
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			As the captain’s launch approached, Floyd made a heroic leap after one overly bold seagull, sending the half-wolf into the ocean. He sputtered and started dog paddling, but I didn’t see anywhere he could get out. He started paddling slower and slower, sinking deeper and deeper into the water, confused and unable to find a way out. I panicked and jumped in after him, finding out why he was having problems. The water was barely above freezing. 

			The cold shock seized my lungs and I couldn’t breathe. Terri started screaming for help. I heard her as if she was far in the distance. My hands and feet quickly turned numb as Floyd tried to find some respite from the cold on my shoulders, which served to drag me under. I pushed him away and got back to the surface for one more breath, before I could no longer tread water.

			My breath came in short gasps. I had no air to hold. I was hit by a wave as the captain’s launch angled sideways to stop. It threw Floyd and me into a barnacle-encrusted piling. I felt the skin on my head split and the sting of salt water in the cuts on my head. I didn’t feel anything below my neck. A line attached to a long pole wrapped over my arm. I tried to support Floyd with my other arm, but a second line swung out for him. He was terrified and half-frozen. The sailors dragged us both aboard. 

			We were unable to stand. They covered us with Navy-issue wool blankets. 

			“You jumped into freezing water after your dog? You must be some kind of lunatic,” a man who was wearing a captain’s uniform said. 

			“But he’s a good dog,” I mumbled, shivering uncontrollably.
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			GLOSSARY

			 

			 

			Alaskan Term: 	Definition

			 

			Break up: 	Spring thaw in Alaska where the ice breaks apart on the rivers. During this transition, most snow is melted but much remains in the shaded areas. The mud is horrendous as the ground beneath is still frozen.

			 

			Generator: 	Backup power source; burns gasoline to generate a limited amount of electricity

			 

			Green Up: 	When the tree blossoms bud – usually happens in a single day, turning the wilderness from the brown of winter to the green of spring

			 

			Dog team: 	Consists of two lead dogs, two swing dogs, six team dogs, and two wheel dogs. The lead dogs are the smart ones. They pick out the trail and they set the pace. They lead the dog team. The two swing dogs are trained to form an arc around a corner. If the dogs just followed the lead dogs, then they’d dive off the trail. Everything has to be done smoothly. A good team flows behind the lead dogs, taking the weight of the sled with them, allowing the leaders to focus on the trail ahead. The team dogs are the work horses, pulling the majority of the weight. The wheel dogs are the strongest as they have to deal with the constant jerking of the sled. They are responsible for getting the sled moving. They pick up the tension if the sled pulls back. The wheel dogs are calmer. They have to be.

			 

			Mush: 	To drive a dog team

			 

			Musher: 	The one who drives the dog team

			 

			Pellet stove: 	A stove designed to burn pellet fuel versus cut firewood, but used in the same manner as a wood-burning stove; you can’t cook on a pellet stove

			 

			Permafrost: 	That part of the ground that never thaws. There are places in Alaska where the ground is frozen to one thousand feet deep

			 

			Quad: 	An All-Terrain Vehicle (ATV)

			 

			Rigging: 	Attaches dogs to sleigh. Includes tug lines, tow line

			 

			Sled: 	A snowmobile

			 

			Sleigh: 	A trailer towed behind a snowmobile

			 

			Snow machine: 	A snowmobile

		


		
			A BAD LANDING

			 

			 

			The airplane crabbed toward the recently repaired runway. The winds were kicking up again. The pilot fought valiantly with the cargo version of the Boeing 737. It hit hard, bounced once, then the landing gear on the left side dug into the pavement and was ripped from the airplane. The wing dropped and the engine hit the concrete. It slid for a while, but then the engine was ripped free and the wing followed it into the wake of fire and destruction spreading behind the aircraft. 

			It was the second crash in two months. If they couldn’t fix the problems, the cargo flights would stop. I couldn’t have that. The people had a tenuous grip on life as it was. They’d done with less, but we had lost people that way, too. I didn’t want to lose any more, not this winter. I couldn’t. 

			The plane slid to a stop. One firetruck raced to it, stopping to spray foam into the fires that threatened to find their way to the remaining on-board fuel. The volunteers, acting as firemen on this day, fought to a victory and stood between what remained of the airplane and the wreckage strewn down the runway. The body of the craft was intact. At least this load of supplies made it. No clue when or if any more would come.

			One of the firemen looked at the truck where I sat, watching. He gave me the thumbs up. I waved back, not wanting to discourage him after they’d done what they had to in order to save the aircraft. I put the truck in gear and drove to where the flight attendants already had the emergency slide activated. They were shoving people and bags out the door quickly. The crew collected themselves and their personal bags, throwing everything into the back of my truck. Two climbed into the bed and the other two climbed in with me. 

			“Any idea what happened?” I asked. 

			The pilot looked at me and shook his head as he tried to gather himself after walking away from the crash. 

			“I’ll drop you off at the clinic so Colleen can look you over. Temp billeting is right next door, but not sure how temporary it will be. I don’t know when the next ride out will happen. The trains stopped a year ago. The road isn’t closed, but we don’t have a vehicle that we’re sure will make it. Everything is kind of duct-taped together at this point,” I told them. I don’t think it registered. They were still in shock. 

			The offload team was at the plane, starting to unload it, even while the firemen were still making sure it wouldn’t burst into flames. The supplies were too precious to lose. Spare parts mostly, fuel, lubricants, those little things that made life possible in a Fairbanks winter. 

			I dropped the aircrew off and watched them troop into the clinic. I took their luggage next door and put them in the narrow hallway outside the small rooms. This had been a work trailer before the fall, but we’d commandeered it to use as a temp billeting. It was self-contained, but heat was based on the availability of electricity. That meant it was of no use once the river froze, unless the natural gas generator parts were in the load. We never received confirmation of our order via HAM radio.

			I hoped they would be, but hope was a lousy plan. That meant I needed to find other accommodations for these people. At least there were only four of them. I’d float that in the next meeting of the governing council. There was always something that needed done just to keep our heads above water.

			Crap, I thought. Cut off from the rest of humanity once again. I felt the weight of a thousand souls crushing the life out of me. Before, it was just the Community, and we were self-sufficient back then. 

		


		
			THE DAILY GRIND

			 

			 

			“Would you snap out of it?” Charles yelled. I looked at him, wondering if he was talking to me. His twin sister stood nearby. She shrugged. 

			“What?” I asked my son. 

			“She’s gone. It’s been a year and she’s still gone. There’s only two months to winter and we aren’t ready!” the young man exclaimed. 

			It had been ten years since the triumphant return of the settlers to Alaska and nine years since the UN recognized Alaska as a new nation under United States protection. It was good at the start, but then the money and support tapered off. Now everything we received cost us an arm and a leg, in time and effort. The United States was in the grips of a new depression. There was no money to support the fledgling nation state. Hostilities, even non-violent ones between the U.S. and Russia, cost everyone. The whole world suffered. 

			No money. And now, this would be the last flight. No one could afford to keep throwing planes at New Fairbanks, if they weren’t going to return home. 

			I looked at Charles. He’d become quite the young man. At sixteen, he was an exceptional hunter, dog musher, survivalist. He was everything I was not when our journey started fourteen years ago. And it wasn’t just Charles. Aeryn was all of that, too. Either of them could mush their dog team into the bush for a week, and I didn’t worry. 

			Maybe I should have worried more. 

			A year ago, their mother, Madison, took the quad out and didn’t come back. She wasn’t as adventurous as our kids, so we didn’t have to search for long. The quad had rolled and she had been pinned underneath. The fact that she died quickly from a broken neck was no consolation. The death of your life’s partner was something that no one wants to go through. It’s not easy for the one who survives. Ever.

			I had never thought about life without her, but here I was, a year later. All I wanted to do was disappear into the woods and not come back. Maybe that wasn’t all. I needed to be here for my kids, for the settlers, a thousand strong. We stopped getting new people about five years earlier, when they realized what a hard life they were signing up for. Every day was a work day. Every day was a struggle to survive.

			And every one of the people had a story like mine. They’d all lost someone, but we were in Alaska trying to find ourselves while making peace with our pasts. 

			“What do you need me to do?” I asked Charles, trying to get my heart into it. Aeryn put a hand on my arm and took over the conversation as her brother hung his head and left.

			“You need to get down to the warehouse and end that feud,” she said evenly. “Kasparoff and Jones are at it again. As long as they’re fighting, our trade and supplies aren’t being managed. There’s a bunch of people and a whole lot of nothing getting done. Come on, Dad. I’ll go with you.” 

			With such people in my life, how could I fail them? It was time to stop the pettiness. We all had something we needed to accomplish for the good of the rest. 

			I missed my wife, and the fact that the others weren’t doing what they had committed to made me furious. I wanted to mourn, and they wouldn’t let me. Petty people, not stepping up. 

			“Let’s go,” I growled while pinching my eyes shut to keep the tears from starting. “I think I’ve had enough of this. Let’s get this settled today, shall we?” 

			Outside, our bicycles awaited. Within the downtown of New Fairbanks, fat-tire bikes were the best form of transportation. They were easy to maintain and broadened our reach. We didn’t live close together as we had in the past. Some did, but not many. We had our own place now, a house that had been abandoned, but was set up for the subsistence lifestyle with an outhouse and a wood-burning stove. 

			Riding helped me stay in shape so I could breathe. Time had taken a toll on my lungs. Immediately following the stem-cell treatments, I felt like a champ, but without continued medication my asthma was seeking to gain a foothold. Carrying no extra weight helped. I was down almost forty pounds from the day the nuke detonated. 

			“Come on, Floyd!” I yelled as we rode away. He had been lounging in the sun on the porch and hadn’t realized we were leaving. He was always up for a good run. Besides the twins, the half-wolf, half-Alaskan Husky was the other reason I was still alive. Although barely a year old when Madison died, he remained by my side, kept me company through it all, and slept next to me every night. In the summer that made things a little hot, because he was a shaggy beast and took a large chunk of the bed. I figured he was well over a hundred pounds, but had never weighed him. I could only guess by how much my chest compressed when he rolled over on top of me.

			I wouldn’t have it any other way. 

			The airport was a couple miles from our home. The warehouse was the main receiving and distribution point of the Community. It had previously been two hangars, side by side, but with a little ingenuity and a bulldozer, the planes were cleared away, the space put to good use, and a natural gas heating system installed. It was as self-sustaining as we could make it, but the natural gas production from the only active well was limited. The warehouse used it all, not leaving anything for others. 

			The initial hope for the well was that it would help power an entire grid. That didn’t work out. Our plans for central power rested on a hydro system, which only worked when the river flowed. It was far from optimal. At least it helped bring the processing plant to life for canning and freezing. By the time the river froze over, meats could be stored elsewhere, using the Alaskan cold to keep things frozen for the winter. When the ice thawed, electricity would be generated and the freezers would start running again. It was a workaround that required a certain amount of manual labor and attention to detail to keep the perishables from rotting. 

			 The processing facility was a communal property. One Russian-Alaskan couple ran the facility, kept it clean and functioning for a small portion of the food that people brought there. It was a bartering arrangement that worked for everyone. Some might call it communism. Others would call it free trade. No one was forced into using the facility. The price was food. Only one person balked. After last winter, he hadn’t been seen again. Either he took off for the great unknown or died from misprocessing his vegetables. I suspected the latter.

			When we arrived at the warehouse, we saw a line of unhappy people lined up outside the door. Most had a cart of some sort or other. I waved to them and tried to reassure them, “We’ll have this resolved in no time. You have my personal guarantee!” I tried to smile, getting angrier by the moment. Aeryn followed closely, unsure of what I was prepared to do. She wanted me to keep my .45 holstered, checking that it was before opening the door. She raised her eyebrows at me, just like her mother used to do. It almost broke my spirit. 

			Almost. I gripped her shoulder for a second before going through the door. Nikolai Kasparoff was a younger Russian, one of those imported to establish the Russian community in hopes of winning approval from the UN to colonize Alaska. They didn’t win because they burned their building down, killing half their number before the Community came to the rescue. The other man behind a makeshift counter was Bill Jones, a newcomer, but older than most and a workhorse. They had different ideas about how the warehouse should run. Neither was wrong. Both were convinced their vision was the most correct. 

			Neither was willing to compromise. 

			“This man is impossible!” Nikolai shouted with a mild accent. 

			“Don’t you two know the meaning of the word ‘compromise?’ Please, just fix it!” I didn’t have anything better at that moment. I didn’t want to be there. Floyd growled.

			Nikolai reached a hand across the narrow counter and grabbed me by the collar. He tried to pull me closer, probably to make the point that his opinion was correct. I snapped.

			With a quick turn, I wrapped my hand at the back of his head and yanked forward, smashing his face on the counter. When he pulled back, his nose was broken and blood streamed from both nostrils. I wasn’t finished. I hadn’t let go of his head. I tried to pull it toward me, but he resisted. With a quick jab, I punched him in the mouth. I let go and started to move around the counter, but Aeryn wrapped two arms around my waist as she fell to the floor, acting as an anchor to keep me from continuing. 

			Floyd had no one holding him back. He dashed through the swinging door next to the counter and jumped on the man. Luckily Nikolai’s arm was in front of his face as the half-wolf went for his throat.

			“Floyd!” I yelled. Aeryn released her grip and let me go. When I got to him, Floyd had already backed off. Nikolai was holding his arm where a ragged-looking bite was freely bleeding. Blood continued to flow down his face from his nose and split lip. He was a mess.

			“Fire up the truck!” I yelled toward the door, hoping that someone would act. I looked at Bill. “You’re in charge here. Now fix things and get trade flowing again.” 

			“I’ve got it, Dad! Jeez, what did you do?” Aeryn said, shocked by what she saw.

			“You wanted me to stop the feud. Well, it’s stopped,” I told her, feeling the sting of the hurt look on her face. “I’ll take him to Colleen,” I said softly. 

			I tried to help Nikolai to his feet, but he pushed me away. Floyd barked and jumped toward the man. Nik fell over, scrambled back to his feet and ran toward the back door of the warehouse. 

			“Maybe you should take him, make sure he gets the help he needs. I’ll stay here. It’s my mess, so I’ll clean it up.” I held Aeryn’s shoulders and then pulled her close for a hug. “I’ll go talk with Chris,” I committed in a whisper. If someone ever had a problem, Chris was the one to talk to. I hadn’t talked with him about Madison’s death. It seemed like the time was right. 

			Although I would suggest that Nikolai should not have grabbed me. We weren’t barbarians. I laughed to myself. When I looked up, Bill’s expression said that he thought I’d lost my mind. 

			Not quite yet. I thought I was finding it again. 

			Most importantly, Floyd seemed happy. “Come on, Floyd. We have work to do. What do you need, Bill. Take the counter, man! There are people waiting,” I said expansively, trying to be encouraging. Bill leaned away from me while calling for the next person. 

			The warehouse was back in business. The scuffle was soon forgotten by all, except for Nikolai and Aeryn. 

			The Community counted on me, but they had helped me carry the burden when I couldn’t carry it alone. With the newcomers, the burden had become considerable. They should have known Madison’s strength held me up, but by how much had to have become clear only after she was gone. There were two versions of me who survived her – the angry me and the depressed me. Neither brought us together as a group. 

			Charles was right. I needed to snap out of it.

		


		
			IT’S JUST A BEAR

			 

			 

			Charles’ rifle was a 45/70, but unlike my short barrel, his was twenty-two inches which also gave him two extra rounds. Mine only held four in the magazine tube and one in the chamber. His carried six plus one. He also had a low-powered scope. He was a good shot, but liked the edge that the scope gave him. Of course he used more ammunition than I did as he was always bumping his scope and needed to sight it back in. 

			Or he just liked to shoot. We had a great deal of ammunition hidden. The stocks we’d gotten ten years prior were enough for a lifetime. I thought that Charles was taking that as a personal challenge. I didn’t shoot much anymore, so gave him my quota as well. It seemed that I was too busy to enjoy shooting. But after Madison’s death, I didn’t have the will to go out. So Charles and Aeryn took care of things. They took care of me. With Floyd by my side, I’d go on long walks, ostensibly for the dog, but the walks were more for me. One foot after another, symbolically powering through another day. 

			Charles rode his bike to the outskirts of the populated area. He continued up a trail, finally stopping near the top, where he leaned his bike against a tree. He unslung his rifle and stood, listening. He waited for the sounds of birds to return. The mosquitos had already found him. He pulled his head net on and rolled his sleeves down. He put on light gloves to complete the outfit. They didn’t have any bug dope, the Alaskan word for mosquito repellant. The easy answer was to stay covered up, and then there weren’t any artificial scents for the game to sniff. 

			Charles stalked ahead, silently, already hunting. He’d walk miles like that if he had to. But not this day. He smelled it before anything else. 

			The stench of a bear. He looked quickly around, trying to see where it was. The worst place to be would be between a sow and her cubs. He couldn’t see anything, but the sound of a large animal running through the brush and trees was unmistakable. Charles zeroed in on its approach, aiming from the safety of a thick birch. The bear appeared out of the brush only thirty feet away. 

			Charles fired once and levered a second round into the chamber. The grizzly covered the distance in that same time. The young man snap fired at point blank range into the chest of the massive bear. It slammed into the tree, threatening to topple it. Charles jumped back and levered another round into the chamber. He fired, already working the action for a fourth round. The bear stepped out from behind the tree and roared its pain and anger. 

			The teenager aimed into the creature’s mouth and fired, hoping the four-hundred-and-five-grain round would obliterate the bear’s brain. 

			Charles leapt backward when the grizzly surged toward him. The rifle’s action caught and he cycled it twice, sending a live round to the ground. He’d lost count. He thought he’d seen a round enter the chamber, but the bear was occupying his full attention. 

			Its front legs collapsed as it dropped to all fours. It struggled back to its feet. Charles stepped forward and sent his last round through its small eye. With a great huff, the beast collapsed and died. Charles cycled the action and confirmed that the rifle was empty. He reloaded before anything else, then circled the area to make sure the bear was alone. On occasion, there would be more than one, but not this time. 

			Charles looked at his kill and guessed it weighed seven hundred to eight hundred pounds. He pulled his knife and started cleaning. Nothing went to waste. He’d save the hide and tan it, and then the meat would go a long ways, enough for the whole winter. Add one moose for variety and the family would be set. 

			He felt bad about snapping at me, but it was how things had been lately. That’s what he thought about as he continued cleaning his kill. Charles had not cried during his mother’s impromptu funeral. I was a wreck and suspect he considered himself the bulwark of the family, shoring us up so we could move forward. It helped, but I was unsure how healthy that was for him. 

			Charles needed help to move the meat once he had the initial cleaning and dressing accomplished. He hoped that I would be home when he returned, so he could impress me with his kill. But I was busy in the warehouse because of what I’d done to Nikolai, so Charles would be disappointed. 

			In the warehouse, I hadn’t resolved the problem at all. The only thing I did was damage my credibility as the governor, regional administrator, or whatever they were calling my position these days. 

			Charles spent the rest of the day cleaning the bear, thinking about the way ahead for our family and nothing was coming to him. 

		


		
			MEETING OF THE MINDS

			 

			 

			Aeryn took Nikolai to the clinic where Colleen patched up anyone and everyone. Nearly every injury was because of someone doing something they shouldn’t. Not this time, though as Nikolai stumbled in. It was nothing that Colleen hadn’t seen before, but when she heard from Aeryn that it was me who did it, she grew concerned. 

			“That’s a new phase in his recovery,” Colleen stated matter-of-factly. “Sit still and stop whining. I thought Russians were supposed to be tough!” she scolded Nikolai. He scowled, as much as he could until Colleen straightened his nose, then he gasped and tried to smile. The dog bite required a little more attention. 

			She cleaned the wound and sewed it up, opting not to give prophylactic antibiotics. Their medicine was always critically low. She had to save her stock for the true emergencies. She wished him on his merry way, but Aeryn stopped him before he could leave. 

			“Just go home for today. I need to talk with my dad before you go back to the warehouse. Plan on going to work tomorrow, as usual,” she instructed him. 

			He looked at her, wondering how she’d been put in charge, but he also knew that she was right and there was more to this than the battle for control of the warehouse. “I’m sorry about your mother,” he said in his Russian accent. “I’ll try to compromise, make peace with Bill.” 

			“That would help a lot,” she replied with a half-smile, then asked if he needed a ride. He declined, saying it was a beautiful day for a walk. 

			When she returned to the warehouse, the line was down to two people who had not been waiting earlier. She walked past them and inside where Bill had everything well in hand. He was ordering me around, and I did each task dutifully, although I didn’t move as fast as he wanted; I went as quickly as I could without pushing it to the point where I’d pass out. The steps were kicking my ass, and everything people needed seemed to be on the second or even third floor. 

			Aeryn helped herself around the counter. “I need to talk to Dad. Can you handle this by yourself?” she asked. Bill made a face and rolled his eyes, looking through the window and seeing that there were only two people, and then he shrugged. Floyd was curled up under the stairs, watching while staying out of the way. Someone had thrown a blanket under there and he had taken ownership of it, twisting his body into it. 

			“Can’t it wait until we take care of the last customers? Then I can fix whatever Chuck screwed up!” Bill said loud enough for the whole world to hear. Aeryn gave up and asked how she could help, which meant a run to the third floor of the warehouse. She passed me on her way up the steps. 

			“Hey! How’s Nikolai?” I asked, genuinely concerned.

			“I’ll talk to you later,” she called over her shoulder. I watched her go, wondering how she’d gotten like that. She was all of sixteen and didn’t take grief from anyone, while at the same time working to keep everyone going in one direction. She was the peacekeeper. I’d always assumed that Charles would take the mantle from me, which was a sexist presumption on my part. Reality said that Aeryn was a better fit, having already assumed an informal leadership role within the Community. She was the one who people were coming to. She was the one who had solved the Community’s problems over the past year. 

			And she was in pain, too. I was certain that she had many unasked questions for her mother that she wasn’t comfortable with asking me. I hoped that Colleen was able to help. 

			I expected I’d get a visit from Chris. He was a good friend, one of the originals from the resort, and I valued his counsel. 

			I knew that I’d be getting plenty of that. Maybe I was finally ready to talk about it. I was still angry. My house was built on Madison’s bedrock. When that disappeared, my house collapsed. 

			Terri made advances, which surprised me and confused me. We’d argued a great deal in the early years as co-mayors. I never thought of her in that way. She took my clumsy rebuff well. She’d not had any love interest over the years. I couldn’t believe that she’d chosen me. But it took two and although I told her I wasn’t ready yet, after a year, I thought I would never step out. I hoped that she would understand. 

			“What the hell are you doing up there? Is there a picnic I don’t know about?” Bill yelled from the counter area, shocking me from my reverie. 

			“Coming, boss!” I yelled back, hustling down the stairs with the parts I carried. 

			Aeryn passed me, nudging me and smiling as she raced downward. 

			We quickly finished off the last customers. Bill said he lied about the break and we needed to finish restocking with the supplies that they’d pulled from the wrecked airplane. I had forgotten about that part. Aeryn told Bill that Nikolai could help him tomorrow. When the man bristled she marched right up to him. I didn’t hear what she said, but soon he was nodding. 

			You are the one who will carry these people to the future, I thought, feeling proud of my daughter. I’d been miserable for too long. It was time to get drunk and understand that a certain amount of sadness would never go away. But there was a great deal of life left and my children both proved that day that they needed me, the old me as much as I needed them. 

			I waited until she was done aligning Bill’s attitude, and then we went outside together. She looked at me sternly without saying a word. 

			“What the hell? I was going to apologize, and now I feel like a little kid on top of it!” I said defensively.

			“You better apologize and then you stay away from Kasparoff!” my daughter said sharply. I was sure that I deserved that. 

			“Is he coming back today?” I asked, hoping to cut my shift at the warehouse short. She shook her head and pointed at the warehouse. 

			“That’s it? That’s my dressing down? You need to work on that. I was ready for the up one side and down the other approach. Honestly, how is he?” I said as I scratched Floyd’s ears. He stood at my side as he usually did, but not protectively as Aeryn was one of his pack. The other was Charles. He accepted the three of us, but he also considered the children of the Community to be under him in the pecking order. Darren and Becca’s children, Little Bill and his sister Maddie seemed to be his favorites, although Hermione had gotten more than a scratch or two from playing with the half-wolf. Even Diane, who was already a teenager, was in his pack.

			That’s what I got for hanging out by the school and watching the kids play. Floyd hadn’t been intimidated by the low fence around the schoolyard. With two steps, he jumped over it and ran into the middle of the kids playing. I was alarmed the first time he did it, because of the wolf in him, but it was the Alaskan Husky that ran through the yard, playing tag with the kids. 

			“I made my point, didn’t I?” It wasn’t a question as she looked at me triumphantly. “Now, back to work with you! Don’t forget, the Council meets tonight. It’s time you started coming again. Things aren’t how they used to be, and they need to get back that way. I love you, Dad.” She ended with a peck on my cheek and waved goodbye to Floyd as she walked toward her bike. 

		


		
			A MINOR SCUFFLE

			 

			 

			Charles cleaned the bear and bagged the meat, hanging it in trees to keep the other predators away until he could return for it. It had taken him more than half the day. He hurried back to his bike and raced downhill, hoping to quickly find help. 

			When he burst into the cabin, he found his sister half-dressed with her boyfriend, Toby. She pulled a piece of clothing from the floor to cover herself. It was Toby’s shirt. Charles gritted his teeth and glared at the young man, only a few years older than the twins. 

			“Am I supposed to knock before entering my own home?” Charles asked sarcastically. His sister glared back at him, then waved an arm.

			“Go outside and give us a minute. What do you want, anyway?” She looked both angry and embarrassed. He knew her better than anyone and was confused, probably because he felt the need to protect her as they’d protected each other for nearly their whole lives. He wished he could talk with his mother, but she was gone. He knew that I would be no help. Charles would ask his sister later if I knew about her and Toby. 

			I didn’t know and when I found out, I wouldn’t take it well.

			“I got a bear,” he said, chest puffing in what he’d accomplished. “A big grizzly, maybe seven hundred pounds. I’ve got it cleaned, but I need help carrying it,” he said, pointedly looking at Toby, who was much bigger than Charles. 

			“Sure, we’ll help. Now give us a minute.” She pointed at the door. Charles shook his head and walked out. 

