were a bit more comfortable. He was frozen through and knew that there was little in the way of comfort with this means of travel. 
 
    Finally, he no longer felt like his body was being pushed down as the craft fought with gravity. He looked around at the other soldiers in the darkness and was surprised at what he saw. These men were professionals. They’d fought wars, protected the elite in extreme conditions, dodged bullets, killed the enemy, and lived through the worst of conditions. Instead of bravery, he saw fear. Their eyes were round with questions, not somber as they had been before in the bunker during their briefing. They looked to one another for reassurance. Only one man at the far end gave them that, and Geller noted the man’s features: dark hair, nearly black eyes, and he never smiled. He would stick close to him. He was their leader. He was the one who kept them all alive in the worst of conditions. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Lingering by the window, she watched Bishop’s form fade into the white blowing wind. In her mind, she replayed their early morning events and tried her best to make Bishop’s every movement a memory, just in case he didn’t come back to her. The way he reluctantly pulled away from her, slid his pants on, she regretted every single movement. As he did every morning, he picked up his EDC (Every Day Carry). 
 
    She watched as he clipped his side arm on; slipped the metal chain of his neck knife over his head, landing them in the crevice of his neck beside his old dog tags; and put his folding pocket knife inside of his jeans and his tactical knife at his hip, knowing that once his outer gear was on, he’d slip that knife onto the side of his backpack for easy reach. 
 
    His motion was automatic as he performed this morning ritual except that he smiled at her when he caught her watching him. “I’m coming back, Maeve,” he’d said. His voice sounded raspy as he ran the back of his fingers down her cheek. 
 
    Maeve turned when she heard her name called from down the hallway. Everyone carried flashlights or candles or whatever they found to see in the darkened hallways. 
 
    “Maeve, when’s he returning?” asked Louna’s mother, Cora, in a loud whisper. Most of the third floor’s residents were still asleep, she assumed. Maeve never saw Cora without her daughter by her side unless the child was with her instead. And even now, with the heavy door of her room propped open, Cora bore the look of subtle terror. She rarely took her eyes off Louna. “I feel safer when he’s around here.” 
 
    Maeve sighed. “Yes, me too, but we can’t depend on anyone for our own safety. We need to depend on ourselves.” She’d always found herself trying to bolster the younger woman. Cora had been through a terrible ordeal, but they needed to learn to survive, each as a cog in a wheel, not one more dependent on the other. “Bishop will be back later today or tomorrow morning. He’s gone out to hunt again.” 
 
    “Seems they bring back less and less when they go out,” Cora said, her vision transfixed out the window on the wild frozen opaqueness. 
 
    Maeve found that the people of the hotel often did this…stared out at the snow beyond the glass. The sight of them struck her as a settled desperation. They were lost there on the other side. Their families mostly gone. Their spirits spent. She didn’t know how to help them. The truth was, if she’d lost Ben, she too would have that glazed look about her, trapped out on the other side. 
 
    Cora had lost her husband and two sons in the attack on her house while she was stuck in town that night returning from a church function. It was a mercy, she felt, that Bishop had saved Louna and barely at that. The girl was alive and well but weakened by the ordeal. She was a lithe child to begin with, and at times Maeve was worried she wouldn’t make it at all and that Cora’s fate would be doomed then. That, she had no doubt. The woman only held on for her child now by a mere fiber. 
 
    “He’ll find something,” Maeve reassured Cora. “Bishop never comes back empty handed.” 
 
    Cora smiled. “Yeah, you’re right.” 
 
    “I’m taking a shift down in the kitchen for dinner this evening. Could you watch Ben for me?” 
 
    “Oh sure. Of course,” she said, somewhat dazed. “I heard Cook saying they were running low on supplies when I helped with breakfast yesterday.” 
 
    Maeve nodded when she met her worried brown eyes. “Yes, Bishop says we need to go south soon. They’re trying to organize some kind of wagon train or something.” 
 
    Cora looked at her. “Out in the open? We won’t survive that for long.” 
 
    “They’re looking into going from structure to structure. We can’t stay here for much longer.” She only said these things to Cora…it was a way to prepare the woman for the inevitable. 
 
    “How does he know? Maybe this will all melt soon,” Cora said, her voice an octave more frantic than before. 
 
    Maeve recognized the signs of a coming panic attack when she saw one. She placed her hand on Cora’s shoulder to calm her rapid breathing. “Cora…believe me, he’s doing everything he can to help as many as he can. They’re planning things. We’re hoping to have it all figured out soon. There’s no need to get too concerned about this now. I think we should stay busy and work on how to make food last on a long trip that doesn’t require heating.” 
 
    After a few deep breaths, Cora said, “We can…ah…make jerky out of the elk the people of Rockford Bay brought in recently. I’ve made it before. I can help with that.” 
 
    “That’s good. I have no idea how to prepare that. Why don’t you come with me? I’m in charge of finding ways to preserve what we have. I tried to look up ways to make hardtack, in the cookbooks from the kitchen, but no such luck.” She chuckled. 
 
    “That, I’ve only read about. I’ve never made it before, but I have some ideas,” Cora said, and Maeve thought for the first time that Cora might have a few more skills within her that they dearly needed; she just had to get her to focus. Now was not the time to lose her mind out of fear. If Maeve could channel the woman’s skills toward something useful, then she would not only survive but also save others. 
 
    “Mom!” came a croaky voice of a child from Cora’s room, which caught the mother with a start. She reached her hand out to Maeve and said, “I’m happy to watch Ben later; I’ll write down a few recipes. See you later!” 
 
    Maeve smiled at her as she rushed away to her daughter. Opening the opposite door of the hallway to her own room, where Ben slept, she took a longing look out the hall window to where Bishop had disappeared behind a veil of snow and remembered their early morning the day before. She missed him already. And what they shared together now had become something of a lifeline. Not that she’d ever forget Roger, but she couldn’t deny she loved Bishop. And if anything happened to him out there, she had no idea what would become of her and her son. And that vulnerability came at a price. She’d barely gotten over the death of Roger, when all of this happened. And now there was another man in her life, one she felt closer to even than her own husband, if she was honest with herself. It was confusing in a way. Bishop helped her become independent in a way that Roger never did. He taught her things, like shooting, made her pack a knife around her neck, and taught her how to defend herself and her son. Instead of just protecting her, in the ways Roger did, Bishop gave her the skills to protect herself. In that, she valued him, and the love she felt for him scared her at times late at night as she watched him sleep. 
 
    Fingering the leather chain around her neck that held the sheathed knife, she depressed the release and pulled the tiny sharp blade while standing in the dim foyer of the hotel room. Knowing it was there made her feel safer. Bishop had taught her to slash instead of jab and that was something she’d never considered before; not that she ever considered she’d ever need to use an actual knife in a fight, but the way the residents were arguing over food lately, she knew violence wasn’t far off. After sheathing the knife, she felt the holster on her hip and the Sig Sauer that rested securely there—always armed and one in the chamber as Bishop taught her. She’d changed so much in the last few weeks. Instead of walking into a room blindly, she now identified possible exits and paid attention to the conversations around her. She was now vigilant, resourceful, and scared from the last few weeks. Everyone jumped when someone made a loud noise. Maeve would grab her son and make her way to the nearest exit. Before this, she was a bookstore owner and never considered this life she now lived. Her days now seemed like something she might have read in a dystopian novel. Now she lived the terror, but she also adapted to the danger. And that was something she had to thank Bishop for along with the love they now shared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    The flight was long and full of harrowing turbulence. They were all ready to land the Osprey. No one said as much, but Geller felt so, and by the look of the other occupants, he guessed they sensed the same. 
 
    They’d traveled over nine hundred miles so far, and there was only a few more to go. Soon he felt the craft descend. A shudder ran through the craft. Eyes looked up and around. Geller himself looked for answers on the faces of the other men. The craft dropped suddenly as if the bottom were yanked out from underneath them, causing Geller to grab on to his seat. An alarm went off somewhere in the cockpit. The shuddering increased a lengthy mere second, and then suddenly the craft stabilized again, and then someone yelled, “Geller!” 
 
    It was the man who rode shotgun with the pilot. He ran to his side and knelt down to be heard over the tremendous noise. “Sir! We’re here. We see firelights in the hotel. Looks like signal fires.” 
 
    Geller wasn’t sure what he wanted from him. He was still clenching his seat. He just nodded. That’s when the craft landed finally and seemed to settle down all at once. His own stomach seemed ten feet above him. 
 
    He was about to answer, when the lead soldier stood and yelled in a bellowing voice, “Team, Alpha, let’s go!” 
 
    Geller found himself hurried along with four of the soldiers. The rest acted on previous orders. Out of the cockpit door, the first thing that struck Geller was the change of scenery. Granted it was darkening outside, but for the many years he watched the winter landscape take hold of the Coeur d’Alene Lake, transforming it into a winter wonderland of sorts, he’d never seen anything like this. This was no wonderland of any kind. Snowdrifts piled high over a solidly frozen landscape. They’d actually landed the big craft on the solid ice before the grand hotel. There were hills of ice and snow. Debris blew in gusts over the ice, and there were many places with plywood or cardboard over what he suspected were holes in the ice with nearby charcoaled remains of fires. To Geller, this looked like a desperate place to survive, unlike the familiar resort town that his family grew over the decades, and he suspected many did not endure life for long. The desolation left him with the thought that he was glad he left when he did and more so that it was so dark that he suspected what remained in the line of oblong rags near Tubbs Hill were actually bodies. A shiver ran through him as he was hoisted down, and they began running at a brisk pace. Never getting used to the cold wind stealing one’s breath, Geller gasped for air. He slowed, not able to keep up with the men surrounding him in flanked column formation as he ran and desperately tried to keep his breathing in control at the same time. 
 
    “Slower…!” he shouted finally. 
 
    They moved in a half step to keep up with him. 
 
    As they approached the building, a guard called out to them from the lower-level doors. “Halt! Who are you!” 
 
    As if his heart wasn’t already pounding enough, he suddenly feared he might die in a hail of gunfire. He soon felt a hand grip his shoulder, pushing him down to the ground below. 
 
    “We’re with Mr. Geller here. He’s the owner and proprietor of this establishment. We’re here to talk!” 
 
    The doors opened, and suddenly Geller felt himself propelled up and forward. In another twenty feet, they were at the doors, and the lantern light from within made him blink. This was his hotel, yet the inside looked completely different. Where there was once a grand foyer, there was now firewood stacked high in hallways, waiting their turn for the large gas fireplaces. It was as if they were tossed backward into a medieval time, with torches lining the walls to keep the interior lit. His breath became shorter, and suddenly he was burning up instead of shivering cold. He pulled off his facemask, and before him stood his bastard son, Austin. 
 
    Though he knew the truth, he could never really accept Austin as his heir. He wasn’t raised by him, and if everyone knew his lineage, he would serve nothing but an embarrassment to him, so he kept the young man close within the business. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer…that’s the way it went. There was no real telltale resemblance either. His mother was Hispanic, and he…well, he was as white as they came. The dominant genes did not win, but the result was that he didn’t really look like either of his parents. He had his height and a few of his facial features, but the rest was purely his mother, whom he promised to provide for, and he’d kept his promise. 
 
    He often asked himself if he loved Austin. In all honesty, he could not love him as much as his own son and daughter with his wife of twenty-eight years. It wasn’t in him, but he took the responsibility of Austin and carried him as far as the young man was willing to go. He at least had faith in Austin to become a competent professional. 
 
    And there he was again, Austin, standing before him, looking a little thinner than the day he had left him there. Honestly, he missed the young man, but he couldn’t say he loved him. 
 
    “Austin, it’s me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    It took what seemed like hours for Bishop to cross the crusty ice against the wind. He’d considered bringing his horse, Jake, when he’d started out, but the blowing snow would have made him feel like his lungs were suffocating, and Bishop didn’t want the horse to slice his fetlocks and injure the canon bone like many of the injuries of the other horses that came back from hunting trips did. Jake was more than a horse to Bishop. He was his friend and the only companion he’d had for many years in a one-way source of conversation. Horses that broke their way through the crusty hard layer of snow often came back only to need weeks of recovery. 
 
    No; instead, he made the frigid trek himself, resisting even taking another man with him. Being responsible for another human in these conditions wasn’t something Bishop wanted on his conscience, either. As it was, he had to kill a man that day. Regret flooded him again at the recent memory, but it was either him or the other guy, and nothing would keep him from those he now loved. 
 
    The closer he came to the dim flames shining in the openings of the parking garage—as something of a lighthouse beacon for those who strayed too far from home—he heard a distant but approaching whirr. That sound was something from his past, something he recognized immediately, since he himself had ridden many times in the approaching vehicle a decade before—the same sound haunting his dreams on many nights and often his days, if he were honest. 
 
    How they were able to navigate in the weather was a mystery to him. He could barely see right in front of his face, as it was. Ducking out of the way, since he didn’t know if the occupants were friends or foes, Bishop quickly hid behind a wide berm of snow and used his scope to glass the area even though visibility was nil. It didn’t keep him from trying. That’s when the tilt-rotors turned, and the Bell Boeing CV-22 Osprey began to land vertically. 
 
    Additional firelights flashed on at the building where he was headed, and Bishop wished, instead, that they had the sense to douse the damn flames. These people didn’t know what they were up against, and there was no reason to put out a welcome mat for these strangers. 
 
    “Dammit,” Bishop murmured to no one but himself. Taking off at a run, Bishop held his rifle in one hand as the backpack slammed into his back repeatedly. He kept out of sight of the aircraft, glanced as he ran, and as the hatch door opened, black-suited men descended the stairs. That was all he took the time to discern. Of course, they were armed. He didn’t take the time to look. Men in black didn’t move like that and not have the means to kill sufficiently. 
 
    When he was nearly twenty feet from the parking-garage entrance, instead of yelling the expected password he’d tried to train the guards, he yelled, “Douse the damn flames!” 
 
    “Did you see the aircraft? Who are they?” the guard said with excitement in his tone. 
 
    Bishop had, on more than one occasion, attempted to inform Carter, the main guard on duty, of proper security procedures, but he never quite got it. The one thing that always kept him out there, though, was the fact that he was a large, easygoing fellow and could withstand the cold longer than anyone else. “That’s the point,” Bishop said with frustration. “We don’t know who they are. Kill the flames!” 
 
    “Why? Maybe they’ve brought help…” 
 
    “Carter…douse the damn lights. We don’t know who they are yet. You see?” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” he said and quickly extinguished the flames on either end of the lake-facing wall. 
 
    Bishop then dropped his pack and took up a position behind one of the heavy concrete pillars, and Carter handed him a pair of night-vision goggles. 
 
    “These will not work in the snowstorm, Carter,” he said, handing them back to the man. 
 
    Again he took out his bolt-action rifle and peered through the scope, switching it to the thermal setting, knowing he’d get a limited view with the blowing snow of the scene below, but it was better than nothing at all. Already he spotted five people running toward the front of the building complex. 
 
    Bishop grabbed the knife off the side of his pack, and with his rifle, he careened through the doorway that led into the building and down to the lobby below, praying that Maeve and Ben were upstairs in their room as he went. Getting to the stairwell as fast as possible, several residents were standing in the hallway, their eyes widening. “Get to your rooms…lock the doors.” 
 
    Bishop kept going at full speed, hoping that Austin Sanchez, the de facto manager of the hotel and leader of Coeur d’Alene, had not yet opened the doors below. As he ran down the stairs, he finally made it to the lobby floor just as the men dressed in black were entering the building. 
 
    Quickly Bishop ducked back into the stairwell. What the hell, Austin? Just let them walk right in? 
 
    “Mr. Geller!” Austin said in surprise. “I never thought we’d see you again.” 
 
    Geller? 
 
    Coming toward the corner on the left, where Bishop heard the voices, with his rifle forward, he avoided exposing himself and stopped seven feet from the corner and aimed through the scope while inching to the right of the corner in small sections. This cornering technique lessened his exposure rate and gave him the advantage to clear around the corner, to the southern doors. He continued to advance to the right until he saw the older man in the center take off his black coat while flanked by not two but four men carrying MP7s by Heckler & Koch, with their heads on a swivel. Even so, they had not detected Bishop’s presence. 
 
    Hired private military guards and an Osprey… 
 
    A baldhead with graying temples appeared from undercover of winter gear, and the man’s face turned red quickly from the heat of the open flames of the hotel lobby. The old man’s voice boomed in open space as if he knew how to project it here from experience. “I had to come back and see how you were, Austin. We lost communications. Can you get Roman down here?” 
 
    Thinking of the Osprey, Bishop wanted nothing more than to gun down each and every one of them and load Maeve and Ben aboard the craft to fly out of there. If only he knew how to fly the damn thing himself. First he’d have to identify the pilots, and none of these guys looked like flyboys. More than likely the pilots stayed with the craft. 
 
    “We had some problems, Mr. Geller. Roman…didn’t make it.” 
 
    Why doesn’t he call the man “dad”? 
 
    “Didn’t make it? He’s…dead?” 
 
    No response came to Bishop, so he assumed Austin had nodded his head. 
 
    “Well, what’s going on here then? Who’s in charge?” 
 
    “I am,” came Austin’s weak response. “I’ve had a lot of help, though. We’ve lost a lot of people. Many of the residents had to move into the hotel, since they had no way of heating their homes or were homeless. I’m so glad you’re here now, though. We really need your help.” 
 
    With a lowered voice, Bishop could only make out the words, “You did well…” If Geller had said son, it was too low for Bishop to hear from his position. For all he knew, Geller never did acknowledge that Austin was his son—in public or in private, for that matter. 
 
    “Well, it looks like you’ve got things under control here.” 
 
    Bishop could tell they were walking forward toward him, due to the voice inflection. Several residents saw him hiding there, and their eyes would follow the men and then nervously glance at him and then back again. Clearly they weren’t sure what to do. Taking a step back toward the wall, Bishop kept track of their movements and adjusted accordingly to keep himself concealed. There was something about Geller’s jovial voice he didn’t trust but couldn’t tell for certain; he sounded more like a car salesman than a man concerned for his son’s well-being. He nodded to the residents passing by to get out of the way. Giving them stern looks when they popped their heads his way, Bishop hoped they took the silent hint to make themselves scarce. 
 
    “We’re running out of food, sir. The hunters bring back less each day. There’s been a lot of death, and people are beginning to show signs of starvation. We’ve ice-fished the lake. I swear there’s nothing left in there. The trout were frozen dead in the water with the sudden drop in temperatures. We’re down to one meal a day, except for the children and pregnant women.” 
 
    “I see,” Geller said as if he were in a business meeting and not a post-collapse situation, and then the thing that bothered him dawned on Bishop…Geller wasn’t there to help them. He wanted something. He was here to help himself, and Bishop needed to find out what that something was and get to whatever it was, first—if his guess was right. The guards flanked Geller very closely. They certainly didn’t seem like they were here to relax by any means nor offer any assistance. 
 
    And as if reading his mind, Austin too asked Geller, “How long are you staying? You are here to help us, aren’t you?” 
 
    The only thing Bishop hoped was that Austin didn’t mention him in this conversation. He needed to remain the silent partner. 
 
    “I’m just here to assess the situation. I couldn’t get a radio transmission out for these last few weeks. Seems many people are having trouble transmitting. Something to do with the lack of sun spots and a lower-than-usual electromagnetic field that is also a result of the Maunder Minimum, I hear. So we’ve made the trip. It’s pretty dangerous out there. Power is out everywhere. People are panicking. Many have moved to South America, if you can believe that. Looks like a lot of the crops in the south just froze over. Like here, starvation is setting in. The citrus fields are all just gone.” 
 
    “But…you’re doing all right? You and Mrs. Geller? The rest of your family?” 
 
    Your family? 
 
    “Yes…yes, we made plans long ago,” Geller said with his voice lowered as if it were a secret kept still. They stopped just in front of one of the lobby’s roaring fireplaces that kept the building warm. Then he drew near Austin and whispered something in his ear. Bishop could only see from a distance, as he hid out near the stairwell still. The guards around them limited his view, but when Austin pulled away, his expression was slack-jawed. 
 
    “Of course, we’re taking you back with us, Austin. We’re only here for an hour or two before we take off.” 
 
    A momentary pause lapsed as Bishop watched the scene. Austin bore the look of complete betrayal. Then he blurted out, “But they’ll all die!” 
 
    Geller lowered his hands in a sign to keep his voice down, afraid he was making a scene. 
 
    At the same time, the guards twisted their heads around, guns at the ready. They were nervous. 
 
    “You can’t do that! At least send that aircraft back to take these people out of here. Can you at least do that?” 
 
    “We don’t have the resources for that, Austin. Please keep your voice down. You don’t want to cause a panic.” 
 
    Austin raised his arm toward the glass looking out over the lake. “There’s no hiding. You just landed an aircraft out there on the ice when no one has seen a plane in the sky for weeks! Everyone knows you’re here, and they’re hoping you’re here to help.” 
 
    The guards looked increasingly nervous. Geller placed his hand on Austin’s shoulder. “Austin, let’s go somewhere private and talk about this.” 
 
    Bishop growled to himself. He didn’t think that was a good idea. At least not for Austin. After seeing the man in action, he didn’t put it past the old man to order Austin’s death in an instant. His own son was not of value to him, and that was only too apparent to Bishop. 
 
    They started to walk toward one of the hallways leading to a conference room, causing Bishop to make a quick decision. He didn’t really like the idea. Not with the easy trigger mechanism on those four MP7s. But he did it anyway. Dropping his pack in the stairwell, he hid his tactical knife in his pocket and pulled up his rifle, pointing it down as he walked and plastered an easygoing smile on his face as he allowed himself to be seen out into the open lobby right behind the group. 
 
    “Hey, Austin,” he said. 
 
    The rear guards backed up and moved at an angled echelon behind Bishop with a firm grip on their MP7s. Bishop feigned surprise and lifted his one arm in a show of ease. 
 
    “Bishop! I didn’t expect you back yet,” Austin said and turned to him. 
 
    “Mr. Geller, this is Captain Mark Bishop. He’s the big reason we’ve been able to survive here. I don’t know how things would have turned out without him.” 
 
    Warily, Geller reached for Bishop’s hand, and as they shook, Bishop looked the man in the eyes, discerning a gentlemanly facade that led to nothing more than a void within. 
 
    “Nice to meet you. I must thank you for helping Austin get a handle on this place.” 
 
    Bishop only dropped his chin in a firm nod. Then assessing the guards around them, he kept his motions open and clear, making sure to keep the rifle end toward the floor. He noted their guns, knives, and attached gear without making his observations known. They were watching him just as closely. 
 
    Geller continued, “If you’ll excuse us, my assistant and I have a few matters to discuss.” With a nudge on the back of Austin’s shoulder, he pushed him forward toward the lobby conference rooms. 
 
    “Wait. Whatever this is about, I want Bishop there as well,” Austin said. 
 
    Suddenly Mr. Geller stopped in his tracks, stuffing his hands into his pockets, and twisted his lips. “What I need to discuss with you, Austin, is between you and me.” 
 
    Knowing Austin would fold, Bishop said, “That’s all right, Austin. I’ll wait for you here. If there’s something I can do to help, just let me know.” 
 
    Giving two of the guards a look, Geller then escorted Austin to the conference room, while two of the four guards remained guarding Bishop. 
 
    Bishop chuckled to himself, knowing what was ahead of him with the two guards. Austin gave him a raised-eye look over his shoulder as he trailed Geller obediently. 
 
    Through the glass, Bishop saw only Geller close the door from the inside, with the dim window light cascading inside the room. 
 
    Then came a voice. On any other occasion he would have craved for it, but not this one. 
 
    “Bishop!” Maeve said, coming toward him with a skip. 
 
    Dammit…please, no. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were back!” 
 
    Walking toward her position gave the guards the opportunity to move around a bit. He purposely pulled her into his chest for a long hug, but before he could whisper in her ear, she said something first. 
 
    “Should we go to the shelter?” 
 
    “Yes” was all he said and then laid a tender kiss on her neck just below her earlobe and gave her a brief squeeze, hoping she’d understand he was worried about what might go down soon. 
 
    She pulled away and gave him a nervous smile. “I’ll see you later, then.” All with the eyes…she told him volumes. Please be safe…I love you. Don’t you dare die on me… 
 
    He nodded, and knowing the guards were watching every subtle move, he pulled an ever-elusive mask of nonemotion. They couldn’t see that he loved her more than life itself. That expression would change everything; her life in jeopardy of a fleeting moment. 
 
    As she safely made it to the stairwell, she gave him one last nervous glance. One of the guards caught the look…taking in evidence. Maeve wasn’t adept at concealing her emotions, yet. Part of him—the heart part—loved that about her, but that kind of emotion would make her vulnerable as a target against him. 
 
    The stairwell door closed with a click then. “Hey, you guys want to take a seat. You don’t need to stand around,” Bishop said and motioned for them to come over to the couches lining the comfortable lobby. 
 
    Of course, he knew that wasn’t something they’d take advantage of…he was trying to divert their attention. 
 
    Neither answered nor did they shake their heads. They only continued to scan the room while at the same time keeping Bishop within range without the other guard in crosshairs. Several residents still crossed the lobby with wary trepidation. One man began to walk toward him at a distance with an obvious question on his mind. Bishop merely shook his head from the distance, and the guy turned on his heel and quickly walked the other way. 
 
    He couldn’t keep the people back much longer. There was an aircraft parked outside for the first time since this all began, and they were all murmuring with curiosity. He knew the needs of the town were precarious. 
 
    “So do you guys need refreshments?” Bishop ventured, trying to throw them off the fact that they knew he was also as skilled as they were. 
 
    Behind the glasses of one of the guards, he detected a smirk. This cat-and-mouse game could only go on so long. The office door opened suddenly, and Austin came out of the room, pulling his arm away from Mr. Geller’s grasp. His face beat red as if they’d been arguing. The kid looked as if he might even cry. For all they’d been through, Bishop had not witnessed Austin in this state. That might have something to do with his dead-beat dad. In fact, Bishop was sure of it. 
 
    The guard closest to Bishop began to raise his weapon toward Austin, when the young man yelled behind him, “I am not going along with this!” 
 
    In an instant, Bishop quickly shoved the rifle end toward the ground while yanking the guard in front of him as a shield from the others. He at least had a bulletproof vest on. 
 
    Austin stopped short. 
 
    “Hey! No reason to get nervous!” Bishop yelled out. “He’s just pissed off at his dad!” Bishop thought that purposely blurting the secret out in the open might keep the guards from blowing Austin away—at least he hoped so. “It’s a family affair!” 
 
    Releasing the guard, he expected an immediate reaction, but perhaps the uncertainty of the situation kept him from attacking Bishop. In fact, the other guards were glancing at one another as well as Geller. 
 
    Bishop could use this confusion to his advantage. Bringing forward his own weapon, he stepped aside the guard and raised his right hand. “Just so we don’t have any misunderstandings here.” 
 
    Bishop was sure that the lips of the guard whom he had released were drawn into thin lines and that, behind the glasses, he glowered at him. 
 
    Bishop had taken him by surprise and that was always an embarrassment for private military personnel who prided themselves in the ultimate of specialized training. Though Bishop had blown his cover in the move, he also prevented the other guards from firing, knowing their comrade would die in a slippery half-second. 
 
    Now he needed to separate Austin from the group and find out what the hell Geller was after. “Are you all right, Austin?” 
 
    Still stunned by the scene, he choked out. “I think so.” Pointing his thumb behind him, he gestured toward Geller. “They’re here for something in the vault downstairs. That’s all.” He shook his head in disgust. “They’re leaving us here! They didn’t come to help at all.” 
 
    “I said I’m taking you with us!” Geller yelled back with his hands on his hips as if disappointed in his assistant’s outburst. 
 
    Austin shook his head in disgust. “I’m…not going anywhere with you…Dad!” 
 
    Stop now, Austin, Bishop thought. He’ll drop you in an instant, bastard son or not. 
 
    Geller then signaled to the guards. The one whom Bishop had handled turned on him as in a challenge to move or to follow. 
 
    “Come on, Austin,” Geller said over his shoulder in a tone fully expecting his assistant to follow. 
 
    “I’m not coming with you.” 
 
    That’s when Geller nodded to one of his guards, who instantly grabbed Austin and shoved him forward. 
 
    “You’re coming with us. This isn’t negotiable.” 
 
    Not expecting him to move, Bishop pulled the MP4 from the guard and used him as a shield from the others, again. Being bested twice wasn’t going to go down well. “Let him go!” he yelled. “Austin, walk this way!” 
 
    At the same time, Bishop nudged his shield forward and behind a concrete column just in time for one of the other guards to take a pop shot at him, blowing, instead, a few chunks of the concrete column away. 
 
    His shield bucked backward in an attempt to regain his weapon, but Bishop had anticipated this and, instead, went ahead and shot him through the side of the chest, bypassing his gear. By this time, Austin was on the ground, taking cover. 
 
    More shots exploded from two of the other guards as the third whisked Mr. Geller away toward the basement staircase. 
 
    The remaining mercenaries were spreading apart and trying to position themselves with a clear line of fire with Bishop as their main objective. Austin raised his head. 
 
    “Stay down, Austin!” 
 
    He had to get to him before they did. 
 
    It was possible Geller told them to keep Austin alive, but by the guard’s reaction, he didn’t think so, which meant he was an asset to him. But it was just as likely Geller designated the young man expendable. 
 
    Tired of screwing around with these guys, Bishop sent a shot out, taking down the guard coming up on his left, and then pulled his handgun on the one quickly coming up on his right and caught the next guard in the shoulder, sending him backward and into range of the MP7, so Bishop instantly switched arms and sent a ribbon through his exposed neck and chest. 
 
    That’s when he heard the screaming. Several of the residents in the lobby and bar were taking cover, several with their own rifles out and peeking around corners. Not sure of what to do, many were hysterical with terror and memories of their recent pasts. 
 
    Coming around the corner at Austin, Bishop scouted around for Geller and the other guard. He also didn’t put it past them to have backup coming. That Osprey sure as hell held more than just four guards. He was sure they had more to spare. 
 
    “Stay there, Austin.” 
 
    Austin yelled to him angrily, “Can you slide something to me?” 
 
    Bishop knew he meant a firearm, and the fact that he was mad was a good thing. He felt betrayed, and Bishop hoped this would be an eye-opening experience for him to finally take his advice on carrying a firearm at all times. 
 