			True to her word, it was only a minute later that the two stepped outside and joined him. There were only two bikes which made Charles wonder how Toby had gotten to their house. He didn’t ask. 

			“Where’d you kill him?” Aeryn asked, putting herself between her brother and her boyfriend as the staredown seemed to be underway. 

			“Top of the hill, back side past Miller’s,” he answered, finally looking at his sister. 

			“A grizzly was that close?” she exclaimed, eyes wide as she put a hand on her brother’s arm. She was concerned for his safety and the safety of others, even though he was standing in front of her and the predator was a carcass. 

			“Yeah, I thought about that, too. He won’t be bothering anyone else. Did anyone lose dogs up that way?” She shook her head. They left the bikes, opting to take two hand carts, pushing them in front as they walked. Although it was late afternoon, they weren’t in a hurry. They had another six hours of daylight. Charles hoped they didn’t need that much time. 

			They studiously avoided any discussion about what Charles had seen. He didn’t want to ask his sister about that in front of Toby. 

			“You came here what, three years ago?” Charles asked, turning to Toby.

			“Five, actually. We spent the first two down south near Denali before making it up here. My dad’s the furrier and fisherman and Mom works the fields. We have a tanning shack not far down the road,” he said cautiously as if feeling out an opponent during a sparring match. Charles knew exactly where they’d lived before Toby said anything. It was a small Community. Aeryn watched her brother closely, looking for cues that might suggest he liked her boyfriend. 

			She hoped he did. 

			“How big did you say that bear was?” Toby asked. 

			“Big. Seven, maybe even eight feet tall,” Charles said with a smile. 

			“My dad will tan that up real nice,” Toby said, looking at Aeryn. They smiled at each other. 

			Charles instantly felt the fury rise within. He saw the looks. A bear rug, in front of the fire, two naked bodies nestled in the deep hair. With a yell, Charles dropped the cart handles and launched himself at the bigger man. 

			Charles grabbed Toby’s head in both hands and jumped, kneeing him in the abdomen. They went over together. Toby was trying to get a grip on Charles’ arms, but the younger man held tightly. Charles tried to headbutt the bridge of Toby’s nose. He turned at the last instant, catching the blow on his cheekbone and eye socket. Stars sparked before his eyes. 

			Aeryn screamed and jumped on her brother. Toby grunted with the extra weight on his chest. She popped Charles on the ear, which gave Toby the opening he needed to throw the siblings from him. He rolled away, not wanting to fight Aeryn’s brother as no good would come of it. He took the high road and held out his hands, begging him to stop, but Charles was still on the ground, in a catfight with Aeryn. 

			Toby grabbed the young woman and pulled her upright, pinning her arms to her side. He held her between himself and Charles, using her as a shield. She continued screaming at her brother. If Toby hadn’t been in the middle of it, he might have found it pretty entertaining. 

			“Later, we’re going to laugh about this,” he ventured. It was as if neither heard. He didn’t repeat himself.

			“You can’t have my bear rug!” Charles spit. 

			“We don’t want your damn bear rug. Maybe we’ll just get one of our own, you ever think about that?” she spit right back.

			“So there!” he yelled. 

			“Let me go!” she snarled. Toby instantly removed his hands and held them up in surrender. “Isn’t there a bear waiting for us?” 

			Charles grunted and returned to his cart, walking off in a huff. Aeryn grabbed the other cart and followed. Toby walked meekly behind her, wondering what had just happened. He felt the tenderness in his face, knowing that a black eye was coming. 

		


		
			THE COUNCIL

			 

			 

			Chris had been the chair from the outset. He was starting to look tired, although he was a good twenty years younger than me. I didn’t ask what I looked like to him. 

			When we walked in, he made a beeline for me as I’d expected.

			“Hey. No beating around the bush. I heard what happened. Nik probably deserved it. Don’t do it again, please. Moving on. So, how have you been, Chuck?” Chris asked sincerely. 

			“Been better, but I’ve been worse, too. Yeah, I’m sorry about the Nikolai business, but this is crunch time. We need to finish getting ready for winter and can’t be dicking around with stupid things like differences of opinion,” I told him. Chris shook his head. 

			“Differences of opinion make the world go round, Chuck. You always preached about determining the shared goal first, then you could hammer out the steps to get there,” Chris reminded me. How could I have forgotten that? “Glad to have you back. Do you know where Aeryn is? She usually makes these and we’re happy to have her here. She’s the only young person who’s shown any interest in the overall welfare of the group.”

			“I don’t, but we’d better get started, don’t want to keep these people too long,” I said, watching the seats fill up. Chris nodded as he returned to the head table.

			We were using a building that had been an administrative office complex in the time before. It had been refit for our needs. It wasn’t heated very well, so we used it almost exclusively when it was warm out. In the winters, we used someone’s home for the meetings, rotating it so the same person wasn’t inconvenienced each week. In this room, there were rows of chairs with about half of them occupied. When I last came over a year ago, every chair had been filled. 

			With the loss of the latest airplane, the agenda was exclusively related to going it alone. Chris called the group to order. Amber was there to handwrite the meeting notes as she always did. With three kids now, she didn’t want more of a commitment than that. Her husband Lucas was probably in the power plant working with Shane on something. He rarely came to the meetings, usually only if there was something related to the power distribution and then he would show up with their chief engineer. 

			Shane and Tanya were married all those years ago, the first couple to do so after the liberation of the Denali victims. And since she stayed, her father had provided continual support, but even that was growing limited this past year. The depression was taking its toll on his business. 

			Terri was there as she always was. She moved close and then sat next to me. “I’m glad you’re back. It’s been too long,” she whispered, close to my ear. I leaned away so I could better see her face.

			“Good to see you, too, Terri.” She laughed at my obvious discomfort before slapping my leg and then leaving her hand there. Unless I wanted to hold hands, I had to sit with my arms crossed. It was a warm evening and I started to sweat, so I surrendered and put her hand in mine. 

			Chris was navigating the issues with his usual acumen, but the overall tone of the meeting was set when one of the newcomers interrupted. 

			I referred to anyone outside of the original Community as a newcomer. This gentleman had been with us for nearly ten years. Pavel Kashirin was a Russian naturalist. He spent most of his time outside, studying nature and mapping the areas that provided edibles. He worked in the fields to help the harvest, especially since working machinery was scarce. The more time passed, the more our efforts resulted in physical labor, a return to medieval times. 

			“We must increase manpower in fields!” Pavel declared slamming a fist on the table. “The harvest is good this year, but we need people to work.” 

			“No one said we weren’t going to help, but we’re still in the middle of surveying what we have, trying to balance our technology with our needs. One tractor is worth fifty people, Pavel. If we put ten people to work on the tractor, then it more than pays for itself with better production.” Chris leaned back. He figured they’d end up agreeing to disagree, unless the repair parts didn’t fix the tractor. The fuel tanks had not ruptured in the crash, so a couple of the town’s mechanics were in the process of recovering the remaining avgas. If they could get one or both of the tractors running, that would solve the manpower issue. 

			“I wait two days, then we draft people!” Pavel stated boldly from the front row where he sat with his wife and two Russian friends.

			“If the time comes, the Council will take care of getting people into the fields. You know me, Pavel. You know that I’ll be right at the front of the parade, so please, no threats. We’ll work with you to make sure your harvest finds its way into the processing facility. My compliments to you on another banner year, Pavel! You are doing a great job improving your yields,” Chris said smoothly. The Russian nodded abruptly and sat down. His wife patted him on the back. Chris had bought himself a few days. He wrote a small note in the book that he always carried that he needed to check on the tractor repairs. 

			Aeryn tried to sneak in, but the door squeaked. Everyone turned and watched her enter. When she saw me, she worked her way forward and took the seat next to me, her eyes fixed on Terri’s hand on my leg and my hand on hers. She smiled and hugged me. 

			Chris acknowledged her. “Aeryn, your report?” he asked. That caught me off guard. What would she report on?

			“The strategic direction of the Community of Fairbanks remains challenged. With the latest crash, our logistics chain has been severed completely. We have radio, but we are cut off. If we don’t have it now, we don’t have it. Our fabrication shop is looking for new volunteers as they expect the demands on them will increase. Local harvests are at an all-time high. Pavel is leading the way and has helped a number of others increase their yields.” She walked as she talked, trying to get up front where she could be seen by all. 

			She was only three inches over five feet tall and probably wouldn’t get any taller. She was lean and probably only weighed one hundred ten pounds. I smiled broadly as she spoke clearly and concisely. She motivated the crowd as she made eye contact with everyone. No one moved as people were riveted by what should have been a dry supply report. 

			Aeryn didn’t see me beaming as she continued, slapping Pavel on the shoulder as she passed. “My brother shot a big grizzly on the hill just past the Millers’ cabin. That’s why I was late. We were recovering the meat. A good haul, enough to get two or three families through the winter. And maybe the moose won’t be afraid to come nice and close to the town, since there isn’t a bear to hold them off,” she said with a big smile. Then she pulled a sheet of paper from her pocket and read off numbers regarding estimated firewood stocks, overall meat weight, power generation, and more. 

			The Fairbanks settlement was not a commune. We didn’t combine our food and firewood for redistribution. First and foremost, people took care of their own families. Excess was offered for trade. A small amount was donated, never more than ten percent into a communal stockpile. From this, Shane and some of the others were provided for. How could Bill and Nikolai feed themselves while still running the warehouse? 

			Many had others over for meals. I thought that Shane, Tanya and their children ate at other homes five nights a week. They had become the popular couple. It used to be us, Madison, the twins, and I, while my wife was still alive. Since then, I declined all the invitations. Many people still dropped off food with us. Not so much lately, but at first. 

			Aeryn walked back and forth in front of the head table, watching as the council members took notes on various people to talk with regarding the numbers. If someone was falling short, they’d work to shore them up. If someone was simply slacking off, this group had no mercy. People who went it alone, suffered. I would have had it had it not been for Aeryn and Charles. They were the strength of the family. 

			Aeryn smiled pleasantly as the members each thanked her for the thoroughness and timeliness of her report. Time remained before winter to fix things. The look on Chris’ face said that he bore the burden of getting the issues resolved. 

			The meeting broke up after forty-five minutes. Those people farthest out had to travel a couple miles to get home. Chris made sure they had the time to get there in the daylight. There was the usual glad-handing afterwards, but people meandered away fairly quickly. No one was a career bureaucrat. There simply wasn’t room for anyone who couldn’t work with their hands. Less talk and more do, that was our motto. The Council and the meetings were necessary evils, and as long as everyone continued to think of them in that way, then it wouldn’t become a self-serving, life-sucking entity. 

			Aeryn and Terri both waited with me. Terri tried to hold my hand, but I put it in my pocket instead. Aeryn rolled her eyes at me. 

			She was too old, too mature for her years. I was sure she’d tell me later that it was time to move on. Terri had been waiting patiently for the past year. But I wasn’t ready. It still hurt too much. I did what every man throughout history had done, I mumbled some sort of apology and excuse for needing to leave and I walked away.

			Aeryn talked with Terri briefly before running after me. 

			“You gave a great presentation in there,” I told her when she arrived, before she could take the conversation elsewhere. “So, Charles bagged a grizzly?” 

			She looked at me sideways. “Fine. Yes, Charles bagged a big grizzly. Toby and I helped him get the meat back down the hill. It took two trips for them. I didn’t help on the second one because I needed to be here,” she added. 

			“Yes, you needed to be here. What you’re doing for the Community is incredible. I’m really proud of you,” I told my daughter. 

			“Thanks, Dad, and now let’s talk about you.” The dreaded words rolled smoothly from her mouth as we walked, my arm draped over her shoulder. “Terri could be good for you. All you have to do is say the word and she’s yours.” 

			We stopped and picked up our bikes, but she pushed hers, not wanting to finish our conversation. I pushed mine, too. 

			I was appalled at such candid talk. “What?” was all I could come up with in response. Aeryn knew what that meant.

			“Just think about it, Dad. You deserve to be happy. We’ve all mourned and now it’s time to move on.” She stopped and turned toward me. My little girl was an adult.

			“Toby,” I said, to break the stalemate. She looked away quickly. “Tell me about him.”

			“I really like him. He’s funny and smart and always willing to help others. And he likes me, too,” she probed tentatively.

			“How could he not? Look at the young woman walking next to me. He’d be stupid if he didn’t like you. Just be careful, if you know what I mean,” I ventured.

			“Is that your idea of the birds and the bees talk, Dad?” she asked. 

			“Does it make my point?”

			“Yes, it does,” she answered with a smirk.

			“Then that’s exactly what it was. Go see Colleen if you have any questions or need anything. This is way out of my league.” I shuffled forward quickly. 

			“I can tell,” she laughed, just like her mother. It almost broke me, but I held firm. It wasn’t super strength, only time that tempered my feelings. Maybe the decision earlier that day that I needed to move on helped, too. The ache in my heart was there, only a little duller than yesterday. 

			We continued in silence, but heard some rustling in the undergrowth not far from the path we were taking. An Alaskan Husky jumped out, wild-eyed and frothing. Aeryn rolled her bike around, putting it between her and the dog. I let go of my bike and pulled my .45 from its shoulder holster. I never went anywhere without my pistol, ever. 

			“Stay!” I yelled at Floyd, who had already headed for the sound. “Come!” His hackles were up and he snarled at the newcomer.

			The dog snapped and bared its fangs while Aeryn held it at bay using her bike. I stepped around her and it leapt for me as I looked at it down the barrel of my pistol. I squeezed, and one round tore through its chest. The dog yipped as it bounced off me and hit the ground. It started to run, but only a couple steps before collapsing and sighing its last breath. 

			“Rabies,” I said out loud. “From where?” 

			Aeryn went to the animal, resting her hand on its now still side. I watched as she closed her eyes and said a prayer. 

			I suspected this had been someone’s pet, but got loose. There were far more dogs than we could take care of, but the puppies kept coming. We only had two people who remotely resembled veterinarians. Abigail, from the original Community and her partner, Phillip. We’d been able to get as much material as we could for them, the entire veterinarian course from the Washington State University, including videos and diagrams. It had been ten years that they’d been learning, and they were pretty good, but they didn’t have the time to spend solely in treating animals, and there were too many who weren’t spayed or neutered. Now this. 

			“Let’s go see Abigail,” I told Aeryn. We wrapped the sled-dog-looking mutt in a game bag and strapped it on the back rack of my bike. We took off, Aeryn quickly outpacing me. Once I started wheezing, I slowed down to barely faster than a walk.

			When I joined the Marines nearly forty years prior, I’d had asthma, but I didn’t know, and the doctors didn’t find it. I served, always thinking that I would easily get out of shape. I’d power through because the asthma wasn’t bad and my lungs never seized up. Then I earned my commission and after that, physical fitness tests were few and far between because I served in joint duty assignments. No one ever suspected, not even me, until late in my career when I couldn’t walk up one flight of stairs without getting out of breath. A civilian I worked with had a heart attack and that was his only symptom. So I went in for a battery of tests on my heart.

			My heart was fine, but once they diagnosed me with asthma and gave me the broad spectrum of inhaled steroids and other medicines, life became a great deal easier. I was at the eighteen-year point in my career and only needed to make it the last two so I could retire. I did not want a medical retirement, or to get discharged short of twenty. That would have been catastrophic financially. All that time and no retirement pay. But I made it and retired at almost twenty-one years. 

			I married Madison, ten years younger than me, and a few years after I retired we had the twins. When they were two, our world changed in its entirety. Now they were sixteen, going on seventeen, and Aeryn was an accepted leader among the members of the Community.

			And she had a boyfriend. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. 

			All these thoughts came rushing into my head as I struggled to breathe. I had to stop as an asthma attack was coming on. If I kept trying to ride, I’d probably start shaking and fall over. Aeryn turned around and came back.

			“Your asthma?” she asked, but it wasn’t a question. I’d had the stem cell treatments, but asthma got the best of me over the past ten years. I was back to where I’d started. It made some things difficult and others impossible. When they went into the fields to help harvest Pavel’s crops, I wouldn’t be with them. When we went hunting, I didn’t have to carry anything, but isn’t that why we have children? Charles got to carry a full load every time. He didn’t mind. He was strong, as tall as me and wider. He wasn’t afraid of anything and it seemed the latest, a grizzly, couldn’t even cause him any grief. 

			“I’ll go ahead. Catch up when you can,” she said while she moved the dog to her bike and quickly scratched Floyd behind his ears as he sniffed at the bag. She looked closely at me to make sure I wasn’t blue, then stood on her pedals as she raced into the distance. My kids, moving forward without me.

			And suddenly, I was depressed again, almost overwhelmingly as I stood on the trail, alone with my dog. 

		


		
			THE GHOST IN THE DARK

			 

			 

			With the grizzly gone, the moose soon made their way into the area. We were pleased at how easy it had become to fill the freezers year over year. We had to keep some people from overhunting, but all in all, no one wanted for meat. 

			Abigail suspected that infected fox were in the area and they were giving rabies to the other animals. She put in an emergency order for as much rabies vaccine as she could get, but Aeryn delivered the bad news that we were probably cut off for the duration. Unless something drastically changed outside, defined as anywhere not Alaska, she suspected there wouldn’t be any more shipments. If they couldn’t grow it or build it themselves, they would have to do without. 

			Abigail did the next best thing. She put out a call for all people to kill any fox they could find, whether trapped or shot, she didn’t care, but they couldn’t expose the dogs to the disease. Next thing we’d know, people would have it and then there’d be panic.

			We were too busy for people to panic. 

			Charles seemed sullen, more so than usual. He spent little time in the house, finding any reason to be somewhere else. There was an inordinate amount of friction between him and his sister. I didn’t like it, but he wouldn’t talk about it. She was busy with the administration of the Community and he was busy hunting, putting stocks up for others to eat. I finally trapped him in the kitchen. 

			It was time to get back to work. Clearly, my children needed me, just in different ways. Aeryn needed approval for what she did. Charles needed to get something off his chest. 

			“How can you be so selfless and selfish at the same time?” I asked him. As usual, he was defensive. I expected no less from a sixteen-year-old. 

			“What do you mean by that?” He tried to get past me, but I blocked his way and waited, committing to win the staredown. He caved first when he saw that I wasn’t going to give in. 

			“I like hunting, Dad, and I’m good at it!” he declared. 

			“You are, and I’m proud of that. Darren, Becca, and Ben have taught you well. Everyone who gets meat on their table should be thanking you, too. But I’m not talking about that. You’ve withdrawn. You spend too much time alone. I’ve spent too much time alone, and it’s not healthy. I see you doing the same thing, and we can’t have that. Your sister has been the bedrock of this family and now I need to step back into that role before I lose you both.” My voice caught. “I can’t have that.” 

			Charles looked at me, wondering what he was supposed to answer. I hadn’t asked a question. 

			“What’s between you and Aeryn?” I asked directly.

			“Toby,” he answered without hesitation. I nodded. 

			The boyfriend. “It’s inevitable and it’s okay. Your sister is a beautiful woman, strong and outgoing. Of course the young men would come calling. What about you?” I asked, doing what I did best, avoid the stickiest of subjects.

			“They’re doing it, you know,” Charles blurted out. I nodded as my heart stopped. I hadn’t known. I’d been gone for too long. All my love for Madison, and it would make her angry that I hadn’t noticed. 

			“I’ve been talking with her. Now what about you? There are some lovely ladies out there.” I nudged him while trying to smile. He turned away, trying to hide his smile. 

			“Come on, Dad!” he laughed, but his smile told me that he had someone he thought fondly of. I didn’t want to press too hard. 

			“What’s your plan for today?” 

			“I saw some pretty big tracks crossing the road toward Nenana. I thought I’d head down that way and see what there is to see. I won’t bag anything. We need to let them do their thing, and then we’ll hunt again in October. And you?” Charles asked. I was glad that he noticed I was back in the game. 

			“Sounds like a plan. Me? Well, I’m heading to the shop, see if there is anything I can do to help with the tractor repairs before Pavel rampages through the town. I also need to stop by the warehouse, make amends, and see if they’re on the right track.” I listed the things that I intended to accomplish that day. 

			“I heard about that. Kasparoff is a dick. Serves him right,” Charles said as he packed some jerky for his trip. He carefully checked his bag to see if his survival gear was in good order. A space blanket, fire starter, skinning knife, snare, rope, wire rope saw, antibiotic ointment, and a bandage. He also carried his 45/70, a .45 pistol, and plenty of ammunition for both. “I think I’ll take the dogs. It’s been awhile since they had a good run.”

			“Plus, why would you want to pedal up those hills if you don’t have to?” I asked knowingly. Charles nodded. I slapped him on the shoulder and headed outside. I would ride my bike as everything I needed to do was in town. I added a trip to the river to see Ben and Clarisse. They were getting old, but still contributed. Plus, Clarisse probably had something freshly baked that needed to be eaten. 

			I rode to the warehouse first, Floyd running along by my side. I wanted to put the business with Nikolai behind me. A couple people were in line and I excused myself as I stepped past them, holding my hands up to show that I wasn’t there for trade. The people nodded politely. The sound of laughter from inside threw me for a loop. Nikolai and Bill were laughing with the customer at the counter. Nik had a ridiculous cardboard box over his nose and two black eyes. Bill had his hand on Nik’s shoulder as if the two had been old friends forever. The humor stopped when they looked at me. 

			“Can we help you?” Bill asked coldly. 

			“Just stopping by to tell Nik that I’m sorry about yesterday and for you, I hope it didn’t take too long to clean up the mess I made trying to fill in.” Floyd barked and wagged his tail.

			“It is okay,” Nikolai said in his Russian accent. “Aeryn made sure I was okay. Colleen is master at her job. You as warehouseman? Not so much. We have work. It is good. You go now.”

			I didn’t leave until I had shaken both their hands and earned a smile. I don’t know how they resolved their differences, but suspected that Aeryn had had something to do with it. She’d left before me that morning and I suspected she was making the rounds right in front of me. 

			Next stop, the machine shop. Floyd ran along happily as I biked quickly away from the warehouse and toward our mini-industrial sector. We were on a level stretch, not far from the airport in New Fairbanks, which had been the far west side of town. Everything east of us was leveled and we had no time or heavy machinery to waste on clearing out the old city, so we started fresh with the buildings that were intact and the fields that were already well-prepared. It had been easy to establish ourselves close to the river and then expand with all the new people. I thought we were topped out with what we could support. Without any transport, there wouldn’t be any new people, either.

			The machine shop wasn’t far from the processing facility. As I approached, Aeryn rode at breakneck speed toward me. She slid to a stop, which I didn’t like to see since tires would soon be in short supply. We needed our stuff to last as long as possible. 

			“Someone broke in. You’re not going to like what you see,” she said between breaths. 

			“I already don’t like it,” I replied as we raced the short distance to the sprawling structure which had numerous cables leading into it from the power generation facility nearby. My head was pounding when we arrived and the first thing I had to do was catch my breath. 

			A door had been smashed in and two entire freezers were gone, the marks where someone had moved them outside clearly etched into the concrete floor. “Two whole freezers?” I asked, looking at the spots where the two large chest freezers had stood. 

			“Not just that,” Chris said as he emerged from within. “Cases and cases of canned food are gone, too.” He shook his head. Canning jars were irreplaceable. We’d scavenged far and wide over the years so we’d built up a pretty good collection, but we had one thousand people in the Community and no new jars. 

			“How could this happen? How could someone drive a truck right through town and no one sees them?” I asked, perplexed. 

			“It’s the ghost in the darkness. We’d seen evidence of the ghost for the past nine months, but didn’t bother you with it, because it wasn’t anything like this. A little thing here or there went missing. But nothing like this. I figured it was the kids, but not anymore; this is an escalation. Charles is going to be mad. His bear was in that freezer.” Chris pointed to one of the empty spots. 

			“The ghost. And he, she, or they have a truck. Wait a minute. You don’t think they took the airport truck and trailer, do you?” 

			Chris shrugged. The only way to find out was take a trip to the airport. Aeryn nodded and ran out. 

			“Can we back fill what we lost?” I was sure we could restock the meat. Two moose would replace what we had, but the freezer space was limited. The walk-in freezer would have to be filled beyond capacity, until we had the hard freeze outside, then we could break things down into coolers for easier distribution. In the interim, it would be catch as catch can. The vegetables were the issue. 

			“Maybe, but we need to get those tractors working.” Chris pulled a massive bone from behind his back and waved it at Floyd. The half-wolf was instantly Chris’s best friend until he got the bone, then he lumbered off to find a place to tear it up. Floyd’s jaws could snap just about anything. The wolf part of him dominated the Alaskan Husky half. Although he could run and he was leaner than a full-blooded wolf, he could chew through a hunk of iron if he wanted to. As a puppy, he was hell on the furniture, which was all replaced when he got done teething. 

			Chris and I walked to the machine shop where sparks were flying beneath their workhorse tractor, a big John Deere which burned diesel that we were able to produce in limited quantities from biomass, the leftover food stuffs from the processing facility and anything else that would rot but hadn’t been composted. 

			The mechanic slid out from underneath the tractor. Lucas’ grin was unmistakable as he wiped off a hand with a greasy rag. I took his hand as it was and pulled him in for a one-armed man hug. He knew what we were there for. 

			“I think it’s ready. Let me top off some fluids and we’ll crank her up.” We stayed out of his way as he added what seemed like an infinite amount of transmission fluid and then maybe ten gallons of diesel. He turned it over and it belched black smoke. Floyd was the first one to bolt from the confines of the machine shop’s large bay. Chris and I followed closely behind. 

			Lucas put it in gear and carefully backed it out. He parked the tractor outside and then leaned out the door, whooping and hollering. It was hard not to appreciate his attitude. Every victory, no matter how small, should be celebrated. I’d been preaching that for quite some time, and Lucas was a believer. We joined him in cheering. 

			“You better get that to Pavel before he has a meltdown!” Chris yelled. They’d found that the most economical way to farm was to use a tractor to pull a variety of planting and harvesting equipment instead of having specialty, self-powered gear. They couldn’t stock the spare parts for that much different equipment. 

			Lucas waved and drove slowly away, but changed gears once he was past us. The big John Deere rumbled happily as it headed down the road. Lucas reached an arm out the window and waved at Aeryn as she raced by on her fat-tire bike. 

			She slid to a stop next to us. I shook my head as she shook hers. “It’s gone.” 

			“They stole one of our last running trucks, a trailer, two freezers of meat, and how many cases of canned veggies?” 