    “Here.” He slid the bolt-action shotgun across the concrete flooring, the stock just barely touching Austin’s finger. “Slowly, Austin, make your way over, but stay down.” 
 
    In the meantime, Bishop pulled the soldier’s load carrier as well as his ballistic-plated vest off his lifeless body and put the vest on himself. He also grabbed his side knife and sidearm. Then he quickly made his way over to the downed guard on the left and did the same for Austin. As Austin came over to him, his chest heaved in anger. He helped him into the black vest and handed him another MP7, briefly showing him how to pull the trigger, without words. 
 
    Austin nodded in understanding, though his face was red in anger. 
 
    “Austin…use the anger. Don’t let it use you.” He patted him on the shoulder once. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Knowing at least which door Geller and the guard descended, they had a basic understanding of where they were and what exits they might take. Bishop had only been down in the concrete basement once, while checking out the facility’s utilities. It was where the generators were and the rest of the hotel systems were housed. 
 
    Slashing two fingers forward to signal to Austin where they were headed, Bishop ran into three more volunteer residents who were armed around the corner with hunting rifles and pointed to where Bishop already knew Geller and his guards had gone. He signaled to them, and they got into position behind him as they made their way there. Bishop motioned for one to go to the left of them and watch the windows where more soldiers were likely to come from. 
 
    Several of these guys were post-military like himself but not as skilled, and, frankly, Bishop worried for their safety. He’d done his best to retrain them, but then, again, he didn’t want to see anyone else die today—least of all himself. 
 
    At the door, the shots he feared would come did—right from the front entrance shattering one of the floor-to-ceiling windows, causing the cold winter to enter like a freight train. The flames within the fireplaces roared, and when one man dropped to his left, Bishop pulled back behind the corner. 
 
    Returning fire in the direction that it came, Bishop could make out no one in the grayness. Screw this! he thought and flung open the heavy steel door that led down darkened steps. Shooting around the door’s edge, he reached around with his other hand and grabbed Austin by the vest and flung him through the opening. The others followed them hastily. 
 
    Remembering the stairs were made of metal, the soles of his boots caught on the grooves, and he altered his steps as the men behind him did and clomped as quietly as he could. 
 
    In pitch dark, only when they used the white light on their MP7s did they see where they were going. Austin tapped him on the back and pointed in the dimness to the left at the end of the corridor. 
 
    That’s when he heard a shuffling and an exit door slam with difficulty. 
 
    “Go now…they’ve exited out the basement back entrance.” 
 
    Bishop had to restrain Austin from running out into the open. He first glanced around to make sure the path was clear and then they made a hasty path toward the door, which led up a small flight of concrete stairs, and opened the large metal door to the outside. When he did, Bishop’s heart clenched; Geller and his guards were running toward the Osprey, and there was a low hum in the air as the aircraft powered up. 
 
    “Stop them! Take that aircraft!” Bishop yelled, and each man ran forward while shots fired from both ends at the same time; sparks flew from their weapons. Others joined their fight from the parking-garage tower and town. 
 
    This was a sight from Bishop’s past returned anew. This was war. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” Maeve said as she ran into Cora’s room, which was adjacent to her own. She’d hidden Ben inside with them, telling them that something wasn’t right down below and ordering them to wait there for her and get ready to go. 
 
    When she returned, Cora was there at the door in the darkened hall, with her rifle slung over her shoulder. The kids were both ready with their snow gear on and armed. They slipped out into the hallway with the other residents casting wary glances at them. 
 
    She gave them a reassuring smile but at the same time said, “Stay in your rooms with the doors locked” as the echoes of gunshots rang out below. Once at the stairwell, they took the fire exit that led to the parking garage and then to the front of the building. She wished they had time to take Jake, but she knew that would make them more visible and a better target. She had no idea what was happening, but after the worried look in Bishop’s eyes, she wasn’t taking any chances now. 
 
    Dragged along by her mother, Louna’s legs couldn’t keep up in breaking through the snowy streets that were very high in areas with drifts, making some places impassable. Cora lifted her child, though attempting to hold a rifle and the girl at the same time slowed them down considerably. 
 
    Maeve kept her rifle out before her as Ben stayed by her side with his own. Bishop had practiced this move with them many times, and though they hadn’t made the trek exactly the way he’d trained them, they at least were three blocks away before they stopped and took a breath. 
 
    “Okay,” Maeve said, puffing out a cloud of air, the glacial cold stinging her lungs. “Three more to go.” Again gunfire erupted but sounded as if it were changing directions and that too outside instead of within the building. 
 
    Above her snow boots, her legs were beyond stinging with a freezing sensation as the snow packed around her limbs. She looked down at her son. Breaking through snow was hard work on its own for a distance, but doing so with gunshots nearby and children to tow made her pulse rush much faster. While they waited behind a brick building, Maeve peeked back at the hotel. “God, please be okay,” she whispered. 
 
    But knowing Bishop wouldn’t want her to linger there, she pulled Ben close behind her and nodded to Cora to follow. The younger woman looked panicked but capable. Again, they set out at a fast pace, keeping close to the side buildings, hoping they were shielded. And two more blocks in, another gun blast made her duck instantly to shield her son. When she peered behind her, she found smoke coming from the end of Cora’s rifle and a man dressed all in black lying ten feet away in the snow. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “He was chasing us! I turned around, and he was right behind us!” Cora yelled as if defending her actions. 
 
    “Okay…” she said and took a few tentative steps in his direction. The man who lay still in the snow was dressed in black as the others she’d seen in the lobby. 
 
    “I heard him and turned, and he raised his weapon. I didn’t have time to yell,” Cora blurted out and then dropped her daughter into the snow as she heaved out a thick yellow liquid from her mouth and heaved again. 
 
    Maeve dropped down to the dead man and picked up his weapon and the extra magazines on his belt and looked over him for anything else useful. She was already weighed down, but these items were too valuable to leave behind. Then patting her friend on the back, she said, “It’s okay, Cora. Let’s go. It was the right thing to do. Come on…we can’t stop now. We’ve got to get out of here.” Handing the MP7 to her son to carry, she scooped up Louna into her own arms and said to her wide-eyed son, “Ben, stay like glue to me, you hear?” She couldn’t keep the panic out of her voice that came out with a quaver. 
 
    “Yes, Mom.” 
 
    Cora straightened up and lifted her weapon again and followed them but kept darting looks behind them. 
 
    With one more block to go, they had to pass through gray open space without any obstacles to take refuge behind in order to reach the storage units. This was always the area when practicing that scared her. Maeve passed Louna back to her mother. The child, terrified, buried her head into her mother’s neck. Maeve peered around the corner to the south toward the frozen lake; still many gunshots echoed out like a shooting gallery. What is going on over there? 
 
    Residents ran scared into the gray mist, darting here and there between buildings. Occasional rifle blasts lit up the gray. The scene somehow reminded her of what she thought the civil-war battles must have been like…only much colder now. 
 
    What was reassuring was that some of the townspeople were armed, some going toward the sounds of shots and some away. She too wanted to run to where Bishop and the others were fighting but knew she had to follow the plan he’d set in place for them. 
 
    And with all the chaos around them, she took the chance and ferried the distance. In no time a bullet whizzed by her head, and she automatically shoved Ben down hard into the snow. Then, knowing she created a greater stationary target, she pulled him up, and they ran the rest of the way, barely making the remaining distance past the metal enclosure, before a few more shots rang off the metal siding with pings echoing out in the frigid air. 
 
    “Get in! Get in!” she urged them. Only then did she see crimson blood in the receding light of the closing storage unit door, coming from Cora’s shoulder. 
 
    “Cora!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Work crews had kept the snow cleared around the clock over the ice as they thought there were still fish below, though in recent weeks fishing was no longer viable. It seemed nothing lived in the lake any longer or the fish were all frozen through. Since then, work crews kept the trails as clear as they could. It was a never-ending task and one that paid in meals alone. 
 
    Through the veil of falling snow, light beamed out from the back end of the Osprey. With the large back hatch lowered, Bishop watched as men carried several large black cases inside and made their way up the incline of the hydraulic lift. They tossed them from one man to the other at times. Whatever was in the cases wasn’t very heavy, but obviously they held tremendous value to make the trip all the way here to retrieve them. 
 
    Men yelled out. The rata-tatting of automatic fire rang out, and the smell of gunpowder filled the gray mist surrounding them. He’d been in war before, but this was different. This was here, not China, and this war was for life itself, not property, not a demarcation zone violation…or anything. This was their very lives. The Osprey was the prize. Without the vehicle, they were devoid of hope. 
 
    With little time to access the situation to his advantage, Bishop ran into the crowd of men who were now fighting in close quarters. Running forward, Bishop had just slashed through the neck of one of the remaining guards, who’d failed to make his way to the Osprey in time, only to feel a spray of gunshot pellets sting into the back of his thigh. He’d barely turned in time to see a soldier to his left hit the snow with a mangled shoulder, his blood spilling out onto the ice. 
 
    “Sorry, Bishop, I had to stop him!” yelled the shooter. “He was coming behind you.” 
 
    Bishop barely heard the man as he neared the Osprey. Several soldiers were holding them off from the entrance as they attempted to power up the vehicle. He had little time left to gain on them. He didn’t waste time giving orders to the men…they simply watched his moves and followed as well as they could. 
 
    “Let’s go!” 
 
    He knew that when the hydraulic lift began to rise from the ground, they were in trouble. Spotting another soldier in black instead of the constant hodgepodge of the townspeople, who also noticed his ride was fleeting, Bishop ran like hell and caught up with him, surprising him from behind, but the man turned at the last second, sensing his approach. 
 
    With his knife ready in his left hand and the light MP7 in his right, Bishop jumped backward as the soldier raised his own MP7. Bishop beat him to it and sent a stream of shots through his face. Blood sprayed out of his head, and he began to fall. Everything suddenly slowed. 
 
    The horrendous drone of the Osprey beyond began a slowing cadence. 
 
    The soldier’s right knee began to buckle, twisting his lifeless body to the right, cascading downward onto his side. This happened right in front of Bishop, though his attention wasn’t on the body landing finally onto the ice. Just beyond the dead man, the Osprey lifted a mere foot off the ground, the tailgate door lifting further closed. 
 
    There was only one thing left to do. Time regained speed in an instant and in some ways sped up faster than time allowed. Bishop ran like hell. Shots pierced the ice at nearly each step, causing him to continuously change course. Some of the men behind him guessed what his motives were and did their best to keep the private soldiers busy, clearing his path. 
 
    Before Bishop made the distance, the Osprey began its vertical lift merely five feet away from him. 
 
    With shooters leaning out the side entrance trying to hold back the rest, Bishop weaved between the others fighting and using the fighters before him as cover as he made his way to the lifting tailgate. 
 
    With the hydraulic lift already off the ground and closing, Bishop took the last remaining chance and leapt up onto the side of the spare avgas tanks. Immediately, a bullet sparked off the side near his head. Bishop reached through the opening and sent a left hook to the guy’s jaw before he could try that again. Then he pulled the man halfway through as he slung his legs over his unconscious form and hefted himself inside the cargo-bay entrance, leaving the soldier’s body as a wedge in the hydraulic doorway. 
 
    Immediately four soldiers, who had their attention drawn through the side doorway picking off the revolt, turned in his direction. 
 
    Bishop ducked behind a stack of the cases they’d brought in and braced for incoming fire, but not one shot was fired in his direction. Instead, one man stepped out, pulling his knife from a shoulder harness. 
 
    Knife fight, huh? Fuck! What the hell’s in those boxes? 
 
    Whatever the mystery contents were, these guys would rather a knife fight than to fire around the cases. 
 
    Fine, Bishop thought. Let’s do this. 
 
    With his eye on the cockpit, Bishop counted five men. He didn’t like the odds, but he knew he wanted the Osprey more than they did. They were merely hired guns. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The flashlight sat on the shelf between them. It was there as always, left in a stationary place for those feeling their way in the dark tomb of the emergency shelter. The batteries kept were fresh and in working order. The black rubber was stiff from the cold temperatures, not like the pliable rubber feel in warmth. The blue button only needed depressing to snap to life. 
 
    Maeve reached for it. 
 
    In a voice purposely gentle, Maeve said, “Wait, Cora. Let’s take a look.” 
 
    As the light cascaded out, Cora already lay where she stood moments before. Her eyes opened in surprise and then turned glassy. Her daughter stood by her side, still clenching her mother’s gloved hand. 
 
    A shrill scream from her daughter filled the air, blocking out the sound of the gunfire erupting around them. 
 
    Bending down, Maeve felt Cora’s pale neck for a pulse. Her hand came away instead with bright-red blood. Where the shot had entered in through her shoulder, the path proceeded through her chest and now what life remained drained away onto the cold concrete flooring. 
 
    “Come, Louna,” Maeve said and pulled the shocked child away from her mother’s lifeless body. 
 
    Louna careened and bucked against Maeve’s side. She had the child pinned to her around the waist. Louna still reached for her mother lying dead before them. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Louna,” she said, knowing she had to restrain the girl and pull both her and her own son to the back of the unit to the barricade set up for their safety. 
 
    Ben followed as Maeve made her way with the girl in full turmoil, the flashlight showing her the way. Stacks of concrete mix in sturdy brown paper bags lined a small area that she’d helped Bishop build up to make a kind of safety room for them just in case. And with all the bullets careening off the fortified structure, she was thankful for having made the effort even if, at the time, she thought it was overkill. 
 
    “Get in,” she said to Ben, who was loaded down with rifles on his small frame. She had no idea how he was able carry them all this way. He certainly wasn’t able to fire one of them while holding the load. 
 
    Ben, covered in snow frozen to his clothing, scurried in behind her, and she put Louna down in the dark while closing the makeshift doorway to their little hideout within the shelter. 
 
    Then turning to the girl, she hugged her again. 
 
    Louna sobbed now, her lungs too weakened already to carry on much longer. And then she began to shiver. 
 
    “Hold on, sweetheart.” Maeve pressed her closely and rubbed her back. Ben turned the flashlight upward to illuminate their space. With nearby blankets, her son pulled one of them away, and as Maeve sat down, she cradled the child and enveloped her. Once again, the orphaned girl withdrew into herself as Maeve tearfully rocked her back and forth, all the while glancing at her son’s horrified expression. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Dropping the MP7, Bishop pulled his tactical knife in a reverse hold. Skillfully trained, the blade was like an extension of himself; close combat was his favored specialty. However, despite that training, he would need every ounce to get through these guys with his life intact. Getting cut was a given. 
 
    Two of the other soldiers seemed confident enough that he wasn’t a menace to them, so they returned to battling the incoming fire they received as the townspeople gained on them from the outside. For reasons Bishop insured earlier, the back tailgate would not close with a body in the way, and the pilot wasn’t lifting off until that obstruction was taken care of, and Bishop was between them and the hydraulic lift. 
 
    Two steps forward, and knife guy swung a slice toward Bishop’s clavicle. Hooking the guy’s arm with his left, Bishop bent his arm backward. He heard a clang on the ground as his assailant dropped his knife. Bishop swung his right up and drew his blade deep and long through the other man’s jugular. 
 
    He didn’t have time for a victory celebration, as the next guy was on him in no time. This guy kept thrusting his knife out at him but kept his left out further, which was not a good idea, and Bishop taught him why. With one swipe, Bishop drew a bead across the man’s open wrist. 
 
    Already the floor was slick with blood. 
 
    As the shock settled, Bishop kept his knife moving and his left arm close in, protecting his body, watching the other man’s arms. He tried again, and then Bishop detected movement behind him. When he turned for a brief glimpse, the one-handed warrior stabbed Bishop straight into the thigh. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” 
 
    Thrusting himself forward, Bishop stabbed the man in front of him up under his ribs and vest plate and right into the heart and then pulled the blade from his thigh, quickly turning to the sneaker from behind. Keeping both blades going, Bishop hooked a plunge before the blade hit him in the chest but dropped the new knife as he pried his assailants from his grip. A kick to his wounded leg nearly made Bishop scream out but instead he head-butted the guy while the slick floor enabled him to pull his body around as he repeatedly stabbed the guy in the back of the neck. 
 
    With a quick check at the cockpit cabin door, Bishop turned his attention to the last guy, who raised his MP7 in his direction. Bishop took his knife and threw it with near-perfect accuracy right into the guy’s throat. He’d had enough of this. 
 
    To his sudden horror, the Osprey lifted and was drifting to the right. Picking up the dropped MP7, Bishop limped to the locked cockpit door. The hinged lock was an easy device to deal with. He shot the metal lock open at an angle away from the cargo and placed the gun at the guy in the copilot’s seat—directly at Geller’s head. 
 
    “Land it now!” 
 
    Mr. Geller sat without intentional movement. He made no attempt at making eye contact with Bishop. Instantly Bishop knew this was who he was: a man who used others for his own gain and was good at playing the top guy. He wasn’t so good on his own, however, and he knew when he was beat. 
 
    The pilot took one look at the seeping blood on the floor and shot a glance at Geller for his next order. He was not in any way going to challenge Bishop, knowing the man had done away with several men already to get them. 
 
    Bishop thrust his chin out. “Keep your hands where I can see them,” he said and did not repeat himself. 
 
    The pilot landed, and Bishop eased him out of his seat after taking away his handgun from his side. 
 
    “You too, Geller.” 
 
    “I’m not armed.” 
 
    Bishop nearly smiled. “Everyone’s armed. Keep your hands up.” 
 
    Easing the pilot and then the old man out of the cockpit, Bishop led them out the side door; that’s when he slipped in the blood of the men he’d killed in order to save those he loved. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    The first thing Bishop noticed when he exited the craft behind his two prisoners was the utter lack of noise. They were not winning the war when he entered the craft. His only consolation was to kill as many as he could and hope to gain control of the craft and somehow negotiate the rest. Looking out over the ice now, he could see why. Intermingled with the bodies, twice as many men stood next to their snowmobiles. The people of Rockford Bay had answered a distress call, or they saw the plane and showed up on their own. They came to help from across the frozen lake. He’d never thought there was enough time to call for their assistance, but perhaps someone sent word. There were a lot more bodies lying on the ice than there were men standing as is the aftermath of war. 
 
    They stood staring at him in silence, and then Bishop raised his knife above his head; likewise, the men surrounding him raised their rifles and screamed out in victory. It seemed a corny reaction…like out of a movie even, but it was also appropriate…somehow a release of energy in triumph when they thought all was lost. 
 
    Moments later, a few men wandered from body to body, checking for a pulse if they were a friend or sending a mercy shot through those who were not. It was a massacre by any measure. So stunned was Bishop that he failed to see Mr. Geller raise his leg to kick Bishop in his injured thigh again as he reached for his weapon. The effort would have worked had a single gunshot to Geller’s head not stopped him first. 
 
    Bishop lay on the ground then. A hand reached for him. A familiar hand. Jax’s hand. 
 
    “Guess I got here just in time.” 
 
    “That you did, Jax. Thanks.” 
 
    The pilot before them knelt on the ice with his hands behind his head. He wanted no part in the dying, it seemed. 
 
    “Looks like you got a new bird?” Jax asked as he got Bishop back into a standing position. 
 
    Bishop peeled back the fabric on his stab wound in the thigh from which oozed quite a lot of blood, as were the other various cuts he’d sustained in the fight for the Osprey. “Yeah,” he said to Jax, “we couldn’t let it go.” 
 
    Jax regarded him and all the blood covering nearly his whole body. “Nearly cost you enough.” 
 
    “Just enough,” Bishop said and then suddenly noticed a black cat running away from Jax toward the hotel. He was about to say something of the odd appearance, when he saw Austin appear in the distance. His father lay in a pool of blood before him. He wasn’t sure how the boy would take the death. 
 
    Watching for a reaction, Bishop saw that Austin saw his father lying there on the ground, his eyes transfixed on the body. He stopped and stared, his MP7 slung over his shoulder still. Austin lifted his eyes a bit dazed and said, “We’re clear. I think we got them all.” 
 
    Bishop was a little relieved, but he knew the boy would grieve soon—maybe not right now but soon. In his mind there was no scenario where Geller lived. Not for long anyway. 
 
    “You’re injured,” Austin said. “Let’s get you taken care of.” 
 
    Noticing that he was beginning to get the shakes from the cold and adrenaline rush, he shook his head. “Can’t. Got to go get Maeve first.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Jax said. “In the storage unit?” 
 
    “She won’t open the door for anyone but me.” 
 
    “She’ll do it for me,” Austin said. 
 
    Trembling, Bishop had the fleeting thought he’d lost more blood now than he’d realized. Whatever was happening, he doubted he’d get to the hideout on his own. Part of the trembling was coming off the adrenaline still rushing through his veins. 
 
    “I’ll get Jake,” Austin suggested. 
 
    “No!” Bishop said but wished he hadn’t yelled so harshly. The effort cost him. And then everything seemed a little darker than it had before—the sky more bleak, the blood on the ice darker; then his vision blackened in from the sides and then disappeared altogether. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    The shots ended, the shouting subsided, and then there was silence. A deafening silence. Carrying the weight of the sleeping child in her arms, she laid Louna down on a stack of blankets that Ben had set up for her. They made each move mutely, more to keep their hearing hypervigilant than to give their position away, although that was intended too. When Maeve detected a crunching in the snow, she looked to Ben. 
 
    His eyes widened as he shook his head as if to say, I didn’t make that sound. 
 
    The sound came again and then repeated at slight intervals. 
 
    She knew what she must do then and so did Ben. He pulled his rifle out before him and nodded at her. Such a courageous boy. She’d seen that brave resolve in her son a lot lately. It was a remarkable thing to witness in your own child—the appearance of courage in one so young. 
 
    Steps coming closer, she stepped outside of the barricade and closed them inside together and hurried to the hidden exit door at the back—a recent addition Bishop put in the unit in the last two weeks. The door opened at a rise to accommodate the accumulating snow and ice. Peeking around the corner, she saw no one coming nor any footsteps from her vantage point. She listened again intently. The silence ringing in her ears, she decided whoever it was had stopped. She knew better to think he was gone for good. 
 
    Inching her way out of the doorframe, the subtle noise of her own movement prompted a response from the mystery footman. He or she began to run toward her. Maeve hurried around the side, careless now of the noises she made. 
 
    “Maeve? Maeve, are you there?” 
 
    She knew that voice. It wasn’t Bishop, though. “Austin?” 
 
    “Oh, thank God!” Austin said, and she ran around the front of the storage unit to see him standing there shaken and watching the pool of blood seeping from underneath the doorway. 
 
    “Austin?” 
 
    She swallowed hard. Why was he here and not Bishop? 
 
    “Where’s Bishop, Austin?” 
 
    “He’s fine. Well, I mean he fainted or something, but he’s not dead.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He’s injured, but the guy in the furs said it wasn’t life threatening.” 
 
    “The guy in the furs?” 
 
    “Yeah, Jack? I didn’t really catch his name.” 
 
    “You mean, Jax? He’s here? Let me get the kids.” 
 
    She turned to go back through the side entrance when Austin said, “Maeve?” She turned, and he pointed to the blood trail in the snow. 
 
    Sighing, she said, “It was Cora. She didn’t make it.” 
 
    “Oh jeez, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I’ve got to pull her out of there.” 
 
    “Look, let me take care of her. Get the kids, and get back to Bishop. He was worried about you. He wanted to come, but we wouldn’t let him.” 
 
    “The fighting…it’s over, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. The cavalry came in from Rockford Bay just in time. We lost a lot of people, but Bishop got us through.” 
 
    “That man in the lobby…he was your father, right?” 
 
    Austin didn’t answer right away. His blue eyes bored into her. Clearing his throat he said, “Yeah, he’s dead now.” 
 
    “Austin, I’m sorry.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Can’t think about that right now. Go get the kids,” he said and waved her off. 
 
    She didn’t waste time. Thankful for the offer, she ran back to the secure room. She carried Louna the whole way back, her body vibrating with each movement. The girl probably fell to sleep in shock, but there was nothing to do about it now. She needed to get them back and warmed up. The whole disaster caused all of them too much energy; losing your body heat in this type of environment could kill quickly. 
 
    The last she saw of Austin was him wrapping Cora’s body in a heavy woolen blanket. There was no burying the dead right now. They couldn’t even reach the ground for all the frozen ice atop. No, they were either burned or wrapped in blankets and piled up with as much dignity as possible. This was a life she wished on no one. 
 
    By the time she made the trip back to the hotel, she was exhausted, and Ben’s jaw chattered. “Come on, let’s get inside, son.” 
 
    One of the guards saw her coming and ran out to help her with the child she carried. He ushered them into the lobby, where hot coffee and tea was available for those who really needed it. At that point she was ready to drink even hot water if that was the only thing available—getting anything warm into your body was the best option. As the others cared for Louna, Maeve took Ben’s ice-covered gloves off and rubbed his bare hands with her own by the fireplace. “Come on, sweetie, drink the tea.” 
 
    “I’m all right, Mom.” 
 
    “I know…just let me be a mom,” she said and hugged her son to her side. 
 
    “Where’s Bishop?” Ben asked. 
 
    “That’s what I’m about to find out,” she said and stopped a lady they called Cook, who brought her the drinks and managed the kitchen like a drill sergeant. 
 
    “He’s in the conference room,” Cook replied. Her lips formed a straight line. “That guy is taking care of him. He won’t let the rest of us inside.” 
 
    “Jax, you mean.” 
 
    “I don’t know who he thinks he is, but he orders us around, and he isn’t very nice.” 
 
    “That’s Jax all right. Bring us to him.” 
 
    “Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. I have two girls hiding in the kitchen in tears already because of him.” 
 
    “You’re lucky he hasn’t put you all to sleep yet,” she mumbled, and Cook looked at her curiously. Maeve shook her head with a little smile. This was going to be fun. She knew Jax was difficult to deal with, but his skills were what they needed, and having him around was going to be both a blessing and a troublesome curse. 
 
    “He’s in there. Good luck.” Cook didn’t stay around to help, neither attempted to open the door for them. 
 
    Maeve smiled at Ben and then knocked briefly before entering. When she did, she heard an abrupt “Who the hell is it now?” 
 
    “It’s us,” she said when she entered. Bishop was there, lying on blankets atop the long conference table. Blood soaked into the sheets. “Is he…is he all right?” Maeve asked, her voice in a high pitch. 
 
    “Bishop?” she said, running to his side; her heart pounded out of her chest. Bishop lay there helpless, his body exposed except for his underwear. There were blood-soaked bandages all over his arms and a ghastly one over his right thigh. She’d never seen him so vulnerable. With his eyes closed, his expression looked peaceful. She pressed her fingers to his neck, checking for his pulse. 
 
    She shook her head. “What…?” 
 
    Jax let out a frustrated bark, “He’s fine, lady. He lost a lot of blood. I put him to sleep so his body would help heal the wounds. He was exhausted. He lost consciousness, and then when we got him in here, I patched him up. He woke up when I was stitching the thigh wound. So I put him back to sleep. That’s all he needs now. He’ll wake up in the morning.” 
 
    That was the most she’d ever heard Jax say at once, and it looked like it cost him. He kept glancing at Ben and her. Assessing them somehow, she suspected. That’s when her eye caught on something dark jetting by along the wall. Ben yelled “Jet?” and ran after the cat. 
 
    “You found him?” Maeve looked dumbfounded at Jax and glanced at her son petting the cat. 
 
    With a stern expression, Jax said, “I found him roaming around your burned-out house. He started following me around.” Jax found something on his arm to pick at. “I couldn’t just leave him there,” he barked. 
 
    Smiling at the man, he diverted her attention by saying, “Where’s the girl?” 
 
    Surprised he cared, she said, “She’s in the lobby. Someone attacked us on our way to safety, and her mother was killed while we tried to get away.” 
 
    “Goddammit, where is she?” 
 
    “She’s in the lobby. Like I said, she may be in shock.” 
 
    Jax wore an old gray Henley and had some kind of suede leather style of pants on. They looked homemade but comfortable. He wrapped one of his furs around his shoulders and brushed past them. Catching a whiff of severe body odor, she crinkled her nose as he left the conference room. 
 
    “Is Bishop going to be okay, Mom?” 
 
    Her son tentatively touched Bishop’s shoulder. She watched as Bishop’s chest rose with each breath. “I think so, baby.” 
 
    She didn’t want to give her son false hope. He’d lost one father already, and what a cruelty it would be to do that to him again. 
 
    As she ran her fingers through Bishop’s hair to get the locks out of his face, she pulled her son to her side and kissed the top of his head. 
 
    That’s when she jumped when she heard a woman shriek and went quickly to the door to see what the commotion was all about. 
 
    “You can’t just take her! Put her down!” Cook yelled. 
 
    And then the sound of a shotgun pump brought Maeve out into the hallway quickly. 
 
    When she got there, Cook held Jax at gunpoint as he held Louna in his arms. 
 
    “It’s okay!” Maeve said with her hands up in the air. “He’s only trying to help her.” 
 
    “Put her down!” Cook yelled again. “I’m warning you!” 
 
    There was one thing she’d learned from Cook: you didn’t want to cross her—especially when she was pissed. 
 
    “Cook!” Maeve yelled and walked quickly to wedge herself between Jax and the woman with the shotgun. 
 
    “I swear he’s just going to help her. I know he’s an ornery cuss, but, please, let him help her.” 
 
    Cook looked betrayed. Her eyes cut into Maeve. “Only because it’s you, Maeve. You stay with him, though, and keep him out of my sight!” 
 
    She acquiesced. “I’ll do that. Come on, Jax, let’s get back.” 
 
    They walked away, and as Jax brought Louna into the conference room, Maeve glanced back at Cook, who was steaming mad, just barely lowering the shotgun. For a fleeting moment, she thought maybe Jax had met his match with Cook. 
 
    “Damn woman. Friend of yours?” Jax muttered. 
 
    Seeing her son standing in the hallway with Jet by his ankles, she realized he was torn between going with his mother and staying behind with Bishop. Even these small separations resulted in anxiety or in Ben’s case that pensive look he got when he chewed on his left index finger. 
 
    “It’s okay, buddy,” she said as Jax swung his large frame carrying the tiny girl into the room. 
 
    He put her down on the surface of a small credenza. She watched Jax as he assessed her. Putting his ear to her chest, he listened. 
 
    “She…” Maeve began, but he put up an arm to silence her words. 
 
    Maeve made a face to her son, who raised his eyebrows. 
 
    Jax said, “Lungs aren’t as bad as they were, but her pulse is slow. Did you say her mother was shot?” 
 
    “Yes, she died.” 
 
    “Did the girl see this happen?” 
 
    “I’m afraid she did.” 
 
    Jax nodded. “She’s in shock, and in her condition, that’s not good,” he said and began digging in his pack, pulling out random items, one of which, when he twisted off the lid, smelled awful, but she knew that smell. He’d used that concoction before. 
 
    “See if that…woman can boil a kettle of water—if she’s capable,” Jax ordered with a sideways glance at them. 
 
    “If I didn’t know better, Jax, I’d say you liked her.” 
 
    The piercing glare he shot back at her made her take her son’s hand and leave the room quickly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    The cries came in waves, men in agony calling out, begging for death’s swift breach. There was nothing he could do for them now. Pinned in, the Chinese had them cornered. Nearly out of ammo, he searched the darkened area around him for more from his fallen comrades using his NVGs. The night brought horrors, more so than any nightmare. The air was so thick with the smell of gunpowder that it was like a cold winter’s day with too much creosote to breathe in comfortably. It pained your lungs in time. 
 
    Then blinded by the light of an arsenal exploding, Bishop threw off the goggles, and the blackness brought about terrors of the unseen. There was no winning in war, only surviving. Finally, he felt around where he’d last seen the soldier’s body nearby and grabbed the magazine from his side waist. Nothing was ever easy. He had to painstakingly free debris by brushing away the mud collected around the equipment inside and then slide the magazine into the rifle. All the while, dead men were now calling out for their mothers. That’s when he knew their lives were almost over. Once they beckoned for her, they knew time was lost to them, only regretting her broken heart in the end. 
 
    He was saddened by the ensuing silence and angry he couldn’t save them. The helplessness forbade him from having mercy. Without a second thought, from somewhere deep inside, he refused to be pinned in no more. Bishop tore from his space and slaughtered all the enemy he could find, without any remorse or conscious human effort. Even the very young soldiers aiming at him, he ripped through them—if not by gunfire, then by blade. Some of the faces he saw were no more than twelve years old. He didn’t see them then, but he would see them in his dreams every night since. 
 
    “Bishop?” 
 
    A dim ray of light came with the voice. The voice he recognized as Maeve’s. She became the only light he would reach for. If it weren’t for her now, he’d continue the slaughter in his nightmares. 
 
    With effort, the darkness crumpled around him. His eyes fluttered open a small crescent. She stood above him, her red hair cascading down around her face. “Hi,” he said. Then panicked, he asked, “Where’s Ben?” 
 
    She smiled. He thought she might cry. 
 
    “He’s fine. He’s asleep. I hear you won the war.” 
 
    Confused for a second if she meant the nightmare he’d just awakened from, he chuckled. “I can’t take credit for that. It was a group effort.” 
 
    Her smiling eyes disappeared. She was serious now. “Bishop, you could have died trying.” 
 
    Lifting his arm with effort, he caressed her cheek. “We would have died without the spoils. We had to win the Osprey. I had no choice.” 
 
    She didn’t like the answer but kissed his hand anyway. “I’ve missed you.” 
 
    “How long have I been out?” 
 
    “Overnight. Jax put you to sleep.” 
 
    He sighed. “I’m not surprised. I think he’d knock us all out if he could, just for his own comfort.” 
 
    She laughed a little. “Yeah, well, he’s been working on Louna.” 
 
    “What happen to Louna?” His voice sounded wary. 
 
    She didn’t answer right away. Her words seemed caught in her throat. “Cora…is dead, Bishop. She took a shot as we ran to the shelter. It happened as she carried Louna.” 
 
    He was struck with horror, realizing that Maeve and Ben were in danger as they fled. He started to rise from the table. “Shi…is Louna okay?” 
 
    Pressing him back down with her hand on his bare shoulder, Maeve replied, “She’s in shock. Jax says she’ll be fine. He still doesn’t like the sound of her lungs. He seems oddly attached to her—though I don’t think he’d admit it. Oh, and he has a new enemy in Cook. Though I think he might actually have a thing for her, too.” 
 
    “I’m really sorry about Cora. That should not have happened.” 
 
    “We’ll keep Louna. She has a home with us.” 
 
    Bishop agreed. The poor child was, in fact, an orphan now. How lucky she was to find her mother alive only to be ripped away again a few short weeks later. It wasn’t fair…was a sentiment often lacking in a world like this. Too often it was uttered and carried no weight. 
 
    “Where’s the pilot?” 
 
    “The pilot? I have no idea. I just got back. You mean you captured the pilot alive?” 
 
    “Well, how do you think we’re going to fly the damn thing?” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows. “I dunno. I’m glad you spared him, though.” 
 
    He began to sit up again. 
 
    “Don’t you think you should wait?” 
 
    “No. Can you find my clothes? I’ve got to speak to that pilot.” When he sat up all the way, his head spun. And again, his nose wrinkled a little at the smell of some plaster that Jax had applied to his leg wound. Bishop should be used to this by now, but whatever Jax used always assaulted his nose. 
 
    While Maeve located his clothing, Bishop looked around the room and found Ben sitting in a nearby chair, holding a black cat. “Hey, buddy! Where’d you find him?” 
 
    The boy glanced up at him, his rifle across his lap. He barely made eye contact with Bishop. He knew what this was instantly. Ben was afraid—afraid he’d die just like his father had died. 
 
    Maeve said, “Jax brought the cat. He was ours. His name is Jet.” Then turning to her son, she said, “Isn’t that right, honey?” 
 
    Ben didn’t answer. 
 
    “Come here, Ben,” Bishop said in a soft tone. 
 
    The boy hesitated, and then as if making a deal with himself, he got up and leaned the rifle against the wall and came to Bishop’s side, while Jet, dejected, scampered off. 
 
    Running a bandaged hand through the boy’s hair, he said, “I’m okay, Ben. I’m not leaving you and your mom.” The boy swallowed hard. His eyes flooded. “Come here,” Bishop said, his own voice turned to gravel. 
 
    Ben buried his head into Bishop’s side. There was nothing to say. They both knew the problem. Rubbing his back as Ben sobbed, the shudders passed in time. Maeve stood on his other side, bearing his clothing in her arms as her own eyes flooding. She gave him a small smile. After a few moments, Ben turned away, wiped his eyes, and took a deep breath while looking for his cat again. 
 
    “I’m starving,” Bishop said, and that seemed enough to lighten the mood. Though no one spoke of it, death hung all around them, and life had to be won now at all costs. It had come too close this time. He could see that in Ben and in Maeve, but it was a risk he had to take again and again. 
 
    He carefully pulled his shirt over his head and then slid his legs into his canvas pants. Once dressed, Ben handed him his rifle and each of his EDC items, knowing each one now and why he carried them; Bishop did not explain them to him any longer. The boy picked things up quickly and even carried a version of his own. 
 
    Bearing his full weight, his right thigh throbbed. He took a step and limped a little. It would take some getting used to. There was no way he would go for a hunt today. 
 
    “Let’s find that pilot. I’ve got a few questions to ask him. Where’s Austin?” 
 
    “He’s probably trying to deal with Jax. Late last night, Jax wanted Louna in a smaller room with a humidifier. We don’t have anything like that, so they set her up off the kitchen where Cook could boil water nearby.” 
 
    “Let’s start there first, then.” 
 
    Distant shouts emitted from the kitchen area as they crossed the lobby, and at first Bishop was alarmed, but Maeve chuckled. “They’ve been at it all morning. Listen…” 
 
    “Does this look like a grocery store to you?” Cook shouted. 
 
    “Don’t get your panties all ruffled up, lady,” Jax retorted. 
 
    “My panties ruffled?” Cook shouted, and then they heard something break and clang against the tiled wall. 
 
    “We’d better get in there,” Maeve said. 
 
    Bishop chuckled. “Seems he’s met his match.” 
 
    When Bishop stood in the doorway, the arguing ceased, and both Jax and Cook turned to him. 
 
    The angered face of Cook suddenly turned into a smile. “You’re better, thank God.” 
 
    “God had nothing to do with that, lady,” Jax shot out. 
 
    “You know what you can do…” Cook began with her finger pointed at Jax and her eyebrows clenched together. 
 
    “Hey…where’s the pilot?” Bishop asked, clearing his throat. 
 
    “Oh, Austin has him tied up in the bar.” 
 
    “The bar?” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Jax said with some conviction. 
 
    Wondering what he’d missed, he still didn’t see the logic of Austin tying up the pilot in the bar. They had a small lockup and other rooms for that purpose. 
 
    “Okay, is Louna all right?” 
 
    Jax spoke first. “She’ll be all right. She just needs to wake slowly. Maeve, can you sit with her? Her pulse is still weak and rapid, and she’s still a little clammy, but she’s much better than she was.” 
 
    “Thank God!” 
 
    Bishop walked into the little room where Louna was sleeping off the kitchen. Her blond hair was damp and plastered against her ivory skin. He knelt down and brushed her hair away from her forehead. Without a word between them, he looked to Maeve as she sat down beside the girl. A kind of resolve hung between them both. 
 
    As he walked away, he cleared his throat and left Maeve and Ben there standing vigil over the girl. She was so helpless. 
 
    “How’s that leg?” Jax asked, noticing Bishop’s limp. 
 
    “It’s been better. Have you talked to the pilot?” 
 
    “Talk to him? I can’t shut him up. I finally left him with that kid. Who’s running things here anyway? Everyone’s running around…no order.” 
 
    Bishop took a breath. “It works. Everyone pitches in. There’s no real boss or leader here.” 
 
    A short chuckle came from Jax. “I think you’re mistaken there, man. You should have seen the look on their faces when I brought you in last night after you fainted. Scared the wits out of them.” 
 
    With a sidelong look, Bishop said, “I passed out. I didn’t faint.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” Jax said and opened the bar’s swinging doorway. 
 
    There they found Austin sitting in a round, cushioned chair. One hand was on a revolver resting on his thigh and the other was propped up on a table holding a short glass with amber liquor inside. He never took his eyes off from the pilot sitting in front of him. 
 
    “Nice to see you up, Bishop.” 
 
    Glancing at the back of the pilot’s head, he wasn’t even sure if the guy was awake. “How you doing, Austin? Wanna take a break? Looks like you could use some sleep.” 
 
    Jax gave a concerned glance at Bishop—a how-do-you-want-to-handle-this look. 
 
    He wasn’t sure. He’d never seen Austin like this before. Then he remembered…Mr. Geller, his father, was dead. “Austin, buddy, why don’t you take a break. Sleep it off. We’ll take over here.” 
 
    “He told me what was in the cases. But you’ll never guess why they wanted them so badly. Well, maybe you will. You’ve been right all along, Bishop.” 
 
    The light in the bar was dimmer than the rest of the building. The windows only let in a little of the gray light from the outside. A light burned in a candle on the table beside Austin’s hand holding the amber liquid. 
 
    Walking around the pilot, Bishop made eye contact with the guy. He tipped his head at the man. “What’s your name?” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Walt,” he said and then laid his weary eyes back on Austin. 
 
    Austin lifted the pistol with a nonchalant flip of his wrist and waved the gun around. Slurring his words he said, “He won’t give his last name. Why the hell not? We’re all friends here.” 
 
    The pilot looked like he’d been putting up with Austin’s drunken antics for a while now. 
 
    “Well, we pretty much go on a one-name basis around here anyway. Doesn’t matter if it’s the first or the last, as long as you have one,” Bishop reasoned. 
 
    “He doesn’t trust us,” Austin said, pointing the barrel end at the pilot as if pointing him out. 
 
    Bishop kept a good eye on his trigger finger, and so far it hadn’t entered the guard. That was a lesson Bishop was constantly reminding him about, and in his drunken state, he was somewhat impressed Austin remembered. 
 
    In any case, Bishop reached around his back and said, “How about we get you to rest, Austin. I’ll take over here,” as he clamped his hand around the revolver and pulled it away from Austin. 
 
    Austin sighed. “Okaaay!” He got up and staggered around the pilot’s chair. 
 
    Bishop met Jax’s glance and tipped his chin. In other words, help him out of here. 
 
    “Hey!” Austin said as Jax steadied him. “I can do it myself!” 
 
    “Like hell” was all Bishop heard from Jax as they left the bar. 
 
    He eased down into the chair opposite the pilot, his thigh throbbing badly now. He regarded the pilot before him. Slumped down in the chair with his hands and ankles bound, he looked exhausted. “Start over. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Name’s Walt. I flew the Osprey for Mr. Geller.” 
 
    “From where?” 
 
    His eyelids threatened to close. Half open, he said, “Look, I’ve been sitting here all night, keeping an eye on your drunk boy with his revolver pointed in my direction. That kid, is he all right in the head?” 
 
    “Austin? Yeah, he’ll be fine. Back to you. So, Walt, where did you fly in from? Tell me what I want to know, and I’ll make sure you can sleep in peace.” 
 
    “Ha-ha,” Walt said. 
 
    “Seriously, I’ll find you a bed and let you sleep.” 
 
    Walt didn’t so much as nod but let his chin drop down a few times with a half grin on his face. “Look, I’ll tell you what you want to know, but I need some assurances that if I cooperate, my family will survive. That was the same deal Geller gave me. I expect the same from you.” 
 
    “Where’s your family?” 
 
    “They’re held in the underground compound where we flew in from. Look, I was the only pilot who could fly that thing on my own up here. Two pilots are typical. Four is even better. And…I don’t know what the orders were if they didn’t return. So if we’re going to fly back, we have to do it soon. They’re going to wonder what’s going on when they don’t hear from anyone.” 
 
    “Again, from where, and I won’t keep asking, Walt.” 
 
    “A little town in the middle of nowhere, Deer Trail, Colorado. You’ve never heard of it, trust me and if you walked the length of it, you’d never know what was underground.” 
 
    “A bunker then? Geller had an underground bunker? How far is it from here?” 
 
    His chuckle—this time the sound came out nearly hysterical—told Bishop that the pilot was a bit punch drunk himself. “A little under a thousand miles. It’s more like an underground empire. Was an old government missile silo back in the Cold War days. That guy…he thought of everything. It’s like a town down there. Several floors, damn thing even has an underground swimming pool. No expense spared, and enough food and supplies stored for an entire city.” 
 
    “How many live there now?” 
 
    “Just a few families and personnel. They barely take up one floor, and there are twenty floors in these things. Fully equipped, bed linens and everything.” 
 
    “Wait. How many of these underground bunkers are there?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t even know, man. There’s several, and a few of them are joined together. It’s the old Trident missile silo.” Walt raised his hands as if to demonstrate the enormity of it all, and when he couldn’t spread his hands far enough because of the restraints binding his wrists, he looked down and remembered they were bound together. Giving up on the hand gestures, he said, “See, before the war with China and the restart of the nuclear-arms race with Russia, the United States dismantled and tore apart all their old Cold War missile silos. They were all over the place in these secret remote locations and then there was this guy who began buying them all up. He redesigned the spaces into the underground prepper-apartment-type things. He sold them as apartments or whole units to the super rich and wealthy.” 
 
    “Hmmm, I see. So Geller was the proud owner of one of these silo bunkers?” 
 
    “Apparently, he was the proud owner of many of them.” 
 
    “Where do you fit in to all this? Why did he come here, and what is in those gray cases out in the Osprey?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think Geller took surviving the end of the world super seriously at first. He hadn’t thought of a few minor details or maybe he had and just ran out of time to prepare. I don’t know. Those gray cases have seeds in them. He somehow had them shipped here from the Global Seed Bank in Svalbard. With the world frozen over, nothing will grow. The harvest season for the next few years is over. People will starve to death and no longer is the dollar what it used to be or ever will be again. No, seeds and food are a commodity now. He apparently kept the seeds here in his hotel inside a climate-controlled vault downstairs. Or so that’s what I was told. In exchange for my services, my family was to survive this.” 
 
    “Does he have some kind of hydroponic set up there in the bunkers? Because there’s no way to grow anything in these conditions for a very long time.” 
 
    “Funny you mention that. Yes. A complete setup. I think he planned to rule with food, if you know what I mean. Geller wanted to be a king, apparently.” 
 
    “Who was he working with? What kind of security is back there?” 
 
    Walt yawned his words, “I don’t know, man. I was only the pilot. I swear if you let me sleep, I’ll answer all the questions.” 
 
    Bishop rose from his chair and pulled out his knife. Walt’s eyes widened a bit until he slipped the knife under his bound hands and set him free. “Don’t go anywhere. The door will remain locked, but you’ll have a few hours in here undisturbed.” 
 
    “Great, you’re locking me in a bar? What happened to the promise of a bed?” 
 
    “Could be worse.” 
 
    “Certainly,” Walt mumbled and slumped down in his chair, crossed his arms, and rested his chin on his chest. 
 
    Bishop was sure he was asleep by the time he stepped back into the lobby and closed the door behind him, nodding to the guard on the way out. “No one in, no one out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    “Colorado?” was all Bishop thought about on his way back to the kitchen. A thousand miles? How many trips would that take to get them all there? And where will we get more aviation fuel? 
 
    Only questions to answer along the way. For now, he needed to get people organized. There was no way he would leave Maeve and Ben behind, but the rest of the space in the Osprey had to be taken by fighters—fighters dressed in the outfits the original private soldiers had arrived in, geared in black with the helmets and weapons they came with. That was the only way they might take over the silo—by deception or distraction—if they wanted to keep the silo for themselves. There was no better way to survive the coming cold hand of death. 
 
    In the kitchen, he found Maeve trying to call a truce between Cook and Jax again with her sternest mom voice. “If you can’t say something nice, don’t say anything at all, Jax.” 
 
    Bishop knew that look, and Jax was about to let loose, but he caught his eye in the doorway. “Hey,” he shouted, “let’s talk out here.” 
 
    “Is Louna all right for now with the ladies?” 
 
    Jax said, “Yes, as long as you let her breathe in the moist air, she’ll be fine for now.” 
 
    His eyes met Maeve’s, and they smiled. That was all that was needed for reassurance. They already communicated with mere looks. 
 
    Jax followed him out into the lobby. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “That kid looked pretty strung out.” 
 
    “I think it has something to do with the fact that you killed his father.” 
 
    Jax stopped in his tracks. 
 
    “That Geller guy was his father?” 
 
    “Yeah, probably for the best, though. They weren’t very close.” 
 
    Jax lowered his eyes to the ground as if he searched for something there and then said, “We can’t afford for the kid to lose his mind right now. Geller was going to attack you, Bishop. I had to. If he’s their leader and all, you need to step up.” 
 
    Blowing out a frustrated breath, Bishop said, “I’m not concerned about Geller’s death. There was no way he was going to last long here, if I had anything to say about it. You just beat me to it.” 
 
    “Is the pilot capable of flying that thing?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s just a bit tired right now. His allegiance will transfer to us, I think. Look, that Osprey is a CV-22B variant. It was designed for long distances for the air force. Has extra-fuel capabilities. I don’t know how they got their hands on it. I figure there’s enough avgas in that thing to make a return trip to where it came from, but that’s it. We don’t have access to a lot of aviation fuel here. The closest would be the Spokane Airport or the Pullman-Moscow Airport south. There’s a small strip north, but we’re going to need a lot of fuel to ferry people to and from here. That’s one of the unknowns.” 
 
    “Where the hell are we planning to go?” 
 
    “A really big underground bunker in Deer Trail, Colorado. But we have to take it first.” 
 
    As they walked on through the lobby, several residents glanced at Bishop with expectant looks of fragility. Knowing their days were numbered, they were eager for news about a possible evacuation. They’d already lessened the rations a few times. Everyone was on the apocalypse weight-loss plan, and no one was happy about it. The fear in their eyes mirrored those of the Chinese residents he’d seen living in squalor and caught up in war. The despair threw him back in the depths of those days and ones he never wanted to relive ever. Yet tragedies have a way of returning and reminding you of your past, as if in an attempt to detect a pattern and thus find a solution to the woes of the day. The problem was, he never did find a solution to that problem…only the killing. And now, he needed to do the saving, except that it would take more killing this time. 
 
    “Of course…nothing is ever easy,” Jax said. 
 
    “You know, I was a little concerned I’d have to come and find you. In fact, I was out hunting and intended to swing by to see if you were at the camp when I heard the Osprey. What made you show up all of a sudden?” 
 
    “Nothing draws your attention like a bird in the air when you’ve been thrust back into the Stone Age for weeks. First silence and then suddenly all hell breaks loose.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d noticed we were in the Stone Age, Jax.” 
 
    He mumbled, “A man notices things…when they’re not there. And so did the folks of Rockford Bay. You think I want all those damn people in my woods? What is a hermit if no one is on the outskirts to notice? Is he a hermit at all then?” 
 
    Bishop lifted his eyebrow at him and thought about those words…he was right in a way he had never considered. But at the moment his attention was on the said bird now sitting on the ice, stone cold, and the coming snowmobiles from across the lake…the Rockford Bay settlement had taken notice. And he’d be forever grateful. 
 
    “How were things left with the sheriff of Rockford Bay?” 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, Jax replied, “After all the excitement was over, he just sort of shook hands with us and went on their way. They took a few of the weapons and wanted to know what your plans are—with the Osprey, of course—but they didn’t seem to have any demands for their services.” 
 
    “Yeah, thinking about how it went down, I don’t think we would have won without them. We outnumbered the private soldiers, but we were out-trained and out-armed. It could have easily gone the other way.” 
 
    “Just be thankful it didn’t. The sheriff said to radio him when you recovered.” 
 
    As Bishop limped along, his leg throbbing with each step, he thought he was about as recovered as he was going to get for a long while. “Like that’s ever going to happen. I’ll head back and call in to him now,” Bishop said and turned back toward the conference room as Jax headed out. He noticed Jax had to take breaks often from the people. Sort of like a guy who smoked often, had to walk away every once in a while. Instead of a vice, it was a coping mechanism with Jax. 
 
    Once inside the conference room they used as a radio room, Bishop called the sheriff in Rockford Bay. “Rockford Bay, come in, over.” 
 
    “This is Rockford Bay, over.” 
 
    He recognized the sheriff’s voice right away. 
 
    “This is Bishop, over.” 
 
    “How are you feeling? I heard you fainted, over.” 
 
    Bishop detected a slight chuckle, and he wasn’t amused. 
 
    “I’m fine, thanks. I wanted to thank you for helping out today. We’ve secured the Osprey, and I’ve talked with the pilot. The information is promising. It seems we’re headed to Deer Trail, Colorado. I think this is a combined effort. I’ll need men on the first flight. You’ve got that Yeager guy with the nifty tricks. Can you spare him and a few others? Over.” 
 
    “Some kind of sanctuary? Over.” 
 
    “Yes, an underground one. We need to check it out to make further plans. What do you say? Over.” 
 
    “Hell, we’re in, and by the way, keep a lookout for two young girls. We’re missing a five- and a six-year-old. Fearing the worst. Over.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    The engines whirred as Bishop strapped Ben in the jump seat next to his mother. On the other side was Louna, looking frail and scared to death. There was nothing he could really do except offer the girl a reassuring smile. She couldn’t hear his softly spoken words over the tremendous din. Maeve continued to pat her as Louna buried her head into Maeve’s side. Bishop cinched her straps again and patted the girl on her slight legs. Maeve pulled her boots underneath her and piled a blanket over the three of them, tucking in the edges. 
 
    Looking about the cabin, she noticed that the other men were strapped in as well. All sufficiently armed, it had taken only a few days to pull together the best crew possible from the locals available, including a few vets from Rockford Bay. 
 
    They knew what the stakes were. Looking out the windows before he stopped in the cabin, Bishop waved at Austin and Jax as they waited before the hotel. Their forms looked frozen like statues in the light-blue landscape. Oh, how he wished to feel the sun’s rays upon his face and see the green blades of grass again. Not that the season was right, but just knowing those conditions would not happen for a very long time made him miss them that much more. Not for years, he feared. And then what? How many will they be by then? Will the wars be settled? Will an apocalypse be enough to end man’s hungry appetite for war and destruction by then? There was nothing like a natural disaster to make man see the error of his ways. What might have seemed like a good reason for bombing suddenly became trivial after something like this. 
 
    Certainly in the aftermath of such a catastrophe causing millions to die, man would not return to his old ways. Right? 
 
    The question didn’t matter quite yet. This wasn’t over. The death and dying wasn’t done. Far from it, actually. No, the death was just beginning in many ways and would continue when the food supply ran out. Mothers would lose their children to starvation—one of the worst fates he could imagine for a parent. 
 
    A chill ran over him, not from the cold but from what he knew was coming. It was going to be a massive fight, something he had to save Maeve and the children from. Cannibalism was never far from a starving man’s thoughts…it only took time and an empty stomach, and some would reason the possibility sooner than others. He had no doubt that in remote locations this was already happening. 
 
    He tapped Walt on the shoulder and spun his finger in the air. “Ready?” 
 
    Walt nodded and began flipping switches. 
 
    Bishop climbed into the copilot’s seat and strapped in. He always kept his rifle nearby and maneuvered it alongside his seat. 
 
    Walt looked to him again. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Bishop said. 
 
    Walt nodded, and they began to take off. 
 
    Knowing the trip would take at least five hours depending on the wind, he hoped Walt was confident in his own abilities. If not, he would have no idea how to fly the Osprey, neither did he know of anyone who did. Walt had flown the others there, which was all he knew. The pilot seemed to know what he was doing, so in time once they were set on course, Bishop relaxed, as did the rest of the crew when he peeked back through the cockpit door. Even Maeve and the children were settled down. Before long, when he looked back, it seemed everyone was asleep in the cabin. The loud noise prevented conversations, and with the lulling drone, everyone seemed to turn in to themselves. One guy read a paperback novel, while a few others put in earphones. Maeve leaned her head back while holding on to the two children and shut her eyes. He didn’t think there was anything else to do. He didn’t want to check out like the others or fall asleep just in case there was something Walt needed. 
 
    Over the past few days, he’d gotten to know the guy. He found him to be sympathetic to their cause, but, truly, Walt was concerned about his own family for a good reason. The private soldiers stormed into his home one night a few weeks ago and took them away with the promise that if Walt performed as a pilot they’d take care of his family. Walt was conflicted because he didn’t trust Geller, but what choice did he have? Saying no to a man surrounded by private military, without rules, didn’t really seem like a viable option at the time. He’d told him they’d just as easily would have killed him there and his family as well. 
 
    Now, it seemed instead of being someone’s pilot, Bishop counted him as an individual. Someone with skills…that made him an asset in these times, not an employee. 
 
    Bishop didn’t like the odds, though. If their plan didn’t work, it was likely Walt’s family would die, and there was nothing Bishop could do about that. His objective was to secure the safety of his own newfound family, and if that was at the cost of Walt’s well-being, that was just the way it was going to be. Absolutely nothing would stand in his way to find security for those he loved now. He’d give anything, he’d take anything. 
 
    Peeking around the corner of the cabin again, he assured himself the three of them were fine. Louna’s socked foot dangled out of the covers now. Her boot slipped to the floor. He knew she was probably freezing, but he couldn’t just run over there and fix the situation. Eventually she’d pull it up and tuck her leg beside her as she’d done many times before, he hoped. 
 
    Eventually, he noticed a shadow pass by in his peripheral vision. When he looked behind him again, one of the men had noticed the same thing and gently knelt down next to Louna and tucked her leg up under the blanket. Maeve had awakened then, and she smiled lazily at the man, which sent pangs of jealously through Bishop. Mine. 
 
    She must have detected his stare, because when the man went back to his seat, she looked directly at him and blew a silent kiss. He growled below his breath. No one heard him, but she knew instantly how he felt by the look on her face. There were no worries there, only reassurances. 
 
    “Why don’t you get some sleep?” Walt suddenly yelled over the din to Bishop, catching his attention away from the back. “It’s going to take at least five hours, if we’re lucky.” 
 
    “Don’t you need me to stay awake with you?” 
 
    Walt shook his head. “Crash now…keep me awake later.” 
 
    Bishop nodded, knowing that was probably a good idea. It was better to get rest now rather than when the pilot might be tired himself, even though they made sure Walt had sufficient sleep the night before. 
 
    He looked back at Maeve and the children once more and then settled down in his chair, resting his chin on his chest. Before long he was fast out, but the pleasant dreams he was hoping to find never came. Perhaps it was riding on the Osprey again…the hum of the engine where he’d found himself in the past on his way to war as a young man and then again on his way home after he no longer felt human. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    The Osprey lifted and flew away in the distance like a wayward drone, except there were people on this one, people he’d come to care about. Jax listened as the whirring sounds were soon too distant, and the vehicle certainly wasn’t visible through the snow any longer. In fact, he judged the vehicle well beyond the tree line over the lake by now. The people just south in Rockford Bay could probably still hear the whirring noise, but they could not. 
 
    “Jax?” 
 
    Nearly forgetting the kid stood next to him, he glanced over at the young man. “What?” 
 
    “I’ll need your help. Do you think we could get along?” Austin asked him. 
 
    Jax snorted. “Kid, I get along with no one. Just stay out of my way, and don’t bother me.” Jax turned with a rush as his fur coat twirled around his legs, flinging off ice crystals that had landed on him before, leaving the kid standing there by himself. 
 
    As Jax headed back inside the hotel, he saw Cook there by the lobby door; he glared at her on his way to the parking garage. He’d counted ten people already. All of them looked to him with questions. He never wanted this. What in the hell do they want from me? Take care of your own damn selves…effing babies. 
 
    Pushing open the parking-garage door, Jax heard rushing steps behind him. Already he knew it was that kid Austin again. 
 
    “Jax, where are you going? I’ve got a room set up for you. Or you can choose one for yourself.” 
 
    Annoyed, Jax said, “I’m not stayin’ here.” He threw the first layer of a horse blanket over his pale-white mare. 
 
    The entire time he saddled her, Austin did his best to convince him to stay but to no avail. 
 
    Once he finished, he also put a lead on Jake and tethered him to his own horse. 
 
    “But you can’t just leave us,” Austin said desperately. 
 