			Aeryn held up one finger to stop my recitation of our loss. “The small generator and ten cans of gas. Almost our complete backup stock. Sure, we have avgas, but that would burn up the generator. No, they hurt us pretty badly.” 

			“We need to find these people and get our stuff back. I’d be mad if they only stole from me, but I’m furious that they took from all of us. We can’t have this. Now that the tractor is running, that frees some manpower. We’re going hunting. If they are running that generator anywhere within fifty miles of here, we’ll find it. What do you think, with those two big freezers they’ll have to run the generator one hour out of every two?” Chris asked.

			“I’m on it, if you’re okay with that,” I offered. He nodded.

			“It’s good to have you back, Chuck.” 

			I slapped Chris on the shoulder, then turned to Aeryn. “Ride the perimeter of town. Find someone who heard the truck so we have an idea which direction they went. Then we’ll spread out from there. Any movement. We’re not looking for a ghost, but flesh and blood, someone who can drive a truck and needs to eat. And someone with no morals, no integrity. Meet me at the community center when you’re done.”

			Aeryn rode off again, pumping her legs hard to get up to speed. I watched her go, seeing in her much of her mother, while also seeing a great deal of me. The twins were committed to our success as much as I had been and was going to be again. 

			“Chris?” I asked. He tipped his chin toward me, also watching my daughter riding into the distance. “Thank you for being there, my friend. Thank you for giving me space. Now, it’s time I got to work. If this bastard can be caught, it will be done. No one steals from us. No one,” I said through gritted teeth. 

			I needed to go home and get my rifle, more ammunition, and my go bag. I was going hunting.

		


		
			A NEW DIRECTION

			 

			 

			Aeryn swept the perimeter of the town, from the far west, to the north and then east. Everyone wanted to know the story and she accommodated them, even though she was in a hurry. She begged each of them to be on the lookout for the stolen truck, the missing freezers. A few people hung their heads and lamented their misfortune, but she was having none of that. 

			“We’re going to figure this out, and we’ll be fine!” she insisted. “You know the Community helps those who help themselves. The berries are good this year, so put up some extra.” She told everyone the same thing. Get back to work. If we curled up, the winter would take its toll, and everyone would suffer. 

			Nothing we’d lost was irreplaceable. We had time to fill in the gaps if people got to work. One thousand pounds of meat was less than two moose, and it was still early in the season. We wanted people to have confidence in the Community, that we would protect each other, that we would all work for the greater good while improving our individual lives. 

			There was so much that needed done. If only we’d cleared the road and the tracks, to make it easier for transport to continue from the port to New Fairbanks, if we only had something to trade. 

			Gold. Minerals. Furs. Even fish we had in abundance, which reminded me, I needed to stop by and see old Ben. I’d get my rifle and then stop by his place on the way back to the community center where they’d held the meeting. All the paperwork for the Community was there, along with the most important thing that I needed – a map with push pins for every single person and family showing where they lived. 

			I didn’t know the status of our application for statehood. We were already on the verge of being the next Puerto Rico, bankrupt with the U.S. only providing enough support to make us wholly dependent upon the big green machine, guaranteeing that there would be no prosperity except for those corporations sanctioned by the government. 

			When I said it out loud to myself, it sounded horrible. It sounded like a disservice to the people who worked so hard to provide for their families, for their friends, and for the Community. I had submitted the paperwork before Madison’s death. 

			I needed to talk with the Council. It was time to go in a different direction, one that best suited us. Why would we ask to be a part of a country that abandoned us, not once, but twice? No. It was time to go our own way, and I needed to inform the Council of the plan that had just popped into my head and make sure they approved. 

			 I rode home with Floyd running alongside. Our cabin was more than a simple cabin. It was a two-story building with a centrally located wood-burning stove that provided heat to the entire house. Although it was a big stove, Charles and Aeryn helped to make sure that we always had enough wood. Those kids were dynamos. They had to be because that’s the world in which they grew up. 

			When we reached the house, I did a quick inventory check, always preferring twenty cord of wood to start the winter. We were close, but not quite there. We’d have to put up some more, maybe four days’ worth of cutting. Maybe less.

			Inside, I cleared my rifle, my trusty Marlin 45/70, made sure it was clean and lubricated, then reloaded it, taking two extra boxes of ammunition, another forty rounds. I looked through my backpack, verifying my go bag.
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			All of that was shoved into a dry-bag backpack. It wasn’t very heavy, but I always had to make sure the e-tool was wrapped in the blanket and clothes, otherwise it would have beat me senseless. I tied my rifle on the top of the backpack, then I put the pack on. Its straps rested below those of my shoulder holster so nothing was digging into my back. My kukri knife was at my belt, but it hit me on the leg as I peddled. I used a small piece of 550-cord to tie the sheath down. That made all the difference for bumping, but now it rubbed instead. 

			I’d figure that out, maybe find a way to tie it on below my pistol. 

			I rode slowly toward the river where Ben would be minding his fish wheel. Many people fished, but not at the commercial level that Ben did. He ran the wheel as a service to the whole Community, especially for those who had dogs. Everyone had at least eight dogs, enough to run a small team to travel back and forth in the winter. We held as many events as we could, to give the people a reason to leave their homes. It was easy to stay inside and hide for the entirety of a six-month-long winter, but that wasn’t healthy. Social interaction was encouraged, but we didn’t force anyone to do anything. We were still free people, together because of a shared ideal, shared sacrifice, not because our laws dictated compliance and subservience. We actually never passed any laws. We hadn’t needed to, although we had arbitrated some disputes, coming to resolutions that were satisfactory to both parties, which meant that both parties were equally unhappy. 

			No one being happy made for a good compromise. Next time they’d be more amenable to finding a solution themselves instead of calling in outside help. 

			The Community was about enjoying the ideals of self-realization. We helped ourselves and each other, integrating as one, while still living apart, unlike the first two years after returning when we lived together in the old school. A group still lived there, mostly Russian, but they were always pleasant and welcoming. We stopped by every six months or so to verify head counts as they seemed to have a great number of kids. I would have worried about them, but the adults were overly industrious to provide for their families. Many women remained in the school during the day, handling day care and schooling while the rest of the Community worked to provide. They looked like we used to before expanding around the airport as we had originally intended. 

			When I reached the mini fish camp that Ben had set up, I watched the wheel spin slowly, tossing the occasional fish into the trap by the shore. I didn’t see Ben anywhere, but his chair on the bank looked inviting so I sat down and rested, taking a short break before riding the rest of the way to the community center.

			“What brings you this way, my friend?” a gentle and elderly voice asked. Ben headed toward me, obviously coming from the outhouse. I laughed. “Too much coffee in the morning. We live decadent lives,” he explained.

			“I just wanted to stop in and say hello. I also have an ulterior motive.” I hesitated, biting my lip because the thought of it made me angry. “Someone stole our airport truck and then used it to steal two full freezers and a pile of canned goods, along with a generator and a lot of gas to run it. We need to find that bastard and get our stuff back.” 

			Ben looked at me through narrowed eyes. A native Alaskan, he joined us to help us better understand the land that we were trying to become one with. He brought a calm that carried over to everyone he met. I hadn’t spent any time with him since Madison passed away. I probably should have, but there was no value in regretting the past. The day was now, and we had work to do.

			“I’m going after them, Ben. We can’t have people stealing from us. It reminds me too much of a couple men whom I crossed paths with fourteen years ago. Not long after the fall, they tried to take everything I had away from me.” I didn’t explain further. No one besides Madison and the original Community knew that I killed those two men. 

			“We’ve all done things we’re not proud of, but we do what we have to,” Ben said knowingly. “Clarisse!” he yelled as he turned toward the small house that they called home. I stood my bike up and put my backpack on as Ben opened the small garage at the side of the house. He pulled a dusty tarp off an old quad, an all-terrain vehicle. He put the key in and said, “Watch this.” 

			It turned over right away and coughed to life. He gassed it and it revved in response. “Leave your bike here and climb in. Let’s go hunting, my friend.” 

			We hadn’t used quads for over four years because they died and we couldn’t get parts, then gasoline became scarce. “How do you still have this?” 

			“Saved for a rainy day,” was all Ben would commit to. I leaned the bike against Ben’s house as Clarisse came outside to give me a hug and a fresh-baked biscuit. I ate it like I hadn’t eaten in forever, so she brought me a second one. I was down to one hundred and sixty pounds. My kids said I looked sickly, but I hadn’t been hungry; for a whole year, I had not eaten well. 

			Clarisse spread some homemade jam on the second biscuit and, with my eyes closed, I savored its warm sweetness. When I opened my eyes, Ben and Clarisse were both smiling. She hurried inside one more time and returned shortly with a bagged lunch, enough for both of us. She threw some burnt crusts to Floyd. They disappeared into his gullet without so much as a single smacked lip. 

			After the three of us were settled, Ben took it easy, nursing the old girl onto the beaten road and toward the community center. Even driving slowly, it only took four minutes to get there. It would have taken me twenty on my bike and I would have had to catch my breath afterwards. I appreciated Ben’s thrift in keeping the machine alive for our self-declared emergency. We pulled in and Ben shut it down. I didn’t ask how he’d maintained it, but I expect he invested the time, taking it apart, keeping the gaskets oiled so they didn’t dry out, keeping the gas clean and fresh through filtering and use of a stabilizing agent. Or Ben had acquired some avgas. It didn’t matter because I could not have been more pleased. 

			“I think this confirms it, Ben,” I started as we walked inside. “We need to cut our ties with the States and go worldwide. We need to open up the road and rail to Valdez. And then we need Alaska to become a real nation, in and of itself. I’m tired of living in the stone ages. I like this, a quad to get around. This is a big country and it’s the twenty-first century! Why in the hell are we acting like refined cavemen? We start fixing this today!” I declared. Ben nodded noncommittally. 

			My speech rang hollow since there wasn’t anyone in the community center. I should have expected that no one would be there. Everyone had other work to do. We went to the small room with the big map on a cork board. How many colored push pins had been carefully placed? It was hard to tell, but there was a legend: Green pins for multiple families in a small area. Black pins for most everyone else, and then there were red pins for outliers where the surveyor guessed people lived. I saw small initials on the legend – AMN for Aeryn Mary Nagy. My daughter.

			“I think we need to take Aeryn with us. She seems to know where all these people are,” I suggested. I pulled out my stalwart cell phone, which I kept charged and with me to play music. I’d loaded the new one up ten years ago when we were back in Pennsylvania. I turned it on often enough that I charged it about once a week, so the battery still worked and held a charge, for a little while anyway. The pictures of the map would come in handy as a reference. Technology – why would we leave it behind if we didn’t have to? 

			 The more I thought about it the angrier I got. We did all the hard work while at the same time begging the United States government to take us back. And here we were, with limited power for a few buildings, while everyone else burned wood and sat in the dark, shepherding their stock of candles to help them make it through the winter. 

			We deserved to be treated better than that. We deserved better for ourselves. Ten years and this was where we were, more backward than when we started. The fury grabbed me, and I clenched my fists so hard my fingernails cut into my palms. My chest was tight, and I gasped for air. I had to close my eyes and force myself to relax. I felt a hand on my shoulder as Ben held me up. 

			“Your lips are blue,” he said matter-of-factly. “Probably not the best color. It’s good we have the quad, eh?” 

			It was hard not to chuckle at that. Yes, indeed, it was good to be riding in style. 

			It was an hour and a half before Aeryn arrived, which gave me time to rest and recover. She thought she was going to complete her circuit without anyone having seen or heard anything, but her last stop at a homestead along Ballaine Road, far to the northeast of the airport, shed light on the raiders. The couple that lived out there heard a vehicle drive by at about four in the morning. Once Aeryn heard that, she raced to the community center. There was no time to waste. The theft happened seven hours prior. They could have covered a great distance in that amount of time.

			We had a broad area to search, but not as broad as it had been fifteen minutes prior. “Get in the back with Floyd,” I told her. She propped her bike against the wall and we were off. 

		


		
			BEGIN THE SEARCH

			 

			 

			Aeryn wanted us to swing by and pick up Toby, but I didn’t know him and now wasn’t the time for me to bond with Aeryn’s boyfriend. 

			Or maybe it was. I asked Ben to stop, and I looked back at my daughter. She nodded, hopeful. “You make sure Floyd is comfortable back there,” I ordered as a way of compromise. Aeryn directed Ben past our home to the furrier’s shop where Toby was elbow deep in tallow working a hide stretched on a frame outside the building. 

			“Grab your bag and get in!” Aeryn commanded. Toby disappeared inside. I could feel my heart beating faster in anticipation. In order to fend off the surprise, I simply asked. “What do you expect me to do with him?”

			“Geez, Dad, I don’t know. Maybe you could get to know him?” She’d put it all on me. I could only look at that innocent face and shake my head. The blood pounded in my ears. Toby ran out carrying a back pack and a lunch bag. 

			“Rifle?” I asked. Aeryn hit me in the shoulder. “Get your rifle, Toby,” I asked more gently. He held up his hands, then gave me the thumbs up. I did not look at my daughter in the back seat. Toby returned, triumphantly holding a bow and arrows.

			“God grant me patience,” I intoned, earning myself another punch in the back. He stopped and looked at the quad, where a massive half-wolf sat in one seat and Aeryn in the other. He had a compound bow, not large by any means, but the geometry of how to fit it in the quad with everything else failed him. 

			“Dad!” Aeryn barked at me. “Get out and help.” 

			Without much of a hesitation, I climbed out. Ben covered his face, laughing into a gloved hand. Aeryn jumped out and hugged her boyfriend, making a big show of it. My brain turned into mush, and I stood there, probably with a stupid look on my face, wondering why I was standing there. 

			“Dad?” Aeryn ventured. “Say hi to Toby.” 

			Freaking Toby, I thought. What is the guy, twenty? She’s only sixteen! I felt my hand forming a pincer that would fit nicely around his throat as he tried to smile at me. I didn’t want to get to know him. I wanted to beat him to a pulp. 

			“Forget him,” Aeryn finally interjected to break the stalemate as I glared at her boyfriend. “Let’s tie that on the outside here, then Floyd can sit in between us.” Floyd was at my side, indifferent to the tension. Toby reached into the bag he carried and pulled out a hefty chunk of jerky, probably moose, and handed it to Floyd. He ripped it from the young man’s hand and happily chewed, wagging his tail the entire time. 

			“Traitor,” I told him while scratching behind his ears. That earned me yet another glare. I decided to get back in the front seat. Ben’s eyes sparkled as he looked at me. “How did you handle it, Ben?” 

			“Listen,” he started in a low voice. “I know how your kids were raised. Trust them. They’ll be fine. Let them continue to grow and learn. Don’t chase them away over something like this. Support her, don’t make it hard. And you can always kill him later if he hurts your little girl,” Ben said with a smile to the shocked looks of the two in the back. Floyd unashamedly climbed on top of them both, trying to get his muzzle into Toby’s bag. 

			“Welcome aboard, Toby. You better pass that up here so you don’t have to fight Floyd the whole way,” I said casually over my shoulder as Ben fired up the quad and drove away. When I had the bag, I took out a piece of jerky and tried it. I approved. “Try this, Ben. It’s good!” I handed a big piece to Ben, who chewed it absently as he carefully drove the old road. I had a second piece before waving a small piece in front of Floyd. He’d turned and his head was on my shoulder, which meant his butt was in Toby’s face with his wagging tail slapping Toby’s head. I expect if Aeryn could have reached me, that would have earned me another punch. 

			Once Floyd laid down across the kids’ laps, I put my intelligence officer hat on and briefed everyone. 

			“Someone stole two freezers and a generator. For the meat to stay frozen, they’ll need to run the generator I think a minimum of one hour out of every three. We’re going to work our way along a broad front, dropping people off about a mile apart. We’ll sit and listen for maybe two and a half hours, then we’ll move to our next spot. The sound of the generator should carry. I love the silence of the new world. It used to be so noisy,” I said, thinking about the calm of nature. 

			“Where do we start?” Ben asked as he drove slowly north on University, carefully dodging obstacles lying in the road. It would turn into what used to be Farmer’s Loop and then Ballaine.

			“How about where Ballaine meets Goldstream? With the hills behind, maybe we can drop people every couple miles, see if anyone is living in those homes on the hillside. Do we know of anyone up that way, Aeryn?” I asked.

			“Nope. That couple on Ballaine is the farthest one out that we know of. It’s a long haul from the airport to their house if you’re walking. Maybe we should stay in pairs. What if these people are willing to fight for what they’ve taken?” 

			I didn’t want to think that way, but Aeryn was right. “I know you’re right. Aeryn, you’re with Ben, and Toby, you get the short straw.” I smiled evilly over my shoulder while taking another piece of jerky out of the bag and stuffing it in my mouth. My daughter was shaking her head. 

			Be careful what you ask for…I thought.

		


		
			WHAT THE HELL DID YOU DO?

			 

			 

			Ben took a left when he hit Goldstream, but kept the rpms down to make less noise. When he stopped, Toby and I jumped out, taking our backpacks and weapons. Aeryn gave him a long kiss goodbye, just to get back at me for something I did wrong in a previous life. When it came my turn, I hugged her and whispered into her ear, “I’ll be nice. You take care of Ben and watch out. I expect these people are dangerous. If we find them, they probably won’t like it, and things could get dicey. I love you.” Her eyes teared and she nodded briskly. I took off my shoulder holster and handed it to her. It held my .45 and two extra magazines. She took it without hesitation and started adjusting the straps to fit her lean form.

			Ben confirmed where he was going to stop and we told him we’d see him in three hours and if we moved, we’d leave a note in a mailbox. I pointed to one that was still intact and tested the flag. Ben nodded and drove off, leaving the three of us standing there. 

			When we could no longer hear the quad, I stood with my eyes closed and listened. “Toby,” I whispered. “I’m sure your ears are better than mine. Do you hear anything?” He didn’t answer, so I looked at him. He was standing still, eyes shut, mirroring my pose. As I thought about it, one of us needed to keep watch. Then again, Floyd had the best senses of us all. No one was going to sneak up on us. 

			Dammit! I left the jerky in the quad, I thought. That stuff was good!

			I didn’t hear anything. He opened his eyes, then shook his head. “Let’s go to that rise up ahead. You take the far side and I’ll stay over here. Then we’ll settle in. For the record, I don’t hate you, but she is my little girl.” He didn’t know how to respond to that, so he remained quiet.

			We walked almost a half mile up the road, before stopping. 

			“I want to marry her,” he blurted all of a sudden, face flushing instantly. I thought my head was going to explode. I started clenching my hands anew. 

			“She asked me to get to know you. Is this why? Have you two talked about this?” I asked in a hurry, resisting the temptation to grab the young man and shake him. 

			“Kind of. I can’t stop thinking about her. All I want is to be with her. What do I have to do?” he asked sincerely. His eyes told me everything I needed to know. 

			I put a gentle hand on his shoulder. As I opened my mouth to speak, I heard a generator fire up, not far. “Get down!” I cautioned, dragging Toby off the road and into the heavy brush of the ditch. We dropped our packs. “Floyd! Get in here!” The half-wolf happily joined us, sniffing my fingers on the stock of my rifle since they still smelled like jerky. His big tongue whipped out before I could move, dousing my hand in slobber. 

			“Stop!” I growled at him. His ears flattened and his tail drooped. I hugged him and he was instantly happy once again. Toby stretched upward to look past the road. “What do you think?” I asked. 

			“It sounds like they are up one of these driveways that head into the trees and up the hill,” Toby whispered. My eyes followed where he pointed. Driveways were clear leaving the roadway, but disappeared quickly into the brush and trees. The foliage in August was still heavy and hid much. I had no idea if the roads wound their way up the hill or went straight. I couldn’t judge the distance to the generator, but trusted Toby’s ears more than my own. 

			“Wait here. I’m going to look around. We just want our stuff back. If they make a break for it, stop them, because we need to talk with them. I want to make sure they don’t visit us again. Be ready,” I warned him as I crawled out of the ditch and jogged slowly across the road, stopping on the other side to catch my breath. Floyd knew something was up and ran at my side, watching up the hill. He smelled something out of place. 

			“Good boy,” I whispered, then said more firmly, “heel.” He took his place at my side as I walked from driveway to driveway, looking for a sign of recent use. The tire tracks on the third one I checked showed where the truck had passed. I pointed to it and then pointed up the hill. Toby nodded. I stalked into the woods, staying away from the roadway, keeping trees between me and the sound of the generator. I started breathing faster with the increase in anxiety. It had been a long time since I last made war, although I’d gone hunting with Charles not more than a few weeks prior. It’s just like hunting, just like hunting, I chanted within my mind.

			The undergrowth cushioned my steps. The leaves wouldn’t fall for another couple weeks, making it easy to move quietly. As soon as we could see the house and parking area, we stopped. Floyd sat on command and waited, although his hackles were up. I wondered if they had a dog. 

			I saw the truck and the trailer. The freezers had been moved into a shed and the generator was outside, with the gas cans piled around it. I didn’t see any people and that scared me more than anything. I hadn’t thought through the tactical situation. I leaned against the tree, putting myself into a Marine’s mindset. The situation was that we wanted our freezers back, along with the canned goods, the truck, trailer and generator. We wanted all of our stuff back. We didn’t have to break down the door and go after it right at that moment. As long as whoever it was ran the generator, the meat would stay frozen. We had time to study them and learn what we were up against. That alone helped me to calm down. 

			I waited and watched. Floyd was getting restless, but we had no choice but to blend with the trees and watch in silence. 

			A single man left the cabin and walked straight to the generator. He pushed the off button and it readily shut down. Silence returned. I kept a hand firmly embedded in Floyd’s neck fur, to keep him from bolting. The man wore blue jeans and a ratty t-shirt. He carried a pistol at his waist, and in one hand, twirled a baton that looked like a club. To take him on alone, I’d have to shoot him. The question I asked myself was, Am I angry enough to do that?

			I was furious at what this man had done, but the resolution was not far off. I watched as he walked around and then went back inside. I’d go get Toby, then when Ben and Aeryn returned, we’d go up the hill together. We’d surround the place and wait for the man to come out again, then we’d take him by surprise. If he attempted to draw his pistol, one of us would put him down. That made the most sense to me as my bet was on him surrendering when confronted with overwhelming numbers and firepower. But how could we keep him from returning and stealing from us again?

			I didn’t have to have all the answers, just enough of a plan to further our conversation. I backed slowly down the hill, making sure to keep trees between me and the cabin. I turned toward the bottom and walked quickly out of the brush. I saw the flash of the arrow, but couldn’t move before it struck home. The tip drove through my upper leg and stuck in the bone. I grunted and went down, writhing in pain, trying not to howl like a baboon in heat. Floyd bounced around looking for an enemy, but only Toby ran across the road to me. 

			“I am so sorry, Mr. Nagy!” the young man whined. 

			“Put your neck in here so I can choke you to death!” I held out my hand as I reached for his throat. There was a brief struggle, but I ran out of energy in a hurry. My leg throbbed. The broadhead had expanded when it hit, just like a hunting arrow is supposed to, but at least it wasn’t deep. “Go get my pack and bring it here,” I told him through gritted teeth. 

			He ran across the road as I tried to relax, but the pain was incredible. It was shooting from my leg directly into my brain. 

			Toby returned and mumbled a long stream of apologies, and it all sounded like whining. 

			“Toby!” I said through gritted teeth. My jaw was starting to ache from my clenching it so tightly. “I need you to stop talking, because, well, it’s really hard to like you right now and I need you to cut this arrow out, then stitch me up. You got that?” 

			He paled and looked like he was going to be sick. If only Charles had been home. 

			“Use the skinning knife to cut where the blades expanded to give them a way out without ripping any more of my leg.” I guided Toby with where he needed to make small incisions. His hand was shaking worse than mine. “Take a break, Toby.” He pulled back and took a deep breath. 

			“What do you like about Aeryn?” I asked, feeling very tired. The wound wasn’t bleeding much. It was a clean entry with only the very tip of the arrow sticking in the bone. I hoped the waves of pain would stop once the arrow was removed. But to do that, Toby needed to make a couple cuts without fainting. 

			“She’s incredible. Of course, she’s beautiful, but so strong and smart. She understands all this.” He waved his arms trying to show the entirety of the golden heart of Alaska. “She is so good with people. It takes her two seconds to solve any problem. She knows what people need and helps them to see it for themselves. She is amazing.” Toby’s hand no longer shook. The look on his face said it all. He worshipped my daughter. 

			“Okay. I like you again. Now, let’s make a couple small cuts so we can put that arrow back in your quiver where it belongs,” I encouraged him. He studied the wound, used a sleeve to wipe off the blood, then made a cut that a surgeon would have been proud of. Then a second, one hundred eighty degrees from the first. He gripped the arrow and slowly worked the tip back and forth. 

			The world narrowed to a pinpoint as the blood pounded in my ears. I gasped as the pain overwhelmed me. My last thoughts were of a poem I’d written a long time before, of pain and loss. 

			 

			The Marines – we join to show what we’re made of

			Do more with less, harder, faster, better

			Protect the freedoms of those who would spit on us

			Sacrifice by being away

			Being there so you don’t have to

			Returning to an empty home

			Time and again, but we’re Marines

			And overseas we go, to a new, exotic place

			Finally our bodies fail us and we retire

			The accomplishments of a lifetime quickly forgotten

			Friends made are left behind. They go their own way

			The heart and soul of the warrior become buried

			In the deeds and tasks of the day to day

			After the dust has settled and we’ve moved on

			For us, memories, the sparkle in your eyes,

			That last hug and kiss goodbye

			We search a lifetime for what we once had

			Before giving our all for honor and glory

			No peace without war

			No peace for the warrior

		


		
			HUNTING A FELLOW HUMAN

			 

			 

			When I opened my eyes, Aeryn was looking at me, concern furrowing her brow. 

			“Your boyfriend tried to kill me,” I said with my best smile, but the words were hard to get out. The pain rolled across my body in waves. She still punched me in the arm. I continued, gasping each word, “Hey, I’m convalescing, so take it easy on me. It’s okay. I still like him. If I didn’t, Floyd would have eaten him by now. Where’s Ben?” 

			“Up the driveway, checking out the cabin. If the people up there discovered us, he would be in a position to stop them,” she said. I understood. 

			My head was swimming, but when I was able to focus, I could only see a bandage tied around the wound. “Stitched?” 

			“All stitched, Mr. Nagy. I’m really sorry about that. Is there anything I can do?” he pleaded, probably for Aeryn’s benefit. 

			I couldn’t let it go. “Maybe for starters, you don’t shoot the good guys?” Aeryn put her face in her hand and sighed. “Aeryn, if I didn’t give him a hard time, then you would know I didn’t like him. I need some water, and then let’s get this over with. I’d like to sleep in my own bed tonight.” The pain was less, but I was miserable. I hoped that Colleen had something that would help. 

			After I drank a full canteen, Aeryn removed the blood-soaked bandage. It stuck to the wound and pulled a little, but when it was off, I saw the delicate work that Toby had done. I admired the tight stitches, wondering how long I’d been out. “That’s some good work, my man,” I mumbled. My head felt thick. Floyd laid by my side, sharing my pain. Aeryn put a new bandage on, tying it tightly around the wound, then helped me up.

			Stars exploded before my eyes once again when I put weight on the injured leg. Once the fire passed, I forced myself to put more weight on it. The pain was less with each trial. That was my old technique from the Marine Corps. If the pain doesn’t make you pass out, drive it as high as it will go until the nerves dull. That was my personal theory and it worked for me, whether it was true or not.

			I still appreciated being able to put an arm over Aeryn’s shoulder. “Toby, go up there and get Ben. When he’s back, we’ll decide what we’re going to do, and we’ll do it. How long has it been since he turned off the generator?” 

			Toby shrugged.

			The fact that Aeryn and Ben were with us suggested it had been at least two and a half hours. “No, wait,” I told Toby as he turned to go uphill. “After the generator starts, give it a few minutes and then go get Ben. He let it run for only thirty minutes last time. That’s how long we’ll have to get into position for when he comes back outside to shut it off.” I already had the plan. It was simple and relied on three people converging on the man, surrounding him, getting him to surrender, then cleaning out the nest. 

			I motioned Aeryn to trade me the pistol for the rifle. As I adjusted the shoulder holster to fit, she took my rifle. She’d fired it often enough to know how it worked. She checked the chamber, saw the round, reseated it, and made sure the safety was on. She slung it over one shoulder as I settled my .45 under my left arm. 

			Then we waited. 

			When the generator hummed to life, we counted down the minutes before Toby made his way up the hill, only to run into Ben descending toward us. 

			He reported the same things that I’d seen, only one man armed with a pistol. He spent most of his time in his cabin, but Ben had also watched him work a small garden to the side of the shed, behind where the generator was running. 

			“Toby, go to the right, swing wide and come in behind the shed. Ben, you have the hardest job. Go to the left and come in behind the cabin. Your approach could be the most visible, unless you work your way farther around. Aeryn will go straight up here, following my and Ben’s footsteps. Get yourself into a good position. You’ll have the second best view. Floyd and I are walking straight up the driveway as soon as we hear Ben’s shot. That’s right. I think yelling will only make him draw his pistol. Put a round into the dirt at his feet. As soon as that happens, I need all of you to yell “Freeze” at the same time. Hopefully, I can get there within seconds after that. Everyone be ready to fire. If he gets his pistol out, we’ll need to end him, no hesitation. Understand?” They all nodded. 

			I waved them away and each headed out. Toby was loud in the brush as Ben melted into the trees. I expected the generator would mask the sound of their approach. Aeryn waited behind. 

			“How are you going to make it up that hill?” she asked skeptically. 

			“Floyd and I will be fine,” I said. “Now go, take your time, but get into position. I don’t want you to shoot him, but you’ll have the best shot. You’ll also be the most protected. If I wasn’t hurt, you wouldn’t be up there at all. If I can’t protect my little girl, what kind of father am I? But that question doesn’t matter now, does it? You’re sixteen, but you’re all grown up, aren’t you? All I can do is hope that you make the right decisions moving forward. It’s time where I have to let you go, let you go and watch you make me proud.” I waved her away, but the tears were running down her face. She leaned over Floyd to give me a hug. I held her tightly to me before she pulled back, mouth set as she turned and headed into the woods. 

			“We better go, too, Floyd. That hill isn’t going to climb itself.” I picked up the first thing I found to use as a walking stick. I broke off the smaller branches and leaned on it to make sure it wouldn’t break. Satisfied, I hobbled toward the driveway and started the climb upward, striving to be at the last bend before Ben fired his warning shot. 

			I was halfway there when the shot came. I heard three clear voices yell to “Freeze!” then the sound of two more shots. 

			I dropped the stick and ran. My leg threatened to buckle on the first step as a bolt of pain shot through my body. I yelled and kept trying to run. With a limping gait I made it up the hill and straight into the parking area in front of the cabin. The others were nowhere to be seen, but the man was still standing, his pistol on the ground in front of him. 

			I slowed to a walk, wishing that I had my walking stick. I kept my .45 trained on him as I moved forward, ensuring that I stayed out of Ben and Aeryn’s lines of fire. I stopped when I was still twenty feet away. 

			“Ben! Check the cabin, please. Aeryn, to me. Toby, you put that bow down, please. Shut off the generator and come get this pistol.” The others emerged from their hiding spots. “Let’s get a good look at you.” 

			The man turned to face me. He looked familiar, but much older. “What the hell? You left two years ago!” I exclaimed, knowing him as Ivan Rogoff, one of those who immigrated to Alaska in the first wave after the UN recognition. He’d lasted with us for almost seven years, but the other Russians never accepted him. He hadn’t found a partner. There were more men than women and when he attacked one of the Denali survivors, she defended herself well and battered him with a length of pipe. We banished him, dropping him off far to the north along the Steese Highway, expecting that he’d die from exposure. It was as humane as we could be since we had no time or ability to jail someone. 

			We’d have to rethink that. Floyd growled at the man, sensing my anger.

			The man didn’t respond, but the hatred in his eyes told me everything I needed to know. There would be no coexisting with such a man. He looked sideways as Toby approached. I stepped around to keep Toby out of my line of fire. 

			Do it, I begged him in my own mind. I clicked the safety off and lowered the barrel to aim at the man’s mid-section. Toby stopped a full pace away from the pistol and slowly leaned down, stretching an arm as far as he could reach. Ivan yelled and lunged. My bullet hit him in the small of his back, but the round that Aeryn fired from the 45/70 at a range of ten feet blew the man’s chest across the front of the shed behind him. His body flopped on the ground as Toby stared at it wide-eyed. 

			I holstered my pistol and looked at Aeryn as she calmly cycled the lever action. She picked up the spent casing and put it in her pocket. I grabbed her by the shoulders to look into her eyes. “He needed to go. He hated us all and women most of all. He needed to die,” she said, her voice shaking slightly. 

			“Yes, he did. I’m sorry that we had to mete out that justice, but if not us, then who? We can’t have him showing back up. We can’t…” I sympathized with her. Unfortunately, this wasn’t the first man I’d killed and they were right. It did get easier, but this was Aeryn’s first. What a horrible rite of passage that I just put her through. “Toby, you’re up,” I told the young man, who had yet to grab the pistol from the ground. As he approached, I grabbed him by the shirt. “You take care of her!” I growled in his face. He nodded and then took Aeryn in his arms where she finally broke down and cried. 

			The rage seized me. The fury flowed through my veins. I picked up the pistol, a nine millimeter, and dropped the magazine. It had two rounds in it and one in the chamber. I wasn’t a fan of the caliber. I put the magazine back in, clicked it off safe, and aimed at the dead man’s head. I seethed for more retribution, but there would be none. I put it back on safe and removed the man’s belt with holster. I put the pistol in and threw the set-up over my shoulder. I limped to the generator and shut it down. 

			Ben came out of the cabin, carrying a couple boxes of ammunition for the pistol and one jar of canned beans. In the shed was everything else that had been taken. A furniture dolly was there, too, making it possible for one man to drag the freezers. He’d been alone when he was banished, and he was still alone. 

			Ben dragged the body out of the way as we started the truck, hooked up the trailer, and backed it up to the shed. 

			Toby held Aeryn gently while Floyd licked her hand. I limped to her and took the rifle, putting it into the front seat of the truck. We waited until Toby and Aeryn were ready, and they helped Ben slide the freezers into place, strapping them with tie-downs that had been in the shed. We put the generator and all the gas into the truck bed, tying it down with rope. I took the wheel and the others climbed in. 

			Aeryn and Toby looked back at the body, unceremoniously dumped at the side of the shed. “Shouldn’t we do something?” Toby asked. 

			I had finally calmed enough that I could look at it dispassionately. As much as I wanted to leave his body for the ravens, it wasn’t the right thing to do, for our own souls if not his. I put the truck in park and turned the engine off. I hung my head and sighed. I felt Ben’s hand on my shoulder. 

			“We’ll take care of it,” the older man said and they got out, found a shovel and an axe and got to work digging a grave not far from the parking pad. I hobbled into the shed and found a broom handle to use as a walking stick. I joined them at the side of the shallow grave, before Toby and Ben each took one of Ivan’s arms, dragging him across the grand and dropping him into the hole. Toby quickly covered him up. Aeryn’s jaw was set. I didn’t know if she had reconciled herself, or if she had retreated into denial. 

			First thing on the agenda when we returned was to go see Colleen. All of us. 

			Ben said a few words in his native Athabascan. I was hard-pressed to find anything to say, but Aeryn looked at me with raised eyebrows. 

			“Although he didn’t fit with our ideals in the Community, he was a human being, and we pray that Ivan Rogoff finds peace in the afterlife. Everyone deserves to find peace,” I said, looking at my own hands, then to each of the others around the grave. “May we reach inside of ourselves and find ways to help people so this never happens again.” I nodded and limped back to the truck. The others joined me, but for some reason, Floyd climbed in the front. 

			“Hey, why isn’t he back there with you?” I asked Aeryn, but when I turned to look at her, she had her back to me as she straddled Toby’s lap and kissed him with a great deal of passion. I had to change the angle of the rearview mirror as I couldn’t watch. “You’re better off up here, Floyd,” I conceded to Ben’s laughter. I took it easy down the driveway and along the road until I came to Ben’s quad. 

			“Time to put the old girl back up for the next emergency, Ben. She did the trick for us.” He agreed. I expected one of the two in the back seat would join him, but things were getting intense. “Oh, jeez!” I exclaimed, shielding my eyes. “We’ll follow you, Ben.”

			Ben took drove deliberately on the return trip, but we hadn’t gone that far. It took thirty minutes of easy driving to get back to the processing facility. “Put your damn clothes on!” I yelled at the craziness going on in the back seat. As soon as I stopped, I jumped out to make a run for it, but my leg gave way, and I collapsed. Floyd landed on me when he jumped out of the truck and rolled to the side as if he meant to do that. “Get out here and help unload this!” I yelled at the steamed windows of the airport truck as I pulled myself to my feet. 

			They popped out of the truck and rushed to the back to help Ben. I leaned against the wall of the facility. I wanted to yell at her, but knew exactly what she was feeling. It was the rush of being alive after a battle. She wanted to feel everything, revel in life. I understood. 

			When they restocked everything and had the freezers back in place and running, they came back outside, slapping each other on the back in triumph. 

			“Aeryn,” I said casually. She looked angrily at me. “Can you take me to Colleen?” She relaxed instantly. Ben waved goodbye and drove away in his quad. I put out a hand for Toby and he took it. “Take my bike and we’ll meet you at our house in a little bit.” 

			Aeryn jumped into his arms for one last kiss and then she hopped in the driver’s seat. I staggered to the other side, opening the back door for Floyd, but he just looked at me. “Get in the back, you big goof!” He reluctantly climbed in. 

			I joined Aeryn in the front. She looked at me with an odd smile. “Thanks, Dad. It’s good to have you back. Charles and I were worried that we’d lost you and Mom both.” 

			I nodded. We sat there in silence looking at each other until I couldn’t take it anymore. “In case you forgot, your boyfriend shot me with an arrow, and Colleen isn’t getting any closer while we sit here.”

			She started the truck and carelessly floored it, throwing Floyd around in the back. He yipped in surprise before standing and barking his dismay. Aeryn slowed and drove more carefully. She hadn’t driven much as far as I knew. “Have you ever driven before?” I asked, because I couldn’t remember teaching her. 

			“First time, Dad!” she answered with a smile. We didn’t go fast, and she used the brake more than the gas pedal, so the trip wasn’t as terrifying as it could have been. 

			Colleen was just getting ready to wrap up for the day, but she was willing to stay open when she saw me limp in. She removed the bandage, declared the sutures competently done, added some bacitracin, and put a new bandage over it. 

			“Hurt much?” she asked. 

			I looked at her like she’d grown a second head. “It was in the bone!” I cried, feeling a new throbbing pain start. She laughed at me and handed me two bottles, one with antibiotics and the other with pain pills. 

			“Drink plenty of water with these. You should probably stay off your feet for at least a week, too. Then when you do get back up, it’s to come straight here and see me. Do you understand, Chuck?” She glared at me. I’d only disobeyed her orders a handful of times. It wasn’t like I made a habit of it. 

			“How much did you walk on that after you were shot?” Colleen asked. I shrugged. “I get it, a lot. Who shot you anyway?” 

			I looked at Aeryn and opened my mouth, but couldn’t say it. She covered for me. “Toby shot him,” she said simply. 

			“Oh, okay. How are those birth control pills I gave you working?” Colleen asked, watching me closely. I gagged and started frantically unscrewing the cap on the pain pill bottle. “I’m just kidding,” she giggled. 

			I popped one of the pills in my mouth regardless.

		


		
			THE NEXT CHAPTER

			 

			 

			Charles had Toby in a headlock when we arrived home. Aeryn quickly broke it up and Charles went back in the house in a huff. There was a heated exchange between Toby and Aeryn, then hugs. I could only shake my head, which was starting to float. My leg no longer hurt although it felt wooden as I tried to walk. I worked my way past the young couple and into the house. 

			“We got your bear meat back, Charles!” I shouted, thrusting my arms in the air. Charles wanted to see the wound on my leg, but I wouldn’t let him unwrap it, not again. We were going through bandages quicker than we needed to. “It’ll be fine. Colleen called the stitches acceptable, but she said that you and your sister have to serve me as slaves for the next week.”

			Charles looked at me, clearly wondering if I was kidding. “I think she probably said that you need to stay off your feet for a week. I don’t think she prescribes indentured servitude for her patients.” Too smart for his own good. 

			Aeryn walked in alone, closing the door securely behind her. Charles had a sour expression on his face. 

			I had to defuse the tension. “Let me get this straight. I beat Toby up. Charles beat him up. Aeryn beat him up. Is there anyone around here who hasn’t beat your boyfriend up? Floyd? Did you get your turn, buddy?” 

			“Dad!” Aeryn exclaimed as I chuckled in my drug-induced stupor. 

			“Dinner, slaves!” I commanded. Floyd took his spot on the rug at my feet. I turned serious while I still had my wits about me. “Listen, you two. Whoever you bring into this house is welcome and accepted as a member of this family. Toby is good with me. Today sucked a whole lot, but we got our stuff back, food that the Community needs to survive the winter. Every little bit matters, and we did what we had to do. Now, I need you two to make up. I won’t tolerate divisions here. There’s only the three of us now. Three plus whoever you bring in. I trust you to decide what’s best for yourselves. Now shake hands and make up, then get me my damn dinner.” I finished strong and collapsed back into my recliner. I rocked back and closed my eyes, but Floyd decided that he was going to join me. He climbed on me, nearly tipping us both over. When he finally got settled, I couldn’t move.

			The twins made a simple but good meal of potatoes, green beans, and fried moose sausage before we settled in for the evening. I knew that tomorrow would be a busy day, assuming my head cleared. 

			* * *

			I wanted the satellite phone. I had calls to make. “Aeryn! Charles!” I yelled. I was still in my recliner, but a blanket had been placed over me. Floyd was on the couch, upside down and snoring. When I tried to stand, my leg suggested I should have listened to Colleen as I gasped in pain from the effort. I leaned heavily on one piece of furniture after another as I lit the kindling in my BioLite stove. Once it was going, I pressed the button for the fan and then the fire really started to churn. I added more kindling and put a small pot on top for my morning coffee.

			I limped heavily as I headed to the outhouse. Floyd ran outside the second I opened the door, chasing a cow moose and her calf out of our yard. I let him go. He would not run far as he had his personal business to take care of as well. I discovered that I hadn’t drunk enough water. Damn opioids. When I stood back up, I tested the pain in my leg and decided that I could live with it. No more pain meds for me.

			I returned to the porch and took a seat. It was a little cool, probably in the mid-forty-degree range. I pulled my sweatshirt more tightly around me as I sat on the rocking chair and watched Floyd run around the yard, sniffing and peeing on everything that he’d peed on yesterday. 

			I worked through in my head what I needed to start doing. It was so much that I decided to make a list, build an engagement plan. I was still the governor, unless that had changed. I didn’t know because I’d told everyone to leave me alone, and they had.

			When I heard the pot whistle, I gimped back inside, calling for Floyd to join me. He happily ran through, almost knocking me over as he knew he’d get his breakfast. Phyllis used to get her breakfast after the first walk of the morning. She’d lasted three more years after our return, but then cancer got our little girl. It seemed that she had always been with our family. The twins took it the hardest, but Husky helped them through their pain. And then Husky passed away a year later. Living as we did in a new settlement without consistent support, it was hard on the animals. 

			I took the pot off my small stove and turned off the fan to let the fire burn itself out. It was almost finished anyway. The BioLite stove burned hot and fast. It had been a godsend over the years as I never gave up on coffee. 

			I dug out smoked moose, dried salmon, green beans, and a small handful of cooked rice for Floyd. He gulped it readily. He supplemented his diet with rabbits and other creatures too slow to avoid the half-wolf. He killed a calf moose once, and it was hard to get mad at him, but that was before I had him under control. Now, with one shout, he’d stop what he was doing and return to me. The twins could control him as well. They also had their dogs in our kennel. They each maintained ten dogs for sledding. It took some effort to keep them fed and taken care of, but they did that all on their own. They couldn’t imagine a winter where they didn’t mush a dogsled. I could drive one, but preferred to ride and let the kids do the work. 

			Charles was first into the kitchen, reaching for the water to make himself a cup of coffee. 

			“Hey! Are you old enough to be drinking that stuff?” I asked, unsure of when he started drinking my coffee. I instantly started running through the calculations in my mind and determined that we’d run out of coffee before next summer. 

			“Of course. I can’t imagine starting a day without a steaming cup of java. I see why you are so smitten. And old Sam. I remember how he worshipped his morning cup.” Charles smiled as he thought about our old friend and mentor. Reminiscing fondly still didn’t change the numbers. 

			“How long have you been digging into my stash?” I headed toward the cabinet under the stairs where my stock was. Charles got in front of me and blocked my way. 

			“Dad, you don’t want to look,” he said. There were a great number of things to feel sad about, but at that moment, the idea of going without coffee was the saddest thing on my mind. 

			“No…” I lamented. The stairs creaked as Aeryn started down the steps. I looked up to greet her. Toby was behind her, hair messed up from sleeping. My mouth hung open as words failed me. 

			No coffee and my daughter had a live-in boyfriend. 

			Floyd barked once, and a second later there was a knock on the door. Charles worked his way past me as I stood there dumbfounded. “Diane! Thanks for coming,” I heard Charles say warmly. It seemed like his voice came from a long way off. I looked as Amber and Lucas’ daughter jumped into his arms and hugged him. They stayed that way until Aeryn and Toby bumped into them trying to get into the kitchen. 

			“Ooh, coffee!” Toby exclaimed. I watched as two more cups of my life’s blood flowed from me. 

			“You, too?” I asked, but the question never passed my lips. No sound escaped me. I looked from Charles to Aeryn and back to Charles. Diane gave him a quick kiss on the lips and finally let go. She was only thirteen. He was sixteen. And I thought my brain was going to melt and flow out my ears. 

			Charles and Aeryn came to me, both grabbing an arm and guiding me to the couch. I sat and Floyd jumped up next to me and laid down, resting his head on my lap. His big golden eyes looked at me. I scratched him behind the ears. He was such a good boy. 

			Then the other four started talking all at the same time. The noise pounded against my head. “Nobody talk!” I yelled. Floyd jumped up and just as quickly laid back down. Everyone stopped talking and froze in place. I closed my eyes and tried to gather my thoughts, breathing deeply and deliberately. 

			“Pad of paper and pen,” I said, looking at Charles. Once he handed them to me, I continued. “You two, sit. And both of you, trying to hide in the kitchen, come here and sit down. I want to know what is going on. Stop!” as both Aeryn and Charles started to talk at the same time. 

			“You first,” I said calmly, pointing to Aeryn. 

			“Toby is going to live here now,” she said defiantly, arms crossed in front of her. Diane started fidgeting and grabbed Charles’ leg. 

			“I just have one question. Did I do something in a previous life to deserve this?” Floyd started licking my hand and then rested his chin on my arm. “I know, I deserve you!” I told him. 

			“Real funny, Dad,” Aeryn started. “Toby has asked me to marry him and I’ve accepted.” I looked at Toby, who quickly looked away. 

			“This is the modern world and you don’t need my permission to get married, but you have it regardless. But this is my house, and I used to have rules. If you get married, why don’t you find your own place?” I replied.

			“Your rules, Dad. No one homesteads in the fall without guaranteeing they have supplies for the first winter. We can’t guarantee that, so we’ll just stay here until the spring, and then we’ll move out.” I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples. 

			“Nobody speak until I get another cup of coffee.” Aeryn jumped up and went into the kitchen. There was no hot water left. She made a fire in the BioLite stove and put the pot on. I kept my eyes closed and continued to rub my temples. I could hear the others adjusting positions, trying to alleviate their discomfort. I opened one eye and looked at Diane and Charles holding hands while they looked adoringly into each other’s face. 

			“Sixteen,” I said softly. “You be friends first. You learn everything there is to know about each other, but I will beat you senseless if you have a physical relationship before she turns sixteen.” I stared into the eyes of my son. He didn’t fight back. Although this was a different world, a new Alaska, some things had to remain firmly in place. She was too young, and that was all there was to it. 

			“I’m good with that,” Charles said. “And on that day, we’ll be married.” Diane squealed in joy, holding Charles’ hand in both of hers. I blinked and replayed the words in my mind. 

			“What is with the fascination in getting married?” I asked no one. Charles looked at Aeryn and she nodded, checked the fire, then turned back to me. 

			“We want what you and Mom had. You guys got married a little later in life. We know who our partners are and don’t want to wait until it’s too late. Life is worth living,” she said, mature beyond her years. 

			“You, too?” I asked, and Charles nodded. I looked to Diane. “You were little kids together, and you still like him?” 

			“I love him!” she exclaimed, sounding very young. I tried not to show my shock. I’d missed too much over the last year. When the twins thought they’d lost me, they went in search of the love they’d always known in our home. It seemed like they found it as both couples radiated happiness. 

			“Well then, come here future daughter-in-law, and give me a hug,” I told Diane. She vaulted into my lap, landing on my leg. I howled in pain and Floyd joined me. Charles picked her off me, and she looked horrified. 

			“Toby shot Dad in the leg with an arrow yesterday. I’m sure later it will be a really funny story,” Charles told her, rolling his eyes. 

			“Come here, just watch the leg.” I held my arms out to her. She must have been all of ninety pounds, but she was tall, almost as tall as Charles. 

			“What if she grows taller than you?” I asked him. 

			“More of her to love,” he replied too quickly. 

			I looked at her closely. Her eyes sparkled, the eyes of her mother and the frame of her father, my good friend, Lucas. “Do your parents know?” 

			“No,” she whispered. 

			“I think you better go tell them. No secrets. They’ll just eat away at you. Everything aboveboard and tell them what I said about sixteen! Knowing your mom, she may revise that to twenty-one.” I smiled as she danced away into Charles’ arms. They looked like they fit together. I knew that when the time was right, they would make a good couple. I also tried not to think about the fact that I had changed her diapers, although I’d changed Charles’ plenty of times, too. “You make a great couple. Now go on, and Charles? Find me more coffee!” 

			He looked at the hot water in the kitchen. “NO! More stuff. Replace what you drank because I will not survive this winter without coffee. Now do you understand?” He looked concerned, but nodded. He and Diane wasted no time in leaving. 

			“You live here now, huh?” I asked. Toby just looked at me without twitching a muscle. “It’s okay. If you leave a mess, you’re out. If you make Aeryn cry, you’ll get a beating, and then you’re out. If you drink my coffee, I will feed you to Floyd and he’ll crap you in our yard.” 

			“Dad!” Aeryn exclaimed. I held my hands up, wondering what I’d said wrong. 

			“I can get more coffee, Mr. Nagy, but it’s not instant, if that’s okay.” I nodded. “Good, I’ll deliver it later today. Some people traded coffee for their furs and we don’t drink that much.” 

			I looked directly at the cup he was refilling with hot water while reaching for our instant coffee. 

			“That’ll be great, Toby, and thanks. Aeryn? You’ve been quiet,” I ventured. 

			She looked at me and said with a smile, “I’m pregnant.” 

			And for the forty-seventh time that morning, I found myself speechless.

		


		
			MAKING PHONE CALLS

			 

			 

			I thought it over and felt the smile coming, only to be interrupted by thoughts of Madison. She would never get the chance to be a grandmother. I’d have to do double duty, but Toby’s parents weren’t far down the road. I knew that we would grow closer. 

			“Come here!” I said, grinning. She hugged me, taking care not to lean on my leg. “I’d ask more questions but I need to digest. And you need to get me the satellite phone. I expect Tanya has it, but if she doesn’t, she’ll know who does. I have many calls to make.” 

			Toby hovered nearby. I held out my hand and when he took it, I pulled him close. I smiled and whispered toward his ear, “Now, if you hurt her, I will hurt you, but know that we’ll treat your burial with dignity and respect.” He looked at me, unsure whether I was kidding or not. I figured that I wouldn’t have to do it. Aeryn could take care of herself. “Just kidding,” I said while shaking my head to further confuse the young man. 

			“Now get going, you crazy kids! I have calls to make and it’s still early enough that I won’t be interrupting anyone’s dinner.” They waved on their way out. 

			“Holy crap, Floyd! If I had a weak heart, I’d be dead right now.” He rolled his eyes at me as he fought to stay awake. “We could all take a lesson from you.” I scratched behind his ears as he took the opportunity to adjust and settle in for his first nap of the morning. 