    Yelling now and out of sheer will of patience, Jax said, “Look, kid, I’m not your goddamned babysitter! I’ll find a place close by and keep an eye on things. I’ll be watching. That’s the best I can do. Now, leave me the hell alone.” 
 
    Mounting his horse, Jax left through the drive, ambling slowly, the guards tipping their hats to him on their way out. 
 
    Jax turned once to look behind him. The skinny kid remained where he left him, standing utterly useless there in the desolate parking-garage that they transformed into a stable. 
 
    Roaming the abandoned streets, Jax first ambled east to Fourth Street, since it was the one clearest of ice-covered obstacles; even then, the paths were narrow and treacherous. No one had bothered to keep the roads clear, and in all honesty, he couldn’t blame them. His goal was to find somewhere to stay close by and with a decent lookout over the helpless ones. It pained him, but he had promised Bishop he wouldn’t just leave the incapables on their own…as tempting as it was. 
 
    No, he had to remain close by. A block east, he ran by an old sporting goods store in an old brown building. The windows were busted out long ago. Snow and relative icebergs remained inside where they should not be. He’d been in that store once in the past long ago on a sunny day as he recalled now. Had known the owner at one time. They mostly sold their wares to tourists during all seasons. It didn’t matter now. He’d not seen the owners and assumed the worst. 
 
    So that location would not do as a shelter. However, on the left was an old coffee shop. The Vault was the name of the place, though he didn’t know why it was called such. It made no sense to him unless the place had at once been a bank. At least the windows were intact, though the entrance was blocked by several layers of hardened ice. 
 
    Jax dismounted and tied his horse to a nearby street lamp. He took out his hatchet from the saddle, something he never left without. With the street so quiet with the falling snow and no one around to witness the act, he slammed the hatchet down over and over. The horses jumped with each sharp sound, their hides quivering, ears tossed back. Over and over they jumped out of the way of flecks of flying ice until Jax finally stopped. 
 
    “Settle down, you damn babies,” he mumbled. 
 
    Finally clearing the doorway, he pulled on the handle, not really expecting it to open at will but perhaps hoping. It didn’t. Stepping back, Jax checked out the relative ease of breaking into the building without too much damage. His objective was to keep as much warm air inside as possible. With the light windows on each side of the building’s main entrance door, he realized his way in was relatively easy. He could have spent an hour or more fishing a hooked wire underneath the coffee-shop door and fish it up to turn the metal deadbolt inside in an attempt to turn the knob once or twice, but it was cold out and getting colder. Instead, he used the flat hammer of his hatchet to pound repeatedly at the same level as the door’s lock on the right-side light window. It took repeated poundings on the tempered glass. First the glass spidered and then turned white with further abuse at his entry point, and then finally a small hole emerged. He pounded around that to make the hole wider, enough to fit his gloved hand through and simply twisted the lock open from the inside. To keep what warm air there was inside the empty space, he quickly led the horses by the lead in after him onto the rough hardwood floor. Then he relocked the door and looked around for something to stuff in the fist-size hole he left in the window. It was easy enough, since there was a stack of outdated newspapers on a nearby shelf. He crumpled them up and stuffed them inside the hole like a plug. 
 
    It was barely light out, and the side windows of the vaulted ceiling of the old place let in dim light, enough to see around with by nightfall; he’d need to make a fire somewhere. There was no escaping this weather without a flame any longer. It wasn’t survivable long term, even for someone like him, and he knew that now, not that he’d admit it to anyone, if asked. In fact, without what dim light there was now, only a death sentence awaited beyond the light. He’d seen it happen to horses, deer, elk, and even a man he had stumbled upon before he came back to town that day when he heard the warring on the ice. Now Bishop was counting on him to carry the others through till the damn aircraft came back to get them. Beyond the weather, it was the people themselves who worried him more. They were turning, turning in a way he’d imagined they would in time, and he only hoped that Bishop made it back soon. Man’s desperation was fleeting, and then the animal awaits within. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    He heard a voice in the distance. “This is Walt, over. We need the LSO…I mean Ted, over.” 
 
    “Hi, Walt…not so formal. Go, over.” 
 
    “ETA in ten minutes. How’s the LZ? Over.” 
 
    “Um…what’s the LZ? Over.” 
 
    “Landing zone…what are the conditions? Over.” 
 
    “Brief skirmish early this morning…some downed locals. Landing zone is clear. Over.” 
 
    Maeve woke when the sound of the engine began to wane as she felt their decent. 
 
    “Are we here, Mom?” Ben asked, rubbing his eyes. 
 
    She wasn’t sure how to answer that one. Sending questioning looks around the cabin, the men around her were putting on their gear. The man across from her stood and looked about the others. His eyes were dark and serious, his lips were a thin straight line, and his jaw was set hard. 
 
    They were getting ready for battle, each man putting on the black uniforms of those who made the previous trip. They were dead now…those men. Maeve swallowed hard, knowing these men may die just the same. 
 
    “Mom!” 
 
    Maeve turned toward her son and leaned in to hear his words. 
 
    “What are they doing?” 
 
    She glanced again, men checking their gear, putting on helmets. “They’re getting ready.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” 
 
    She began to answer, when Bishop appeared by her side. He knelt down to them and slid his left arm under the covers and along the outside of Maeve’s thigh. His touch calmed her racing heart. 
 
    “You three are going to stay right here with the pilot and one of these men. You listen to them,” Bishop said to Ben, and then without the children seeing, he squeezed Maeve’s thigh in his hand and looked her in the eyes. Transfixed in the depths of his stare, she feared the worst when she realized he too was dressed in the black uniform of the dead men. 
 
    “Any sign of danger, and Walt will get you out of here. Listen to them, please, Maeve. Do exactly as they say. You understand me?” 
 
    Nodding, she wanted to say the words, Please don’t go…please don’t leave us…don’t die, please…but she couldn’t. In fact, her throat closed up. His darkened stare answered her anyway. He released his grip on her thigh and rubbed her side a few times and then took his hand away. Where she was warmed by his touch, she felt the cold creep in already. 
 
    He reached down and kissed the top of Ben’s head. “Take care of your mom, Ben. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    Ben nodded his head and held on to Bishop’s arm for a moment. 
 
    Louna just stirred from her sleep, and Bishop slid the back of his fingers gently down her pale, tender cheek. He looked down at her with concern in his eyes. They all did from time to time. 
 
    Then suddenly Maeve felt Bishop’s hand on her throat, him tilting her chin up with his thumb. His lips crushed hers. She felt the hot thrusts of his tongue sliding along her own. Her heartbeat sped suddenly, and she made a silent prayer…Please don’t take this man from me, God. Please. 
 
    His voice low and raspy, he said, “I’m coming back, Maeve. Don’t even think it.” 
 
    His hand left her neck bare. He turned suddenly, his back to her and the children, and then she heard him address the men in a much different tone—one that would have made her move her ass quickly had his orders been directed at her. 
 
    “Listen up! I wish I had more time. I wish I could provide you with more training and better equipment. I wish some of you didn’t have to die. 
 
    “But we have no more time for wishes. We—all of us, our families and our children—depend on the success of this mission. We must succeed. We will succeed. We do not have the luxury of failure and defeat. Second chances? This is our second chance. We must be victorious. 
 
    “This will be the most difficult thing you have ever done, that you’ve ever seen, and that you’ll ever remember. This will not be an easy thing. Some of us will not return. To that, I can only say, it has been an honor to be counted among you. You are all heroes.” 
 
    Suddenly feeling chilled, Maeve pulled the blanket up around herself again for comfort, to retain the warmth left by the touch of his hand just a little longer. 
 
    Then that was it; the cabin door opened. The men rushed out after Bishop, leaving one soldier, who was heavily armed, looking out a small window after them and Walt, the pilot who was also intensely watching the men from his point of view. Other than the rustling of fabric and the minute noise of the men rushing out into the silence, there were no sounds at all. The intense quiet lasted until a few moments later when the first shot made her bolt straight up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    A flickering flame, a howl of wind, the warmth of beasts nearby. Jax lay beneath a pile of furs, still shivering each time the wind banked against the building in sharp gusts. A shrill scream echoed in his dream. At first he thought it nothing more than the wind until it happened again. 
 
    He was afraid of them, if the truth were known, and what they were capable of; that’s why he was where he was in his own mind: away…separated from mankind for as much as he could distance himself and yet still serve his promise. They all had demons. Jax just knew them for what they were. His worst moment in life lay behind him but also knew that the same occurrence could and would happen again, and the conditions were ripe for them now, as ripe as they were in North Korea nineteen years before. Jax was then part of a UN aid-relief team to the Musan region after a great famine, caused by the emperor himself, was instigated in order to control the masses. As he handed out rations, a woman ran to him, collapsing in his arms. Maddened was the word that came to mind. Some horror possessed her. Though he spoke fluent Korean, her words were frantic. Another woman came forward and explained that the woman’s husband had killed their children. 
 
    “Take me there,” he’d said. 
 
    Tentatively, the translator pointed to the small shanty but would not follow or lead them there herself. Jax brought two other team members with him. The closer they came to the small shack, an odor like no other became more and more apparent. 
 
    The door was left ajar. He stepped inside. Armed with only a baton, he crept further in, his senses screaming at him to flee…the odor was something he’d never smelled before. Dog perhaps? He’d heard they ate dog on occasion. They’d been warned before coming there that the Koreans would often eat anything…starvation rules and all. 
 
    But that wasn’t it at all. As they entered, only the eyes of a man—black irises, as far as he could tell—looked beyond them. He never really acknowledged them. He just kept eating his meal, constantly chewing the meat he held in his hands. 
 
    That odor, though…Jax could not place it. 
 
    “Oh God!” said the man behind Jax. The flap tore to the side as the man immediately left. Then a forceful retching. 
 
    When he turned to see, there on the left was not one but two human heads sitting side by side on a thin wooden table made of crates, he suspected; so flimsy was the table that the sheer weight of the severed heads threatened to topple it over. At first he thought them dolls’ heads, but, no, they were too large. They were of children—one a girl with a long black braid now wrapped once around her neck and trailing over the edge of the table, the other a boy. Both appeared no more than ten years old. Their eyes were closed as if they were sleeping there sans the rest of their bodies. 
 
    Jax’s eyes strayed from the horror directly to the man sitting on the floor…chewing the meat in his hands, never stopping even for a moment. He’d never even indicated they were there. Madness…this father. So consumed with hunger was he that he was eating his own children before their very eyes. 
 
    Jax suddenly found his pistol in his hands, a round already chambered; he then began to raise his arm when he felt a shove from behind. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Jax was confused. He struggled until he was facedown on the dirt floor, his comrades atop him. The only thing restraining his view was the man continuing to feast before him, never breaking his concentration on the meat in his hands. Jax couldn’t tear his eyes away from the horror. Not bothering with manners, juice streamed down the man’s lips, and bits of meat clung to his face. The horrific act of murdering your own children would never leave him—ever. Nor would the odor of cooked human meat, something he’d never smelled before and would likely never forget. 
 
    Later, the team had found the roasted remains. The mother had come home from a trip to find her husband offering her a meal of her own children, steaming in a bowl. Starving herself, she reached for the offering…and then stopped. She felt goose bumps on her forearms and on the back of her neck. Then a guttural scream forced its way from the depths of her being before her conscious mind knew why. Her soul was already aware of the crime. 
 
    That was the nightmare that made Jax who he was, from that moment on and to eternity. He never trusted man from then onward—they were always too close to savagery. So close and so weak. No, he knew what was coming, and he wanted no part of it. He’d remain where he was…a bit apart from the rest. 
 
    Again he heard the shrill. This time Jax jerked awake fully. It wasn’t the horrified mother of his dreams. It wasn’t the wind. Someone was screaming nearby in the dark of night. Dammit, he would have to get up and go check it out. 
 
    Sitting up, Jake’s ears twitched. “I know, buddy. Damn people,” he whispered and ran his rough hand over Jake’s hide, absentmindedly calming him and checking for warmth and dampness. Tracking the noise, Jax headed to the back of the building to a small set of stairs that led to the side street he’d come in on. 
 
    He tried listening first, for the whoosh and whistle of wind overpowered anything a human might attempt for the time. He waited for a space, and when the same annoyance uttered again, he waited once more. This time he knew the cry was human and reluctantly took a step off the ice-covered concrete and onto the hardened, packed snow. The night bore no help to his eyes. His vision only made out the merest light and dark contrasts. Between the buildings, he walked toward Front Street. The park descended below that line after what used to be an elaborate parking area now covered in mounds of snow, never to melt, as if taken hostage. Everyone avoided the area now that it appeared in the daylight as a manmade mistake. Townspeople often wondered who had the bright idea of putting all the beginning snow accumulation there to begin with. It stood now as a barricade between what was left of society and Tubbs Hill. 
 
    Doing his best to remain on the top layer of hardened snow, Jax took his steps lightly, trying not to shift his weight too heavily to one side or the other. 
 
    Again he heard the scream, except that this time it was just a little closer. He shifted his line of travel slightly more to the right. That way, at the corner of the old stone building, he could peer around and at least provide himself with some cover. That was, if there wasn’t already a large ice berm blocking his path. 
 
    Doing his best, he peeked around, only to meet the icy wind face on. The temperature felt as if it had dropped ten degrees already since he’d walked outside. In the distance a figure rocked back and forth. For what reason, he wasn’t sure, but the shadows told him there was more than one person there. In fact, there was one lying prone as well. 
 
    “Hello?” he called out. 
 
    The rocking stopped. 
 
    “Who’s there?” a voice asked, and he determined from the timbre that a woman was calling—an older woman, one whose thyroid had lost a battle years ago, for her voice was raspy with a sharp edge. 
 
    “What’s the problem? Folks are trying to sleep,” Jax said. She did not seem to be the one for jokes, especially in the middle of the night in a damn ice age. He chuckled inwardly. 
 
    No response came for a few heartbeats, and then she yelled again. “Help me!” 
 
    Shaking his head, he couldn’t understand why folks just didn’t answer simple questions anymore. Something about her voice—not her response—made him cautious. 
 
    “I said…What’s. The. Problem?” 
 
    “He’s dyin’!” came her reply over the harsh bitter wind. 
 
    He nodded to himself. Of course, he’s dying…aren’t we all? 
 
    “Of what?” It didn’t matter what her answer was to his yelled question again; he gave up. Stepping over the next ice berm, Jax kept his rifle pointed in her direction. Pulling out a flashlight, he aimed the beam right at her, blinding her on purpose. 
 
    This would give her less reaction time, and to him, he gave a wide-open view of her move, although some of the light beam only reflected off the sideways-blowing snow. 
 
    Lowering his voice to an audible but slight yell, Jax first noticed two packs sitting to the side, overburned with amenities that were spilling out of the top. 
 
    The next thing he noticed was the alarming color: red…though now the red had oxidized a bit and was more of a dull burgundy. There were spots of it trailing to their landing position, and beneath the body on the ground, there was a stain of it seeping through the pores of dirty ice. 
 
    The woman looked up at him. She was heavyset…third notice. As if filling in a “What’s not right with this picture” puzzle, the pieces were settling into place. 
 
    “What happened to him?” 
 
    She waited a heartbeat to answer…fourth notice. 
 
    “Please help him.” 
 
    Keeping his firearm trained on her, he took notice of her hands and what lay around them as he shone his flashlight over the man’s body. As for the man in her arms…he said, “Lady…he’s beyond helping. He’s dead.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Now, with a thrumming drum beat, Bishop raced ahead, his feet hitting the frozen land. They all noticed the anomaly…momentarily: snow marred by a pinkish-red hue. A beat skipped. And then increased. There was no stopping now. His men formed out in an angled echelon, each knowing his role and adapting to the gruesome effect of bodies strewn. Out of his peripheral, Bishop noticed that one of the soldiers delayed his movements, his shin hovered between steps. “Follow orders,” he whispered into his mic. That reminder was enough. No more delays. 
 
    Still the drumming of his pulse pushed him further and so loud he barely heard the boots of his men stomping through the deep snow. The crush, crush, crush…ever a pleasant sound now defied itself. 
 
    Rushing forward to where the entrance was but not visible, Bishop wasn’t quite ready to believe it was there after all. There were no buildings to speak of…just snow laid bare to an open blanket-laden sky. A gray mist hung over the area. The wind blew relentlessly. “It’s there,” one man said in the mic. When Bishop looked, he, in fact, stood directly to the side, his firearms pointing downward. 
 
    “Do this,” Bishop ordered. 
 
    The soldier’s head tipped. 
 
    “Walt, do your thing.” 
 
    “Roger.” 
 
    Through the mic, Bishop heard the call…. 
 
    “Ted, this is Walt, over.” 
 
    “Come in, Walt, over.” 
 
    “Well…we’re here, over. And by the way, we saw a few natives southeast, who were looking for revenge, I’d say. Probably nothing to worry about. Our orders are to attack on approach. Over.” 
 
    The tension in Walt’s voice was almost undetectable. Overall, he was doing a pretty good job in his deception. He knew his family’s life was at stake there inside the bunker. 
 
    “Roger,” Ted said from his position inside the bunker control room, “secure the helo.” 
 
    “Osprey…you can’t call it a helo, Ted. She doesn’t like it.” 
 
    “Whatever, man. Opening the hatch. Give us five. We’ll send out a few to guard the perimeter, just in case.” 
 
    “Roger. Where’s Alyssa, by the way?” 
 
    “Uh…she’s on level three, teaching the kids in the greenhouse last time I checked. Miss her, huh?” 
 
    “Shut up, man.” 
 
    “Hey, I get it…Your woman and all…” 
 
    “Damn straight. Out.” 
 
    That’s when Bishop’s pulse began to thrum over his own hearing. He knew that was Walt’s way of ensuring his wife was out of danger. It wasn’t part of the plan. The banter was normal, a play to keep things normal. His friend was about to die, most likely, but he couldn’t let that get in the way of his family’s safety. 
 
    A minute seems like an eon when in a stressful situation. Trying to contain the massive amount of adrenaline flowing through a soldier’s bloodstream just before a planned attack took a kind of superhuman strength…and breathing exercises. It was coming: the bloodshed…the killing…the split-second decision to take someone’s life. And it was coming at a slow but relentless freight-train pace, and all Bishop and the others could do was wait as the second slugged by in slow pitiful motion. 
 
    Finally, the first minute was over…waiting and listening for any sounds of the bunker door opening…metal against metal. There in the earth, a rough gray metal door with no outside handle lay hidden within a mound of wild grasses sticking out from feet of snow. The only telltale sign were shovel marks in the snow where the door was concealed behind the mound. Walt had tried to convey the massive size of the bunker that lay hidden beneath their feet, but Bishop just couldn’t envision it until now. 
 
    This place, which was so formidable and barren, devoid of life, yet had a promise of sanctuary, awaited them below. Their plan was to kill as few as possible. Though that never really worked out. Not in a case like this. 
 
    Another minute fleeted by, and then as Bishop thought of Maeve, the feel of her thigh beneath his palm, he shook his head. Not now…And then he heard a screech, a clang. Everyone tensed. 
 
    The door opened. A man came out, weapon drawn. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “Welcome back,” the doorman said. 
 
    That’s when a well-placed guard on the mound above the doorman unloaded a single well-aimed round into the back of the soldier’s head before he could tell that though the uniform was familiar, the person inside it was not. Unfortunately, as the man fell, his rifle went off straight up in front of Bishop. In the next second following the accidental discharge, an alarm sounded, and the men behind the door began to pull on the heavy metal lock from the inside. 
 
    Bishop launched himself forward over the fallen body and shoved the dead soldier’s legs between the openings while taking cover on the other side. 
 
    The other men came forward and engaged in a tug-of-war, while a few others took what little shots they could in the tiny opening at their opponents. Metal sparks pinged from the doorway. Finally, the men in the bunker retreated after realizing there was no way they were going to close the door, and Bishop and his team entered quickly behind them. 
 
    Stairwells were dangerous places, and Bishop wondered briefly as to why in the world he often found himself in the most darkened of spaces. Suddenly there were no lights. “Keep that door open!” he yelled in a desperate order and then crouched down along the outside wall. A motion with his hand brought three men forward. A shot rang out below, catching his second man in the shoulder. He heard a yell of pain and then a volley of repeating fire. A cacophony of noise took over the thrumming in Bishop’s ears. 
 
    Another man dropped ahead of him. Bishop called forth the next team. In the back of his mind, he kept count of their losses. One injured, one dead. Please let that be the end, he prayed silently, though he knew they’d just begun. 
 
    They rounded the corner then…They had them on the run. A door slammed, and a lock clanked. 
 
    “Walt? First door.” 
 
    “Detonate.” 
 
    “Roger.” 
 
    Bishop nodded at the soldier looking to him for confirmation with an eager smile. 
 
    His name was Garrett Yeager, a quiet, tall young man with dark hair and an easygoing smile. He was originally from East Texas and was one of the Rockford Bay’s men who volunteered for the mission, a navy man who just happened to be equipped in the fine art of explosives. Yeager ran forward with his bag and landed on the floor, pulled out several items and affixed them on the lock, and then they all quickly retreated around the corner. Boom! 
 
    They rushed forward again. This time the dim ambient light from above escaped them. They were on flashlights alone after getting through the bombed-out doorway. Backup lights flickered at the ceiling line at the end of the hallways. A clank on the concrete flooring caught their attention and rolled end over end. “Back!” Bishop yelled, and they retreated as a flash-bang grenade exploded. Bishop looked up through a smoky haze: there was only little damage other than grit blown from the sturdy concrete flooring. 
 
    With ears piercing, he shook his head and opened his mouth to speak but couldn’t even hear his own voice over the tenuous ringing. “Move!” he yelled and grabbed the first soldier next to him, nearly lifting him off his feet and throwing him forward. 
 
    The rest followed, crouched, armed, and ready. Yeager was already on the next set of doors, assessing the need. They were down and around the next flight of stairs. Again, Yeager detonated the lock…Bishop, this time, held back. A trap was in place…it’s what he would have done in the same set of circumstances. Even though they were working their way downward, he would have set up a contingency to lead them in a particular direction. 
 
    “Walt, where’s the utility entrance on level three?” 
 
    “Besides the main stairwell? Yes, a narrow utility hall on your left…a skinny gray panel door. Leads all the way through.” 
 
    “Roger, Yeager, with me.” 
 
    Bishop motioned for two of the men to stay, while the rest sought the secondary doorway that led down a narrow utility passageway covered in pipes and wires. They squeezed through with all their equipment, occasionally catching on the obstacles in the way single file. 
 
    On the other end, another metal door stood in their way, covered in dust. The inside of the place reminded Bishop of something out of the sixties military era. Though he knew modern equipment had been installed, no one had been inside of the area for a very long time. He suspected not since the bunker was refurnished somewhere around 2020, with a thick layer of gray paint over the military’s old. 
 
    As planned before, when they opened the door and stepped through to an empty hallway, the noise of people running echoed down the corridor. They were below them now. Bishop motioned five men to continue as the rest followed him, and as he rounded the next corner, there they were. There were only seven of them, armed with grenades and rifles with their backs to them. Two of his own men were on the other side of that door they were rigging to explode. 
 
    Tapping Yeager on the side, he nodded to him to do his thing. With that, Yeager pulled out a smoke bomb and detonated it. They wanted to take them alive if possible. This was a diversion to try to communicate with them. 
 
    “Put down your weapons!” Bishop yelled. 
 
    Someone fired a steam of bullets, which blew chunks of concrete away from the corner from which they took cover. 
 
    “We’re giving you a chance. You will die. Put down your weapons, now! Last chance!” 
 
    Again they fired. 
 
    And that was enough for Bishop. “Fire!” 
 
    Through the darkened, smoky hallway, blast emitted from the streaming bullets. The fight only lasted a few seconds. They were cornered, and in the end, it was a regretful massacre. 
 
    After removing his helmet, Bishop wiped perspiration from his brow after confirming the place was secure. Why did it have to be this way? They didn’t all have to die. 
 
    Blood pooled on the concrete flooring as they neared the bodies with their flashlights handy. A now familiar iron odor hung in the air. His stomach lurched. “Check them,” he said and turned away in need to retch. A senseless loss of life…one that he felt powerless in the end to avoid. 
 
    “Bishop? Over,” said Walt. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Was that it? How many down?” 
 
    “Seven…they wouldn’t negotiate.” 
 
    There was silence for a moment. Not sure of the other man’s reaction, Bishop just waited. 
 
    “What floor are you guys on?” 
 
    “Um…third, I believe.” 
 
    “Good. Okay. I’m coming in.” 
 
    “Wait, where’s Maeve and the kids?” 
 
    “They’re fine. They’re right here.” 
 
    “Stay with them till I get there.” 
 
    “No. I’ve done my part. Mine are inside. In the greenhouse. I’m coming in, Bishop.” 
 
    “We’re not secure yet, Walt.” 
 
    “That’s thirty-one total by my count, Bishop. Those at the lake and now these seven. There are only families and a few soldiers left. That’s it. You’ve got them all. All that count anyway. It’s secure. Let me come in. I can reason with the rest.” 
 
    He took a deep breath…he couldn’t blame the man for wanting to make sure his family was all right. Holding the mic back up to his mouth, he said, “Roger.” And then Bishop turned toward the bodies again and walked through them gingerly, stepping into the pools of blood. He slid open the barricaded door and squeezed through, his bloody footsteps leaving a fading trail behind him as he ran. He barely acknowledged the two soldiers he left there. “Be right back.” 
 
    Running up the three flights of stairs to the bunker entrance door, he made it finally as Walt came crashing through. They barely made eye contact as they passed, each man on a mission to those he loved. 
 
    As Bishop made it to the Osprey, he found the other guard vigilantly standing by, his eye on any and all moving targets. Bishop nodded to him as he approached, and the soldier stepped out of the Osprey to give the newly formed family some privacy. 
 
    “Bishop!” Maeve said as she stood, and he grabbed her around the waist, pulling her to his chest. 
 
    “I’m fine. We made it,” he whispered into her neck. 
 
    “Did everyone…make it?” 
 
    “No…” he choked out in regret and held onto her with a viselike grip. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Two things happened in quick succession after Jax pronounced the man dead. The woman’s hand quickly bolted underneath her thigh, and in one swift move, she swung out with a long hammer, which clocked Jax on the side of his forehead. The funny thing was that he totally expected her to pull something, but he wasn’t ready for that. 
 
    The flashlight he’d held skittered to its side on the ice, spinning in circles, the light beam on circuitous path like a sped-up lighthouse. Then she was on him. Again, she swung the hammer down toward his head with one hand and jerked on his gun with the other as she tried to wrench it from his grasp. 
 
    He could have stopped her battering his skull in, but in his own mind, the greater risk was losing hold of his weapon rather than his consciousness. Then when the third strike was coming down, he’d had enough and used the weapon to block her descent and then used that same momentum to wallop her in the chin. Then he was up. She’d grabbed one of the packs on the ground and attempted to fling the weight of it at him. 
 
    He blocked her move with his forearm as he tried to raise his weapon in close quarters. She screamed in anticipation and ran out into the dark. With the flashlight swirling on end, his vision distorted, and when he did gain on the rhythmic dilation in his eyes, she was gone. 
 
    On one knee and breathing heavy in the hardened snow, Jax said to himself, “I’m getting too old for this.” The swirling flashlight finally came to rest on the body before him, casting a profile shadow beyond with the dead man’s eyes opened wide and frozen. The other canvas pack lay nearby. Hands shaking with the unused adrenaline in his system, Jax stood finally, thinking that perhaps he had not seen the last of the dead man’s companion. 
 
    That’s when he grabbed up the canvas satchel next to the body. A distinct odor wreaked from inside. Opening the pack, he knew. He knew from the smell alone what lay inside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    He rushed through the corridors, until he saw the bloody tracks on the concrete increasing in their intensity. “It’s Walt!” he yelled when he heard the other soldiers. 
 
    “Hey, can you tell us who these guys are—were, I mean?” 
 
    Walt slowed his steps as he passed by the fallen bodies. One of them was an engineer he’d known as Dave. Dave was a good guy. He had a son in the bunker somewhere, who was only twelve years old. He shook himself out of it. “Uh…in a minute. Let me make sure my family’s safe.” 
 
    “Take two…we don’t know who’s hiding down there around the corners,” Yeager said. 
 
    Walt barely slowed…he didn’t care. 
 
    “Walt! Don’t be an idiot!” yelled Yeager. 
 
    He wanted nothing more than to take off at a run again but soon found himself sliding in another man’s blood on the now slicked concrete flooring. Bloody tracks were every damn where. So morbid…His family couldn’t see this. They’d become attached to many of the now slaughtered dead people in whose blood he was now tracking down the halls. 
 
    “Shit,” he said as Yeager and two other soldiers caught up with him. Walt began rubbing the marred tread of his boots on the clean concrete in order to shed the evidence that he’d been complicit in the killing. His family didn’t need to know yet that he’d bargained for their lives. 
 
    No, he had to get down there and make sure they didn’t see this. He’d convince them to stay where they were. That was the only way. Later, when Alyssa would find out about his part in the whole thing, he’d deal with that then. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said and opened the next door down to level four. Yeager and the others followed him as he went, his footfalls increasingly sloppy. 
 
    “Slow down, Walt!” Yeager yelled. 
 
    Yeager was a younger man in his late twenties, and though Walt liked the kid, he wasn’t going to take orders from him. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    “Slow the hell down, Walt!” Yeager yelled out again as they approached the next level and the closed doors. 
 
    “Alyssa!” Walt began to yell. “It’s Walt, baby, open the door!” he yelled again and pounded on the exterior of the greenhouse level doorway. 
 
    “Walt, they could be armed. Just wait, man,” Yeager pleaded. 
 
    “Of course, they’re armed. Alyssa!” He pounded again three times, his fistfalls echoing down the hallway. 
 
    “Look, man, you’re going to get us killed…” 
 
    Walt raised his hand again to send another volley when the door creaked open. A moist heat hit him squarely in the face at such a contrast to the cold and the unmistakable smell of peat moss registered in his mind, but he barely noticed; suddenly he held a blond woman in his arms, never seeing her face. She was there sobbing into his arms as he held on to her for dear life. “Alyssa…Alyssa.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    “Only children go first—all of them. Any under fourteen are the first to go. They’re smaller, so we can fit more in that way. We can pull the incubators from the hospital. At least even the cargo area on the CV-22 is pressurized.” Then he started trailing off on his thoughts out loud. “It’s their ears…the lumen, I’m worried about,” Jax said. “The altitude…” “The elevation over the Rockies…but the Osprey can stay low still…a few of them might end up with tympanic rupture…still better than becoming pot roast.” 
 
    “What’d you mean only the children? You mean women and children first?” 
 
    “No. That’s not what I said.” 
 
    Raising his hands up, Austin said, “I…don’t want to separate families. That’s just asking for trouble. There’s no way anyone will go for that.” 
 
    After arguing for what seemed like hours, though it was only half of one, both men were nearly yelling. 
 
    “Look, Austin.” Jax firmed his mouth into a thin line. “I’ve seen starvation before. I know what it does to humans.” Shaking his head, sunken eyes flashed before him, dolls’ heads upon a wooden table. “No…we’re too far gone already. The children, youngest to oldest, go first. It’s the way it has to be. In fact, to make it fair, no mothers allowed. Teenage girls should help care for the children. Get them out of here. They’re nothing but prey here, anyway.” 
 
    “Oh my God. You’ve lost your mind. No one will go for this! They’ll riot. And we don’t even know what we’re sending them to.” 
 
    “We know what we’re sending them out of. That’s a given. After what I found in that pack this morning, no. This situation here…it’s failing fast. This society is breaking down, Austin. And sure, many will decide to stay, and that’s their prerogative.” 
 
    “Jax, families will pack up and leave…out there, if we start breaking them up. They’ll take their chances…on the ice. That’s a sure death.” 
 
    Silence lingered while both men took deep breaths. 
 
    “They’ll die anyway. This is the only way they live in this scenario. Take away the temptation, now—before it’s too late.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    “Stay with the bird, Harris. I’ll send someone else out here to help.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    As Bishop held Louna in his arms and led Maeve by the hand outside the plane as Ben followed, he said, “There’s blood in the snow out here…we don’t know why. It wasn’t us. But inside…there’s more, and it was us, regrettably.” 
 
    “I know you tried, Bishop. I know you did your best.” 
 
    “Wasn’t good enough, unfortunately,” he mumbled under his breath. 
 
    “Bishop?” a voice came over the radio. 
 
    “Go ahead,” he said. 
 
    “Structure cleared.” 
 
    “Thanks, Yeager.” 
 
    Someone had already moved the guard’s body by the entrance as he ushered his new family inside, and when he looked around, he saw one of his men with a body in a fireman’s carry walking away in the distance. “Hey, Dillon, not alone! No one goes anywhere alone!” he yelled and then grabbed the first man inside the bunker to go with him, armed. These men still have so much to learn. 
 
    Once they got past the first floor, Maeve said, “What’s that?” 
 
    A woman’s screams emitted from the stairwell below them. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, quickly handing Louna back to Maeve. “Here, let me go check it out….stay right here.” 
 
    Running down the stairwell, the woman’s anguished cries tore at his soul. 
 
    Around the corner he found his men bearing helpless somber looks, while a woman tugged at a bloody body on the ground. “We’re sorry, ma’am,” one of his men said. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “You…killed him!” she screamed, her eyes full of hatred. 
 
    He walked a few paces toward her crouched over her husband’s corpse. He waved for the other men to back away from her. He’d eyed the pistol on the dead man’s side. Grieving widow or not, he wasn’t taking chances with his men. 
 
    “You didn’t have to kill him!” 
 
    He watched as she transformed from a sobbing widow to a calculating murderer…the wheels were turning in her brain. Her dark, short hair hung over one eye. Dressed in black faded denim and a dingy purple sweater, her gray sneakers were coated in red from the blood-slicked flooring. Crouched down over the dead body, her left foot slipped in the blood, leaving a line as she slid her knee up. The whole time she glared at Bishop…the whole time her left hand cautiously and covertly leaned in toward the concealed weapon. 
 
    “Stop!” Bishop yelled at her. “Don’t…don’t do it!” he yelled. As if in slow motion, she did do it. He held her eyes the whole time. In their depths, he watched as anger turned to despair. She’d already made the decision. She was not turning back, and he was going to help her do it whether he wanted to or not. 
 
    “Please!” he yelled out finally, but she already had the weapon in her palm. It happened so fast. There was nothing he could do. 
 
    He already had his weapon drawn on her, and then without even making the decision, his pistol discharged, and suddenly her wailing stopped. Her eyes, once in grief, and then anger, resignation…now relief. She lay backward with a single shot to her center mass. 
 
    “God dammit!” His breath came in gasps. 
 
    “Sir, you had no choice,” one of his men said, trying to console him. 
 
    It was little consolation. 
 
    “Bishop?” came Maeve’s worried voice from above. 
 
    “Damn,” he said under his breath, knowing that Maeve not only heard the whole thing but also probably saw him from her position…not the woman but his actions. 
 
    He also heard the sound of muffled crying coming from Louna. His heart shattered for that child. While he was trying to save her, he was also causing her more grief. 
 
    “Clean this up,” he said to the men. Turning, he ran back up the stairs. He anticipated Maeve’s somber expression, but what he didn’t expect was seeing Ben standing there, with no emotion on his small face and his rifle in his small hands, standing in front of his mother. What in hell am I doing to these kids? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Holding his wife closer than he’d ever had before, his two young sons hugging his legs, Walt had to ask, knowing their taking of the bunker was not over yet, “Alyssa, what happened outside? It looks like there was a battle.” He held her away, witnessing her tear-streaked face. She was terrified still as she wiped away the tears streaming down her cheeks. 
 
    “We were…uh…attacked after you left. They tried to get inside. Dillon sent three of ours out, and no…one came back. They’re still out there, watching us.” 
 
    Looking around, he saw Alyssa’s assistant wave to him, surrounded by at least ten other children, some as young as infants, others preteens. He ruffled his sons’ hairs, each standing at his side, both clinging to him. Returning his attention back to his wife, he still hadn’t told her what had taken place. She was shell shocked as it was and shaking like a leaf. “Listen to me. You and the children stay here. You’ve been safe down here so far. Keep the door locked, just like you did before, baby. Only let me in. Are there plenty of rations in here for you and the children just in case you have to stay awhile?” 
 
    She nodded. “Don’t leave, Walt. Please stay with us.” It was a refrained beg. She didn’t raise her voice, but he knew she was scared to death. 
 
    Pulling her close again, he whispered into her ear, knowing his own emotion would betray him. “Alyssa, just a little longer, sweetheart. I promise you I’m coming back. You’re a strong woman; you can do this.” 
 
    She pulled away and took a deep breath. Alyssa was a strong woman. She was just terrified and had to do the protecting for too long in the worst of conditions. He couldn’t be more proud of her, but it also killed him that she had to be that strong there without him. 
 
    Before he could change his mind, he kissed her forehead and pulled away. “I love you,” he said, his voice rattled with the sentiment. “See you soon,” he said and stepped outside the door again where Yeager and two others waited with somber expressions. He didn’t care if they’d seen him at his most vulnerable. He closed the metal door and stood there until she latched the inside. 
 
    Looking at Yeager, he said, “Can you stay here? Guard the door?” 
 
    Yeager shook his head. He stood over a foot taller than Walt. A tall young man who’d not yet filled out to his full growth, but when he did, he was sure to be an imposing man. “No, sir. Bishop needs me up top. There’s not enough to spare, but we can lock the doors on our way up.” 
 
    Walt nodded. He knew that was the truth. They were thin on men as it was and needed every single one to fight what he knew was coming. “Let’s get up there.” 
 
    Moments later they passed the hallway, where the bodies of his old comrades had fallen. The bodies were gone, and someone was mopping up the blood. “Hey, we don’t have time for that now,” Walt barked. “Where’s Bishop?” 
 
    “He’s near the entrance.” 
 
    They continued and ran into the last man carrying the body of a woman he recognized by the purple sweater she’d worn. Bile rose in his throat. She’d been a fighter. Not a docile woman by any means but a fighter all the same. Not that he liked her much, though he was sorry she had to go this way. 
 
    “Walt!” Bishop yelled. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Everything okay with yours?” 
 
    “Yeah, but we’ve got trouble.” 
 
    “The mess outside?” 
 
    Walt nodded grimly. “Looks like they ran into trouble in the early morning hours. My wife says it was the locals trying to get in for supplies. We’ve got to get the Osprey secured and repair the doors fast.” 
 
    That’s when they heard the snowmobiles outside. There was no plan; they just moved, and by the time they reached the surface doorway, the first shots were fired. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Just as Bishop surfaced, his eyes fixed on the scene before him. At least twenty snowmobiles, with two men each, rode in, firing on them. The Osprey was the prize or hostage, it seemed. He watched the one man guarding fall just outside the plane’s entranceway. 
 
    “No!” he yelled. There were too many of them. Bullets kept ricocheting off the metal doorway, causing him to snap it closed once more. 
 
    “Walt, is there another exit? We can’t let them destroy the damn thing. We have to get the others back here.” 
 
    “Yes, follow me.” 
 
    “Yeager, you’re with us. Grab your gear.” 
 
    “Right behind you.” Seldom was Yeager ever without his gear. 
 
    “Two of you stay…the rest come with us. Throw off shots every now and then, keep them busy, and don’t get killed.” 
 
    Walt was already on the run, down through tunnels. Bishop had no other choice but to absolutely trust the man. He ran to catch up with him, with the others behind him and shots ringing out more in the distance. They had to save the Osprey…the rest of the residents would be lost to them otherwise. 
 
    Running down three flights of stairs and through a maze of darkened corridors, Bishop was about to shout where Walt was leading them, when he found they were suddenly climbing what seemed to look like a ship’s ladder. The metal stairs led straight up to a ceiling hatch. This place was remarkable. 
 
    “Where does this come out?” 
 
    “To the east about, say, a block away from the Osprey.” 
 
    “Okay, Yeager, you’re up.” 
 
    Once said, Yeager was already handing him grenades out of his pack. Bishop gave three to Walt and took another three for himself. 
 
    “That kid comes in handy.” 
 
    “That he does.” 
 
    “You pull the pin…aim away from the aircraft if I were you,” Yeager said as he demonstrated. 
 
    “No shit,” Walt said and stuffed them into his coat pocket. 
 
    “When we get out there, spread out! Don’t be a target!” Bishop yelled out to everyone. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Walt opened the hatch and peeked up ahead. Snow and ice sprinkled down through the opening. Bishop followed him up the ladder, noticing the blood-stained hemline of his jeans. The stains would get worse before this day was through, he suspected. 
 
    His eyes met the dim landscape, and the shots fired were all around them, but at least they had yet to detect their position. They crowded around the Osprey, and at least ten more were encroaching on the entrance to the bunker. The few men he’d left there were doing their best to sustain the fire and gave back all they could from their narrow opening. 
 
    They had the element of surprise, and with the aid of Yeager’s awesome tricks, they just might gain the upper hand given their twentyish men of a micro army to their small army of around what looked like fifty men on twenty-five snowmobiles. 
 
    The drumbeat in Bishop’s head rang out again, always as before when the murdering needed to happen. To Bishop it was a primal thrumming, one that now and yet again was a part of this scene as many trials before. Without consideration, he sprung out of the hole, Yeager with him, while Walt fled west, taking the long end around the back of the group. The other men followed his lead. Bishop and Yeager led up the center back and placed a few well-marked explosives. “There.” Bishop pointed for Yeager. A cluster of snowmobiles were parked to the east, their owners on foot stalking the entrance, and well enough away from the Osprey to save it from damage. 
 
    While Bishop fired on the group heading to the bunker, Yeager reached into his backpack and pulled out a satchel-charge unit, tossing it into the cluster of snowmobiles as he ran. 
 
    Bishop never saw the explosion, though he felt the heat and the pressure wave behind him. Yeager passed him up as they ran firing on the group of men going for the bunker door. That kid could run. They had to stop them, and if Yeager was running like hell, he briefly worried where the next explosion was coming from. Damn, thank God he’s on our side. 
 
    A few turned in their direction as the detonation ignited; what fuel remained in the snowmobile tanks set off a secondary explosion, though just as remarkable. Shrapnel rained from the sky. The group split up after the initial shock. Many ran toward them, firing. Then suddenly Yeager fell to the ground. Bishop feared the worst, but he had not the time to check on him, because he was now taking fire from a few very pissed-off locals. 
 
    “Bishop!” 
 
    It was Yeager. “Down!” 
 
    Immediately dropping to the ground, Bishop landed and just barely covered his head when another explosion rocked the ground, spilling him backward. This time what rained down was not metal or pieces of exploded snowmobiles. 
 
    Bishop peeked out from underneath his arm at the kid lying still twenty paces from him. “You shit! A warning…next time!” he yelled but knew Yeager couldn’t hear him. Instead, he hoped his menacing stare would suffice. 
 
    Yeager’s brown eyes looked back at him, a slight smirk lifted at the corner of his mouth. Bishop shook his head. Scary little fucker. 
 
    Though when he did look up, the few survivors of the local army who were left were scattering, while Walt and his men fired on them. Some made it to their snowmobiles, and others dropped to the ground and would remain there for days to come. The wailing of the not-yet-dead began as familiar as times past, a heightened wail that faded in time. Bishop had learned to ignore the piercing screams to only have them revisit him in his nightmares where they belonged. This was one of those moments that he’d encounter again in the dark of night, a minute realization to him now, yet there it was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Huddling in the corner of a dark underground corridor with the children, Maeve was tired of waiting and worrying. It seemed that that was all she was doing anymore: waiting for Bishop to return from the next battle, while she stayed remote and terrified with frightened children looking up to her with questions she could not answer. A few explosions had rocked the whole complex. They were freezing there in the stairwell, and Louna’s labored breathing was becoming shallower. 
 
    The child needed the moist warm air of a humidifier, and never before did she long for Jax’s help like now. He’d know what to do with her all those times before. “Louna, calm down, please,” she urged. 
 
    She was beginning to panic, and the dry cold air wasn’t helping. 
 
    “Mom!” Ben yelled when Louna started flailing her arms. She could not pull air into her constricted lungs. 
 
    “Help!” Maeve screamed out. “Help us!” she shouted again as she laid Louna down on the hard ground. 
 
    “Do something, Mom!” Ben yelled again. 
 
    “Louna, stop, baby. Breath with me,” Maeve said, placing both of her hands on each side of Louna’s terrified face. “Breathe in…breathe out…breathe in…” 
 
    Louna tried but could not fight the panic that had already overtaken her instincts to survive. Her lips turned a bluish, and then before Maeve knew what was happening, Louna became unconscious. “Louna!” She shook her slight shoulders. “Louna!” 
 
    Running on the steps came to her subconscious. Someone was coming. Her son was screaming her name, but suddenly the only thing she could see was Louna’s lifeless body before her. 
 
    “No…! No!” She shook her again, staring at her in disbelief, when someone wrenched her by the shoulders out of the way. 
 
    A female voice yelled loudly, “What’s going on here?” 
 
    Then the blond woman was hovering over the girl. Ripping open her coat, she placed her ear to Louna’s chest, pushing on her small chest with her hands and clearing her airway and then breathing into the girl and returning to her chest again. 
 
    Ben was suddenly in Maeve’s arms, crying. They watched as the woman tried to save her. Then the woman got to her feet, her back to Maeve, and turned around slowly. 
 
    “Let’s get her in the greenhouse,” she said. 
 
    “Is she…breathing?” Maeve asked. 
 
    “Yes, but weak and shallow,” the other woman said as she lifted the girl in her arms and began to run with her. Maeve and Ben followed. 
 
    “Oh my God, thank you!” 
 
    “I’m a nurse,” she said as she led them two flights down and knocked on a metal door. “It’s Alyssa…let me in.” 
 
    The door creaked open, and another woman with short brown hair and glasses stood there. “Who’s this?” she asked. 
 
    “I…don’t know, but she’s barely breathing. Let’s get her inside near the humidifier.” 
 
    Maeve and Ben followed her inside, and the other woman slammed the heavy door back into place and locked it. 
 
    To Maeve it sounded like the cell door in a jail, but if it kept out the dangers, she didn’t mind. 
 
    Inside, there were children gawking at them from the corners with frightened looks on their faces—all different ages. The woman with the glasses walked past her and picked up a baby who just started to whine, its bottom lip quivering in alarm before a wailing. 
 
    “What is this place?” Maeve asked as she noticed the greenery, low lights, and the humid air. She followed Alyssa to the far end, passing rows of plants, their root system in a liquid solution. To her it looked like lettuce, but she wasn’t sure. There were other plants too, but she’d lost interest. 
 
    “Let’s move this stuff out of the way,” Alyssa said to Maeve. 
 
    She found herself clearing stacks of evergreen plastic planting containers from a flat surface with a swipe of her arm. 
 
    Alyssa laid Louna down, pressing her ear to her chest again. 
 
    “Carmen, is there any way we can get to medical supplies? I need a stethoscope and albuterol.” 
 
    The woman called Carmen cleared her throat and said, “You weren’t supposed to leave the room, as it was. We don’t even know them. Where’d they come from?” 
 
    “She’s a child, Carmen!” Alyssa yelled. 
 
    “Please,” Maeve said. “Tell me where it is; I’ll go and get it.” 
 
    “It’ll take too long. I don’t like the color of her lips. I’ll go. She needs oxygen.” 
 
    Maeve had the impression Alyssa didn’t allow others to push her around. She liked her already. 
 
    “Stay with her. When her chest stops rising, do chest compressions.” She showed Maeve where to place her fingers. “Keep it going until I get back. It’ll take me several minutes.” She ran for the door and then stopped. 
 
    “Carmen,” she said, turning around, casting her an angry look, “keep it to yourself.” 
 
    Maeve looked at the other woman. She didn’t look happy and had the impression she and Alyssa were not the best of friends. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    After checking the body count, taking care of the wounded, and the bonus of capturing two prisoners in the battle, Bishop thought they’d gotten off rather easily. 
 
    “What do we do with them?” Yeager asked while holding a younger prisoner hostage, who knelt on the ground before him with his hands crossed over the back of his head as the wind blew in rapid gusts. 
 
    “Get him off the ground, Yeager. His knees will freeze to the surface. Take them in for questioning.” 
 
    Yeager sidekicked the younger man. “Up.” 
 
    Walt said, “We need to find out where they’re from. With those resources, they’ll be back.” 
 
    “Did you guys have problems with them before?” 
 
    Walt nodded. “They did, but I wasn’t involved. The security service took care of things like that.” 
 
    “Well, we are the security service now,” Bishop had to yell over the wind as they followed Yeager and the prisoners back to the bunker through the now side-drifting snow. By the time they reached the door, they could barely make out the Osprey in the distance because of the blowing snow. 
 
    “Good thing the battle’s over,” Walt said as he shook off accumulating ice from his gear. “We’ll bring these guys to a holding cell this way and question them.” 
 
    “I’ll be right back then. I’ll check on Maeve and the kids,” Bishop said as he followed them down the stairs to where he’d left his new family only to find that the space was empty. “Maeve?” he yelled. 
 
    Then a blond woman came running up the stairs, and Walt seemed to recognize her. “Alyssa. Why aren’t you in the greenhouse?” 
 
    She stopped suddenly, her eyes wary of the strangers. “It’s okay. They’re with me,” Walt said. 
 
    “Where are all the others? Who are these people?” she questioned. 
 
    Bishop’s eyes went to her sidearm. So far she hadn’t seemed inclined to pull it. 
 
    “I’ll explain later. Please go back to the greenhouse,” Walt said. 
 
    Still not knowing where Maeve and the children were, Bishop asked, “Have you seen a woman with two children?” 
 
    She lifted a heavy red nylon bag. “That’s where I’m going now. The little girl stopped breathing. I got her going again, but I need to get back to her.” 
 
    Panic filled Bishop. “Bring me to her, please.” 
 
    Again her eyes went to Walt as she stood frozen in place. 
 
    “Alyssa, I trust this man with your life. It’s okay. I’ll be back in there as soon as I’m done.” 
 
    She nodded and took off down the concrete stairs, her boots cladding rapidly. Bishop had to scramble to keep up with her. 
 
    When they met up at the solid metal door, she shifted the heavy red bag to one side of her hip. He offered to take it for her, but she didn’t even acknowledge him there. Raising her right fist, she pounded on the door. “It’s me, open the door!” she yelled in a demanding tone. 
 
    Bishop tightened his grip on his sidearm. Maeve and the kids were behind that lock. Tense but silent moments went by. Alyssa let out a frustrated breath, fist poised above the metal again. And then came the metal-against-metal screech of a lock lever being pulled. 
 
    Alyssa let out a breath she’d apparently been holding. Did she think there was a chance the person on the other side wouldn’t open the door? 
 
    “Bishop!” Maeve called out. 
 
    He saw her at the end of a plant row…warm humid air hit him in the face. After living in a frozen environment, it was the oddest of sensations to be in a room that reminded him of the tropics. Low lights lit the room, but beyond Maeve he saw Louna lying as still as a lifeless doll on a tabletop, Ben standing at her side, his small hand encircling hers. 
 
    There were others too, in the room, at the other corner. Bishop acknowledged them but didn’t really see them. His mind acknowledged their presence and assessed no threat there. Instead, his whole attention was aimed at his family, and the youngest one was in terrible danger. 
 
    “Hurry, she stopped breathing again!” Maeve yelled, and Alyssa ran forward. 
 
    Throwing her bag on the table, Alyssa grabbed her stethoscope and bent over Louna and assessed her condition again. “She is breathing; it’s just very shallow.” She opened the bag and pulled out a vial and a syringe. The smell of alcohol emitted from a wisp of air as Alyssa rubbed at Louna’s pale arm with a swab. She injected her with a clear solution. And said to Maeve, “It’s epinephrine. Should speed up her vitals a little” as she again listened intently to her lungs. 
 
    Bishop looked at Maeve, met her eyes and then caught Ben’s. He gave him a brief smile as Alyssa nodded her head finally. “It’s working.” 
 
    Bishop found a few stools nearby and pulled them over for Maeve and Alyssa to sit near the patient. After Maeve sat down nervously, Bishop placed his hand around the back of her neck. She leaned into his touch, and he kissed the top of her head as he stared down at the girl. 
 
    “Is she stable?” 
 
    Alyssa answered, “I…hope so. I don’t know, but I’ll keep an eye on her.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ve got to go. I’ll be back as soon as I can. You guys are safe in here?” he directed the last question to Alyssa. 
 
    She nodded and said, “Yes…well enough for now.” 
 
    As he left, Alyssa called out to a woman named Carmen. He heard the footsteps sound against the flooring, but when he turned, it was Ben following him to the door. 
 
    “You have to stay here, Ben. Stay with your mother.” 
 
    “I was just going to lock the door behind you.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. Then guard the door. No one in and no one out.” He bent down to the boy, hugged him briefly, and tried to make up for the harsh tone he’d given him. 
 
    Ben nodded, and true to his word, as soon as Bishop closed the door behind him, the metal latch was set into place. 
 
    Not certain where Walt and the others brought the prisoners, Bishop only remembered they were headed down another flight of stairs. He called out to them and peered down the staircase to the next level; a new face looked up at him. “Where have they taken them?” 
 
    The guy below looked to be in his late thirties, with a big head of close-clipped brown hair, and wore jeans and a wide-striped white-and-navy rugby polo T-shirt; Bishop didn’t like him already. He did not seem ex-military, even though he carried a rifle in his hands; it was the way he held the rifle—loose and flimsy, not like he meant it, not like one trained to fire, to defend, and even to kill. No, this guy wasn’t even a weekend hunter. However, that wasn’t why he disliked the guy. He stood there as if someone made him. Like a two-year-old put in the corner. His performance was a chore, as if a parent had asked him to sweep the floor and he reluctantly held the broom in his hands while sulking. 
 
    In answer to Bishop’s question, the guy raised his lazy shoulders to his ears. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Great. An asshole too. 
 
    “Five people walk by you and you don’t know which direction they were headed?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m standing here, aren’t I? Are you one of the new guys? Have you seen my father yet?” 
 
    That’s when it hit him. This was Geller’s kid. And a smartass at that. Bishop took the stairs down a little more slowly, wondering how to best break the news to him. “When’s the last time you heard from your father?” 
 
    “What the hell do you care?” 
 
    Bishop shrugged. “Just hoped you weren’t an asshole.” 
 
    The man’s lips made a straight grim line. “What?” he said and drilled Bishop with his brown eyes. 
 
    “I said…I hoped you weren’t an asshole.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because he’s dead.” 
 
    Emphasizing the dead part caused the man before him to jolt. 
 
    “What the hell, man, don’t even joke!” 
 
    “I’m not joking.” 
 
    He took two steps away from Bishop, holding his rifle out before him. 
 
    “I didn’t kill him, if that’s what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name’s Bishop, and I’m here to take over.” 
 
    “Where are all the others?” 
 
    “What? Were you asleep or something when all the gunfire and explosions were going off?” 
 
    The man turned to run through the far double doors. 
 
    “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” 
 
    The guy continued to try and scramble through the door, nearly dropping his rifle in the process. This guy’s is probably a smart-alecky computer nerd in his day job. 
 
    Then he pointed the rifle in Bishop’s direction. “Don’t follow me.” 
 
    “That’s your first mistake, right there. Put the rifle down.” 
 
    “You killed my father.” 
 
    “No…I didn’t kill your father, but I would have given half the chance.” Veins were sticking out of the guy’s neck. “You need to calm the heck down.” 
 
    “He’s really dead?” 
 
    Bishop didn’t understand if he was slow or what, tears were now streaming out of his eyes. 
 
    He nodded his head. “Yeah, he’s dead as hell, and you’d better lower that damn rifle, or you’ll be dead too in about half a second.” 
 
    That’s when Bishop saw through the crack in the door over the man’s head, Yeager coming his way. 
 
    “Seriously, you’re going to want to lower your weapon and do it now!” 
 
    An awful noise erupted from the man’s throat. Bishop shot a glance over the man’s head at Yeager, thinking perhaps he’d stabbed from behind or something. Yeager looked back at him with a wtf look and shook his head—like, I didn’t touch him. 
 
    Yeager raised his shaggy eyebrow at the man in question. 
 
    That’s when Bishop gave Yeager a nod, and he tackled the man from behind. The rifle, now pointed down, clanged to the floor and went careening five feet forward, while the man sobbed and yelped as Yeager’s large frame had him bound and subdued in no time. 
 
    Without a word, Bishop walked over, and with Yeager on the other side of the man, they turned around, and Yeager led them where the other prisoners were down two more flights of stairs and a long darkened, curved corridor. 
 
    Bishop found it funny that while doing so, Yeager hummed a joyful tune, never said a word during the altercation, but his facial expressions spoke volumes. 
 
    After leading them down a long darkened corridor, Bishop saw the light cascade on the concrete flooring from an opened doorway as the hall bent in a curve. 
 
    “Hey,” Bishop shook Geller’s sobbing son, “what’s your first name?” 
 
    “I don’t have to talk to you.” 
 
    Yeager lifted his eyebrow expectantly at Bishop again, waiting for him to give him the signal to go ahead with an incentive. 
 
    Bishop nodded, noting that Yeager was always eager to flaunt his skills. 
 
    Not knowing what Yeager had in mind, he was still surprised to watch Yeager reach over the man, grab his right nipple through his obnoxiously wide-striped shirt, and twist his bulging flesh hard. The bound man jolted backward in a yelp. 
 
    Bishop raised his eyebrow at Yeager, who merely lifted a sly smile to the side and shrugged. 
 
    The kid was efficiently creative, he’d give him that. He seemed to know the right kind of pressure to exude at the exact moment needed. It was a gift, really. 
 
    “I’ll ask one more time. What’s your name?” Bishop said. 
 
    Breathing hard, they had to pull him upward, seemed the titty twist took a lot out of him. He glared at his captors. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you guys?” he cried in outrage. 
 
    “Really? You want the other one treated the same?” 
 
    Yeager reached over the man’s chest, and just in time for him to struggle, Bishop asked, “What’s your first name?” 
 
    He mumbled but merely struggled and then began twisting the other way, terrified that Yeager was going to grab his left nipple and torture him some more. 
 
    Again, Bishop nodded to Yeager’s expectant look. Instead of going for his left tit, as expected, Yeager grabbed him by the back of the hair with his left hand, and with his right, he applied serious pressure, with his thumb against the slight indentation of his jawline and his index finger pushed painfully against the nerve center under the man’s nose. Few realized what a painful position this is until held in such a grasp. 
 
    “Name!” Bishop growled. 
 
    “Ahh! Donovan!” Geller, Jr. yelled, tears brimming over his eyes. 
 
    Bishop shook his head in disgust. “Man, why was that so hard? I already had your last name. It’s not like I was asking for the weapons cache—yet.” 
 
    Once inside the room, Bishop recognized the other prisoners, Walt standing guard, and a woman Bishop had not yet met. She was nearly as tall as Walt. She was dressed in the black garb of the other soldiers and had long chestnut-brown hair. Her AK was almost casually slung over her shoulder, but the look in her eyes made Bishop know instinctively that was a ploy. If she wanted to, she could draw instantly. 
 
    Because he was no longer the trusting sort, and there was too much to lose, he acted. One hand brought his intentions known before she could even respond, and the defeat in her eyes for the lack of anticipation was defining. She even let out a huff of cold air. 
 
    Walt’s hands were immediately in the air. “Hey! Whoa! What just happened?” 
 
    She said nothing, but her itchy fingers were still in play. What she didn’t see, and only Bishop knew, was that Yeager, standing behind him, had already drawn on her as well. Bishop slid slowly to the left, revealing Yeager who held Donovan out in front of him as a shield. 
 
    She smirked and dropped her hand slowly to her side. Bishop could only imagine; Yeager had waggled his bushy eyebrows at her to make her laugh. He was, like, Yeager…right expression at the right time, with no words to get in the way. 
 
    “Hi, Donny. Got yourself in trouble, I see?” she said, a slight tone of defeat echoing in her words. Her back against the wall, she seemed to know when she was outplayed. 
 
    “Move against the wall; keep your hands where I can see them,” Bishop said. 
 
    Her expression changed then. It had a slight look of defeat. She kept her hands above her head and turned slowly, making each and every motion deliberate, which was a wise decision. 
 
    Walt said, “Just do what they say, Cassie. It’s for the best. Trust me.” 
 
    “New friends of yours, Walt?” 
 