			* * *

			It was late morning before Aeryn returned, triumphantly holding the satellite phone in front of her. Tanya had had it, but she wasn’t home so Aeryn found Shane at the power plant to give her a better idea where Tanya might be. She wasn’t in any of the places that Shane recommended. Aeryn finally found her at the community center, where she knew she should have checked first, but she had trusted Shane. 

			The phone. It had been a while, but I remembered the number well and dialed it. 

			“Frank here,” my friend answered. 

			I skipped all formalities. “Frank! Coming to you live from the sunny top of the world. You know that I wouldn’t be calling if I didn’t need a favor.” 

			“Of course, I know that. Hey, I’m really sorry to hear about Madison. I wish I would have found out earlier. I would have made a trip up there, just for you, my friend. You’ve made us rich and for that, I can’t thank you enough. We’ve been able to weather this financial crisis and then some. I think you’d be proud of us, Chuck. We helped our entire neighborhood to both eat and keep their homes,” Frank said, but he wasn’t bragging. I could hear the pride in his voice. 

			“I would expect no less, Frank and I didn’t make you rich, you did. You deserve everything you get because I can’t pay you for what I need, that’s why I couched it cleverly as a favor. I need names and numbers for trade ministers in Japan, China, Taiwan, Russia, the Philippines, even Australia. We are hurting and we need a trade partner. The U.S. has failed me for the last time. You know, we don’t have an open road or rail and the runway is trashed. We can’t land any more planes. We are completely cut off from the rest of the world. I need to open the road. I need to get the rail cleared. We need to establish Valdez as a port that works for transshipment, because we need to be able to petition the UN for status as an independent nation. That’s right, I’m cutting ties with the U.S. and I need your help to do it, Frank.” 

			There was a long silence. I looked at the phone to make sure we were still connected. 

			“I can do that, Chuck. Things aren’t good down here, but you know what? They are better than they were last week and the week before that. We might be crawling out of our hole. I’m telling you, this administration has no clue. It’s like living in Ayn Rand’s Atlas Shrugged. The only ones producing are getting taxed to the hilt, but I think they’ve worked a deal with the government for a tax reprieve or something once the markets started churning again. And then they’ll find out that their lack of support for you cost them a resource-rich state,” Frank replied. He didn’t seem put out at all. 

			Frank wasn’t a fan of the current administration which was a continuation of the previous one. He couldn’t fathom how these people kept getting elected. They’d driven the country further and further into discord, but they controlled the media and the message. The people followed along because they didn’t know any better. Behind closed doors, his opinion was that the country got what it deserved. 

			“Hey honey,” I heard my friend calling to his wife. “What do you think about moving to Alaska? Valdez on the coast. I hear there are a lot of jobs that are going to open up there and the weather is fairly temperate.” 

			“Fairly?” I heard her yell from somewhere in the distance. 

			“I’m on board, Chuck, all the way. Let’s do this. I think it may be time to let the kids maintain our home here while we go help out in Valdez. We have some money left and investing in the nation state of Alaska might be the best thing we can do with it.” 

			Frank kept me on the line as he searched the net for the numbers. I waited while he called various dignitary telephones and verified that they worked and real people would answer. When Frank finally hung up, I felt relieved. I had a short list of people and phone numbers to get their secretaries and get on their schedule for a conversation. I also had the number for the UN. I wanted to update them as a predecessor to my declaration of independence. 

			A declaration of independence! That would have to be something to memorialize. One massive page, handwritten for highest impact, signed by the leaders of the Community. I took out my notebook and started to write.

			“When abandoned by our mother country and left alone to fight an invading army, to survive by our own force of will, we endured, and now we must stand tall and say no more! From this point forth, we demand our right of self-determination, our liberty and prosperity will be in our own hands and our hands alone. We quote a section of the United States’ Declaration of Independence, 

			 

			“That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shewn that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security.”

			 

			“As of this moment, we reject the protectorate status that has given us no safe haven, no respite, no freedom. We may still be alone, but we stand proud to declare our sovereignty and loyalty to the great nation of Alaska, and to Alaska alone. We are the new Guards and we will provide for our own security.”

			I put the pen down. I had copies of the Constitution, the Declaration of Independence, and Black’s Law Dictionary on my phone, just because. I looked at the small device and reveled in the information that we had at our fingertips. I didn’t have the internet or the ability to use it as a phone, but it was my stalwart computer over all the years. Whenever the BioLite was running, we charged the phone, because I always like to play music. 

			I thumbed through my twenty gigs of iTunes music and found Billy Idol so I could rock the Cradle of Love. 

			Grandpa loved rock and roll. My lip sneered of its own accord. I knew that I better not do that in front of Aeryn or I might just get my ass kicked. I tried to think back over the past year, but I couldn’t remember anything. I couldn’t see the clues that my children had become adults without me. It was the year of loss and the year of darkness. 

			I refused to miss out on one more moment. The year of light was now underway and we’d show my children a better future. I moved slowly to the dining room table, surrendering the couch in its entirety to Floyd, who was able to spread out fully along its length. At the table, I started sorting papers and making new lists. I needed an office for the organization. After all, I was the governor. 

			The phone was there and still held half a charge. Appointments. I had to set up appointments. I hand-drew a calendar and thanks to my smartphone, I knew what day it was. The music cycled to the next Billy Idol song I had, White Wedding. I swiped my way to a playlist that I called 80s Babes. Berlin’s Masquerade rocked from the small speakers. The Metro played next and it put me right where I needed to be. 

			I dialed the long series of numbers that international calls required and waited, happy to hear the voice on the other end. “Moshi, moshi,” a young lady’s voice said happily, offering me the Japanese version of a courteous hello. 

			“Hello, I’m Governor Chuck Nagy from Alaska and I would like to talk to the minister about opening up direct trade between Japan and the free nation of Alaska, tariff-free trade,” I said simply, expecting that the person who answered the phone spoke English because the Ministry of Economy, Trade, and Industry dealt with as many foreigners as they did with their own citizens. She deftly passed me to one of the minister’s aides. 

			He answered kindly enough, but was clearly skeptical. I needed to let him know that we were serious. “Sumitomo Corporation had a rather large stake in gold mining here. Would you like to get that access back? And that’s not a threat. You have investments, but right now, our infrastructure is suffering. The cost of access is simply your help in opening the road and bringing back power. We will have to tax raw materials as they are moved out of the country, but ten percent is all we’re asking, and we can negotiate that based on the amount of support it takes to open the road and bring the power plant back on line. There’s much more. Right now, all we have is natural resources. How about Alaskan salmon? We haven’t commercially fished for over a decade. I expect the population needs to be culled. What do you say to talking about some access agreements?” 

			The man on the other end of the phone hemmed and hawed. He was clearly not comfortable with something so out of the ordinary, so I asked to talk with his boss. He bristled at that notion, then I suggested that I’d call the CEO of Sumitomo and ask him why METI was dragging their feet and not helping Sumitomo to protect their investment. I didn’t like strong-arming the man like that, but I didn’t have time to waste and let the conversations drag out for extended periods of time. Maybe this young man wanted to improve his position within the government and was angling that way, or maybe he thought I was a nutjob. 

			I was the governor of a new nation, and if I had to browbeat someone to get access to the people I needed to talk to, then so be it. I decided that I would call Sumitomo and talk with the CEO about what it would take for them to get back into their gold mine. 

			Finally the man transferred me to the Deputy Minister. After I delivered my short speech, he was much more interested and even made counterpoints to my proposal, which meant that he recognized the value of what I was offering and was actively pursuing the agreement. I copied down his information and made notes of what we’d both said. When he hung up, I tweaked my notes and then dialed the next number on my list, which, thanks to Frank’s thoroughness, was the CEO of Sumitomo Corporation. 

			The person who answered was the CEO’s executive secretary and understood the importance of my proposal. He put me on hold, and within three minutes I was talking through an interpreter with the CEO himself. I recounted my conversation with METI and also made sure he was clear on my commitment to honor certain previous contracts, to the mutual benefit of all. 

			Their mines outside Delta Junction had been abandoned following the attack. Everything should be still in place, although all the equipment would have to be refurbished, upgraded, or replaced. The CEO discussed the impact of the world’s depression on the gold business. When currency suffered, gold was a safe haven. He wanted access as soon as he could possibly get it. He figured with a concerted effort the mine could be up and running in two months. He would buy a fleet of ships to move everything he needed to move, to include relocating equipment currently in the lower forty-eight. 

			I thought that I had time and wanted to get competition in order to improve our offer, but if we could start rebuilding infrastructure before winter set in, then I was willing to cement a deal. I asked for his assistance with METI and he laughed. The Minister was a classmate of his from Harvard Business School. He said that he’d take care of it. 

			I knew that I would lose any credibility with the man I’d talked to at the ministry, but I felt that Sumitomo had more right to act than anyone else. They’d invested heavily in Alaska. Their investment was alive and well. All they had to do was get there. All we had to do was be standing on the shore to welcome them and firm up the details of our engagement. We’d have to put a liaison with them and their people. 

			So many details. 

			I knew that I had to talk with the Council and bring them on board, which meant that I needed to go see them. I packed my papers, notes, and satellite phone into my backpack and hobbled outside. Floyd disappeared into the yard, thinking he was on his second walk of the day. I got my bike out and found that a lock had been put on it. I wondered which of my kids guessed that I’d try to go out. The truck was there, though and they’d left the keys. I climbed in and then called to Floyd who stepped on my bandage on his way to the passenger seat. 

			Without a pain pill, I was barely tolerating the throbbing. After Floyd stepped on me, waves of pain washed through my whole body. It hurt too much to go back in the house for a pill, so I was stuck. I rolled the window down and turned the key. Nothing, not even the clicks of a mostly dead battery. I hadn’t thought that I’d left the lights on. I stumbled out and opened the hood. Someone had taken the battery. One or both of the twins were probably having a good laugh as they stymied me every step of the way on my attempts to escape home confinement. 

			My next step was to get out my old shopping tools and use my bolt cutter to remove the lock. I was prepared to find my tools missing and was not disappointed. What the twins failed to foresee was my willingness to use a hacksaw to cut through the lock. I went through three blades before the chain gave way and dropped on the ground. At least they hadn’t flattened the tires and taken the tire pump. That would probably be next time. 

			I hoped there wouldn’t be a next time. I really didn’t like getting shot with an arrow in the first place. As long as the twins could keep their friends under control, then I’d be fine. Friends. Yes, that’s what I’d call them.

			Floyd had been running around, playing with the sled dogs in their kennel when I called to him. He joined me, tongue lolling. I took the time to pet his head and scratch behind his ears. He’d been stalwart through it all, kept me company during the dark time. I owed him, and I owed my kids. There wasn’t a great deal within my control, not anymore. There were too many moving parts.

			Grandpa.

			I shook my head and laughed as I pedaled out. The pain in my leg let me know that it disagreed with my current course of action. I rode anyway, trying to enjoy the wind whipping past my ears while Floyd jogged alongside, just happy to be alive. 

			When I reached the community center, my leg was protesting mightily and it had started bleeding again. I went next door to the clinic, prepared for my well-deserved verbal beating, but arrived to see old friends who were distraught. 

			The pain in my leg evaporated as I rushed to Jo and Emma, hugging them both to me as they cried. I didn’t know what exactly was wrong, but it had to be Tony. He was a precocious ten-year-old, the heartiest of us all who’d had the hardest journey. I would never forget the day of his birth. We’d lost the Hot Springs and started our run from Alaska. He rode a dog sled some four hundred miles during an Alaskan winter in his first month. He not only survived, he’d grown well and would be a hard-working young man. His mothers would have it no other way.

			“Tony fell and he was impaled,” Jo sobbed. He was in with Colleen and she had the door closed. It wasn’t my time to talk. I stood there and held my two friends while we waited.

			Chris arrived, breathing heavily. He’d probably run from wherever he was to get there. Although Tony was technically his son, he didn’t act that way. Tony was the son of his two good friends, people who had made the Community what it was in the early days of Chena Hot Springs. He hugged both Jo and Emma and we all sat down to wait. After an hour, I asked Christ to join me outside for a smoke. Of course, neither one of us smoked, but that was our running joke. Smoke breaks were important for a healthy lifestyle as long as one took the break, but didn’t partake of the cigarettes. 

			“I think it’s time to cut ties,” I said. Chris looked at me with an odd expression. He pointed to himself. “No! Not with each other, for Pete’s sake, but with the U.S. We need to free ourselves from the yoke of the big green machine. We need to declare our independence and find our own trading partners, someone who isn’t going to leave us hanging. This is twice now and we cannot allow a third…” 

			Chris nodded. He was a big man, standing both taller and wider than me. His presence commanded respect, but he never used his size to intimidate people. He used his words to convince people of his position and show them what better looked like by his own example. He leaned down so he could look me straight in the eye. “I’ve been hoping for this moment for the past two years, Chuck. They abandoned us. I thought once was bad enough, but we didn’t quite get a choice on whether to take them back or not. It was them or Russia and there’s no way we could have sided with the government that killed half a million Alaskans. So what are you thinking?” 

			I pulled the papers out of my backpack and ran through my conversations with the Japanese. I mentioned how Frank was willing to come to Alaska to help us run the port of Valdez and get that community up to speed as the commerce hub of our fledgling nation. Chris looked at me with a blank expression on his face. 

			“This is way over my head, Chuck. I’m just a small-town boy who thinks small-town thoughts,” he said. 

			“You are anything but that, Chris. I need your help to sell the rest of the Council,” I pleaded.

			“You won’t have any problem with them. It is really good to have you back, Chuck. Did I say that already? Well, there, I said it again. By the way, what was I seeing with you and Terri holding hands? Is there anything going on that I should know about?” I looked at the ground, unsure of what to say and decided to say nothing. I was uncomfortable, embarrassed, and felt like I’d done something wrong. “Sorry, Chuck. I know how you feel, but life goes on. Madison would probably let you have both barrels if she knew the blue funk you’d been in. I know she liked Terri.”

			“I think we better go back inside, let Jo and Emma know that we haven’t forgotten about them. 

			It wasn’t long after we’d rejoined the distraught parents that Colleen came out, her smock covered in more blood than I thought looked healthy, but she was smiling. “We’ve removed the post, sutured a laceration of his right kidney, as well as the muscle tissue that had been torn. I am sure that he will recover. We’ll keep our eye on him and you need to keep him from doing anything active for at least a month! We can’t risk tearing open anything that we did on the inside. 

			Aeryn joined us in the waiting room as she was still drying her hands from cleaning up after surgery. 

			“When did you become Colleen’s assistant?” I asked in surprise. 

			“Six months ago, Dad. Six months,” she said sarcastically. I looked away quickly as my eyes burned, tears threatening to flow. I pulled her close to me and apologized, over and over, then she started crying. Knowing that Tony would recover, the others were relieved and stood watching a man and his daughter bond. Aeryn finally pushed me away.

			“You’re smothering me and hey! What are you doing out of the house?” she said playfully, then turned to the others. “My compliments to Colleen on her mastery of surgery to put Tony on the road to a full recovery. On a side note, Toby and I are getting married in a week and we’re pregnant, due in about six months.” Aeryn smiled broadly and there were more hugs. Chris looked at me and started laughing. 

			Laughing at me. I probably deserved it. I was the old man of the group.

			I bobbed my head slowly as he made no attempt to hide his mirth, while taking his turn in hugging and congratulating my daughter. 

			Just a small-town man, he’d told me. Chris was wise in the way of the world that others could only imagine. Chris knew me and understood that although I put on a brave and supporting face, I would have felt like I’d failed. He also knew that I was wrong to feel that way. 

			He finally stuck out a big paw and grabbed my hand. “Grandpa,” he laughed. 

			“If I was younger, bigger, and able to fight, we’d throw down over that,” I threatened. He didn’t buy it. “So, wedding in a week, huh? What are the details? Everyone is going to come. It’ll be the biggest thing we’ve had here in years, Chuck, and we need it. We need a big party to celebrate how far we’ve come and get in the right mindset for the way ahead.”

			“I knew the marriage and baby parts, but not that it was in a week. I know nothing else, but I’ll tell you that it’s on them to plan and pull off!” I pointed to Aeryn and she gave me one thumb up. Colleen escorted Jo and Emma into the back area of the clinic so they could watch Tony sleep. He wouldn’t come out of it for some time, but Jo and Emma already set up a vigil so one of them would be by his side at all times. 

			“Hey!” Aeryn exclaimed, an angry look on her face. “I asked you a question, what are you doing here? Floyd, what did I tell you before I left?” Floyd wondered why he’d suddenly been included in her tirade. He tucked his tail between his legs and stood at the door, hoping someone would open it for him. 

			“You thought you could out-devious the old man? This is a lesson for that time very soon when you have your own kids. From that point forward, you will always be on your toes. The older you get, the smarter I’ll get.”

			“Not sure about that one, Dad. I already think you’re pretty smart. How?” 

			“Hacksaw,” I replied.

			“How long did that take?” she wondered.

			“Long enough, but perseverance, young lady. Age and deceit over youth and ability any day.” 

			“You get home, now!” Floyd wagged his tail, hopeful that someone would open the door. He was ready to go. I was ready, too. 

			“I’m going home, but only because I want to, not because you ordered me to!” My retort came with head held high and chin thrust forward. 

			“Get in here, Mr. I’m Going Home,” Colleen called from the other room. Deflated, I limped in. 

			She wanted to check the wound so I had to take off my pants and sit on the exam table. I called Chris to join us, and Jo looked in to wave goodbye on her way out as Emma had the first shift with Tony, it appeared. I waved back happily. Jo ran the only restaurant, and she knew that many people counted on her cooking for their meals, so she had to go and get dinner started. She was reluctant, but we trusted our partners in the Community, and we trusted our friends. Then we did what we had to do. 

			 “Can we early-up the meeting of the Council?” I asked while Colleen tortured me through various ministrations on my wound. 

			“You tore out two stitches, you knucklehead,” she said, showing her best bedside manner. I shrugged. 

			“I needed to talk with Chris. Ahhh!” I gasped as she pulled the torn stitches free. 

			“I’m sure we can. Let me make the rounds. I think we’ll be able to have one tonight,” Chris replied, looking at a spot on the ceiling as he planned his approach with the other members. 

			“You won’t be there,” Colleen told me. “You’ll be at home and that mangy beast will keep you there!” she said, pointing with an elbow at Floyd who sat on the tile unaware that he’d been given a job. Chris played with his ears until the half-wolf stood on his back legs and put his front paws on Chris’ shoulders in an attempt to lick his face. 

			“Sounds like the meeting will be at your house. I’ll stop by Jo’s and see if I can get some snacks for everyone. I better get going otherwise I’ll never be able to rally the troops. By the way, good job getting all of our stuff back. Besides your future son-in-law shooting you, did you have any other problems?”

			“We’ll talk later,” I told him cryptically. Actually, I didn’t want to talk about it at all. Not now and not later. It was one of those events better shoved into the back of one’s mind, stuffed behind a big door that could be closed and locked. 

			“Shooting for six, Chuck. Take it easy,” Chris said as he made to leave. Colleen stopped him with a look. 

			“You’re taking him home,” she told her husband. 

			“Where’s the truck?” Chris asked me.

			“Aeryn?” I yelled. She magically appeared one second later.

			“Dad?” she tried innocently.

			“Whatever you two did with the battery, put it back in, and then come here and get me,” I told my daughter. Without a word, she left. Chris looked at me, and I could only shrug. 

			Colleen waved a hand and Chris was off like a shot before she could change her mind. 

			I moved to the waiting area as a couple of other people needed a few minutes of Colleen’s time. She took care of them with kindness and grace, then ushered them on their way. Nikolai showed up to follow up on his nose. I stiffened when I saw him, but he only smiled and pulled up a chair next to me. 

			“All is good now. Best thing,” he said with his Russian accent, pointing to his nose. “It clear my eyes and I see perfectly. Bill is good guy. I am good guy. We are good guys together.”

			“Yes you are,” I agreed. Floyd wasn’t too sure until Nikolai petted his head while feeding him a piece of jerky. Floyd sneezed it onto the ground and then dove after it. Peppered jerky in the style that some of the Russians preferred. I wasn’t sure that it was the best for Floyd, but I didn’t want to upset Nikolai, just when we’d built a new bridge. As I thought about it, I’d seen Floyd eat some pretty heinous garbage, and it had never bothered him before. 

			When the truck arrived, we excused ourselves and limped outside. I put Floyd in the back to avoid a replay of the earlier debacle. I climbed in, eyeing my daughter closely, seeing her grown up, responsible, and soon, with a family of her own. I could only see that I had lost her. 

			“I’m sorry. I’m sorry that you had to grow up without me.” I didn’t say anything else. I wasn’t sure I could have even if I knew the words.

		


		
			MEETING OF THE MINDS

			 

			 

			“We’re the founders, the framers, the fathers and mothers of this new country. Everything we do now will be analyzed and second-guessed for all time. We need to document everything we say and why. We need to make this foolproof, something that will stand the test of time. That is our challenge,” I said while sitting in my recliner, because I tried to stand, but Colleen forbade it. 

			My cabin wasn’t small, but it was packed solid with people; every square foot had someone squatting. It was getting hot because of all the bodies amid an August evening that was still warm. The entire Council was there, with their spouses, significant others, and friends. Amber and Lucas were there, as was Diane. I told her I was watching her, which only served to send her into uncontrollable giggles. I rolled my eyes at Charles, and he simply shook his head. Aeryn and Toby were there, but they were upstairs planning their wedding. 

			I was getting a headache. 

			Tanya and Shane were there, but their teenager was at home watching their nine-year old son. Jo and Emma sent their regards. They knew how important this meeting was, but with Tony recovering following surgery and the restaurant, they just couldn’t break free. Terri was there, too. I suspect that was Chris and Collen’s doing as she had taken the duties as my nursemaid. 

			The worst part? I kind of liked it, and that made me feel guilty. I waved her to me and she came close. I gently pulled her head toward mine so I could whisper in her ear. I closed my eyes so a hair wouldn’t poke me. This only served to heighten my other senses. Her hair smelled incredible. I breathed deeply of it. Different from Madison’s. Intoxicating. My lips brushed her ear as I started to whisper. I felt the breath catch in her chest and her ear quiver. “Would you please stay after the others have gone, so we can talk?” She nodded. When I opened my eyes, her face was inches from mine, and she was smiling. It was impossible not to smile back. 

			When I turned to the others, I raised my hand for silence, but it was already quiet. All eyes were on us, flitting back and forth from Terri to me. I felt ashamed. There was fire in the pit of my stomach. What do I do, Madison? I asked her in my mind, but she wasn’t there to answer. The twins were and they had already suggested it was time to move on. I flushed in embarrassment as I realized that I’d already made my decision.

			It would be nice to have an adult to talk with. I needed help in being there for the twins. Well, I just needed help. I saw the way ahead for the entire Community and Alaska as a whole, but I couldn’t see my own way past that night. 

			“Here’s what we already have in motion. Sumitomo Corporation used to own a major stake in the Pogo mine outside of Delta Junction. I’ve been in touch with them and they are willing to restart the mine, which includes fixing the road between there and Valdez. A good friend of mine will help improve the transshipment facility at the port. All of this is outside of U.S. government knowledge and approval. I have no intention of charging the tariffs that we’re supposed to because as of today, we’re cutting ties with the United States. We’re going to be our own nation and our first trading partner is Japan. We have yet to finalize the details, but I think we’ll get seven percent tax as well as maintenance and repairs on the road. Most importantly, it will open the flood gate. We will get more investment as people look to exploit our natural resources.” Many people shifted positions and looked uncomfortable. 

			“And yes, I meant to say the word ‘exploit,’ because that is what they’ll be doing. We can’t fish for salmon. We can’t dig for gold. We can’t cut lumber. We can feed ourselves and that’s it. That’s where our country left us. Maybe someday they’ll be our biggest trading partner and most valuable ally. They aren’t there for us. Look at us! A thousand pounds of meat gets stolen and it was a crisis. Ten years after we returned and nine years after receiving UN recognition, here we are, living a subsistence lifestyle. 

			“You know what? I’m tired of it and the older I get, the more of a burden I become. That’s not what I envisioned for the good people here. My intent is that we take control of our own destiny, without selling out. The governments want long-term contracts, but we are not in a position to do that with newcomers. Pogo has been here for a long time. Any expansion would be under a new contract. As the first, Sumitomo gets a better deal, but that doesn’t mean we’ll lay down and let them pollute the environment either. We’ll use the U.S. safety standards to keep everything aboveboard, at least for now. And that’s just the start of all the work we have to do. To become an economically viable country in the twenty-first century, we have to sell what we have, providing oversight to keep anyone from taking advantage. It means we need to claw our way into the modern era. That starts today.” My intensity increased as I spoke, feeling passion surge within me, especially as I looked at the good people packed into my home. When we finished, they’d go back to their homes, light a fire for warmth, and read by candlelight. I thought they deserved the opportunity to do more than just survive.

			But I looked at happy faces. Couples holding hands, even after more than a decade together. They didn’t care about modern conveniences because their families came first. 

			“I challenge you all to make sure that we don’t turn our backs on what we have. I will throw everything away and return to subsistence living if we start losing our identity. We must remain true to ourselves. I’m going to be a grandfather and I want that child raised in the Community that we have now, but I also want that child to have the endless opportunity I had when I grew up. I want that for my children. I want that for yours, too.” I felt like I ended on a low note, but the people cheered and clapped. Maybe it wasn’t the words, but the sincerity they heard. 

			True to ourselves, while at the same time dragging our families into a better place. It’s what people had worked for when I was growing up. Charles and Aeryn were the new generation. They knew this world best, having disdain for the lower forty-eight’s so-called modern society. They would be the future and would have to select what they wanted in it. We only needed to give them options. 

			And opportunity. 

			I didn’t have copies of what I’d written for our declaration of independence, but Terri committed to making them available tomorrow at the community center. I suggested I’d be there later in the day, but Colleen said that all independence business would be done in my home since I wouldn’t be traveling as per Colleen’s orders. Terri again volunteered to bring any correspondence to me. 

			Chris came to my rescue as I sat and looked uncomfortable, by telling everyone it was time to go. Aeryn and Toby had other ideas, yelling at everyone from the top of the steps. 

			“Our wedding will be Sunday noon, six days from now outside the community center. You are all invited!” she shouted, spreading her arms wide to take in everyone who was looking at her. 