    “Are any of us really friends? I can tell you this, though—we’re better off.” 
 
    Yeager handed Donny over to Bishop and went forward to secure the female soldier while he kept cover. 
 
    Bishop watched her every move, but Yeager had her under control. 
 
    With his left hand, he wrapped his large hand around the back of her neck—her long, straight hair in place—and pressed her against the wall, her face turned to the left. After kick nudging first her left boot out and then her right, he removed the sling of her weapon. Never taking his eyes off her, he lifted the firearm out and away from her, handing the weapon to Walt. 
 
    “She’s not going to do anything,” Walt said. “I’ve known Cassie for a long time.” 
 
    Cassie shot daggers at Walt. 
 
    “We can get to know one another when she’s secure,” Bishop said back with a chuckle. 
 
    As Yeager held her against the wall, he patted her down, finding first a knife on a chain wrapped around her neck that he yanked away, handing it to Walt. Then a sidearm in a holster on the left side of her waist. Then another pistol on a holster at her inner thigh. As well as another knife. 
 
    Further down and not convinced that was all, Yeager seemed intrigued as Bishop watched him pat down even her slim ankle and finding another knife on the inside of her left boot with a keep holster. After handing each piece, Bishop noticed the look on her face as she stared at the ceiling now, biting her lip. 
 
    Yeager quirked his head to the side…he didn’t trust that was all there was to find on her. 
 
    And because of her expression, Bishop knew she was keeping more secrets. 
 
    “Seriously, I’m sure that’s all,” Walt said. 
 
    “If that’s all, Yeager would give up. He’s got a nose for this kind of thing.” 
 
    And Yeager wasn’t done. He looked intrigued, as if he were dealing with some sort of puzzle. He pulled off both of her boots and felt up each calf, her inner thighs, around her hips, and even through her groin, which she bore with a roll of her eyes. He then felt her slim waist and lower back, and just when Bishop thought Yeager was about to give up, he smiled, and Cassie stiffened suddenly. 
 
    Front and center, tucked between her breasts, was something not as pliable as it should be. He’d even missed it before. From behind her, his boots held steady in the inside of her stance, blocking her movements, Yeager reached up under her shirt, his knees and pelvis pinning her to the wall, just in case. His right hand still holding the back of her neck to the wall, she let out a frustrated breath as he fumbled with something there and then pulled out a small pistol. 
 
    Handing it backward to Bishop, it lay warm with her body heat in his hand. 
 
    “Uh…restrain her,” Bishop said. There was no telling if there was more, which he had no doubt now that there was. 
 
    Taking out PlastiCuffs from his cargo pants, Yeager zipped her wrists tightly together behind her back, and then with two more, he ankle-cuffed her so that when she walked on her own, she merely made tiny steps. 
 
    “Walt, what the hell, man?” Cassie whispered. 
 
    In a soothing voice, Walt said, “Cassie, just trust me. We’re better off than with Geller.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right. Seems to me that we’ve just exchanged devils.” She glared at Bishop as Yeager nudged her forward to lock up. 
 
    She was right about that, Bishop knew. He was a devil, just as much as Geller and he had to be if they were to survive, because only a degree of devil ensured the likelihood of a prolonged life. You just had to know when to embrace the devil and when to let him go before you sold your soul. 
 
    A lock clanged as Bishop faced Walt again. “I need a tour of this place, and I need you to be straight with me. Any more challenges coming our way? Did you know about those attackers? Were they a problem before? Anything I should know about this place before you head back to pick up the next group?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Walt said, “Look, man, I did not tell you about those people. Where in this world would you not have enemies or those who are desperate to take everything you have? No, I didn’t know they’d be here. As far as I know, they were watching them, but they had not yet attacked. I’ve been straight with you this whole time. As for the next group, I need sleep and some time with my family before I head back there—at least a few days.” 
 
    “Of course. We agreed to this already.” The trip was long and full of perils, Bishop knew. He was reluctant, but he knew Walt needed time to rest before heading back. The plane needed refueling and maintenance as well. In fact, it would take weeks to ferry everyone here who wanted to come, and they had to be careful; the weather was getting worse by the day, and the fuel was limited. The winds were becoming stronger, and there was no telling when or if they had any clear-weather windows in order to fly in. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted when Walt said, “Down here, the time of day gets lost. There are no windows, and after a few days, you’re really not sure what time it is. So it’s important to keep track. Most everyone wears a watch, because if you don’t, people lose track, and depression sets in.” 
 
    After posting guards on the current prisoners, they walked back up the corridors to the upper levels, the sound of their boots echoing down the empty halls as the chill seeped through his clothing. 
 
    “How do you know this? You said you’d only been here for a few weeks.” 
 
    “I was told the same thing when I arrived here with Alyssa and the kids. Just passing it along. I guess some of the original soldiers couldn’t take it…not being able to see the outside.” 
 
    “What did Geller do with them?” 
 
    Walt’s eyes met the floor. “Well, he couldn’t really let them go, knowing as much as they did about the location and loot in this place.” 
 
    “He killed them?” 
 
    Walt took in a deep breath suddenly. “He executed them, Bishop—them and their families—and, moreover, he made a few of the officers watch, as an incentive. It was brutal, Bishop.” 
 
    “I can imagine. What’s the story with those people who attacked earlier?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know. The guards kept tabs on them. Most of them are dead now, but Cassie can tell you more when she calms down. She was in charge of the night crew. She’s very capable.” 
 
    “She looked it” came Yeager’s voice, and that’s when Bishop realized he’d totally forgotten Yeager was following along behind them. He spoke seldom, causing you to forget he was even there. 
 
    Bishop chuckled, and suddenly Yeager looked embarrassed. 
 
    Smiling, Walt said, “She’s something. She’s tough as hell and loyal. It’ll take her some time to transfer her loyalty. Just give her a few days. I’ll talk to her before I go back.” 
 
    “I think Yeager can deal with her. Probably the only one who could,” Bishop said and chuckled. 
 
    Walt laughed. “I’d like to see him try. She’ll eat him for lunch.” 
 
    Glancing behind him at Yeager, he had his doubts, but the blush on his cheeks, even in the dark tunnel, made him think Yeager was already caught in the web. 
 
    Climbing back up the stairs, they were met by Alyssa in the hallway. Walt’s attention was riveted to her, and Bishop looked at him for explanation. There was a dynamic he wasn’t privy to. Her line of sight switched suddenly from her husband to him, and her smile disappeared. 
 
    With one hand on her hip, she said, “Well, since you murdered the others, I guess I’ll have to take care of your housing arrangements.” 
 
    Meeting her glance Bishop asked, “How’s Maeve and the children?” 
 
    She nodded her head, but that hand was still cocked on her hip. “They’re fine. I think the girl will survive, but she needs constant care. We’ll know more soon. I’m sure the flight helped to dry her damaged lungs out even more. That wasn’t a good idea. She could have died.” 
 
    “She would have died there too. We didn’t have much choice at the time.” God knows he would have done anything to spare the child’s life. Suddenly he felt the weight of the world having moved the child before she was ready. 
 
    Sensing this, Alyssa said, “Well, what’s done is done. Follow me, and I’ll show you where they are. I’ve moved them to a suite that should be big enough for the four of you.” 
 
    Not expecting her to treat him with kindness, he said, “Thank you,” and he meant it. 
 
    Turning to Yeager he said, “Can you check with the others and make sure this facility is secure? I’ll come up top in a few minutes.” 
 
    Yeager nodded and peeled off up to the top floor while he followed Alyssa and Walt down the hallway. “We probably need to brief everyone and set a few goals like defenses and get organized.” 
 
    Walt nodded in agreement. “I’ll go back and talk to Cassie; she’s instrumental with the soldiers who are left. Without her, I doubt they’ll listen to you or anyone from this side of things.” 
 
    Alyssa stopped suddenly at a metal doorway and rapped it with the back of her knuckles three times. Maeve opened the door with a creak and then wider when she saw Bishop. The door opened to a wide-open space. The overhead lighting cast an electric glow—you could even hear the buzzing. Though there were no windows to look out of, the space was bright enough. They walked inside into a kind of living room. There was a couch in the sitting area, where he found Ben kneeling on the carpeted flooring next to Louna lounging on the couch. Her frail eyes stared back at him. He smiled. 
 
    At the other end of the triangle was a modern kitchen with all the latest amenities. It looked like something you’d find in any cookie-cutter suburban neighborhood, with stainless-steel appliances and dark woolen cabinetry. Maeve walked ahead of him and opened one of the cupboards. They were prefilled with dishes, utensils, and even boxed food. 
 
    “We…um…hand out rations once a week, but you should have enough in there for a few days for the four of you at least. We have no fresh produce obviously, but there are canned vegetables and a lot more in storage. 
 
    “There’s enough paper products in the bathroom, but when you need more, there’s a supply closet. I’ll show you where, later.” 
 
    Her voice trailed off as she and Walt headed for the door. He couldn’t believe the room was like this. He looked at Maeve; she was wide-eyed, as if to say, Can you believe this? 
 
    His response after he heard the door click behind him was “Wow!” 
 
    “There’s two bedrooms, and they even have extra sheets, and it’s actually warm in here. Can you hear the forced air on?” 
 
    “There’s a few generators running this place. It must be huge.” Even so, the lights flickered a little when he heard the power kick on. For both of them, it was a surreal moment. Taking this place was one thing, but keeping it, he knew, would prove to be quite another. They’d already arrived when another faction was vying to take the place. 
 
    Still staring dumbstruck with awe, Bishop backed away. Lifting his arm, he said, “Just the same, lock the door behind me, and I’ll be back later.” 
 
    “Okay, I guess I’ll see what I can make for dinner.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s a thing, right? Actual dinner. I’ll check back later. I wish we had radios still. I’ll look into that. I’d like you to be able to signal me if you have any problems. We’ll radio the others and start flying them in tomorrow.” 
 
    “That’s good. Alyssa said she’d check in on us later to see Louna. I think we’re fine for now. I know that’s odd to say.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what fighting for your life does to you. In normal times, it’s hard to turn it off.” 
 
    “The surviving?” 
 
    “Yeah, the surviving.” 
 
    She nodded, and he thought maybe she might understand what he went through in his nightmares, even just a little. It was the surviving that made the quiet times less so. Once you lived through such events, you can’t just turn it off. The mind doesn’t work that way. 
 
    He glanced at the three of them once again, all safe and well as can be expected under the circumstances in an underground apartment with all the modern conveniences, including electricity, which was something they had not seen in a long time, and he doubted they’d ever again up on the surface. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    He was inclined to believe that Jax was out of his mind, though Austin thought he was probably right and was willing to trust his experience, at least give his crazy plan a chance, though he was the one who was standing now, waiting for the rest of the residents to gather in the lobby for his important announcement on the evacuation plan. They weren’t going to like it, though, he thought. Getting out of the room alive and unharmed would be a challenge. 
 
    As the families gathered, he couldn’t help but notice fewer in attendance than the last time they’d met as a group. When they’d started out, the lobby was filled to capacity. Children sat on their parents’ laps bundled up in random knitwear or any fiber available. 
 
    Knowing a few people tried their chances and trekked to Spokane hoping for more resources, he’d worried they’d never made it. The highways were impassable now that their journey was made by snowmobile, on foot, or by sled. He’d heard from a few coming in that frozen bodies lay along I-90 across the state line. 
 
    Humans were not made like they used to be. They were no longer the pioneers their forebearers were…like the original settlers who came by wagon train to this area long ago. No, Austin knew many would die…he just didn’t realize they would die off so quickly. 
 
    A few parents had already succumbed to starvation by choice. They’d barely noticed as a mother took her rations every day. Though they’d never witnessed her consume a bite. Instead, she was saving the food for herself and feeding her share to her children later in the evening. So much so that it was too late when Cook finally took notice. The mother collapsed on her way to the hotel, in the street outside. The children had run into the hotel for help. Cook had been the one to run out to find her lifeless body. Though the rags she wore shielded the view, they soon learned why she’d died. And she shouldn’t have. A senseless death, and now they had three orphaned children to add to the growing mix. 
 
    These were Austin’s thoughts as he stood before them, nervous. He’d been the one to write the speeches for Geller. He’d been the one to help aid in the right words to give to the hotel employees. He’d never been the one to deliver the speeches; only the cadence was his, only the words…never the speaker. 
 
    Someone called for a hush in the room. The empty spaces filled in, and those closest to the lobby doors huddled closer, while others made more room by the fireplaces. The spaces in between people eventually closed up as the crowd huddled closer for warmth. 
 
    Like something out of a Wild West movie, Jax appeared finally at his side dressed like a mountain man in furs. Feeling conflicted, Austin both wanted him there and then, again, did not. 
 
    The man was so argumentative that Austin wished he’d just go away, but his skills and knowledge were indispensable. He needed him. There were bound to be questions, and he had to have him there to answer them, because, though he could run things himself, he wasn’t Bishop, and he certainly wasn’t Jax. 
 
    His own skills were more relegated to behind the scenes, and he knew that. He’d never be a great warrior or have the knowledge of Jax. He would never be a hero. It wasn’t his place in life. No, he only played a supporting role. He held up the hero, wrote the speeches, and organized the background. It was what he was comfortable doing, and he was okay with that knowledge. 
 
    Clearing his throat, he decided to get started. And knowing the content ahead of time, the crowd quieted quickly. 
 
    “We have a plan,” Austin announced to the crowd. Then he added, “You’re not going to like it.” 
 
    Jax cut his eye over to him with a warning look. 
 
    Austin cleared his throat as the crowd settled down. 
 
    “We’ve discussed the best move to take. Our rations are lower today than they were yesterday. Things are getting tighter. And because of that, we’ve come up with an evacuation plan that we think is the best for our survival as a whole.” 
 
    Looking into the faces of the crowd, some parents held their children just a little closer. He cleared his throat again. 
 
    “This is how it’s going to work. Let me be clear—if you don’t agree with the plan, you can stay here. Just know that your survival isn’t guaranteed. Nor will it be in Deer Trail, but at least there’s a chance there. It’s a decision you must make with your family.” 
 
    Someone shouted, “Get on with it!” 
 
    Nodding, Austin looked down at his notes again—the paper—trembling. 
 
    “Children go first.” 
 
    “Women and children?” a female voice shouted for clarification. 
 
    Shaking his head, Austin clarified. “No. Babies and the oldest teenage girls will go first. Then toddlers with the next teenage girls and so on and so forth.” 
 
    Murmuring in the crowd rose as people talked among themselves. 
 
    Austin held up a sheet of paper. 
 
    “I have all the birthdates here…we’ve set it up this way to ensure the greatest survival as a whole.” 
 
    Protests grew louder. “You’re going to take our children there first? Without their parents?” 
 
    This time, Austin shot his eyes at Jax before he answered, “Yes. That’s the plan.” 
 
    “No! You’re not taking my kids. No. Not without me!” shouted a young mother of three. 
 
    “Calm down,” Austin urged, though the residents showed no signs of doing so, and a few even got up and headed for the door. 
 
    Jax came forward, and Austin was only too happy to let him do some of the explaining. 
 
    “Listen up!” Jax bellowed, catching a few people off guard. Most had seen the man but had never heard him speak, and they were all just a little bit afraid of him then. 
 
    “Enough of this nonsense! You want them to survive, don’t you?” he grumbled. “How selfish can you morons be? Another three weeks of this, and you’ll all be devising ways to chop up those little ones. I know what you’re thinking, see. I can see it in your eyes. The babies go first. Then the women and then the men. That’s how it’s going to be. Anyone have a problem with that…don’t come talk to me. Pack up your crap, and head out. I don’t give a damn what you think. This is not a democracy. This is how we leave.” 
 
    No one said a word as Jax stepped away. Instead, they redirected their blank stares back to Austin. 
 
    “You have one evening. I’ve posted the list for those evacuating, there on the wall. Be here first thing in the morning. Make sure the babies and young ladies are dressed in their warmest clothing. Maeve and Bishop are waiting on the other side. They even have a nurse there. I’ve been assured they will be well taken care of while the rest of us make the trip over.” 
 
    Still the crowd was stunned into silence, so much that Austin noted the audible sound of himself folding up the crisp paper he held in his hands and placed it in his pocket. 
 
    A young mother, holding her infant son, wandered over to the wall and looked at the paper announcing those who would leave first and found her son’s name. She cried, holding him closer. Then Austin watched as a few more wandered over, and even a few teenage girls checked for their names on the list. One turned quickly after seeing hers and ran back into her father’s arms. The father looked up at Austin as he held his daughter sobbing in his arms, ready to murder him. 
 
    As the murmuring increased, Austin’s only consolation was, This was never going to be easy. It didn’t matter if they held a lottery or any other number of ways to move them there. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    “What can we expect from them?” It was a rhetorical question, one that Walt issued to those standing in the bunker’s conference room. Leads from each department stood propped against the walls, arms crossed in defensive measures. The florescent lights above cast sharp shadows onto the concrete flooring, giving the appearance of sucking all life up a beam while leaving their casings erect but failing. 
 
    Walt had pointed to Bishop, and behind him Yeager and the others stood. Behind Walt, along the wall, was Cassie glaring back in his direction. Bishop kept his eye on her as Walt continued. 
 
    “Look, we can’t help what happened. But we all knew Geller didn’t exactly run this place fairly. We’ve all had questions and fears for our families. I’ve gotten to know these people…they at least have a heart. Their people need us, and they’re dying out there. They’re a whole community. We have room here. We can help them, and we need their protection. Because without them, those people who attacked us this morning…that will happen again. We’re on a skeleton crew here.” 
 
    “Even more so after they massacred a few of us this morning. And those people out there…they just want shelter!” Cassie yelled out, her voice harsh and bitter as pith. 
 
    For a second, as he stared into her glaring eyes, Bishop thought she might even spit. He almost snorted but thought better of it. And then, next to him, very quietly, Yeager did just that. Bishop cast him a disapproving glance. 
 
    “That…was regretful what happened here with our own. But they did warn them.” 
 
    Suspecting Cassie was about to launch another verbal attack, Walt continued before she could. 
 
    “And…that’s exactly why we need more defenses. The attack may have come from those scavengers, and they would have killed us all, I suspect, just to take what we’ve got here. These people…they want to join us.” 
 
    “Those people you call scavengers…why are they any different than where these people come from? Why should we trust what you say, Walt?” Cassie said. “We don’t know them. You don’t even know them very well.” 
 
    Hanging his head before he answered, Bishop thought Walt could go either way here, and they needed these people to trust them. 
 
    “Cassie,” Walt finally said, “you remember Jeremy?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Don’t go there. That’s not fair.” 
 
    “It is fair!” Walt shouted so loudly Cassie even jumped back a little, as well as everyone else in the room. 
 
    “That man was my friend,” Walt seethed through clenched teeth. “And his family!” 
 
    Noting the abrupt rise in tension in the room, Yeager looked to him questioningly, hand gripped tight on his weapon. Whatever had happened with Jeremy and his family was something these people remembered with a searing brand. 
 
    “Who the hell is Jeremy?” Yeager whispered. 
 
    With lifted eyebrows, Bishop just shook his head. 
 
    “Okay? Are you with me now?” Walt yelled again. 
 
    Looking around the room, many nodded their heads, including Cassie, who, Bishop could swear, was even fighting back tears. 
 
    “There are too few of us to defend this place. I’m headed out in the morning to bring more in. It’s like a tomb in here, and it will be so while there’re enemies at the gate. These people are good people. They freed us of that monster. You don’t know that, but I do. You’ll have to trust me. You’ll have to take my word for it.” Walt raised his arm and pointed directly at Bishop. Everyone in the room looked toward him. 
 
    “That man fought off an army to save his people. Geller saved only himself. Drop your attitude before you leave this room. You step outta here, and give these people a hard time; I’d better not hear about it when I get back tomorrow night.” 
 
    Bishop felt all eyes on him. He stood as tall as the legend commanded. He only hoped he lived up to it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Walt again said good-bye to his wife and two boys. He’d hugged them tight in their unit, just after breakfast. Alyssa cried, but she was the sort who wouldn’t let her children see her weakness. He liked that about her. So, as his own throat seared in held-back emotion, he knew hers was too. 
 
    “I’ll be back tonight. The Osprey’s checked out. We have enough fuel on both sides. I’ll go there, get everyone on board, and head back. Stay strong, baby,” he whispered, knowing she didn’t like him to say those words too loudly for the boys to hear them. 
 
    She nodded, still not about to trust her own voice, he suspected. 
 
    “Check out the extra units. I’m not sure how many families will be on board. I only got word that they had a load ready to go. It’ll be this way night and day until we get them all ferried over.” 
 
    Able to trust her own voice then, Alyssa smiled. “Okay. I’m bringing the boys over to Maeve’s to play with Ben while I work on getting the rooms ready.” 
 
    He kissed her on the forehead once more, furled the hair on each boy’s head, and turned to the door before he could talk himself out of it. 
 
    Danger…there was always danger present both here and there and in between. From the moment the weather turned, and everyone realized there was just something more menacing about the cold wind that didn’t cease this time, and to come to find out, it only became worse as the days went on. And now, months later, worse still was the danger. The fact that he could fly the Osprey at all through the gusting wind was a miracle. Not many would take the chance. Up above, past the air currents, things seemed normal, but coming up and down proved a challenge every time. He suspected that even he would have to declare him and Osprey out of commission, the danger ever increasing. But until then he’d save as many as he could, because those who remained there were dead already; they just didn’t know it. 
 
    As he made his way down the concrete corridor, the one thought he’d often had, as his boots echoed on the concrete floor, was how tomblike this converted cold-war missile silo seemed. Though now converted into livable condition, he could imagine the original workers down here living and working in the branched-off pods, maybe ascending their steps and walking outside on the barren fields occasionally just to see the sun or to catch a nondescript government vehicle to take a holiday home with their families, always returning to work in a dull landscape, descending the stairs below to a world not seen by civilians, and knowing you may never return to the surface, since there was a big-ass Trident missile down there with you. 
 
    Must have been scary as hell. 
 
    “Walt?” 
 
    He turned and found Bishop catching up to him. “Hey, you didn’t have to get up this early.” 
 
    “Pphff! I’ve been up for hours. Listen, I talked on the radio with Austin. It looks like they’re ready to go. They said if the ones who are listed to go this round don’t show up, they have backups for those seats.” 
 
    “Okay, man, I don’t envy how they chose who goes first. Did you ask?” 
 
    “No, I left it up to them. Maybe they drew numbers. I don’t know except get in and get them out. Do not let them hold you.” 
 
    Walt nodded. That was his plan too. “Not a problem. I don’t intend to dawdle. Got a family here. Hey, Bishop, if for some reason…” 
 
    Bishop held up his hand to cease the conversation. 
 
    “Don’t even go there.” 
 
    With a straight smile, he knew what Bishop meant, and he also knew he’d do the same for him given the circumstances. 
 
    They were connected now, these two men. Complete strangers weeks before were now brothers, and their families were connected. 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Up above, in the entryway, Yeager yelled over the wind, “Negative thirty-three feels the same as negative twenty! Makes no difference!” 
 
    Walt disagreed. Perhaps it was Yeager’s way of cheering him up, but as suited up as he was for the weather, there was definitely a notable difference. 
 
    They’d ran out to the Osprey with goggles on their faces to protect their eyes from the blowing snow in the short distance they might be exposed. Since the ice age began, it amazed him that their eyes never actually froze over. As one of those morbid curiosities, he’d only seen frozen eyes on a corpse. Since tears were made of saltwater and continually flushed with fresh fluids, the worst that happened to his surprise was the gumming up of the eyelids occasionally, reasoning that since our eyes are set farther back in our heads anyway, that was probably a good design. Humans could sustain harsh temperature extremes historically, though they were just getting a reminder. 
 
    That, however, didn’t prevent frostbite to the face. He’d seen far too many people protect their eyes with goggles, only to leave their cheeks and noses exposed to the elements. Once frozen, you didn’t feel the effects until later, especially when the skin swelled, turned red, and then black as coal. Too many children, when this all started, now bore permanent loss of appendages due to this forgotten lesson. That’s why he always made his people wear knit masks. No one was allowed to have exposed skin anywhere on their bodies. You might think your eyes were the most important thing to cover, but they were actually the least likely to freeze with their built-in antifreeze system. 
 
    Before long, the inside cabin warmed up, and the engines were making their revving noise. Yeager joined him, as well as two others. They were all armed and ready for battle, which was comforting, though he wished they could spare more men for the trip. The more the safer, come what may, was his motto these days. 
 
    Slapping the back of his hand against Yeager’s sleeve to get his attention, he motioned once again that they were lifting. Glancing once more toward the nondescript entrance to his life underground, he began the ascent, lifting up and away into the dark, blowing abyss. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    Watching what he could see in the dark morning sky, Bishop prayed internally to any god to please see the mission through as the Osprey lifted away. 
 
    The soldiers on guard watched and waited out in the field, ready to strike anyone on attack, and when the Osprey was safely on its way, they all hustled out of the wind and back underground. 
 
    The door now closed with an audible and distinct clang. It was a sound of finality, and Bishop was having a hard time dealing with the tomblike signal. 
 
    His family was below, in their apartment, and he knew they were safe. What he didn’t know was for how long. For all he knew, the local scavengers had organized again, and he needed to deal with them before they were caught off guard, as they were on their way. 
 
    “Cassie,” he said as she brushed snow from her gear, “what can you tell me about the locals? What’s the issue?” 
 
    Without visibly trying to suppress the sarcasm, she said, “We have stuff. And they don’t.” 
 
    “Yeah, smartass. Like the rest of the world.” 
 
    Walking through the corridor in cadence, he tried again, “What was Geller’s policy dealing with them? Did he hear them out? Negotiate with them? What?” 
 
    As they went into a room lined with lockers, she began placing her outdoor gear away. “No. He never spoke to them. There was never a Kumbaya moment. He never heard them out, gave them anything, or listened to their demands. Geller was a monster; we all knew it. We’re just not willing to trade one monster for another.” She slammed her locker closed then with a clang. 
 
    She was tough but not as tough as Bishop. 
 
    Just then, two other soldiers came inside, sneering at one another. One shoved the other from behind, and Cassie exploded. 
 
    “I have told you two to knock this crap off!” 
 
    The staff room continued to fill with soldiers. Some of them just stood there as the two opponents glared at one another. 
 
    “What the hell is going on here?” Bishop asked. 
 
    Visibly frustrated, Cassie tried to explain. “They hate each other. This has been going on for weeks, and I said that was enough!” 
 
    Cassie was tough, and it was clear she’d been around soldiers and held her own among them, though he found it surprising she didn’t understand men in the slightest. 
 
    “This has been going on for weeks?” 
 
    “Yeah, they keep trying to kill each other.” 
 
    Not wanting to embarrass her in front of her men, he motioned for her to step outside in the hallway. 
 
    “I know it’s not conventional, but give them three minutes to go at it.” 
 
    “What! They’ll kill each other.” 
 
    “No, they won’t. It takes longer than three minutes to kill a man barehanded, trust me. No weapons. I learned this from an old oil-field boss man. Whenever there were altercations between his men, he always gave them three minutes. But that’s it—win, lose, or draw. He couldn’t afford to have them screwing up in a very dangerous environment, and you can’t either. They won’t stop. You can see it in their eyes. Three minutes, and that’s it.” 
 
    Shaking her head, she said, “You’re nuts, but, hell, I’ll give it a try.” 
 
    He started to walk away when she said, “Thanks, Bishop…for not showing me up in there.” 
 
    He nodded. She had a tough enough time keeping them in line as any man would. As he continued on his way, he heard her yell, “That’s it. You’ve got three minutes. Go at it!” 
 
    All hell broke loose after that. Yelling and the crunching of metal ensued as he imagined one of them pile-drive the other into the metal wall lockers. Bishop actually stopped and looked back for a minute. “Maybe I should’ve said two.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    Later that day, the frozen landscape of Coeur d’Alene came into view with the hotel standing sentinel. 
 
    For some reason Walt couldn’t help but glance over to where they stacked the dead bodies like logs forming a pyramid, finding that not only had it grown but also there was now another formation like cordwood. 
 
    Landing was easy; they’d radioed ahead, and refueling waited nearby. Once they were done with that, Austin met him at the door. 
 
    “Are you guys ready?” Austin asked. 
 
    “Are you? I can’t imagine how you chose who goes first.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t say it was easy, but Jax and I came up with a plan. Here they come.” 
 
    That’s when Walt looked outside and watched as several large covered carts came their way. Five people pulled the steel shelving unit on wheels, and for a second Walt wasn’t sure what was going on. Then they removed one end of the blanket and reached inside. Someone drew out what looked like an enclosed clear plastic case. There was a bundle inside, something wrapped in a light-blue blanket. And the first one was handed quickly to Austin, and then he handed that one to Yeager, who, in turn, handed the case to a teenage girl who scurried back and forth inside the Osprey as yet another caser seat was loaded. 
 
    Walt couldn’t believe his eyes. Though it was so cold, he didn’t dare argue as the babies were being exposed briefly to the elements as they were. He wanted nothing more than to get them inside where it was warm, before he ripped Austin’s head off. 
 
    Luckily, several more young ladies came out bundled up, carrying yet more bundled infants to toddler-age children. For a minute, Walt wasn’t sure who was in charge. 
 
    With the door closed finally and the cabin warming up, Walt said, “What?” in just above a whisper, but it was barely audible because some of the teens were smiling at him. A few looked down frightened, while the others seemed excited that they were going on an adventure. A few of the babies cried out at the sudden change of atmosphere. Walt shook his head. He was not able to form any more words; he hoped Austin might fathom why he was at a loss. 
 
    Swallowing, Austin said in a low tone, “We’ve already had a few reports of local cannibalism. Jax and I felt this was the best remedy for the greater survival.” 
 
    “Did I miss this somewhere? Who did not tell me this ahead of time?” Walt put his hands on his hips and turned his back to Austin while he looked on at the inside cabin.  
 
    Yeager looked totally confused as a teen girl placed a crying infant into his arms. His eyes grew wide, beseeching someone for help as his rifle hung to the side. 
 
    Walt understood why they’d chosen this way, but had they told him ahead of time, he could have at least brought Alyssa with him. But then, again, he couldn’t separate her from their boys. There were no easy answers. Turning back to Austin, he asked him, “The parents went along with this?” 
 
    “We didn’t give them much choice. The next flight will hold slightly older babies and slightly younger teens and so on and so forth until we have room for the women and then the men.” 
 
    “I see. Well, we’re wasting time. Let’s get going.” 
 
    The door guard quickly opened the door and then closed it after Austin left. Yeager went around and strapped all the modified incubators down and into the jump seats to make sure each baby was tethered down and that they didn’t end up as missiles within the cabin, noting that each incubator had a harness strap adjusted around the infant to keep the baby still within the case. The older babies were in car seats. The teen girls looked both giddy and frightened at the same time. They each sat with their assignees. By the time they took off, the cabin was a cacophony of infant wailing. Walt shook his head. This would be the most chaotic flight he’d ever taken. 
 
    Looking at the hotel window, the most heartbreaking sight of all was several mothers and fathers watching terrified while he took their babies away. Who knew if they’d ever make it to their final destination to meet up with their children once again? He questioned the logic again, but then, again, he was still very happy he had not had to make the decision—especially this one. He predicted that Yeager, the tough weapons and explosives expert, would flee through the door as soon as they landed. He chuckled to himself, but there was no way even he could hear his own laughter over the infants wailing in the back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    “Bishop!” Cassie called from down the hall as he looked over the extensive inventory rooms. He’d been down there awhile with a few of the other security personnel. He’d been briefed that they had more than enough supplies and seeds for gardening. He had no idea what more than enough looked like and for how long. He wanted to see what that meant. So when he followed the woman named Carmen down to the lowest floor he’d visited yet, he walked into a room and couldn’t believe his eyes. There was indeed more than enough. With floor-to-twelve-foot-ceiling racks, the space was covered in pallets of supplies. It was like having five Costco stores stacked end to end. Everything imaginable was down there in nonperishable form. It must have taken Geller years to assemble all of it, and apparently there were five rooms like this down there. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “We just heard a radio call from Walt.” 
 
    “And? Everything okay?” 
 
    “Uh…I’m not sure. I could barely understand him. There was a lot of background noise. It was confusing at first, but their ETA is in ten.” 
 
    “Background noise?” 
 
    “Sounded like…wailing. Probably just the rotor and wind noise, but I’ve never heard it sound like that before.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll find out soon.” Turning to Carmen, he said, “Can you grab a cart and bring up some supplies for the newcomers?” 
 
    She gave him a thin smile and nodded as he left. There was something about the way Alyssa regarded Carmen that made him also suspicious of her. Alyssa often gave her clipped answers, and he wasn’t sure what had happened between them, but he was also wary of her. If Alyssa didn’t trust her, he had a reason not to trust her as well. And then again, he didn’t know why he shouldn’t give her a chance. Though, in his mind, he felt they just didn’t have time for things like that any longer. Society couldn’t afford second chances again. If you were a bad person in one person’s eyes, then that was the way of it for all. He didn’t like the attitude, but he had more important things to do now. 
 
    As he was making his way back up the flights of stairs, he heard a man yell and then another. At first he thought it was the two guys possibly going at it again, but then he heard more shouting and boots running and then Cassie calling orders. “Oh, damn.” 
 
    He realized then what it was. As the Osprey was coming in for a landing, so too were the locals forming an attack. 
 
    He ran into a controlled chaos. Peering outside the window, he saw in the distance the darkness of the too-early late-afternoon heralded torches of the locals. They were lined up afar as the Osprey was coming in for a landing. In the next room, Cassie shouted into the mic, “Not now! Don’t land, don’t land!” Though every time she keyed, there was so much noise coming from the cabin that Bishop doubted Walt heard a word she relayed. And he could swear it was nothing but babies wailing their heads off. With a horrified look, Bishop asked, “Babies?” 
 
    Cassie looked at him with an expression of horror. “Sounds like at least a few!” she yelled. “He can’t land yet. Look out there. It’ll be a massacre.” 
 
    He looked again through the surveillance cameras in the control room, and his heart sank. There was indeed at least fifty armed men out there, and they all knew the Osprey was coming in for a landing. 
 
    “Ordinances?” 
 
    “We have some. How many men do we have?” 
 
    “Twenty-three.” 
 
    “No way in hell that’s going to work, and we don’t even have Yeager with us. Not against an army like that.” He peered at the monitor again. “Son of a…secure the lower levels. Get me…uh…do we have an outdoor mic? I haven’t even had enough time to look around.” 
 
    “Yes,” she shouted, tossing a radio unit. After flipping a few switches, she said, “Use channel seven.” 
 
    He keyed the mic a few times and then nothing…the Osprey was hovering around and attempting to land. Bishop tossed the unit down on the counter and said, “To hell with it. Let’s do this the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    He layered up and grabbed a set of keys to the many snowmobiles sitting outside. One of the two men, who had a black eye along with his rifle, he ordered, “You’re with me.” 
 
    “You’re going out there to talk to them?” Cassie shouted after him and tossed him a bullhorn. 
 
    “Yes. Have had enough of this. Let Walt land and get Yeager out there. We might need him and his bag of tricks, if this goes south. And it’s going south already.” 
 
    He then ran with the others behind him. There was no use hearing—or seeing, for that matter—much of what was going on. If it wasn’t the sound of the Osprey hovering above them, it was the wind itself. 
 
    With every inch of skin covered, they still felt as though their faces were freezing right off, not to mention their hands, even with the warming units built into their gloves. He would never get used to the feeling of having his breath stolen as soon as he stepped out in the horrid cold. Bishop sped out straight with only the two soldiers on either side. As he passed, the Osprey began to settle down toward the ground, the wind wiping the snow around like a hurricane. With their outside lights reflecting off each crystal, visibility was even more of a challenge. A swirling tornado of white surrounded the landing area, especially with the 60 mph downcast from the Osprey’s rotors. 
 
    Then only half a mile farther, a line awaited. Three snowmobiles broke from the center. He assumed they understood they were willing to talk. Otherwise, the entire line would have commenced on them. This was a show of force, if he ever saw one. So it was a relief to see a few break from the center and come his way. The scene before him wasn’t lost on Bishop. Here they were in the year 2030, and yet it could have been mistaken from medieval times with a line of soldiers ready for war atop horses instead of snowmobiles. That’s how far they’d sunk in just a few short months. Man was always ready for war, but their equipment came and went. 
 
    He slowed as they neared the trio, and as he did, so did they. Even stopping within twenty yards of one another, there was no way to communicate over the noise without the bullhorn. 
 
    “Hello,” he said, testing to see if his voice was loud enough for them to hear. 
 
    The man in the center, from the opposition, growled back at him, “Hi.” 
 
    “My name’s Bishop. Who are you?” 
 
    “Morrow’s the name. Look, our people are dying. We need your help. We’re not going away. Whatever you got on that chopper, we’re taking!” he yelled out in anger with a twang in his voice. 
 
    Bishop thought about that for a minute. 
 
    “I don’t think you want to do that.” 
 
    Morrow surged toward him a foot. “I think I do!” 
 
    Before he got too carried away, Bishop said, “Why don’t you come with me for a minute—just you. I’ll let you see what’s on board.” 
 
    Morrow looked from side to side at his other men. “All right. You two stay here.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Bishop said and backed up in the snow, turning around with Morrow joining him. They sped away toward the Osprey. 
 
    Bishop radioed ahead. Once they parked their snowmobiles nearby, Bishop called into the Osprey, “Yeager, open the door for the two snow- and ice-covered men to enter.” 
 
    Once inside, Bishop couldn’t believe not only the sound but also the smell. There was more than one spoiled diaper in the group. 
 
    He took off his helmet and met Morrow’s eyes as he took off his own at the same time. Bishop was as astonished as Morrow. 
 
    “Infants? Are you crazy?” Morrow said. 
 
    “Yep,” Yeager said. 
 
    “See, we don’t have anything in here you or your people might want to take unless, of course, you want more mouths to feed.” 
 
    “Uh…yeah,” Morrow said, clearing his throat, “but still, come on, we’ve tried to talk to you. We’ve brought you offerings in the past like you’re some kind of God. You’ve done nothing but attack us without even hearing us out our provocation. We just need a little help, man. We wouldn’t keep coming back if we weren’t desperate. You obviously have a lot of resources down here. We’ve known about this bunker here forever. Hell, we have lived right on top of it for generations.” 
 
    “That’s wasn’t me,” Bishop said. 
 
    “What? You’re new management?” 
 
    “Something like that. What do you need?” 
 
    “Anything you can spare and maybe an agreement.” 
 
    Bishop nodded. “How many people do you have?” 
 
    “We’re down to about three hundred.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “We were a small town, to begin with. We’ve had starvation, and you killed several of our people yourself.” 
 
    The man was so thin that Bishop could make out his body even with the overcoat on. It was also the gaunt look in his eyes and cheekbones that gave away. If the rest of his people were anything like he was, they were dying fast. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Bishop asked him, “What about Denver?” 
 
    “It’s a dead zone. Those who go in don’t come out. And we’ve heard a lot about cannibalism. Hell, we’ve shot several in our own town for that heinous crime.” 
 
    Thinking the man’s thoughts were wandering, Bishop noticed Walt’s look from the cockpit. It said, What the hell, man. This was quickly becoming Walt’s thing to say. Can’t you hear the babies crying? “Okay, look,” Bishop interrupted Morrow, “we need to get the babies inside and quick. We have more loads to bring in. 
 
    “What I can do right now is give you a few days’ worth of food after we get these infants safely inside—things like rice, flour, canned meats. And then you come back in a week, and we talk about an agreement. We need more avgas. You need food. We can trade. We’ll work something out.” 
 
    Morrow looked as if he wanted to speak, but the words just wouldn’t come. Instead, his eyes filled with tears. He held out his hand, and Bishop was only too glad to shake the desperate man’s gloved hand. 
 
    “You mean it?” Morrow finally said. 
 
    Bishop nodded grimly because he knew what the man was going through, though as a leader of starving people. He knew his nightmares. He shook his hand in a firm grip. “I do. We can work together.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” Cassie berated Bishop. 
 
    “About negotiating with the locals? I thought you were in favor of that idea. I really don’t think inviting them to continue to attack us each time we land is going to work. They’ll get lucky eventually. We have plenty of room in here. There are pods still completely open. They have less than three hundred people. We could eventually house all of them down here, with room to spare, but I think it’s best to give them some supplies for now until we have all of our people here before we bring them on board…or inside. Do you not agree?” 
 
    She looked at him as though she really believed he was nuts. “No, not about the locals. About the babies. You can’t really let them keep doing this. The next load will have nothing but toddlers. Avoid Alyssa; she wants to crucify you. Who’s going to take care of them all until the parents get here? Those girls who came with them are wiped out, and the babies themselves are going to need round-the-clock care.” 
 
    “Well, if we’re not using the soldiers on constant guard against the locals, we can use them to take care of the babies for now.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re funny. They’re going to love that. Their trained security personnel. They’re trained to kill, not change diapers, and it looks like despite their best efforts with the air pressure, a few of them are in serious pain with ear problems.” 
 
    He sighed, for he hated to see a child in pain, but the wailing made him realize that a few of them were in tremendous agony. “I’m sure Alyssa is tending to them. And the soldiers…they’re about to learn. I’d say it’s an easy transition for them.” 
 
    She was shaking her head at him now, her mouth slightly ajar. “Please, Bishop, make them send the mothers next.” 
 
    He sighed. “Look, if you were a mother, would you send your child ahead to a safe haven or leave them behind in a dangerous place where there are known cannibals? Are you going to ask the mothers who sent their children in there to wait even longer? Not me…I’m not doing that to them. They were brave enough already.” 
 
    Looking down, he heard her say something…he wasn’t sure what, but he was pretty sure it was an expletive. Not blaming her, he was thinking in streams of expletives since this all began. 
 
    “Walt is leaving again in the morning. Have some of the men report to Alyssa; she and Maeve and Carmen can’t be expected to take care of the babies on their own.” 
 
    “Wait…why don’t we ask some of the townspeople if they have anyone willing to come here to help care with the children? Those girls will have to sleep at some point. I mean once the next shipment comes in, we’re going to be shorthanded. We could really use the help.” 
 
    He hadn’t really thought of that. It was true, though. Until they had more supervision, they were outnumbering themselves with the children. They needed to get a few people from town to help them, but they didn’t really know them. 
 
    “All right. Look, get Morrow on the radio. I’ll talk to him after Walt leaves. We could take a few experienced people, single mothers perhaps, who’d be willing to bring their kids as well in exchange for care.” 
 
    She agreed, and as he left the conference room, he opened the door to a cacophony of babies wailing down the hall. It seemed their cries echoed through the metal corridors. Inside, he was laughing because, honestly, those cries represented life, lives he had to save, and so far they’d done that much. They were here, and though he didn’t exactly agree with Austin and Jax’s decision or methods, he was honestly thankful he wasn’t there to make it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
    As Jax passed through the lobby early the next morning, a mother, one he’d dealt with the prior day, still lay sobbing on a nearby couch. She was inconsolable, apparently after handing her infant off to Austin. She hadn’t left the lobby since. Either crying or staring out the window since the Osprey left off with her infant son, she desperately waited until it was her turn to board that helicopter to meet her child. 
 
    Austin knew that the decision to send the youngest and most vulnerable first was his ultimately, and that meant this mother’s grief too, was his. But he didn’t give a damn. The job he’d accepted was to get the greatest number of the residents there, who wanted to go, and knowing what they were facing in the dying town of Coeur d’Alene, it was the only way. 
 
    About 45 percent of the list showed up that morning for the first load. Austin had been right: the families of the 15 percent scheduled to go had disappeared overnight or opted to make things work on their own thereafter they’d voiced their protests. He didn’t care about that either; he really didn’t. They would survive here for a time after they all left. They would leave them with supplies, but in the long run, the ice would get them, if they were lucky, if not starvation, then cannibalism. Man was capable of horrible things; they just didn’t know it yet. There would be no harvest for the coming years. They would not survive this for long, not in these conditions. 
 
    “Good morning,” Jax greeted Austin as he found him poring over the next list of transports. The kid looked as though he was about to puke. 
 
    “I just don’t know how to go through this again. I didn’t sleep at all.” 
 
    “You talked with Bishop by radio. The babes all made the trip well enough. They survived. Now they’re being cared for, and nobody ate them.” He put his jazz hands out for effect. 
 
    Austin lifted his hand from his face, peering at him, confused. 
 
    “Come on, Austin, the plan is working. I know everyone’s shaken up, but we know this works. We can’t falter now. The new ones are arriving soon. Buck up. We have no choice now. We have to get through this.” 
 
    “Yep, but this…this is insane. Oh, did I tell you we caught that woman you described?” 
 
    “What woman?” 
 
    “The one who had human meat in her backpack.” 
 
    “I was hoping she was the one you were referring to. Where is she?” 
 
    Austin sat back in his chair. He looked thinner than before, and Jax suspected he wasn’t eating his daily rations. He’d have to make sure he watched him eat this evening. 
 
    “She’s in lockup. What do we do with her?” 
 
    “Wait. How do you know it’s her?” 
 
    “Well, you can go and make sure, but she had a backpack loaded with the same thing you showed me. I’m pretty sure it’s her. Same backpack.” 
 
    “Where’s the backpack? And its contents?” 
 
    “On the burn pile.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “What about her?” Austin asked again. 
 
    “Same thing,” Jax said. “Shoot her.” 
 
    “Execute her? Without a trial?” 
 
    Knowing where this was going, Jax said, “Let me think about that. Perhaps we could have a trial. Actually, let me ask her a few questions first. We don’t know who’s in the backpack, after all. I mean the sheriff in Rockford Bay is missing two young girls.” 
 
    “Well, we’re pretty sure they were the ones they reported. A middle-aged woman and her adult son. They fit the description, and they’d shot the son when they tried to escape. So it’s more than likely the same pair.” 
 
    “Okay, well. I’ll go and see her to make sure after we get the next load on its way.” 
 
    That’s when a low and audible sound was heard in the distance. The Osprey was on its way. It was at least a five-hour trip, not counting weather conditions, to Deer Trail, back to back, and the less time they stayed on the ground, the more successful chance they had of delivery and a repeat trip. There was room for no mistakes. So once the craft was refueled and the maintenance was checked, the next load was aboard. Again the wailing and again the anxious young ladies aboard. They were about to pack in babies to toddlers, and this time, knowing what to expect for the next five hours, the pilot, Walt, seemed a little less angry as he shoved in foam earplugs before putting on the outer headphones. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    Later that night, Jax went into the lockup. 
 
    “She’s back there,” the guard said, pointing in the intended direction, figuring he’d come to identify her. 
 
    “Thanks,” Jax said. 
 
    Walking down the dimly lit corridor, Jax hoped the prisoner was the same woman. His hands actually flexed. The table flashed again before his eyes. The children’s heads upon the rough wood. Their eyes at least closed. They still had no idea who it was that they’d found in the backpacks, but two sisters—aged five and six, respectively—were still missing. In his own mind, he had no doubts. 
 
    Candles lit the darkened room. The light of his flashlight, the same one that had fallen and spun around early that morning when he discovered the horror this woman carried around with her, felt heavy in his palm. 
 
    He shone the light through the bars. A form sat up from the cot, shielding her view from the beam. “Who is it?” she asked in that same gravelly voice, annoyed at the intruder. 
 
    The bed creaked as she began to sit up, her weight obscene in these times, to him. Not like Austin. Not like a man who didn’t eat enough out of consciousness of the events going on around him. This gluttonous woman was an evil against humanity. Her eyes widened when she recognized him. Shoving herself back against the wall, she went from confrontational and belligerent to terrified. “Please don’t!” she yelled, holding her hands up in front of her face. “I feel so horrible for what we did. I swear to God…we wouldn’t have done it if we weren’t so hun—” 
 
    A sudden loud bang erupted, though Jax didn’t jolt. Only his right arm flexed with a familiar and practiced recoil. Her head flew back against the wall. It was a direct hit. The smell of gunpowder rose to his nose. Boots ran on pavement, coming nearer. 
 
    “Jax! What happened?” yelled the guard. 
 
    “Justice.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Waking in a queen-size bed with Maeve in his arms sleeping soundly, Bishop lifted his free arm to check the time on his watch. She’d come in nearly as late as he did last night after her shift with the babies and was as worn out as much as he was. 
 
    Again, he was admonished for the pain some of the infants were going through due to burst eardrums. There was nothing he could do about it, and it looked like the Osprey was outfitted with everything possible to mitigate the damage, but they all knew some of them would end up with injuries to their delicate inner ears. Still…they were alive. They would recover. Some may have long-term effects, but, hey, in his mind, that was a win. Why did they all hold him accountable for the infants’ pain? He didn’t understand that part. But, perhaps, they needed someone to blame, and he was their likely candidate. 
 
    Though he still got the dirty looks from Alyssa, Maeve at least seemed a little more reasonable. It wasn’t his fault after all, but he still felt guilty. On the other hand, nearly thirty females, some mothers of children, some grandmothers, came in from Deer Trail to take shifts with the rest of the staff. It was a great exchange and showed that you had to work with one another to survive. This picking off their people each time they came for help would never work. 
 
    If there was one thing Geller did right, that was preparation of the underground bunker. The space available was enormous, and the supplies were more than sufficient for now, though he knew it would not last infinitely. They had to keep the greenhouses growing, they had to keep sending out hunters and gatherers, and they had to keep defending themselves against those who wished to take them over. Yes, they could absorb the few hundred of Deer Trail after they brought in those who wanted to come in from Coeur d’Alene, but that was it. 
 
    “Maeve,” he whispered into the side of her head. “Baby, I’ve got to get up.” 
 
    She whined. 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    “Must you?” 
 
    He held her tight. 
 
    In protest, she rolled to her side and untangled her limbs from his. As soon as he lifted from the bed, she moved over to where his heat remained. 
 
    “When is the next flight getting in?” 
 
    He checked his watch again after he buttoned up his pants. “In about an hour. I need to check on things.” He put his EDC items on his person and sat down again on the edge of the bed and tied his boots. 
 
    She slid her hand over his thigh. “You’re doing good things here, Bishop. I dare say we made it.” 
 
    He stopped and looked at her, whispering, “Don’t dare say the words yet, my dear. We’re a long way from made it.” He kissed the side of her head, hoping the words hadn’t stung. “I’ll check in around noon. Wait, are you taking a shift today?” 
 
    “Uh…no. I figured every other day as long as Louna is still recovering. Even though we’re just down the hall from the nursery, I don’t want to leave her for more than twenty minutes at a time. Ben watches her like a hawk. They’ve really bonded. And I’m taking Alyssa’s boys while she’s working.” 
 
    He nodded. The two children had been through a lot together. They were closer than he and his sister had ever been back when the world was in some semblance of normal before the war. 
 
    Ready to go, he said, “I’ll check in on them as I leave.” He reached down to kiss her. She met his lips eagerly. “I’ll know where to find you if you’re not here then.” 
 
    Smiling, she said, “Yes, just follow the sound of crying babies.” 
 
    Again he felt the guilt. 
 
    She must have detected his change in mood and said, “Bishop, to me that sound means life. Can you imagine what silence means? They’re alive. They’re wailing, but they’re alive.” Her voice cracked at the very end. 
 
    He swallowed hard but smiled at her. “Yes” was all he could say. 
 
    On his way out, he opened the kids’ bedroom door and found Louna in one twin bed against the wall, her breathing louder than normal but steady. A vaporizer kept the air cool and moist. Ben lay in the other bed, sleeping soundly as well. These were his kids now. Listening intently for their cadence in breath, if for nothing more than to reassure himself, as any father would, that they were fine. They were safe. 
 
    Closing the door softly behind him, he left the apartment, and as soon as he stepped out into the hallway, he heard the newest residents a few doors down. There were less cries now, but one in particular sounded different from the others. It wasn’t a cry of a baby distressed and in need of a changed diaper or in need of its mother. No, this baby made him want to run, to fight off whatever ailed him or her. 
 
    His pace quickening, he opened the door to find Yeager standing there, bouncing a baby back and forth. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked, concerned. 
 
    Grimly, Yeager shook his head. “We don’t know.” Yeager was sweating and looked exhausted. 
 
    Bishop reached for the baby. “Let me take him for a minute.” 
 
    It was as if Yeager were passing an atomic bomb his way. He couldn’t wait to give the child to someone else. As he did, Yeager’s arms fell heavy to his side. 
 
    “I…I don’t know. I’ve done everything I can think of. The lady who passed him to me said he’d cried all night. I’ve changed him. I’ve tried to feed him. He just won’t stop.” 
 
    Bishop bounced the baby up and down; he didn’t have much experience with infants, but he’d try anything. There was something about that piercing cry that just wasn’t right. 
 
    “You’d think he’d tire himself out.” 
 
    Yeager crossed his arms behind his head while shaking it. Bishop had never seen the kid look more unnerved. 
 
    “Alyssa should be here in another hour. I didn’t want to wake her, but there’s got to be something wrong with him.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Bishop thought as he weighed all the options. There was just nothing that he knew to do to make the situation any better. Meanwhile, he had another load of children coming in. “Well, when she does, let’s see if we can separate him from the rest. The crying isn’t going to help the others settle down.” He took a look back at Yeager; he hated to do it, but he had to hand him back over. “I’m sorry, buddy, I’ve got to get ready for the next load.” 
 
    And as he said that, Yeager nodded grimly but accepted the upset baby and then heard several more people enter the room. A few ladies gathered around Yeager in concern. Bishop backed out of the room and continued up to the communications room. 
 
    When he arrived, Cassie waited. 
 
    “Morrow came through.” 
 
    He’d never seen her smile, let alone give him a positive statement the second he walked into the office. It was a refreshing turn of events. 
 
    “What’s Walt’s ETA?” 
 
    “The orphan Osprey?” 
 
    “Uh…I don’t like that term. They’re not orphans. Not yet, anyway. Let’s not jinx things.” 
 
    “Right…they should be here in twenty minutes or so.” 
 
    “Great. How’s the perimeter?” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “We had a sighting of a hunting party earlier. We sent someone out to check, and they were fine. We brought them a little ammo as a greeting.” 
 
    Nodding, he said, “Okay, let’s not overdue it, though. Weather conditions?” 
 
    She spread her arms over the monitors in front of her. “It’s an ice age. Walt is the best pilot we could have in any condition, but even he isn’t immune to this weather. The Osprey is going to need maintenance. We have to have some downtime. We can’t afford an accident.” 
 
    “Tell that to the parents back in Idaho. Any news from Morrow’s people about finding more pilots and planes?” 
 
    “Not yet. That means a trip to Denver and sacrifice for them. We may have to sweeten the pot for that.” 
 
    He looked at the outside monitors: the snow continued to deepen, the wind continued to blow, and the temperatures continued to drop. There was no way they could do this with one flying vehicle. They would need more planes, pilots, and petrol first—all to move a town underground. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Austin asked him, bewildered. 
 
    “Why did you have to kill her? We were all set to hold a hearing today.” 
 
    Sitting in the conference room, Jax didn’t feel much like explaining his actions to anyone, yet he sat in the chair receiving admonishment. Part of him realized he did it because he was prevented from doing it all those years ago. Prevented from taking out the human meat eater then…this time he wasn’t going to let anyone else get away with it. He’d let her get the jump on him that morning, but he got lucky when she was caught. Never again. In his mind cannibals were not humans…rather, abominations; they didn’t have rights. Instead, they were to be shot on sight. 
 
    “A hearing? I’m not going to sit here and explain myself. Her execution was inevitable. And should have happened sooner when I caught her. If there’s a good reason for execution, cannibalism is it. Don’t get all liberal on me. You were going to have her executed anyway.” 
 
    Austin ran both his hands through his blond hair, giving him a mad-scientist effect. “Yes…well, of course, but not this way. The trial was in hand. We needed the public to see the hearings. We needed them to trust the process.” 
 
    “No,” Jax said. 
 
    “No? You don’t get to say no.” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” Jax stood. “No! I don’t let people eat children or anyone else. You see that, you end it—right then. No wasting time on a damn hearing.” He stormed out of the room. The kid was good, but he’d never get this until he saw it for himself. And, truthfully, he’d never wish that nightmare on anyone. 
 
    That was hell to him…the drool dripping from the father’s lips replayed over and over in his nightmares…that was the hell he lived every time he closed his eyes at night. 
 
    There was nothing more to do than keep sending over the residents who wanted to leave. He had to keep his focus on that until the last of them were there, and then he would decide his own fate. He still wasn’t sure what that was. 
 
    Walt would return in another day if the Osprey held up. They still had a good supply of fuel and a few people out looking for more. The problem was the weather; their original nemesis was getting worse each day. The temperature hovered somewhere in the below-fifties range, and yet the wind chill, always a squishy numerator, was yet well south of that number. At some point weeks ago, they stopped caring. There was always a difference between twenties and thirties, below zero and negative twenty, but beyond that it was just damn cold, and negative fifty range might as well mean negative seventy and beyond because there was no discernable difference. And the wind chill just made that even more nonsensical. If you went outside, you took your life in your own hands. If you walked five feet away from a doorway and into the blowing snow, you might as well kiss your arse good-bye too. Everyone had a lead line now if they left the building. There were even lead lines coming from the town and to the hotel for those who still resided out there. 
 
    As for Jax, he made his way to the lower portion of the garage. As he passed the guard, he waved. He still didn’t want to remain around the others and preferred the company of the animals to that of humans, so that’s where he stayed since leaving the building, not putting one’s life in danger any longer. As he walked into his makeshift shelter, where both the horses stood cold but buffeted by the wind, he sat down on a cot. When he was ready to drift off to sleep, Jet tiptoed over to him and snuggled beside him. “Where’ve you been?” he mumbled. No longer could he even hear a screaming voice outside due to the wind. It didn’t matter, though; he still heard the ones in his head. The mother screaming out for her children. The horrible shrill kept him awake often throughout the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
    After unloading yet another planeload of precious cargo, the idea of the magnitude they were facing was beginning to dawn on Bishop. They’d taken in more of the desperate Deer Trail residents, and still they had room underground without having to opened another pod. The weather for the residents up upon terra firma was beginning to shift to truly unlivable. 
 
    “There’s no way round this, Bishop,” Walt said. “We’ve just entered a new kind of challenge. Yes, I can fly, but for how long? It’s rough going up and coming down. If we’re going to do more, we need more planes before this becomes impossible. I don’t know what’s in store, but I’m beginning to think this is continuing to get worse, not better, anytime soon. What are your plans?” 
 
    Bishop rubbed his face. “I don’t know. Morrow is coming in soon. I’ll ask if he’s had any progress on finding more planes.” 
 
    “He’s going to want the residents moved in. I can’t say I blame him either. They’re dying out there.” 
 
    “We can’t let them in until we know how much room we’re going to have left after we move everyone here from Coeur d’Alene,” Bishop said in all seriousness. 
 
    Walt was silent for a time. “How do we choose who lives and who dies? What makes their lives more valuable than the others? I’m not trying to tell you what to do; it’s just a point to ponder.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks, man. That really helps,” Bishop said as Walt went out once again to make a return flight. He felt the guilt; that wasn’t the issue, but he had an obligation to those he left behind first. 
 
    Once Walt lifted off, another work crew set out to keep the area in front of the bunker cleared. It was a round-the-clock job by firelight as it was in Coeur d’Alene. The men always left bundled up, each of them employing a new tactic to remain unfrozen than the time before. It was an endeavor in futility, though. By the time they returned, they were dealing with the painful pins-and-needles thawing effects, and then the next group headed out with new shovels and dry gear.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    While drinking instant coffee, of which they were running out, Austin held the warm ceramic cup in his hand, staring out the thick glass of the lobby window. He was drowsy. The night was long, and he slept very little due to the whistling wind and worries of the next day. It seemed the wind itself had taken new form. It was even more relentless than before. He’d never encountered weather like this. No one alive now ever had. You couldn’t see more than three feet in front of you, and that was only at high noon. 
 
    The snow continued to pile up, and they were having a hard time keeping a tunneled path between the hotel doors and a clearing on the ice. It was a constant effort of men with shovels around the clock. Once one work crew was frozen through, they came in to thaw out as another headed back out. They’d used snow blowers in the early days, which they now thought foolish since they’d used up much more fuel than they’d ever hope to find again. The term “limited supply” had become a new meaning for them all. That meant…no, the resupply truck wasn’t coming in another week; no, there would be no more fuel soon; no, you can’t use it for anything other than what they would deem an emergency in the future. 
 