			“If you don’t come, I’m putting your name on my list!” I yelled in support of my daughter. Toby beamed, which made my leg throb and reminded me that I still hadn’t gone to the bathroom since taking the pain meds. What a way to start a new nation. 

			Everyone queued past me as they left, each shaking my hand while not allowing me to stand. Then the last of the council members left, and Terri shut the door behind them. She turned and looked at me, her eyes sparkling. She was tall and thin with long black hair. I struggled to my feet, but she tried to push me back down.

			I felt no pain as I stood and pushed her back against the wall, pressing my body tightly against hers. Blood pounded in my head. I rubbed her cheek with mine, happy that I’d shaved that morning. I nibbled on her ear and then bit her neck. She sighed and leaned into me.

			I finally kissed her, and it felt funny. My heart raced. I pushed myself away from her and she looked at me with a soft smile and gentle eyes. I blinked the tears away as I held up my shaking hands. Terri looked past me. I turned to see both my kids and their partners on the steps watching me. Aeryn gave me the thumbs up while Charles nodded as Diane hugged him tightly. 

			“Don’t you have someplace else to be?” I asked them using my “dad” voice. They all scrambled up the stairs. “Stop!” I yelled. 

			“Not you,” I said, pointing at Diane. She instantly frowned and her shoulders drooped. “Make sure she gets home safely.” I snapped my fingers and pointed at the door. More scrambling as two people raced out the front door and two more disappeared upstairs. 

			I felt hands encircle me from behind and lips caress my neck. I leaned my head to the side, giving myself to her. She started pulling at my shirt and I didn’t resist. She dug her short fingernails into my chest and I gasped, but it didn’t hurt. I turned around to find that her shirt was already off. She scratched my back as she bit her lip, intensely looking at my eyes. 

			We make decisions all day long on things that don’t matter much. And then there are times when we decide things that are life-changing. All we can do is hope that we’ve weighed our choices and made the best decision possible for ourselves and our families. In the past couple of days, it seemed that every decision that I had to make was life-altering. In that moment as I looked into Terri’s eyes, I realized that it was a year’s worth of decisions crammed into two days. I needed the time and had taken the time. 

			Today was a new day, the first day of yet another iteration of my world, and I’d do everything I could to make this life as good as any of my previous ones. That started this morning and would end much later tonight. 

			“Terri,” I whispered as she tried to put her finger to my lips. I caught her wrists and grinned. “I want to carry you to my bed, but I fear my leg can’t take it, or my lungs for that matter.” I laughed and she smiled. “If I lead the way, will you follow?” 

			She nodded, bending down to pick up her shirt and throw it around herself. She tipped her head toward the stairs. It was hard not to run. It had been so long. I almost knocked over furniture on my way across the living room. Floyd looked at me and then at the door. I continued upstairs with Terri close behind. Aeryn was in her room and when she saw us, my daughter’s response was instantaneous.

			“We’re going to Toby’s house. Don’t wait up!” she said as she dragged him bodily into the hallway. 

			“Take Floyd out one last time for me, would you?” I asked, not looking for confirmation as I guided Terri into my bedroom and closed the door behind us. 

		


		
			TIME FLIES BY

			 

			 

			Terri never left my side that week. My stress and discomfort disappeared. The twins freely welcomed her into our home, and I could not have asked for better from them. I only apologized to Madison’s memory one time and that was for spending an entire year distanced from our children. I promised her that I wouldn’t miss another day, but to do that, I needed help. I needed Terri’s help. 

			I knew that Madison had liked her and that made it easier. Terri told me that she had been in love with me from when we first met. That made me laugh out loud. I thought she wanted to scratch my eyes out for being a man who had invaded their secret compound. All I ever wanted was to see people happy, and she realized that quickly. I replied that it was what any Marine would do. She disagreed, and we disagreed about much, but in a friendly way and after a healthy conversation, one of use would change our opinion, or we’d agree to disagree. 

			It didn’t get any better than that, but I was getting less sleep, although the reasons for that brought a big smile to an older man’s face. Terri was only five years younger than me, but had the energy of someone much younger.

			I kept my BioLite stove cranking at all times to keep the satellite phone charged since I was on it almost constantly. Frank was on his way to Valdez, and I wanted to meet him there. Sumitomo was sending a representative as well. I expected they’d probably meet in Bellingham to catch the once-a-week ferry to Valdez. It was a small vessel, but there was enough of a demand that it still operated. Ten to twenty people would pay an exorbitant sum for the ship to go to Valdez where ten to twenty people were willing to pay that same amount to get the hell out of there. 

			I also wanted to hand-deliver our declaration of independence to the U.S. Government liaison. That person had an office in Valdez which was the first point that made me angry. Our largest body of people and central government were in New Fairbanks, but they couldn’t be bothered with sending someone to a place that austere. They told us to move. That was when I had my first inclination that our relations were going south. 

			I didn’t pitch a fit like I should have, but the U.S. Embassy was still in Tel Aviv and not in the Israeli capital of Jerusalem, so if they couldn’t win that battle, the protectorate of Alaska had no chance. I tried to pick my battles wisely, but they threw up roadblock after roadblock, finally disappearing almost in entirety last year. 

			I wondered if our liaison was still there, so I dialed his satellite phone and he picked up after letting it ring for a long term. “Bustamante,” the gruff voice said.

			“Governor Nagy here. How are you doing, Dick?” I asked. His name was Richard and he preferred Rich. I didn’t like the guy. 

			“Fine. What do you want?” 

			“Really? That’s how our liaison talks to me. That’s really nice. If nothing else, Dick, I’m a goddamned human being. Maybe you could be less of a prick.” I shook my head as I had not wanted the conversation to go this way. 

			“Yeah, whatever, sorry. What do you need, Chuck?” the man asked.

			“I’d like to meet you. Will you be in Valdez in about ten days?” 

			“Sorry, Chuck. I’m in Colorado right now. Not sure when I’ll be back,” he said flatly.

			“Interesting. As per Alaska’s written agreement with the United States, the liaison is to provide notification when the office is unmanned. Is someone there?” I doubted that since the satellite phone was in Richard’s hands.

			“No,” he replied simply without further elaboration. 

			“So be it.” I clicked off, hanging up on the man. I thought about it for a second and realized that helped us. Abdication of compliance with our agreement was an indication that the United States had backed away. Cutting ties was now easier. If he tried to return, we’d simply refuse him entry to our sovereign nation. 

			“Did you really need to call him Dick?” Terri looked at me with her eyebrows raised. 

			“Are you the new first lady?” I asked her, semi-serious. 

			“I think partner in crime is more apropos,” she replied smoothly as she slid in next to me on my recliner. Floyd was at my feet, having given up trying to get between us. He howled mercilessly the first night until we finally let him in. He assumed his position in the middle of the bed. It took more moose jerky than I wanted to convince him to adjust. Terri was fine with him on the bed, which was important to me. He was our protector and I felt safe with him near, although I felt safe with Terri there, too. 

			She was in the master class of gardeners and had reestablished one of the surviving greenhouses west of the city. It had been almost a week and I had not yet talked to her about her. I was forever a buffoon. 

			“What am I keeping you from?” I asked her. She cocked her head at me, not answering my too-broad question. 

			“You’ve not been back to your home or the greenhouse since, well, since that day,” I maneuvered smoothly in my own mind.

			She chuckled. “You can’t say it, can you?” she taunted. I bit my lip, knowing that she was right. “We made love, Chuck. We made love as only people in love do. You know me. I haven’t been with a man in a long, long time. At one point, I thought that I never would again, but you made me feel differently, and I changed my mind. I knew that the only one I would ever be with would be you, and I didn’t realize that until after Madison passed away. But I waited until you were ready. Monday was that day, and I will celebrate it for as long as I live and I hope that we celebrate it together. That was a big day for me and if anyone asked, that is the day we became partners in life. So, if you want to call me the first lady, I’m good with that. Just don’t call me Dick.” 

			We both laughed, but I hugged her to me and wouldn’t let go, even when the phone started ringing. I stopped her when she reached for it. “I’ll call them back. So, what are we wearing to my sixteen-year-old daughter’s wedding?” 

			“The nicest things we have. I have to say that I’ve looked in your closet, Chuck. It’s grim in there. I don’t think she’ll mind if you wear jeans and a plaid shirt. It’s what we all have. You have blood on most of yours, though. What’s with you, Chuck? Is it your desire to leave a blood trail across the expanse of Alaska?” she asked, clenching her mouth as she talked. 

			She was upset at how many times I’d been cut or injured in the past fourteen years. “My defense is that I have not been injured since you came into my life. So there. You’re good for me.” 

			“You need someone to watch over you full time. My lord, what have I signed up for?” she teased. 

			“Sorry, no takebacks,” I responded with a whistle, while fondling her butt. She let it go on for a while before getting up, careful not to step on Floyd. 

			“You call whoever back. I need to run to my place and see what I have to wear for tomorrow. Don’t hurt yourself while I’m gone. Floyd? You look after him now,” she commanded. I watched her go, happy with what I saw and felt. It was nice to feel again.

			I picked up the phone and saw a Japanese number that was unfamiliar. I called it back, knowing that it was early morning there. A man answered right away. 

			“Governor Nagy, so glad you called back,” he stated in nearly flawless English. I was intrigued at who this newcomer was. I waited for him to continue, but it appeared that he was waiting for me. 

			“This is Governor Nagy. Who do I have the pleasure of speaking with and what about?” I asked, more straightforward than was proper, but I was still out of sorts from the call with Dick. “I don’t mean to be abrupt, but there’s not much power left in the battery and we need to be brief so I can get this back on the charger. I get too many calls, if you know what I mean.” 

			“I am Kuro Suzuki and I represent a certain trade consortium that would very much like access to Alaska’s natural resources. We are led to believe that you can grant us access, and that we no longer need to go through the United States.” I wondered about the probing, but he was correct to ask and this was more in line with how the Japanese discussed issues. 

			“You are correct in your beliefs,” I said noncommittally. 

			“Then we would like to see a twenty-year access to the waters within the twelve-mile limit. This is very important to us, and for that access we will pay a twenty-percent fee.” I leaned back, as this was a strong-arm tactic and not Japanese at all. 

			“We would have to talk about that as we cannot allow unlimited fishing in our waters. We have to let a certain amount of salmon through in order to feed those living along the coast, rivers, and streams,” I replied, not in a hurry for such an open proposal. 

			“We would need an answer by tomorrow in order to take advantage of the last of this season’s run. I hope you see how time is of the essence for us,” he answered.

			“If you are thinking this year, then why the twenty-year requirement? I’m sure we can come to an agreement for now, but anything later would have to be thoroughly vetted and reviewed by the experts on our committees,” I said to add some ambiguity to the conversation. I needed time. 

			“If we were to just take the fish, there is nothing you could do about it,” he threatened. I wanted to choke him. I felt helpless, but I wasn’t.

			“Mr. Suzuki, that’s uncalled for. I’m sure we can come to some sort of agreement in time, assuming that your fishing trawlers have not already left. I may not be able to reach you, but I expect Sumitomo and METI can. I have leverage on them. And then next year, if there is illegal fishing, we will send those ships to the bottom of the ocean, no questions asked. We will have that capability at that time. Many things are in the works, so sure, short term, you can take advantage of us, but long term, you’ll lose. That isn’t quite a Japanese attitude and you wouldn’t have called if you didn’t intend to negotiate. So to start with, one year, no net more than a mile long and no more than ten vessels in one geographic area defined as a four-hundred-square-mile block of the ocean,” I told him, recalling the Council’s discussions from years ago when we received our first request. We’d had no way to monitor it, so we denied it. I had no doubt there was illegal fishing, but Kuro Suzuki was correct in that there was nothing we could do about that. 

			“I think we will find that acceptable and look forward to future conversations. You can always reach me at this number. I will call back in a few more hours when my staff has had time to put more details together regarding our proposal.”

			“I appreciate it, and I want to thank you for your willingness to discuss it like a professional. I think we understand each other, Mr. Suzuki, and I also look forward to continuing our conversation and realizing success in both our mutual interest.” 

			“Very good, Mr. Nagy. Until then.” Kuro Suzuki hung up the phone. I looked at the blank paper in my hand, almost forgetting that I needed to capture the information before I forgot it. I started scribbling, still bothered by his aggressive tone. I wondered what the real issue was that made him work like that. Maybe he’d studied in America and that was why he handled the negotiations with Americans. I smiled. Maybe I wasn’t that anymore. I thought about how that worked but not for very long. Once we declared our independence, I expected that the U.S. would cancel all of our passports. Would they be that petty? I didn’t know, but we had to be prepared for it.

			 I checked in with Frank as he was driving west with three days left to get the last fifteen hundred miles. He was comfortable that he’d be at the ferry early. He wanted to load up on items to bring based on our earlier conversations. Survival equipment, plus everything to run an international trade office. His truck looked like an OfficeMax delivery. He also pulled a trailer, at my request, with two barrels that he’d fill with gasoline and a generator. He would need power for the office. Frank’s positive attitude made things much easier on me. We could talk about the business of starting a new country as opposed to wasting time lamenting the hardships that were inevitable. 

			Frank was a trooper. I would move heaven and earth to meet him in Valdez. That meant as soon as the wedding was over, I’d work out what I had to do. Probably take the airport truck, which meant taking Lucas to keep it running. And Floyd because Floyd always went with me wherever I went. I wondered if Terri wanted to come. Of course, I would ask her and carefully lay out my case on why she should. I would assume nothing as the decision was hers. 

			Which made me wonder where my kids were. They’d made themselves scarce since Terri moved in, and that wasn’t what I wanted. I wanted them close by as sounding boards for everything I was putting in motion.

			Time was flying by. I wanted to check on our food stocks to make sure we had enough of everything for us, the sled dogs, and Floyd; our household had doubled in size over the past week, much to my initial alarm, but I got used to it quickly. I heckled Toby about shooting me, but vowed to stand without assistance at the wedding. Aeryn tried to punch me, but I dodged away, almost falling down as pain stabbed through my leg. Terri and Aeryn had some words, but in the end, they hugged and cried together. Toby disappeared upstairs, which I appreciated as it was what I would have done if I could have. 

			When Terri returned from her house, she brought a huge duffle of clothing, including coats. 

			“How did you carry all that?” I asked as she struggled to move with the bag on her back. “Just put it there. We’ll carry it upstairs in smaller chunks. My God! Is that it? You’ve completely moved out of your other place? What about the greenhouse?” I asked in a rush, unsure of how I was supposed to feel. 

			“I’ve turned over the day-to-day operation of the greenhouse to Alexey and his wife Alyona. They’ve worked so hard, they deserve their chance. The good news is that we have access to anything growing so we’ll have fresh stuff through the winter.” She smiled warmly, and I couldn’t take my eyes from her. 

			“Do I deserve this?” I asked out of the blue.

			“Of course you do, dear. Everyone deserves to be happy, especially someone like you who gives so much of himself to others,” she purred, taking a knee beside my recliner to be at eye level with me. 

			“I know that I don’t deserve that kind of praise. You didn’t see me and Floyd eat all of Toby’s moose jerky. Deep down, I think that’s why he shot me. It had nothing to do with Aeryn. It was the base instinct of defending one’s food. He was a total caveman!” I declared triumphantly. She shook her head and slowly started taking off her clothes. 

			Then Charles walked in, and the music playing in my head stopped. Terri gave me a quick kiss then headed off to take a shower. 

			Without me. So I did the next best thing. I gave orders and acted large and in charge. “Charles, please put this bag in my room.” He grabbed the bag on his way past, not breaking stride, and headed upstairs. I heard the thump as it landed on the floor over the living room. There was a bathroom in the master bedroom and a second common bathroom downstairs. No one used my bathroom except me, well not until five days ago. I heard the shower running. Shane had designed an ingenious gravity fed shower that we pumped water into in the summer. It was heated in the attic space using power from solar panels. The Community didn’t have many of those, but I was the guinea pig. The system worked fine for half the year anyway. 

			I got up, happy that my leg wasn’t hurting all the time. I started to make my way upstairs, looking forward to getting naked and heading into the shower. 

			Then the phone rang. Damn. Had it been three hours already? 

		


		
			THE WEDDING

			 

			 

			I had no idea if Aeryn had a wedding dress. I had no idea who her maid of honor was. I had no idea about anything except the time and place of the ceremony. Terri told me not to worry.

			“What do you know that I don’t know?” I asked her.

			“Some things are not a father’s to know. Maybe you should just go and enjoy the moment, celebrate with your daughter,” Terri replied, looking sideways at me. I’d learned that that look was her way of putting an exclamation point on her statement, although she always spoke calmly. We rode our bikes slowly from our home, taking our time on our trip to the community center. We’d left almost two hours early, hoping to help with any last minute details. 

			“I’ve been a complete buffoon, you know,” I started. She raised her eyebrows at me. When she spoke, her words were worth listening to. When she didn’t speak, that’s when I had to listen best of all. “I have asked you so very little about yourself. All these years and I don’t know. Have you ever been married? Do you have kids?” 

			“Yes and no. I was married to an officer at JBER, the base outside Anchorage, but we were separated and that’s why I was in Denali. I was finding myself and the Russians found us instead,” she said bitterly. 

			“I’m sorry to bring it up. I want to know about you. I want to hear your stories,” I fumbled for the words, upset at opening old wounds. 

			“You want to know about me? What have you been doing the past ten years, Chuck? Tell me, who do you think I am?” she asked me, and I wasn’t sure about the back and forth, whether I’d gone where I shouldn’t have gone. She was my new lover. We were incredible together and I felt that she made me stronger, but did I make her feel the same way?

			I hesitated a long time in my response, not wanting to patronize her with shallow platitudes. “When I first met you, you tried to shoot me. Don’t think I’ve forgotten that,” I chided. “You were doing the same thing that I was doing, protecting your people. When we became co-mayors, we fought, but never anything personal. We may have had different ideas how to get someplace, but we always agreed that there was a better place to get to. You have energy for anything you believe in and patience to learn about the rest. Although you are a beautiful woman, your real beauty is on the inside. There is nothing you won’t do for someone you love.” I stopped my bike and stood there, straddling the pedals. Terri braked and walked her bike backward to be next to me. Her eyes glimmered in the morning sun. It was cool and we had light jackets over our hearty Alaskan plaid. 

			“I’ve seen that there isn’t anything you wouldn’t do for me and my family.” I dropped my bike so I could hold her. “I’m too old for dating, too arrogant to let someone else make the decisions, too grumpy to be a good grandfather. I need lots of help. I need a partner, someone who won’t put up with my departures from reality. And I’m too broken to get down on one knee. Today. Please say you’ll marry me, today, secretly, so we don’t take anything away from Aeryn’s wedding,” I ended in a low voice, lacking confidence. I felt weak. 

			Terri pursed her lips and rubbed her chin. “So, this is your way of telling me how much you know about me?” She started laughing, light, musically. She pulled my face to hers and kissed me, slowly, warmly.

			“It’s been lonely in my cabin, but you know what? I think I’ve found myself. I discovered who I really was on top of that hill outside Denali. And then when you came, all I saw was another man trying to dominate me. You proved me wrong, and for that, I applaud you. You made it possible for me to trust people again. This past week has been amazing, not just making love with you, but every aspect of your entire life. The whole world is before us, and I want to be a part of that journey. You are going to take these people to a better place, and you can’t do it alone. Yes, Chuck, I’ll marry you.”

			I don’t know why I thought she’d refuse. Maybe my ego was more fragile than I’d admit. I was old school and being married was important to me. Maybe Terri recognized that. She made me happy, and I still carried a certain amount of guilt, a feeling that I was betraying Madison.

			Floyd readily accepted her. He recognized the love in the air and worked his nose between us as I tried to kiss my newly betrothed. His tongue was out and ears were up. He was panting from being hot, a condition that lasted fully six months out of the year. We needed to have snow on the ground before he was comfortable. 

			“I love you, Terri, and I can’t give you a proper honeymoon, but we can go to Valdez!” I smiled. 

			“Valdez is your idea of a honeymoon? Let me guess. You need to go to Valdez and set up the transshipment location, get everything ready for the miners. And you decided you wanted to knock off a piece or two while there, so you invite me?” I stood there with my mouth open while she laughed at me. 

			“Knock off a piece?” I asked incredulously. She put her finger to my lips. 

			“Just when you think you have me figured out, you don’t. I’ll take you, but only because it’s bargain basement Sunday and you’re the best of what’s left,” she taunted. 

			“Is that the best you have? Just wait until you get me home, woman,” I answered, feeling comfortable jousting with her. I held her to me and couldn’t let go. She nuzzled my neck.

			“We’re not going to get there at this pace. If you want Aeryn mad at you, keep going down this road.” Terri leaned back and smiled. My heart melted, and I fought the tears. 

			“Her soon-to-be husband shot me with an arrow,” I dodged, hiding behind humor to keep me from turning into a blithering idiot. 

			“Come on, now, lover. I’ve got my own wedding to get to, and I don’t want to miss it!” She broke from me and walked her bike a few steps, jumped on, and peddled quickly away. 

			“Come on, Floyd. We’ve got places to go and people to see.” I picked up my bike and rode after Terri. She wouldn’t let me get too close, so we made it to the community center ahead of schedule, despite our delay. 

			The Community had one non-denominational preacher. I had no idea if he had any real certifications or not and I didn’t care. He was a nice guy and a motivating speaker. He’d been with us for six years and ministered to a broad swath of the residents. There had been a Russian Orthodox priest at one point, but left when we told him there was no way we were building a church. We offered that he could pick from what was available, assuming that the parishioners could convert it for use in a low-technology setting. 

			He lasted less than one year. It seemed that austerity didn’t agree with him. That did more to convert people than anything else. We had a wide variety of original faiths, so the Muslims, the Jews, the Baptists, the Catholics, the Wiccans, and everyone else worshipped in their own homes and came together one day a week to worship as a group. It was more of a potluck gathering of friends, but the preacher coordinated it and made sure that fun was had by all. 

			He stood there in a simple robe on the makeshift stage in front of the community center. There were two rows of chairs, with names written on them. It looked like we were given up-front seating, along with Toby’s family. Charles and Diane were up front as well. I looked at it and it finally registered. 

			“Really?” I said. Terri shook her head. “Charles and Diane? Prince Charles, Lady Di?” 

			Then she smirked. “That is kind of funny.” I didn’t see the humor in it, but the new generation had no idea who those figures from history were. 

			“Preacher man!” I called and Terri slapped me on the arm. A few people were around, setting up tables for a buffet of sorts. I didn’t seen Aeryn or Toby as I made sure we had space to talk with the preacher privately.

			“Welcome Chuck and Terri. It is so good to see you here. I was surprised when Aeryn and Toby came to me, but this is a new world and they are so much in love. Do you want a run-through of the ceremony?” he asked. 

			“Yes, but later. First, we were hoping that you could marry us.” The preacher beamed and hugged Terri, then me. 

			“I am so happy for you both! You’ll be the Community’s new power couple,” he said happily. I hadn’t known there was such a thing. “When were you looking to do this?”

			“Today, maybe right now, inside where no one else can see? We don’t want to detract from Aeryn’s big day. We want to do this just for ourselves,” I explained. 

			“Sounds good to me. Love can’t wait, huh?” I looked at Terri and we both shook our heads. He led us into the community center, to a back office where we raised hands and took oaths, then he did a quick ceremony and told us to kiss after a hearty pair of “I dos.” Floyd was our only witness. 

			He left us on our own, taking Floyd outside with him. 

			“I don’t even know your last name,” I said, holding her tenderly. 

			“It doesn’t matter, it’s Nagy, now,” she replied, kissing my eyebrows. 

			“I don’t need that. I don’t own you so you keep whatever name you want,” I pleaded with her. 

			“I know. That’s why it’s okay to change it, because you don’t insist. Do you want to know what my name was?” she asked. I held her face in my hands, feeling blessed that such women as Madison and Terri wanted to be with me. I didn’t answer. It was her secret to share.

			“Horny. I was Mrs. Major Horny.” She hung her head. 

			I chuckled. It escaped before I could stop it. I bit my lip trying not to laugh out loud. “I’m sorry,” I said, trying to sound sympathetic. 

			“That’s why I don’t tell people, and if that information ever escapes my husband’s lips, there will be hell to pay!” she threatened playfully. 

			“Yes, dear,” I replied and, holding hands, we left the center, entering the world for the first time as husband and wife. The preacher had a ledger that he maintained and would enter our information accordingly. That would be the only record until such time as Alaska rejoined the technological revolution. 

			“We need to find Aeryn and see what we can do to help,” I said as we looked from place to place. It would have been better had we split up to canvass the area, but I didn’t want to leave go of Terri’s hand. Together we walked, asking people as we passed.

			No one knew anything about the ceremony other than it started at noon. We returned to the preacher and asked him. 

			“Of course, she’s already here; locked herself in a back room of the center. Toby will arrive closer to noon. She was in the room next to where you two got married,” he said happily. I was angry, but then tamped it down. He’d given us what we asked for – privacy. 

			We hurried back inside and knocked on the door. Aeryn opened it after a few seconds. 

			She wore a beautiful white wedding dress, complete with long, white gloves. Her hair was pulled back and held with a silver clip. She looked stunning and a little green. The dress looked familiar, but I couldn’t place it. 

			“Where?” I asked, pointing to her gown. 

			“Dad!” she exclaimed. “It’s Mom’s dress. Charles went to our old house and got it for me. It survived all this time.” Like most wedding dresses, it had been sealed in a bag and stored carefully. I wasn’t surprised that it lasted, but I was surprised that the twins had remembered it and that Charles went after it. That was a long ride, maybe twenty miles one way from our cabin with a number of hills in between. She pointed to the wall where a suit hung.

			It was one of my suits, complete with an old pair of black leather shoes that were starting to crack. 

			I wanted to hug her, but she looked off. “Are you okay, sweetheart? Nerves?” 

			“Morning sickness. Joy,” she answered. It was hard not to smile. “I heard, you know, the ceremony next door.” She looked upset.

			“I’m sorry, we didn’t want to detract from your day, sweetheart!” I begged her, taking a knee so I could look up into her eyes. 

			“I know, Dad. But you have to share with us, with Charles and me. We really are happy for you, two, but we deserved to be at your wedding.” She sounded hurt, but at least she wasn’t throwing up. 