    That meant only for generator usage for medical purposes or to light an immediate fire so the Osprey could land, and even then that was it. That fuel was gone, and there would be no more to replace what was used. 
 
    A lot of words had new meanings. Money, for instance, was worthless now. Only supplies mattered. Only what kept you alive. Food, for instance, was now the currency. Those who could hunt for it were much more valuable than any lawyer or software designer. Those who knew how to preserve it were also in high need. Those people earned their positions now; people who seemed to be highly paid and skilled workers were now just eaters rather than feeders. 
 
    He found it interesting how things had changed so quickly. The haves and the have-nots had switched places. Out of both groups, it was those who contemplated more, who thought ahead and didn’t complain much, who were more well-adjusted to these times. They were the ones comforting those who seemed to unravel as soon as the power went out. 
 
    More than society adjusting, Austin was worried now about a new change. Where the weather had suddenly turned against them, bringing on what seemed like a relentless cold snap, it was taking a turn for even worse. It had just dawned on him that they had not even seen the sun in more than a week now. Conditions were worsening, and the temperature was dropping even more. With that bleak news, he headed for his morning meeting with Jax in the conference room. 
 
    He found him already seated and staring off into the white. 
 
    “The next group is holding sixteen-year-olds and toddlers up to the age of three years old,” Austin said as Jax remained silent. 
 
    Austin wasn’t sure what to do when he was like this….which was most of the time, lately. Since the execution of the cannibal, he hadn’t spoken much at all, and that was a marked downturn from his usually silent self. 
 
    “Is that…is that okay with you, Jax? Anything to add? Do you think we’re on track?” 
 
    He’d been staring off into space for a time and hadn’t even really acknowledged Austin when he came into the conference room. 
 
    Now he just nodded, but at least he cut the mile-long stare and cut his eyes down to the carpeted ground. 
 
    “What’d you say?” Austin ventured, thinking he may have mumbled something. 
 
    “I said yes; I’d say we’re on track, if that’s what you want to call it. On track for extinction, that is. Let’s make sure we have enough avgas for the next load behind this one. Has the group who went north to the regional airstrip found anything?” 
 
    “Actually, yes…I got a radio report this morning. They said they found a smaller aircraft. A two-seater.” 
 
    “Does us no good….” 
 
    “That’s what I told them. Not to bother, but they did find more avefuel, and they loaded it on sleds to bring back the way we planned.” 
 
    “What I mean is, we’re too late. The Osprey may be able to get the weakest among us, the youngest children over faster…but not for long. The ice storms, the wind…it’s worsening quicker every day. What we need to do now is send the parents of these children—these families—south by land.” 
 
    Austin met Jax’s gaze. What he was suggesting meant sure death for many. 
 
    “That’s a fifteen-hour drive by highway in the best of conditions. I know because I’ve driven it myself once or twice from here before the ice age hit us.” 
 
    Jax shook his head. “There will be no more best days, best scenarios. So it took you two days driving time; now it will take two weeks, and some will die on the way. Not unlike some died on the way in the pioneer days of the wagon trains west. Only they weren’t dealing with a sudden Grand Minimum, Maunder Minimum…damn ice age. No, they had territorial Indians, snakes, sickness, starvation, and the lack of water.” Jax thrust his hand toward the window. “Just look out there. You see it, don’t you? We’re screwed. We’re too late.” He sighed and leaned down quickly into his chair like a sullen child. “There’s no flying through that. The next group…that’s it. If we try it again, they’ll all die. We can’t keep asking Walt to risk his life. It doesn’t matter how good a pilot he is…No one gets that lucky.” 
 
    Austin had to agree. “So an ice age wagon train then?” 
 
    “That, or we’re all permanent popsicles anyway. At least we got most of the babies out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-One 
 
      
 
    “This is the last one. At least until the weather clears up a little. I’m taking too many chances. Over.” 
 
    Bishop keyed in the mic, “I hear you, Walt; just make it back safe, over.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, out.” 
 
    And that was it. That was the end of their conversation. Bishop continued to replay Walt’s voice over and over in his mind. He’d have to tell Alyssa soon. She was going to hit him. She’d probably wail on him for a time. Hell, she might even shoot him, and then he wasn’t sure if she walked around armed. He hadn’t noticed. Most of them did. It was the kind of thing you stopped noticing after a while. Telling her that her husband was missing and possibly dead with thirty toddlers and a handful of teens in an ice-age blizzard was not going to go down well. 
 
    Yet they were talking about Walt. Could he really be dead? Surely he managed to bring the Osprey down somewhere safe. He had to. The fact that all the children aboard were possibly dead too churned his stomach. 
 
    “Here she is,” Cassie said as Alyssa walked into the communications office. Cassie walked away immediately, her eyes wide. 
 
    “He’s not dead,” she said it matter-of-factly. “I know these things. Walt is not dead. If he had to land, he did. You have no communications with him? Static? Nothing?” 
 
    Clearing his throat, he said, “Alyssa, I don’t know. No, the radio’s down. No one answers. Which isn’t unusual.” He then added as caution, “But he should have landed several hours ago.” 
 
    Standing there, her hands to her sides, she stared at him blankly, her mouth a thin line. “So he landed somewhere. The conditions were too bad. He’ll make it. I know him…if he thought they were going down, he would have keyed the mic five times. That was his signal. He would have sent the signal.” 
 
    “What you mean is, he would have said good-bye?” Bishop asked, looking her dead in the eyes as they watered up. “Sometimes there isn’t time, Alyssa. It happens.” 
 
    She wiped away the moisture in an angry swipe. “He’s not dead. He landed. He’ll be here.” And with that she stormed away. 
 
    Looking at him dismayed, Cassie said, “Why’d you do that? Why not give her hope?” 
 
    Bishop took a deep breath and spoke softly so that no one heard his words. He still didn’t want to believe it himself. “Because he keyed the mic five times…about an hour and half into the flight.” 
 
    When he looked up, Cassie’s mouth remained slack-jawed. 
 
    Sliding a pen through his finders, flipping it again and again, Bishop said, “Still, that doesn’t mean he’s dead. It means there was trouble and that he’s on the ground. Dead or alive, it means he’s on the ground.” 
 
    “Yeager…” Cassie said. 
 
    “Yes, and Yeager went this time, and the children…” 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “Right now, all we can do is wait.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Two 
 
      
 
    “At an hour and a half in flight, that puts them somewhere around Yellowstone National Park. They could be anywhere. Over.” 
 
    Jax always sounded so defeatist over the radio, but, heck, he sounded the same way right in front of him if he were honest, Bishop thought. “We can’t give up. We have to send a search team. Over.” 
 
    Silence remained for a few uncomfortable seconds. Their transmissions were less and less optimal, but this time Bishop knew Jax was stalling. 
 
    “You say that, like it’s a thing. There’s just no way. There’s a two-engine plane available, but, heck, if the Osprey went down with Walt at the helm, that would be suicide to even try. There’s only one way we’re going to find them. We can’t stay here, and we need to head your way. We’ll look for them as we go. That’s all we can do. But come on, Bishop, they did make it, and if they did, hell, there’s no way. I’m only saying that because I have twenty-five extremely angry and grieving parents on my hands. We made him take too many chances…no one’s that good. Over.” 
 
    This time Bishop couldn’t find the words to use. His own silence dragged on for a bit. Finally he said, “Just do what you need to do to move them here. I’m really…sorry, Jax. I wish I could do more to help. Over.” He knew the journey there would mean the certain death of many. 
 
    “Bishop…I’m just glad you and yours are safe and sound. We’ll do our best. Out.” 
 
    He held the mic in his hand like a lost lifeline…there was literally nothing he could do now to help them. They were as lost as Walt was lost. One of the worst feelings he ever experienced was helplessness. In one respect he was able to get Maeve and the children here safe and sound. He’d fought for that. He’d taken chances with their lives and even slaughtered for them, but there was nothing he could do about the weather. That he could not fight. He could not tear down that particular obstacle. He could only hope they made it through such terrible odds. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Three 
 
      
 
    One week later, there was still no word from Walt. No radio transmissions. Nothing. Every day, the long stares from those who no longer held hope but refused to say the words. Maeve had not even uttered any hypothesis. She just held Bishop tighter. They both shared the same premonition but refused to say the words, knowing that then it would be true. Set in stone. They all died. All of them…No, instead, they talked of Jax and Austin’s latest plans to retrofit sled vehicles, as they called them. 
 
    The people willing to leave from Rockford Bay had joined them as well, bringing all of their equipment, and in reality, the fuel shortages were keeping them from starting the trip. Jax had even considered putting down all the horses, but then Bishop talked him out of it. Why not give them a chance? Why not see if they make it on their own. At least there was hope. They’d done it as a species this long. Why take that chance away from them? Jax finally saw it his way, though Bishop knew it was a hard decision to make. Jax never wanted to see a creature in pain, man or beast. They would lead them along with them as long as they could keep up. 
 
    With no weather predictions letting them know when there might be the best window to let out of Coeur d’Alene, Jax and the winter wagon train set off. And again, Bishop felt helpless. It was a slow march that he could only see ending in peril, and yet there was nothing else he could do but hope some of humanity would live on. It was the same for them and the horses. Again, he felt the same way he did all those years ago when his buddies died around him and yet he survived. They’d called it survivors’ guilt in therapy. He never cared for the term. 
 
    “Bishop, come here. You have to see this,” Cassie’s voice echoed from the front metal corridor. 
 
    Annoyed, he couldn’t believe she was interrupting him from his worrisome activity of drawing a schematic and plotting out where Walt might have landed safely. He’d nearly located a few places on the map that might have ensured their possible survival. Getting to those places first would mean their best chances of finding them safe and sound. 
 
    “What?” he’d yelled back but was already up on his feet and walking toward the hatch door. In the hall he saw a glow coming from the other side of the window. That couldn’t be right. There was something definitely wrong. 
 
    “Look,” she said, motioning him toward the small window. 
 
    As he neared he saw the torchlights. Then more. Then a lot more. There was a line of them flickering in the harsh wind. There was no way those lights could keep going. Then they moved, and they were coming nearer. An entire stream of them and those streams were connected by a rope. Forms of snow- and ice-covered people, carrying what they could carry, were in a single line like a mile long, coming toward them. It looked like the wall of China, torch lit at night in a waving line of humanity. 
 
    “It’s Morrow’s people…the locals. They’re coming now.” 
 
    “Did they call in?” 
 
    “No…I didn’t get a distress call. What should we do? We can’t turn them away.” 
 
    Bishop had no intentions of losing more people. It didn’t matter now if they were from Coeur d’Alene, Walt’s downed plane or Morrow’s people of Deer Trail. There was room underground. There were supplies available, thanks to Geller’s greed. And there was no way he could deny the Deer Trail people life. Not now. Not after losing so many. Save what you can. Those were his only thoughts now. Walt and his people from Coeur d’Alene may never make it; they might even be dead already. There was nothing he could do to prevent their deaths, but he could prevent the people of Deer Trail from dying. That was within his power. That he could do. “Open the door. Get the others up here. Open up the rooms.” 
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 Sample 
 
    The China Pandemic - Graham’s Resolution 
 
      
 
    Some said that China’s intent to develop the H5N1 virus merely came about as an attempt to culture a vaccine, knowing the nation’s dense population would be at catastrophic risk if attacked by such a virus. Others said that China’s motives had always been sinister, and that they had developed a weaponized form of the virus. In the end it didn’t matter what the intentions had been; having tinkered with Pandora’s box, and without safeguards in place, they had unleashed it. And not only on their own people; it spread like wildfire across the globe, exterminating more than six billion souls. The million or so who were still alive were somehow immune, but they were carriers. As for the virus itself, it became known simply as the China Pandemic. 
 
      
 
    1 A Fate Worse than Death 
 
      
 
    Shivering in the pounding Pacific Northwest rain, Hyun-Ok needed to see for herself what threat the grim man in the distance posed. She’d heard him yelling before, followed by a gunshot blast and then a terrible scream. Having already counted him an unsuitable candidate to offer her the aid she needed, she had to be certain he wasn’t an immediate threat to her and her son.  
 
    With a death grip on the bed of the parked black pickup truck behind which she had taken refuge, Hyun-Ok gasped in horror as the crazed man powered up a small, worn backhoe. He scooped his victim up with the bucket, then spilled him, still alive and screaming, into a massive fire he had kept burning all day in a Dumpster.  
 
    She slinked away, her broken sobs bringing on a coughing fit from her own infected lungs. The agonized screams finally stopped, and Hyun-Ok grieved in silence for the unlucky man’s soul as sparks flew skyward. She must escape this part of town! The grim man, Campos, had posted no trespassing signs, and his actions told her he meant it.  
 
    She was her son’s only hope, and there was little time left to ensure his future. The disease weakened Hyun-Ok more each day, and she knew she would soon die. She could not leave her five-year-old to fend for himself with the likes of Campos around. Her days of scouting had told her there was only one person left to consider; the search had already taken up too much valuable time and energy, and Bang had to be in caring hands soon.  
 
    The one she was thinking of had one more to bury anyway. She might as well spend what little time she had left with her son.  
 
    Hyun-Ok recovered from her coughing fit as best she could and continued her journey home. She would need to make the trip in silence through the forested night, hidden from the few remaining people. Since coming to the realization that Bang showed no signs of the virus she had been venturing out like this, into the dark, every night.  
 
    One by one those around her had died off as she cared for them, Bang always at her side. Her elderly mother had been the first to go, followed closely by her father. Shortly after that, her husband, though he desperately clung to life, not willing to abandon his wife and son. 
 
    Covered in the sweat of fever, and her words rasping, Hyun-Ok had assured him his son would be fine and urged him into a peaceful beyond. “I will be with you soon, my love,” she’d told him with tears streaming down her face. As weak as she was at the time, the tears had surprised her. 
 
    The endearment, and the true meaning of her words, had sparked something in her dying husband. His eyes darted from Hyun-Ok to Bang, who was standing at the bedside. In brutal agony he drew himself up to gaze at his son’s face. “He must not be left alone and defenseless in this world gone mad!” 
 
    Hyun-Ok tried to comfort her husband with words, pushing him gently back toward the mattress, and she revealed her plan to safeguard their son. Her husband held them both close, praying aloud to an unhearing god that he could draw them with him as he slipped away. 
 
    That was just a week ago, and that night, after Bang drifted off to sleep, Hyun-Ok had gone out canvassing for the few remaining survivors in the neighborhood. Cloaked in black and defying the many dangers, she spied on the others and assessed them based on instinct alone. She estimated six hundred had originally occupied this immediate area in the Seattle suburb of Issaquah, and with only a 2 percent survival rate there should be twelve survivors—now known to be carriers. Of those she had only found seven. 
 
    Tonight she immediately discounted the first person she came across, two streets over, as being too elderly to be the guardian of a child of five. This lady only had a year left in her, if that. Hyun-Ok’s boy needed someone younger to carry him through life, at least into his teens.  
 
    The man she found next made her uncomfortable. She observed him decidedly grieving for his lost family, sitting out in a lawn chair in the night, yelling obscenities. He taunted and waited for the starving dogs, now gone wild, to smell him out. He shot at them, but it seemed to her that he was only trying to provoke an attack. She could sense his massive sorrow and knew his intentions were suicide by mauling if he could manage it. If not, he would likely soon take his own life. Sadly, she suspected that happened a lot with survivors. 
 
    Hyun-Ok crossed the highway unseen and found a scantily clad woman picking apples from a tree in a vacant lot. She knew the woman would attract the wrong kind of attention and wouldn’t be a good choice for her son’s welfare. 
 
    The man she had finally chosen seemed the only one capable of being her son’s guardian. Not only that, but something about him—either the way he carried his tall frame or the thoughtful dignity with which he buried his loved ones—assured Hyun-Ok that the neighbor named Graham would prove himself the best guardian. She knew that she could trust him with her boy. Knowing that as soon as Graham’s father passed away he’d have no more to bury, she could take her boy to him going on her own journey into death. One more day, she thought. But before then, I need to write to him about Bang. 
 
    With a sad smile, she stepped through the maze of parked vehicles, listening attentively to all sounds and alert for any dangers. She glanced back at the glow in the distance one last time. The last remaining obstacle would be to make Graham understand that he needed the boy as much as the boy needed him. She knew that would be the greatest challenge. She had to convince him of that or her son would be doomed. 
 
      
 
    2 Digging Graves 
 
      
 
    The frail man reached out to his son. Through tears, Graham gently grasped his father’s shaking hands as he lay dying. He knew it was the closest they had ever been.  
 
    Graham reaffirmed that he would go on as they had planned, that he would always keep the rifle beside him. Through drowning coughs his father reminded Graham that taking his own life was not part of God’s plan; it would only ensure a soulless wandering in the afterlife and would prevent him from ever again joining his departed family. 
 
    Having seen the signs so many times before, Graham knew the end was drawing near. He became desperate, knowing that the difference this time would be him standing alone without a soul known to him. His father’s wheezing came in shorter gasps, his eyes drew quiet, and his face sank into itself. Graham went from the desperation of losing his father to praying for mercy and a quicker end; he could take no more of this torment. Just like all the others, one by one, they all died in anguish. 
 
    Graham could not understand why he still lived. He had watched helplessly as his wife Nelly had died, taking their unborn child with her. Then his dear mother left him, followed by his sister and four-year-old niece. And now his father. 
 
    “What will I do without you?” he asked. 
 
    “Do what I have taught you, Graham. Make good decisions along the way, and don’t regret anything. You’ll do fine. Always know that I’m proud of you.” 
 
    Graham wiped spittle from his father’s lips and clutched his hand.  
 
    When death finally came, his father assumed a peaceful demeanor and said for the last time, “I love you, son.” 
 
    Exhausted from the night’s endless vigil, Graham rubbed his face. Tears of frustration, fear, and loss streamed down through his light brown whiskers. He had not shaved since way back when things were normal, and he did not care if he ever shaved again. Food, and even the very air he needed to breathe, had lost all importance. He could only wonder how he could possibly go on without his father’s strength and guidance. 
 
    With his last racking sob, Graham took a deep breath. “Buck up,” his father would have said sternly. And that’s what he decided to do. He was now the father of the clan, and he continued as if there was a family to lead. 
 
    There was only the one last grave, though this one would be the hardest to dig. Such little consolation would have to do at this moment. Everyone he’d ever known was now gone: all of his family, friends, and acquaintances. From the lowliest beggar to the wealthiest tycoon, no class had gone untouched; even the president had died. This was an equal opportunity pandemic; no one could be accused of racism or class warfare. 
 
    With only the blue shadowy morning light peering in on them, Graham reached over to close the blue-veined eyes of the man he loved and admired. 
 
    “Good-bye, Dad,” he whispered, kissing him on the forehead. He wrapped the edges of the white bedsheet slowly around his father’s body; it was a skill he had learned through repetition. Then he left the room, walking lightly so as not to disturb the peace. 
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
    His father had asked Graham to leave space in the middle of the other four graves in his mother’s prized rhododendron garden. On one side lay his mother and Nelly, and on the other his sister and niece. His father had wanted it that way so he could “safeguard the ladies.” Graham had known that his dad, always the gentleman, would hold out to the very last, until after the ladies had gone. 
 
    In October the soft loamy ground would still shovel easily, though it would freeze soon enough. The autumn rains were often misty, but this morning it rained as if it meant it. The digging would have to wait. 
 
    Graham dreaded this final act almost as much as when he’d buried his beloved Nelly. He slumped down in his father’s living room chair and sobbed uncontrollably. “Where do I go from here?” he yelled, grabbing his water glass and flinging it across the room, where it crashed against the wall.  
 
    But he already had his answer; his father had already made him commit to certain plans. Graham remembered this but asked aloud, “What for?” He continued to sob, frustrated by the lack of answers. 
 
    He left the bedroom, walking to the dining room window to peer out into his mother’s garden. He saw the fading leaves of the rhododendrons, and the memory of their spring flowers made him wish he could somehow share his grief with Nelly. 
 
    After the pandemic had started, he and his wife had fled to his parents’ isolated home from the chaos that had come to Seattle. With Nelly’s teaching job suspended due to futile quarantine efforts and Graham’s job as a math professor gone, it only made sense to get the hell out of their apartment in the city. The decision became final when shots rang out one night, waking him from his sleep and causing him to clutch his pregnant wife securely against him. The next day they learned their neighbors had been murdered for their food supply. Fearing that he and Nelly were next, he packed the car and they left. 
 
    As humanity died off, people turned on one another. Fresh food was at a premium, and even preserved foods were running short. The immune preyed on the living; they desperately searched for dwindling food supplies because the grocery stores were no longer being stocked. To make things worse, counties had implemented quarantine roadblocks in an ill-fated attempt to lock infected populations out, thus making residents prisoners within their own communities. 
 
    Even though Graham had been raised by a Marine Corps father, he staunchly believed in gun control. He blamed easy access to guns for the various school shooting tragedies and railed against the ongoing wars fought abroad. These views had been furthered in the liberal-minded schools and universities he’d attended and subsequently taught in. 
 
    Having grown up in the Northwest, Graham embraced its culture and ideals, unlike his mother and father, who had kept their worldly views to themselves. They had never taken sides publicly nor tried to push their own views on their children. They had wanted Graham to become his own man in their troubled world. 
 
    Though Graham’s dad had insisted that he learn to hunt at a very early age, Graham had never owned a gun of his own. His father often tried to convince him to have a pistol with him for protection, especially since he was married and lived in what his dad thought a dangerous neighborhood. Graham had always refused, and had even tried to convince his father that those were the old ways of thinking and that every situation could be reasoned out peacefully. 
 
    His father, of course, doubted this based on his own experience. While he worried about his son’s attitude, through the years the older man’s subtle teachings provided Graham with the skills he needed to survive. He wanted the boy to be prepared regardless of personal ideals or political affiliation. They spent a lot of time in the wilderness. Even at their family cabin, where all manner of survival skills were keenly disguised as camping or hunting lore, he tricked his son into learning. 
 
    They would sometimes arrive at the old cabin that had been retrofitted over the years with running water and electricity to find both unavailable. Graham’s father would then show him how to set up solar panels for power and how to sterilize the nearby lake water. He also taught him how to hunt and cook outdoors over a wood fire. Graham now realized how clever the man had been in those early days to teach him so well.  
 
    Before it all came apart, Graham and Nelly had been happy and enjoyed healthy lives; they had just celebrated their second year of marriage. She was a planner and a list maker and, not surprisingly, had their futures all mapped out. 
 
    Graham usually arrived home first and got dinner ready for them. On one particular day, Nelly had been down with a cold, so he’d planned to make her favorite knockoff of a soup they both enjoyed from a local Italian restaurant, the one with sausage and kale. He was startled that evening when he found her home from work early, balled up and crying on their bed. She was not one for weeping fits, so he knew something terrible must have happened to her as he bent down to comfort her. She resisted, and sat up to face him. “I’m pregnant!” she blurted out through tears. 
 
    “You’re what?” he asked, stunned. 
 
    “I’m pregnant. We’re going to have a baby, and it’s way too early. It’s not part of the plan. Now I won’t be able to get my masters degree.”  
 
    He pulled her toward him, even though she struggled and kissed her swollen red lips. “You’re so silly, Nelly. We’re going to have a baby! It’ll all work out. I love you!” 
 
    But nothing did work out. Soon the pandemic came, and it took Nelly and their unborn child. 
 
    Now that he was all alone, Graham wondered how many in the neighborhood were still alive and how many would, as his father had warned, have “evil intent.” 
 
    The pelting rain had dwindled to a light mist. Graham retrieved his slicker and shovel from the garage, and his rifle from beside the door. A rifle: it felt as natural to him now as carrying his keys. Anytime he ventured outside he had it slung over his shoulder; indoors it was always within arm’s reach. “At all times,” his father had insisted. 
 
    Graham knew it was time. His throat tightened as he tried to suppress more tears. Out among the rhododendrons he leaned the rifle within reach against the garden shed. The wind picked up as he stood and listened. He and his father had made a practice of this early on; the act of listening had become one of the rituals of survival. The silence should be filled with familiar sounds, and the total absence of them could mean trouble. There were very few familiar sounds now. 
 
    No distant train could be heard, no planes overhead. No lawnmowers, or cars’ squealing belts, or the ever-present roar of Interstate 90 passing through town. Neighborhood chatter and children at play were now only past memories, but they were the sounds that Graham missed.  
 
    What he did hear was often met with the natural instinct of fight or flight: the howling of a dog (or was it a wolf?); the noise of dogs fighting over prey, as fear-inducing as any distant gunshot; the occasional scream, though in recent days these had become less frequent. This was what Graham chose to distract himself with while bending over the soaked loam next to the mounded grave of his mother; the ruminations of a world gone silent. 
 
    As sweat dripped from his nose he heaved each shovelful with vengeance, using the activity to release some of his anger. He continued to toss shovel after shovel of dirt, ignoring the pain in his back and shoulders. 
 
    Then he could not help it. Graham broke down again as an image of tossing a ball with his father in that very spot crossed his mind. He dropped the shovel and put his hands on the back of his neck. He fell to his knees in the damp grass. “No, this cannot be happening,” he cried, lifting his face toward the sky. 
 
    At that moment, out of the corner of his eye, Graham spotted a form in gray next to the barberry bush. It was so slight that he nearly missed it altogether. In one fluid motion he quickly retrieved his rifle, cursing himself for not noticing something sooner. 
 
    Graham leveled the rifle and aimed, grief fueling his anger. “Get back! I will shoot you!” The shape slipped back around the corner, but he knew it hid there. He could sense its presence, but had no idea of who or what it could be. 
 
    “There is nothing for you here, so please leave,” he added more calmly. 
 
    Then a muffled coughing signaled someone around the corner. Graham knew it was not his imagination; he took several wide side steps to view the hidden space, then adjusted his aim to get a visual of the one who dared intrude upon his private grieving. 
 
    A slight female form stood against the house, hooded, bent over in a futile attempt to restrain a persistent cough. When the cough lessened, she lifted her head to gaze at Graham. Her eyes pleaded with him as she raised her hand up in a gesture to show she meant no harm. 
 
    The frail woman limped forward, stopped, and raised her hands again. Graham could tell she was weak with the disease, and after she took a couple more steps he could clearly see she would not last more than an hour or so. Her face showed all the signs he’d seen before, and the fact that she was able to stand was a miracle alone. Her whole body rattled with the endless coughing. Graham walked within fifteen feet of her and lowered the business end of his rifle. He met the woman’s pleading gaze with his own, knowing her dying breath might come at any minute. 
 
    She must be one of the few still alive with the virus. But not for long.  
 
    “I am Hyun-Ok,” she said, barely audible; it was the voice of a woman weakened and scarred. She gestured vaguely behind her. “This is my son Bang.” 
 
    Graham took several steps back and held up his hand, knowing right away what she wanted from him. He shook his head. “No, I can’t take on someone else.” 
 
    She shuffled forward a few steps and pleaded again. “I have watched you, you’re a good man. Please, you’re the only one. He is immune, like you.” 
 
    Before she could say any more, she stumbled on the rocky driveway, falling to her knees and coughing again. Bang ran to her side. 
 
    Surprised at seeing such a small child, Graham slung his rifle over his shoulder and took several steps closer to her. He’d never taken any notice of the danger the virus might cause him. Hell, he’d even tried to catch it once Nelly had passed away. 
 
    Graham lifted the dying woman’s small frame into his arms while the boy watched his every move. The child trailed him closely as he moved toward the house. 
 
    He had few choices here. He could not watch this woman die right in his driveway, especially with her child there; he doubted his father would have allowed this either. He opened the sliding glass door with one free hand while the lady continued to cough in his arms. He could not see the boy, but knew he was close behind. He laid her down on the living room sofa and heard the boy slide the door closed. Graham pulled his mother’s red floral quilt down from the back of the sofa and laid it over the tiny woman. 
 
    He watched as the little boy ran to his mother’s side. She reached for him, and once she regained control she reached for Graham’s hand as well. She looked at him with desperate eyes. 
 
    “Please, Graham, you must take him, there is no other,” she said. 
 
    He wondered how she knew his name. “Let me get you some water,” he said, trying to stall the conversation. It dawned on him how cruel her plight must feel, knowing she would leave a young child alone and helpless in this new world. 
 
    “No, there is so little time now,” she mumbled. “Please don't bother.” 
 
    Graham no longer felt so sorry for himself; he knew the boy’s predicament was much worse than his own, but still he felt unprepared to take him on as a responsibility. 
 
    Hyun-Ok grabbed his hand to keep him close. 
 
    Before she uttered another word, she joined her son’s small hand with Graham’s. “You need him as much as he needs you. Please, take him,” she continued, crying. 
 
    Graham found himself nodding as he became more aware of her desperation. At any second she would perish right there on the couch in front of her son. He could not take any more heartbreak.  
 
    He gave in. 
 
    “I’ll take him. I’ll take care of him.” 
 
    To bring her peace, he lifted the child onto the couch next to his mother. As Bang cried, Graham’s voice cracked. “It’s okay. I promise to take good care of him.” 
 
    He wanted to give her this gift. He’d had no control over the loss of his loved ones, but he could at least give this stranger peace. He wanted to show her some humanity in her dying moments. He missed the kindness of the living. 
 
    Hyun-Ok looked up at him, and Graham saw that the same peacefulness that had come over his father just before dawn was now coming to her. Her face softened and she managed a weak smile, moving her eyes from Graham to her son. She blinked away tears and her smile faded. Then her mouth fell open. The spark of life was gone just like that. She had completed the transfer on borrowed time. 
 
    Graham stared at her for a few moments in silence. He heard a low, muffled cry starting deep in the boy, who remained curled up next to his mother. Graham could understand his sorrow; the boy, too, had seen too much death—and so early in his life. He stroked Bang’s head as the boy clung to his mother’s side, sobbing. 
 
    Graham gently closed Hyun-Ok’s eyes and laid his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “It’s going to be all right,” he said, but Bang pulled away from him and clung to his mother.  
 
    Graham stepped back. He shook his head, cursing himself for the promise he’d just made. He walked away, leaving the little boy there. He now had another grave to dig before sundown. 
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