			“And we’ll have another one. Sometimes, you have to do what’s right for yourself. Besides falling in love with this beautiful woman, the most important point in being together is that you two approve. You gave us that. Everything else is just administrivia. We’ve already shared all that we are between us all. You and Toby, Charles and Diane.” I rolled my eyes. I didn’t know if I’d ever be able to say it without making a face. 

			“Let’s get you cleaned up, Miss Pukebreath, and then you can tell us how this day is going to pan out,” I added, while I rubbed her shoulders. Her neck and upper back were tight, maybe from throwing up, probably from nerves. She was still only sixteen and this was her special day. Of course, she wasn’t ready for it. No one ever was.

			Terri carried mint leaves in a small pouch and shared some of those with Aeryn. They talked and prepped while I put on my old suit. I was happy that Charles found a belt that worked. The suit was way too big on me. It had been a long time, but I was still much thinner than when I last wore it. 

			But none of that mattered. Madison would have been proud that Aeryn was wearing her dress. I hadn’t thought that they were that much alike. I was wrong about that and many things. I was glad to have someone back in my life, because when there wasn’t, I tended to lose myself and make bad decisions. In such a short time, Terri had become my rudder and the wind in my sails. 

			“You can’t die!” I blurted out. Both women looked shocked. “Please, nobody else die on me,” I begged. They both hugged me and promised not to. I excused myself to go outside and get some fresh air. Floyd had been waiting in the hallway as Aeryn hadn’t wanted dog hair or slobber on her dress. 

			Floyd went with me and I felt a sudden pang of fear and loneliness, but it passed quickly. Terry was with Aeryn, not her mother, but her friend and my friend. 

			And that’s why I came back to the world after being gone for a year. It’s okay to mourn. It’s not okay to disappear into a pit of despair. “What do you say, Floyd? Let’s see what kind of eats Toby and Aeryn pulled together for us,” I told my dog. He didn’t know what I was saying, but his nose suggested there was something he liked on those tables. With his ears up and tail held high, he marched at my side. When I reached into a covered pan, I got my hand slapped. Floyd’s ears drooped when he saw that I didn’t steal anything for him.

			“You keep grubby paws from pan!” Babushka yelled at me. I didn’t know her name. Everyone simply referred to her as Grandmother. I wasn’t even certain when she’d appeared or how. All of a sudden, there she was, telling the Russians how they would never survive in the old country where people worked for a living. She was the kindest soul with the sharpest tongue of anyone I’d ever met. 

			“Come on, Babushka, just a little taste. I’m the father of the bride! Surely you can make an exception for me?” I tried to make my case. 

			“Away with you, freeloader!” she howled as if I was a moose trampling through her garden. Discretion was the better part of valor, so Floyd and I strolled away from the table. Guests were starting to arrive and they were watching me closely. I gave the thumbs up and pointed to the table, then patted my stomach. They made a beeline for the food table while I walked quickly away. I heard Babushka yelling at me to come back so she could box my ears. I made like I didn’t hear her and kept putting as much distance between us as I could. I figured I was permanently banned from the food table. Maybe Aeryn could make me a plate, or Terri. Toby owed me, big time. He could work Babushka for a plate for me and one for Floyd.

			He shot me with an arrow. My leg was stiff, but it no longer hurt like it used to; that pain was a distant memory. The past week was a blur. I remembered people running in and out of my house, the terminable phone calls, and Terri, there with me every moment. 

			I liked my new life and that’s what it was, a new and completely different journey. I stood and took in the fresh air. It was cool enough that I wasn’t sweating in my suit. It took me three tries to get the tie right, but I felt good in the suit, professional. I was the governor after all. Maybe I’d take the suit to Valdez. It was important to have the upper hand. If they expected a hick, I wouldn’t give them one. 

			They didn’t know what they were in for. 

			More and more people arrived, so Floyd and I became the greeting party, receiving congratulations of all sorts. Many had presents and I had no idea what to do with them, but then Diane started yelling at people to put them on a table next to the food line. I hadn’t seen her arrive, but expected Charles would not be far away. I angled around the crowd, keeping them between me and Babushka. Diane looked at me and smiled, then ran around the table to hug me. She felt all of eighty pounds, but she had a great deal of energy. I hope Charles understood how that would keep his life interesting. Once I looked into her eyes, I guessed that he probably already knew that. 

			“Charles?” I asked and she pointed to the food tables where he was studiously sampling each dish. Babushka raised a serving spoon and waved it at me menacingly. Charles smiled and waved his fingers at me. I backed away slowly as Babushka lunged toward me. I turned and ran. 

			I wasn’t too proud. Diane’s laughter receded into the distance. Abigail and Phillip arrived with their dog teams pulling two sleds with trailers filled with food. Jo, Emma, and Tony followed them, riding their bikes. Floyd ran straight through both teams, nearly inciting a riot. He considered himself a husky, while the other sled dogs considered him a wolf. I ran after him and muscled him away from the teams. All he wanted to do was go play. Abigail and Phillip worked to calm their dogs while Jo summoned a small army of people to carry the serving trays to the tables. 

			I would have helped, but couldn’t risk getting within arm’s reach of Babushka. 

			Alexey and Alyona arrived carrying a couple of large potted flowers. They put these on the sides of the stage. I worked my way to the front so I could thank them for continuing Terri’s work in the greenhouse. Alyona waved at me as if I were a petulant child. “For past year, it has been Chuck this, Chuck that. I’m glad you finally come to your senses. She is good person and you will be happy.” 

			“Yes, Da, and spasibo,” I told them. They headed for the food table, making me jealous. I wondered what I would have to do to get a sandwich before the ceremony. 

			Too late. I spotted Toby coming from the side and taking his place on the stage. Charles worked his way up there and stood next to him. Someone started yelling for everyone to take their places. I stood in front of my designated chair, when I spotted Toby’s parents. I greeted them as old friends, even though I had never spent much time with them. I knew that I should have. I’d lost much time during the dark time.

			We made small talk until someone started playing a guitar, then we stood in front of our chairs. Lucas appeared and grabbed my arm, directing me to follow him. 

			He opened the door to the community center, smiling at the crowd. Clarisse walked out first, slowly, using her cane. Charles jumped down to help her up the two steps to the stage. Emma and Jo walked out next, followed by Amber, Abigail, Terri, and finally Colleen. I looked at the women from the original Community, along with Terri, my new wife, as they all took the stage. I took Aeryn’s arm and, walking slowly, we approached the stage where Toby waited at the bottom of the stairs. 

			I choked up as I saw that the women were standing in for Aeryn’s mother and probably had been for the past year. I walked tall, although tears ran down my cheeks. Aeryn saw me and smiled, but she was crying, too. When we reached Toby, I nodded to him and kissed my daughter on the cheek. I stood there as they walked onto the stage. Terri joined me and hugged me around the waist as we moved to our seats in the front row.

			Then the preacher started, which brought me back to reality. Did all preachers have that same voice? Did they teach that in the seminary? I wouldn’t ask. He told us to sit down, so those of us with chairs did. There was a huge crowd behind us. I wondered how many were there. It could have been half the Community and deservedly so. Aeryn and Charles had made everyone feel welcome over the past ten years. 

			The ceremony continued until the kiss and then it was over. I felt like I missed it all. My little girl was married and ready to start her own family. Terri knuckled my rib cage, shaking me from my reverie. “Now we go stand in the receiving line and then everyone will grab something to eat. Follow me,” she said and led me by the hand to the other side of the stage where the new couple and all the bridesmaids were gathered. I hugged Aeryn, shook Toby’s hand, and generally did whatever Terri told me to. I was a complete wreck. She told me that she expected it as her father did the same thing to the point of passing out and requiring oxygen to be revived. 

			I think it took two hours for everybody to get through the line and deliver their congratulations. I was ready to keel over as my leg hurt and I was emotionally exhausted. Despite being a public figure, I was still an introvert and being with so many people drained all my energy. 

			Then we let the bride and groom be the first ones to eat from the bridal party. I stood at the very back of the line, hoping that Babushka had given up and was taking a break when I finally made it. She spotted me and started coming for me. I would have escaped if it hadn’t been for Terri grabbing my arm with both hands and holding me in place. Babushka held a large plate heaped with a variety of food and smiled widely, showing her missing teeth and overactive tongue. 

			“Last time you get special treatment!” she declared and walked off.

			“Did you see that? I got special treatment!” I laughed.

		


		
			THE ROAD TO VALDEZ

			 

			 

			As I suspected, Lucas refused to give us the truck. He insisted on driving himself to take care of his baby. So we loaded up with a chainsaw, all the gas we could spare, pry bars, parts for the truck, tools, and game bags. We loaded our rifles and pistols, too. We were giving ourselves five days to get there. The last time I’d traveled that road, it was pretty clear. Three hundred miles, but it was early fall and better to go now than when the weather turned. We weren’t afraid it would snow. We still had at least three weeks before we’d get dusted, although it could rain and freeze at almost any time. 

			So we made time our friend. Over the past ten years, we’d cleared a road through the city of old Fairbanks to make it easier to get to North Pole where the Russian community had been established, taking over the old elementary school when we moved out. 

			Ben had even turned his old fish wheel over to them and they were pleased to get it. 

			I started out in the front, next to Lucas, while Terri was in the back with Floyd, keeping the half-wolf company. He’d warmed up to her fully, and if I hadn’t known better, I thought he might like her more than me. I didn’t want to test that premise. 

			We passed North Pole, continued to Salcha and kept on until we reached Delta Junction. Although we took it easy, the road was mostly clear, the drive uneventful, and we made good time. We had to move some debris going through Delta Junction, but once Sumitomo arrived, they’d clear these roads so we weren’t too bothered that we moved just enough out of our way so we could squeeze through. 

			The mine was about fifty miles down a dirt road northwest of town, where they had a full-sized work camp, a temporary facility with everything needed to continue mining for twenty-four hours a day. All they had to do was to add power, rejuvenate the camp, and get back to work. It was an underground mine with a great deal of support required for active gold production. The mine had previously used a variety of methods, but the chemical reagent methods probably wouldn’t be useful until they could stock sufficient quantities of acid. How many tanker trucks would that take? More than the startup work, I suspected. 

			They could also use gravity and flotation, both tried and true methods that only required water and power to recover at least a quarter of the gold from the rock. The rest would have to wait until the chemical methods were available. However, it would start the revenue stream. With the depression, gold was at an all-time high. Any gold mined was good gold; even a quarter of what was available would be lucrative. 

			I was on my way to Valdez to sign the access agreement. It was simple, but appropriately ambiguous, and since we controlled access we could always stop the trucks and end the export until we resolved our issues. We were also going to supply some of the manpower. We had about one thousand people in New Fairbanks. Once winter started, most of them had little to do, so working in the mine for food and money would be the first step toward gaining a foothold in modern society. They said they needed two hundred people in order to run 24/7 operations. I asked around at Aeryn’s reception and there were a great number of people interested. The thought of earning money in order to buy a new rifle or more ammunition was attractive. 

			There was no doubt that we could supply the people if they could supply the guidance and equipment. 

			From Delta Junction, there were two roads south, one toward Tok and one due south to Valdez. We took Alaska Highway 4 and headed south. Not far out of town, we ran across two bull moose fighting. I looked from Lucas to Terri before pulling out my 45/70. I opened the door and stepped out, putting the rifle through the window, resting it on the ledge. Then I waited. I would shoot the loser because to the winner, the spoils.

			It wasn’t long before the bigger bull pinned the younger bull to the ground and beat on him with his massive rack. The other bull bugled in pain until the bigger moose walked away, the proud stud. When the younger bull staggered to his feet, I fired. The humans had their ears covered but poor Floyd started howling. 

			The bull dropped where he was. Lucas and I approached carefully, but half the bull’s head was blown away. It was a nice shot right behind the eyes from close range with a 405 grain cannon shell. “One shot, one kill, eh, Lucas?” He nodded. He knew I was in the Marine Corps, but I didn’t go around shouting oorah. I didn’t even have a Marine tattoo. 

			It would have been embarrassing, but I was in intelligence. If you ever wanted to work undercover, you couldn’t have identifying body marks like a big eagle, globe, and anchor on your arm. I never worked undercover, but I always hoped. Who didn’t want to be James Bond?

			Terri looked at me oddly. I’d tell her later. “We better clean this moose.” That’s all it took for the three of us to get to work. Floyd recovered quickly, especially when he got to sample some of the choicer bits of the bull. We discovered that the loser was still a big boy. We struggled to roll him over after cleaning and bagging the meat from one side. The key to making quick work of a moose was not to gut the animal, but clean all the meat off one side, then flip it over and do the other. Trying to clean out the cavity was a great deal of extra work for no gain. 

			Floyd wanted to get in there something fierce. We had to fight him off to keep him from going muzzle deep into the gross bits. In the end, we lost. While loading the meat sacks into the truck, Floyd’s inner wolf came out. We stayed away while he ravaged the guts. As evening approached, we moved the truck a couple miles down the road, making Floyd run after us since he was covered in blood. I didn’t know when we’d be able to wash him next, and I wasn’t looking forward to that, especially since Terri put her foot down and said that was my job. We set up our tents and rolled out our sleeping bags as we made a fire and cooked some of the back strap. There really was nothing like fresh moose back strap. It melted in our mouths. “That alone was worth it,” I purred, savoring every bite. No one else spoke. Floyd slept between Terri and me, so we held hands, resting them in his fur, caked with dried blood. We loved all of our children, even those with carnivorous tendencies. 

			“It’s been quite a ride, Chuck,” Lucas started. “Fourteen years, man. It seems like only yesterday when the guests stopped coming to Chena Hot Springs Resort. Then you showed up and our whole world changed.” Lucas reached across the fire to shake my hand. 

			“I’ll second that,” Terri added. I was embarrassed and looked at the fire, digging at it with a stick. 

			“None of us knew how it was going to turn out. I had to kill two people within weeks after the fall. I shot them myself with this pistol right here. I watched a man take his own life because I didn’t get there in time to help him fight off wolves after he lost his dog team. I killed dogs to put them out of their misery because we couldn’t treat them. I killed Colleen’s horse because it had broken its leg. I was a one-man wrecking crew. I stole. I took anything that wasn’t nailed down. The resort was my only respite, it was the only thing that allowed me to look myself in the mirror and not be disgusted. I’m not the guy you thought I was.” 

			“You’re exactly the guy I think you are, the one who would do anything for his family and friends. I’ve killed people, too, Chuck, a lot of people,” Terri said coldly. “It doesn’t define us. We only did what we had to do in a tough time. And you know what? You and I would both do exactly the same thing again, because that’s who we are.” She highlighted her point by punching me in the arm. 

			“It’s okay, Chuck,” Lucas said. “Your secret is safe with us. I knew you were keeping something back, but we all were. I’ll tell you that I fell for Amber when I first saw her, well before the fall, but she was out of my league. Look at us now! And what the hell, Chuck? If I understand things correctly, your sixteen-year old son has asked my thirteen-year old daughter to marry him?” Lucas looked a little put-out.

			Terri jumped in to save me. “Chuck put his foot down on that one, letting Charles know in no uncertain terms that there’s to be no funny business until she turns sixteen. And they said they were getting married on that day. We’ll see if they feel the same way in a couple years. They are both still young.”

			“Will that make us cousins or something?” Lucas asked with a grin. 

			“Or something,” I replied. “I’m going to be a grandfather soon enough. You think there’s chaos in my house now, wait until the baby comes.”

			“Whose house?” Terri asked, one eyebrow raised.

			“I said our house,” I recovered quickly, wincing in preparation for getting punched again. I stood and stretched. “We’re going to pack it in, Lucas. See you in the morning. I have to go get my spanking now,” I added devilishly. 

			“Chuck’s going to get some!” Lucas chanted.

			“Chuck most assuredly is not going to get some,” Terri said smoothly as she helped tamp out the fire. We retired to our tent where Terri proved herself to be a master of deception. 

			* * *

			I had never been on that road and it turned out that it paralleled rivers and lakes. When we drove through the abandoned town of Donnelly, we pulled off at the creek that split the town in half. I wrestled a howling Floyd into the water and soon we were both thoroughly soaked. I scrubbed him clean while the others watched from the safety of the shore. We were doomed to a truck that would smell like a wet dog. I was happy that it was warm enough to drive with the windows open.

			We made Floyd sit in the back seat by himself.

			The remaining road to Valdez was not bad. There were some bridges that seemed a little sketchy. I had no idea how many earthquakes had rocked the area in the past fourteen years. I’d let the Sumitomo rep know. I suspected they’d be moving a great deal of heavy equipment, and they couldn’t have a bridge fail. Then again, I had to consider the safety rules or lack thereof. What risks were we willing to assume? I put the responsibility for bridge inspections on Sumitomo. They could drive them as they were or reinforce them as they saw fit. It was their call. 

			We passed the Lodge at Black Rapids and thought it looked homey so we stopped in. Floyd started barking, which concerned me. We loaded up and spread out. Terri took my rifle while I carried my pistol. Lucas had his hunting rifle. 

			“We mean you no harm!” I yelled toward the stately building that made up the lodge. 

			“Then why the firepower?” a young, female voice countered. 

			“Because we’ve been shot at too many times. I’m putting my pistol away and I beg you, please do not shoot me.” Terri glared at me as I holstered the .45 and held up my hands. 

			A woman appeared carrying a small baby. Behind her was a man older than Lucas, but younger than me. “It’s been a while since anyone’s been through here. A long while,” she said as she continued to approach. The man stayed back, keeping his shotgun handy. 

			“I’m Evelyn and this here is little Rusty,” she said. “Back there is Daniel. We homesteaded here. If you’d like to stay, it’ll cost you something.”

			“Evelyn, nice to meet you, and you, too, Rusty and Daniel. I’m Chuck Nagy, governor of Alaska. My partner Terri and good friend Lucas. We’d be more than happy to share a little moose with you. How about fifty pounds? Will that work?” I offered. Daniel nodded vigorously. I waved him to the back of the truck and pointed to a game bag with the right amount of meat. He hefted it over a shoulder with a grunt, and we walked into the lodge, while I asked Floyd to stay outside. He soon disappeared into the brush after seeing a squirrel.

			It had only been two days and if we wanted, we could have made it to Valdez that evening. No need to push it. This lodge could be a good waypoint for the new Sumitomo logistics highway. 

			Daniel disappeared through the dining room and into the kitchen. We stood around the reception area, marveling at the good shape of the building. It looked like it was ready to receive guests, like it was open for business. “This is nice! You’ve done a great job here. With regular food shipments, do you think you could run this place as a hotel again?” I asked, curious about their background, but I wouldn’t delve into it, because it didn’t matter. The only thing of import was their willingness to receive guests and give them a place to eat and stay. 

			I caught a movement out of the corner of my eye and leaned to the side to see Daniel digging in the back of our truck. I looked to Terri and made a face, trying to point with my eyes. “Why don’t you guys continue the tour. I’m going to go help Daniel,” I said. As I turned away from Evelyn, I touched my pistol so the others could see. Terri closed her eyes, afraid of what was going to happen. 

			I went through the kitchen and ducked, looking out the back door. Daniel was returning with another bag of moose and my briefcase. I stood behind the door. When he entered, while his hands were still full, I punched him in the temple with everything I had. The meat fell, the briefcase flew, and the man toppled to the floor. “Get in here!” I shouted as I straddled Daniel, turning him on his face and twisting his arms behind his body. I pulled him to his feet as he tried to shake off the bells ringing inside his skull. 

			Terri led the way as Lucas pushed Evelyn in front of him. She looked afraid. “What the hell is this?” I asked, seized by the anger of their duplicity. 

			“We haven’t eaten regular in so long, I can’t remember. He was just trying to get us some food,” she pleaded. 

			“So, you were in on it is what I hear. You didn’t even give us a chance to help you, explain why we’re here. How about this? The Lodge at Black Rapids needs to be open for business in less than two months. You will get regular supplies of food, sheets, cleaning gear, everything you need to run a hotel. You two are here. You could build a new life, a good life, but no. You decide that stealing from us is your best choice,” I snarled. I was angrier than I should have been, and I didn’t know why.

			“All we wanted was some food,” she cried.

			“Bullshit!” I screamed at her. “Why did he take my briefcase? Do you know what’s in there? The original copy of our declaration of independence. In there is Alaska’s path to prosperity. And the reason this lodge is going to get busy? People are starting to invest in us again.” I pushed Daniel away from me, slamming him into the food preparation counter. He turned back toward me, both hands clenched into fists. I bounced forward and jabbed, punching him square in the mouth. He collapsed and remained on the floor. I picked up my briefcase and stormed out the back door. 

			Lucas and Terri were unsure what to do. Evelyn blathered a constant stream of apologies as she bent down with the baby and tried to help Daniel. Blood streamed from his split lip as he rolled around on the floor. 

			Terri leaned down and in a gentle voice told them, “Straighten up. We have no time for criminals in Alaska. Do you understand me? You are now on your second chance. Don’t blow it. If you do, he’ll kill you both, and we’ll help him.” She patted the woman on the back gently and stepped over the man on her way out the door. Lucas didn’t have anything to add. He took the man’s shotgun, but left it when we found it wasn’t loaded. They’d probably run out of ammunition a long time ago.

			I leaned against the truck, breathing heavily. Anxiety had me in its ugly grasp. I hated confrontation, and this was only the start. I doubted that I was the one to lead the country to freedom. 

			No. I was convinced that I wasn’t the one. 

			Terri strolled up to me, my rifle slung over her shoulder. “You know how sexy you are when you’re beating the hell out of somebody,” she said in her best bedroom voice. She rubbed her body against mine, kissing my face. I pushed her away to see if she was serious. 

			She laughed. “I’m pretty sure as the king, you should not be beating your subjects. Let’s try not to do that again. Just let me talk with them next time, and I don’t think we’ll have any problems.” 

			“King? It kind of feels like that sometimes. We dispense justice at the end of a gun. It’s the freaking Wild West up here, Terri. I almost passed out in there. I can barely breathe as it is. I don’t need their garbage to make it worse.” I put my hands behind my head to expand my chest and get more air. In through the nose, out through the mouth.

			“Listen. We don’t have law enforcement or anything like that. It is the Wild West. And don’t forget that you have us, all of us to help you. Let me see that hand.” I’d been trying to hide the fact that blood was running off my fingers. I’d cut my knuckle on the man’s tooth. She looked at it and shook her head. “I’ll need to sew that up. Wait here.” 

			She retrieved our medical kit from the truck, looked at me, then pulled out the suture and needle. 

			“Hey, don’t we have some of Pavel’s whiskey?” I asked hopefully.

			“No. This is your fault and it’s going to hurt. Take it like a man.” Without further delay, she pulled the skin of my knuckle out and jabbed the needle into it. I grunted in pain and my knees buckled. She pushed me against the truck fender to hold my hand steady. She quickly finished the two big stitches and tied it tightly on top of the wound. I was sweating and felt faint. I looked at her in horror

			“Have I married a dominatrix?” I gasped.

			“What would make you think that, lover?” she said smoothly. “Maybe you should find those things out before you tie the knot.” She gave me her flask, and I drank deeply. The cool water helped. She gently stroked my face and smiled softly.

			I had to admit that I did like her fingernails. 

			I also admitted that she was right. I needed to stay above the fray. I wasn’t alone. Not anymore. 

			“So, do you think they can have the lodge ready for people within a month or so?” I asked Lucas as he finally felt comfortable enough to approach. 

			“I don’t know, Chuck. The negotiations kind of stalled, with the beating and all,” Lucas said, laughing. “I can go ask, if you’d like?” I thought about it and nodded. Lucas turned and headed up the stairs toward the main entrance. He stopped and returned to the truck where he dug out an ice bag from the med kit. It was a one-use item where after breaking the chemicals inside, it cooled down. He knew that it would feel good on Daniel’s face and make any conversation a little more friendly. 

			He was gone for a while, but when he returned, he wore a big smile and carried a piece of paper. “We’re good. Here’s what they need to start things up.” I looked at the list and thought some of it was overboard, but when you ask someone a question, you need to be ready for their answer. It was a starting point, and the fact that they talked about our proposal gave me hope. 

			“I’ll take that, and let’s see what we can do for them.” I waved at the windows where I could see the couple watching us. They did not wave back. I really wanted to give them the finger, and my hand started to lift of its own accord, but Terri stopped me. 

			“You do that and you won’t get any tonight,” she said matter-of-factly. 

			“What? You’re going to use sex to control me?” I asked more loudly than intended. Lucas shielded his eyes as he climbed into the driver’s seat. 

			“I haven’t been a wife in an awful long time. I think it’s my prerogative, don’t you?” she asked as we leaned against the fender. I had my arm around her lean waist and she had her hand on my chest. Her eyes sparkled. “Chuck, I’m not Madison. Yes, we make love and it’s really, really good.” She bit her lip and smiled. “But I’m with you because I like being with you. I like talking with you, and I like arguing with you. You listen, but you have your opinions. I think that you will be an incredible first president for our new country. I want to see it first-hand, and I know that you need help. I know that you aren’t as confident as you present yourself in public. I know all this stuff, and it makes me love you more. So, no. I have no intention of trying to control you and expect that you will give me the same consideration, which you have. We’re partners, Chuck.” 

			Then Terri kissed me and I was no longer angry, or hurt, or weak. I was what I needed me to be. 

			“Partners,” I replied as she climbed in the front and shut the door quickly. She hung an arm out the window and mouthed the word “shotgun.” I looked at Floyd panting at my side. He had feathers stuck in his whiskers. “What the hell did you eat?” He simply perked his ears and wagged his tail. 

		


		
			VALDEZ

			 

			 

			It took three days to make it to Valdez. None of the bridges were out and the debris on the road was easily removed. We could have made it in one day had we pushed, but it had been a pleasant drive, and I liked looking at this country of ours through new eyes. Alaska was a beautiful place, and if we were successful, then we’d be able to open it up to tourists from all over the world once again. Starting with infrastructure, we’d rebuild and open our world. Denali was glorious and we could see it from our front porch on clear days. Others should get the chance to see it, too.

			Valdez was a shell of the city that it used to be. The port still operated, albeit barely. There was a port operator, but the old man did it because it’s what he had always done. He fished during the day to keep himself fed. His wife maintained a garden so they had more to eat than just fish. People in Valdez were barely surviving. 

			I had not been there before and felt remiss. These people were Alaskans and deserved better treatment. Of course, I was partial to New Fairbanks, but there were people scattered throughout the great land. I added that to my running list of things that needed done. We had to have a census. Maybe next year we could commission a ship to travel the coast and find at least all the people living along the ocean and larger rivers. 

			Bethel should have been thriving, but no one had heard from them since the fall. Flyovers showed a ruined runway and what looked like an abandoned city. I wanted to send a team out there to figure out what was going on and what was available. We needed a fleet of helicopters. 

			And we needed power. That was holding Valdez back. What would it take to bring in some small nuclear reactors? Lucas laughed at that suggestion, but in my mind it was the biggest bang for the buck. We didn’t have any uranium deposits in Alaska, but Russia wasn’t far away. I wondered if they’d install one for us? The sky was the limit with my thinking. 

			More likely, we’d be refurbishing our coal-fired power plants. The old Usibelli mine near Denali had enough coal available from surface mining to power all of Alaska for the next fifty years. Maybe that was the biggest bang for the buck.

			Then again, since the Russian government was the one that put us in this position, it made coal more attractive. Maybe I wouldn’t approach them. I found myself thinking of the Japanese. They’d had some problems with their reactors and decommissioned a number of them. I wondered what it would cost to get one or more of those?

			We drove slowly through the town. There was a crude store established down by the wharf. It was set up for trade like a farmer’s market. 

			That made my day. Lucas stayed with the truck to forestall any issues with people helping themselves to what we had in the bed. Terry and I walked into the market. The first person inside the door looked at us oddly. She seemed to be in charge as she sat in a chair by the door, watching people enter. 

			“Is the ferry early?” she asked. We shook our heads. “Then, where’d you come from?” 

			“I’m Chuck, Chuck Nagy, and I’m the governor of Alaska. I’m so sorry that I haven’t made it down here before now. We are set up in New Fairbanks where the UN sanctioned our settlement and reestablishment of the state. I have a question for you. What kind of support are you getting down here from the shipping line, from Washington, or anywhere else in the States, for that matter?”

			“Governor, huh? You’re not much of one. We’ve been on our own for a long time. We have a mayor, you know. That’s me. I’m the mayor, and I started this market because we needed it.” I had judged her poorly because of her dirty clothes and straggly gray hair. She was proud of her market, as she should have been. 

			“We have about eight hundred pounds of moose meat and we’d love to bring it in here to trade with the good people of Valdez. Do you have anyone who can sell it for us, for ten percent of the meat, of course?” I asked her. Her eyes brightened and she hugged me. 

			“Fish, we have plenty of, but we have no way of getting out of town to hunt moose and then no way to bring the meat back here. This will make our day. Hell, this will make our whole week!” She snapped her fingers and a couple of young men appeared. She directed them outside and then which stall to take the meat to. Terri went with them so she could tell Lucas. 

			The young men happily made multiple trips. Mayor Marcia Spaten was pleased, too, and welcomed us readily once the meat was delivered. She hugged us all like a grandmother would. It was hard not to like her. She took us from stall to stall, introducing us to the vendors and shoppers alike. We learned that there may have been around two hundred people in Valdez, but that was it. They looked forward to the arrival of the ferry as the captain always brought things to trade in order to stock up on fresh fish. Unfortunately, not everything he brought made us better. He brought whiskey and cigarettes, things that didn’t help the people move forward. The good news was that I would see him personally. 

			I didn’t care what the people said they wanted. I wanted them to have what they needed and it sure as hell wasn’t cigarettes and booze.

			Marcia committed to taking us around town once the market closed. In the interim, we toured ourselves. Floyd was a big hit as he chased away the numerous mutts and seagulls that plied the wharf. We talked to a few captains who were fishing from the back of the boats. They were waiting for the ferry to come in with the precious barrels of diesel to keep their engines running. 

			Maybe the ferry captain wasn’t all bad. I asked Terri to stay close when I talked with him.

			She looked at me oddly and then said, “Always.” I thought I knew her, but I didn’t know anything. 

			For three days we milled about town, getting to know people and, most importantly, laying the foundation with the mayor to expand and improve the transshipment capabilities of the port, while at the same time bringing the city back to life. We would need housing for hundreds of new arrivals. We looked at old warehouses and anything that might do. Almost everything was in a poor state of repair. So much to do.

			Frank! I hoped that he was up for a challenge because this was a big one. 

			When the ferry arrived, we were on the wharf with most everyone from the city, waiting and waving. Frank stood at the second deck railing with an Asian gentleman which raised my hopes that a deal would advance quickly. I also saw what looked like a government official. The only reason I guessed at that was due to his government-issue blue windbreaker with a logo on the breast that I suspected had a Presidential seal. 

			I leaned toward Terri and shared my thoughts. “Government guy? My first inclination is to deny him entry into the state and hold him on the ferry, but since we’re the good guys, we have him out, cook up some nice moose steaks, and then drop the news on him, putting him back on the ferry tomorrow. What do you think?” 

			“I like the second plan. We don’t need a confrontation here on the wharf. We need it where we outnumber him in a private environment, and whatever you do, don’t punch him in the face, even though I know you’ll want to,” she replied, eyes sparkling as usual. I held her to me for a long time, enjoying the smell of her hair, the feel of her body against mine. 

			“I love the way your eyes always sparkle,” I told her.

			“Maybe it’s who I’m looking at. Does your friend Frank know about us?” she asked. I shook my head.

			“There was no us the last time I talked with him. And now we’re married. Maybe we keep that part quiet. No, wait. It is how we are. No secrets, lover.” We turned back to the ferry, holding hands as five people got off, then a number of pallets were broken down and their goods removed by hand carts and dollies. The last three off the ferry were Frank, the government official, and whom I suspected was the Japanese trade representative. They were all here to see me. 

			“Frank, my man! Welcome to Alaska, the last frontier, the great state, and all that.” We shook hands and man-hugged. “You look great and a lot younger than me. What’s your secret?” 

			“Clean living, of course, and then there’s flush toilets,” he quipped. We shook our heads. “Let me introduce Tanaka-san, the representative from Sumitomo, and this refugee here is Richard Bustamante.” I felt fingers gouge my ribs to remind me not to call him Dick. 

			“Ohayo gozaimasu, Tanaka-san,” I said in Japanese with the appropriate depth of bow. I was the governor and his should have been deeper, which it was. I appreciated that. “Rich, good to finally meet you.” I held out my hand while feeling Terri’s hand slide down my back to fondle my butt. 

			So that was it. When I did something right, that was my reward. Suddenly, I wanted to do everything right. 

			“I’d like you all to meet my partner, Terri Nagy.” Frank’s eyes raised for just a moment before greeting her warmly. Lucas jumped onto the ferry to help others unload it. 

			“We have so much to talk about, Rich, and you, too, Tanaka-san. Rich, why don’t you get yourself settled in your home while I catch up with my old friends.” Before he could reply, I led Frank and Tanaka-san away. 

			“So, you two are married?” Frank asked. 

			“Living in sin is so nineteen nineties. We wanted to set a good example for the kids…” I almost went in to our current situation, but that wasn’t for the ears of our trade partner. Frank excused himself as he returned to the ferry to get his truck and trailer. It was packed with supplies and consumables so he could make it through the next six months while running a modern shipper’s office. Lucas loved Frank’s truck and rode with him as he drove off the ship.

			We guided him to the small building not far from the port that Marcia had offered us. The most important thing it had was a locking garage. 

			Once in the office, Tanaka-san produced a vast quantity of papers that he insisted we sign immediately as he wanted to be on the ferry out the next day. I didn’t laugh at him, but said that we would read every single word three times to ensure that we didn’t sign anything we didn’t intend to. Tanaka-san excused himself to return to the ferry where his stateroom awaited. He suggested we start reading the contract as soon as possible. 

			We bowed to him and told him that we’d see him in the morning before the ship sailed. 

			We each took a copy and started reading. I crossed out passage after passage. “What an arrogant little prick,” I said. 

			“Easy, dear,” Terri said as she was doing the same thing I was, circling some passages and crossing others out. “This is just the first draft. I wonder if he has a way to print a new copy, because this is garbage and doesn’t look like anything you have in your notes.” 

			“How convenient that I took the time to put something together. It’s handwritten, but I think we can incorporate a thing or two from what Tanaka brought, like their name, the date, and the signature block. I’m not sure there’s anything else in here we can use,” I stated, putting my copy down after making it less than halfway through. The key terms of the contract were up front and they were wrong. Better to start over.

			Frank made it through three pages before going to his truck and starting to unpack. “I have a lot to tell you. You wouldn’t believe what’s happened in just the past three weeks…” 

			We laughed heartily over me getting shot by my new son-in-law. Lucas didn’t think his thirteen-year old daughter being head over heels in love with my son was very funny. So we commiserated on that one instead, while making faces when Lucas wasn’t looking. 

			“They grow up so fast, even more so here. Have they completed school?” Frank asked. I nodded. They’d finished all the requirements for high school during the previous winter. They were both studying different fields. Aeryn seemed to be Colleen’s assistant. I’d thought that Charles wanted to work with animals, but he seemed be taken with the outdoors. Maybe he would be a hunting guide or tour guide for people who wanted to see the wild Alaska. I didn’t know and it wasn’t for me to decide. I only had to create the conditions where he could do what he liked for a living, make more opportunities available. 

			“Charles got a grizzly, a big fella, just a few weeks ago. Toby’s family is tanning it for us. That should make a nice rug to put in the living room, assuming Floyd doesn’t attack it and rip it apart,” I said as I scratched his ears. 

			With all of us helping, we were able to set up Frank’s temporary home quickly. We got the generator set up, chained it to a post and locked it up. We kept the two barrels of gas in the bed of the truck, which was kept in the garage, even though that wasn’t optimal. The trailer was parked in the yard. 

			Frank called his wife, spending a good amount of time on the phone while we returned to the market for our moose steaks and whatever vegetables we could trade for. It appeared that the moose had made us rich in things grown and IOUs. We had slips of paper for everything from nights in people’s homes, to whale watching, to fishing adventures, to home cleaning. We gave it all to Frank as his way to get to know the people in the Community. 

			The moose steaks were part of the ten percent we’d agreed to pay the vendor, who suggested that it was too generous since the moose sold itself. So we recovered some meat and everything else that seemed to be ours and headed back to Frank’s house. We waited for Dick to show up before cooking the steaks, but his intransigence knew no limits. I ended up asking Marcia for help, and she went and got him for us, plus I wanted her to attend. 

			Dinner was superb and we all made appropriate small talk. Terri let me know when I was saying the right things, so that made it easy. Finally, it was time.

			“Mr. Bustamante, I have to put on my official hat now and deliver this to you.” I handed him our neatly handwritten declaration of independence with the signatures of all the council members. Mine was at the top and prominent. “As of the date of that notification, Alaska no longer accepts its status as a protected territory under the United States. The great nation of Alaska is born. As such, your presence here, in your current capacity as liaison, is no longer relevant. I invite you to take the next ferry out.” Silence greeted me.

			The man studiously reviewed the declaration. It was short and clear. Our way ahead would be rough, and we needed the United States, but as a trading partner, not one who kept us cut off from those who could help. 

			He threw the paper down and left it there as he walked out without a word. I took a deep breath to yell something inappropriate, but felt a knuckle gouge my ribs. “I know, don’t call him Dick,” I told Terri in a low voice. She smiled. I was learning.

			The next day, we waited for our government liaison on the pier. He seemed ecstatic to be leaving. I tried to hand him the envelope with the declaration. He refused to take it. 

			“Listen, Rich, I suggest you take this because it’s your freaking job,” I growled. 

			“Not anymore, thanks to you Neanderthals. You’d turn your back on the country that gave this state life? On the people who made you what you are?” he shouted almost maniacally. 

			I took a deep breath, and when he tried to walk off, I grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “You mean the country that abandoned us, who actually fired at us, fired at me, to keep us from leaving a hot zone? That government? The one who hasn’t done anything for us in years, the one who keeps us from helping ourselves? Damn right we’re turning our back on that. You gave us no choice. You take this letter, and you deliver it, otherwise I’ll leave a note for your surgeon where to deliver it because I’ll shove this thing so far up your ass that’s who it’ll take to remove it.” I wanted him to try something so I could unleash my fury on him, but he didn’t.

			He took the letter and crumpled it into his briefcase. He gave me the finger as he walked off, which Lucas dutifully took a picture of with my camera phone. “I’ll be happy never to come back here!” he shouted.

			Frank asked the ferry captain to mail a letter that I had addressed to the Office of the President from my office as governor. In it was another copy of the original declaration. I added a note describing Dick’s abrasiveness and diplomatic transgressions, along with his refusal to perform his duties as the liaison, including leaving Alaska without proper notification. I also noted the lack of logistics support in keeping the road and rail links to New Fairbanks open. 

			I had no doubt that the weasel would find some way to make himself look like a knight in shining armor. It was the bureaucrat’s way. I didn’t care.

			Next up was Tanaka-san. He looked at the crossed-out pages of his original contract and failed to mask his horror. I handed him my handwritten version, which he refused to sign. Then I handed him a second page with a short note. “The nation of Alaska recognizes Sumitomo’s ownership interest in the Pogo mine but does not grant access pending a contractual agreement.” 

			“Have a good day, Tanaka-san,” I said as I waved and walked away. He spluttered and ran off the ramp, trying to get in front of me. 

			“But this is unreasonable!” he stated.

			“I spent a long time on the phone with Sumitomo and not a damn thing that I said made it into that piece of crap you gave me. I can only assume that you think us weak and insulted us on purpose, insulted me to my face. I can’t have that, Tanaka-san. There are a lot of people in this new nation who are counting on me. So you need to do the right thing and sign that contract I gave you. You need to sign it right damn now.” I stepped forward to loom over him. My pistol was almost even with his eyeballs as it rested in my shoulder holster. Floyd started growling, sensing my anger. 

			Tanaka caved, which surprised me. I thought he’d make shallow promises and jump back on the ferry, never to return. He signed his copy and then our copy, which I handed to Frank to make sure it was executed to the letter. 

			I bowed, just enough to show him that I was still furious with him, but was letting him off the hook. He bowed back, then made a hasty departure. The last thing he wanted was to get stuck in the austere accommodations of Valdez. 

			“Well now. I think that went pretty well,” I said as the horn sounded, the lines were cast off, and the ferry carefully maneuvered away from the dock. Tanaka and Bustamante were nowhere to be seen. “What a pair of buttholes. Old world, welcome to the new world where we refuse to be pushed around. We’ll need to drum up a couple hundred people to work the mine once they get it up and running. I’m thinking that means December. Could be a rough drive. When they make contact with you, Frank, tell them to bring a plow.”

		


		
			A RETURN HOME

			 

			 

			I suggested we keep driving, but Lucas and Terri insisted we stop at the Lodge on the way back. So we did. Terri gave me the stink eye until I got out of the truck. She straightened my collar and checked my appearance. “As we grow, you’re going to have meet with all kinds of people you don’t like. Think of this as practice, dear,” she said calmly. Of course, she was right.

			When we went inside, I smiled and offered my hand. I felt a strange sense of satisfaction when Daniel winced and shook at arm’s length, his face still puffy and lips purple from the beatdown this old man gave him. 

			We talked and told them what we expected would be coming and what they could expect from their list. Lucas and Frank had worked out the details and Frank had a copy of the list as part of his request for Sumitomo. They fed us some of the moose we’d shared, including a rough bread that was a rarity. I asked about it and they talked through how they made the flour from barley. Back of the lodge was a patch and Daniel knew how to harvest and prep it as a winter wheat, where he planted each year. They’d been able to continue their harvests for the six years they’d been living at the Lodge. 

			And that was why it was important to get to know people. 

			“I’m glad we stopped by, to learn more about you and set the expectations for the way ahead. You are going to be very busy, very soon. You will represent all of Alaska, the nation of Alaska.” They looked questioningly at that. “That’s why we went to Valdez, to deliver our declaration of independence. We are a free nation now, a land of opportunity, a nation of simple laws. It’s up to us to show the world what we can be, how a country can take care of itself while also allowing its people to grow. You are on the front lines of all of this. What people see of you is what they will think of our country. Integrity and honor above all.” 

			Maybe I was the right person to be the governor. I felt it in my bones, and I hoped that I sold it that way, too. It was something bigger than all of us. No one person would make this a success. It would take everyone. 

			When we were back in the truck, Terri put Floyd in the front seat where he was happiest to look out and see everything. She joined me in the back seat where we talked endlessly about the new nation. She took notes. I took notes. Lucas added a great deal from the driver’s seat. He understood the nuts and bolts of keeping the wheels turning. We needed a lot of support to keep the logistics flowing. 

			I needed people working on things. We had one phone and almost no vehicles. It was a high mountain that we were climbing. My initial exuberance was tempered by time and distance. I couldn’t wait to get home and see my kids. I couldn’t wait to sleep in my own bed, with Terri by my side. That made me think of morning. The restock of coffee that Frank brought was a godsend. I felt like a new man. I had enough to get through the winter, even with all our houseguests helping themselves, a situation that I would have to accept since that seemed to be my future. In a few years, things would calm down as both twins moved into their own homes. I wasn’t sure that I was looking forward to that. It already made me feel lonely. 

			We stopped to shoot a small cow moose that was by herself a long ways away from anything else. It helped to spread out the harvest to not thin any herd too much. It would also be nice to return with a good stock. We’d arrive low on gasoline, but having accomplished our mission. I hoped that within a few months, Sumitomo would be able to clear the roads and supply fuel all the way from Delta Junction to New Fairbanks. 

			Hope wasn’t a great plan, and I had to reconcile myself with the fact that it would probably be next year before any regular logistics convoys arrived in the interior. 

			When we arrived in New Fairbanks, Lucas went straight to my house and we unloaded what was intended for us. Charles was home as was Diane, which upset both Lucas and me. She insisted that she’d been sleeping at home and that her mother, Amber, could confirm that. I looked as sternly as I could at Charles, but he was defiant. “If you are touching her naked body, I will beat you senseless.” I didn’t want any ambiguity. Lucas approved of my approach. There was a great deal of gray in life, but not here. This was black and white with a very clear line. “Here’s what we’re going to do. You are going to intern with Lucas, learn everything there is to know about fixing things. You are going to respect that man and his family. And when the time comes, we are going to celebrate you and Diane being together. You’ll have to improve on Aeryn’s wedding. You saw Babushka brought me a plate, didn’t you? Top that! By the way, where’s your sister?”

			“Upstairs crying. They had a fight,” Charles answered calmly.

			The blood rushed to my head. I returned to the truck and pulled out my rifle. I started walking toward my bike when Terri tackled me and took my 45/70 away. “I’ll take care of it,” she said, leaving me on the ground as she threw the rifle to Charles, ordering him not to give it back to me. I still had my pistol. He shrugged. 

			Lucas asked me to help him, so Charles and Diane climbed in the back. Floyd didn’t want to go, but we coaxed him back into the truck with a little jerky that Charles always carried. We stopped by the processing facility to drop off the meat. The kids stayed there to prepare the moose for storage. Lucas and I took turns hugging them, surrendering to that aspect of our lives. When we climbed back in the truck, Lucas thanked me. 

			“I guess it was inevitable, huh?” I started. “We set a different standard for them. I was surprised, but I know I shouldn’t have been. I already think of her as a daughter. The other kids from the resort, too, Bill, Tony, little Hermione. They are all family as are you guys. We’ve seen it all, haven’t we?” 

			Lucas looked thoughtful and took a while to answer. “Yes, we have, Chuck. I’ll be proud to call Charles my son-in-law, when the time is right, that is.” I had high hopes that Terri would calm things down on the home front. I liked peace. I liked calm reading by the fire in the evenings. 

			A baby was on the way. 

			“What are you thinking about?” Lucas asked. 

			“Too many things, my friend. But first and foremost, I think I may have to run off into the hills and hide until calm is restored.”

			“Go back to your old house and spend a few days there. You haven’t had a honeymoon, yet. Take it and then things are going to get busy, so we’ll need a hundred percent of you. I sure as hell am not going to manage the creation of a new country. I have an intern to look after.” 

			We unloaded the rest of the items at the community center and I put my briefcase in the office that I’d commandeered. I needed a real place from which to work. I wanted wall space to help me manage all the moving parts. I was a fan of white boards, but we didn’t have any markers that worked. There were no chalk boards, so I used old butcher block wrapping paper. We’d found a stash a few years back and had moved it into the warehouse to keep it dry. 

			Lucas took Floyd and me back home where I was happy to see Aeryn outside on her way to the kennels. Terri gave me the thumbs up. I breathed a sigh of relief and went inside with my small backpack with my clothes from our trip. 

			“It was nothing, just two young people learning that living together requires compromise,” Terri stated.

			“We didn’t have any issues,” I added.

			“That’s because, my dear, you didn’t notice the changes I made.”

			“What changes did you make?” I asked.

			“The ones that you didn’t notice,” she said cryptically. 

			“And I’m better for it, too. All I need is for you to tell me when something is bugging you, that’s all. By the way, I think we should disappear for a few days. Take a honeymoon.”

			“I’ll let you know if something bothers me, make no mistake about that. A honeymoon? Why Chuck, you old romantic, you. This wouldn’t have anything to do with running away from people crying in your home, would it?” She already knew me so well. That was part of it, but I did want to get away before we started to get busy.

			We’d never discussed a military option. If the United States invaded, there would be nothing we could do. I would encourage people not to fight back as our battle would have to be fought in the UN where the lack of material support would be our trump card. How can you protect your people when you leave them to die? I found those thoughts less than comforting. 

			Toby appeared later that day, a blubbering mess. They apologized repeatedly to each other while crying. I looked at Terri and rolled my eyes, which earned me a kick in the leg. Charles arrived later with Diane, just in time for dinner, but they volunteered to cook. They brought some of the fresh moose, while the rest had been packaged and was in the process of freezing. 

			We had two cups of barley flour that Daniel and Evelyn had shared with us and we used that to make some Bannock bread, a rare treat since we had yet to master consistent growth of any grains we could use for flour. Add some fresh vegetables to the pot on the fire and it made for a perfect family dinner, all six of us. Since the kids cooked, Terri and I cleaned up. When we finished, no one was left inside, so we retired to our bedroom for the evening. I had a bookcase filled with scavenged books. One thing that never went out of style was a good paperback. 

			Plus, we could close the door and be alone, something we hadn’t gotten enough of since the day of our wedding. 

			The next morning, we wished the twins well as Terri and I hopped on our bikes and pedaled steadily northwest, using a variety of roads. I walked up the steepest of hills while Terri waited at the top for me. We knew it would take time, so we gave ourselves plenty of it. 

			The rustling in the brush was a surprise, and when a sow and two cubs appeared, Terri fled back toward me. She was standing on the pedals to increase her speed as the bear raced after her. I jumped off my bike and pulled my pistol. I’d left the rifle at home and instantly regretted that decision. I fired once in the air and the bear hesitated. I shot a mailbox near her, and the bear turned and ran. Terri, slowed gradually and stopped next to me before she looked over her shoulder. 

			“Close?” she asked.

			“Not too bad,” I lied. The bear had been less than a car-length away as I saw it. I didn’t want to shoot her as then the cubs would be abandoned. I watched all three of them disappear into the brush and listened as they continued running. “Shall we?” I pointed up the hill and started walking again. Then stopped and replaced the two rounds I’d fired. I couldn’t continue into the Alaskan wilds carrying less than a full load. 

			Terri hesitated. “Are you sure?” 

			“I am certain that I want to be alone with you, even if it’s only for a few days, and I’m willing to fight bears for that small slice of freedom.” 

			“Ooh, my sexy husband fighting bears for me,” she purred.

			It turned out to be a really great three days, which we both needed as when we returned, all hell was breaking loose.

		


		
			THE VITRIOL

			 

			 

			I’d given the phone to Chris before we disappeared on our ad hoc honeymoon. At the minute that the U.S. government was informed, the phone had not stopped ringing. Chris could only keep it charged for so long and even though he kept detailed notes, he stopped counting the unique callers when the number hit forty-seven. 

			That’s what I returned to. Every one of those people wanted a piece of me. So I looked through Chris’s notes, trying to decide whom to call first. He looked too happy when he gave me the phone and it instantly started ringing. I answered and the voice on the other end launched into a profanity-laid tirade. 

			I held the phone away from my ear and waited. Once there was silence, I asked a question. “Whom do I have the pleasure of speaking with?”

			“This is Senator McCucheon’s assistant and we are steamed!” 

			“I got that from the tone of your diatribe, but I didn’t listen to any of the details. Who is this senator and what’s his claim to fame?” This riled the man who hadn’t given me his name, but he finally stammered “four-term” and “Chairman of the Finance Committee.” 

			“Thank you and that is exactly the person I would like to talk with. Four terms, huh? That means your asswipe of a boss let Alaska hang after the attack, and Finance Committee, that means your asswipe of a boss abandoned us financially. And you have the unmitigated gall to swear at me? Here’s my answer to you. Heads of state talk to each other, not with an assistant to a legislator. If you want to talk with me again, your only choice is in person and I’ll need two months’ advance notice. I’m kind of busy. If that’ll be all, don’t go away mad, just go away.” I pressed the red button to end the call while the man was launching into another tirade. 

			“I expect they are all like that?” I asked Chris.

			“More or less. Mostly more,” he laughed. “It’s good to have you back, my friend, and to see a smile on your face. We can do this, but they’ll huff and they’ll puff, but they can’t blow this house down. They have neither the stomach nor the money for it.” 

			I called ten people back, but it was always the same: anger, name-calling, vitriol. Not a single one of them wanted to hear our side of the story. I called Mr. Suzuki and we had a pleasant conversation. He’d agreed to everything, except the net length. Their standard net was a bit longer and they didn’t want to cut them down for the short season left in the salmon-rich waters of southwestern Alaska. I agreed and we put a bow on our arrangement. It was all verbal. I would probably never see a representative from Mr. Suzuki’s office. I would have to trust their accounting. I gave him our account number for the Hang Seng Bank, HSBC, a bank with a worldwide presence. We were to get an advance on the first catch which helped to stock the account. Sumitomo also paid a small advance. We would not be starting at zero, but we’d get there quickly once we had to start paying for things. I’d hold that off for as long as I could.

			When I hung up, I saw that I missed three calls, all of them from Senator McCucheon’s office. When it rang again, I answered just so I could tell the assistant to go screw himself. It turned out to be the senator himself. He was much more understanding on how to conduct business. 

			“It’s nice to finally talk with you, Governor Nagy. May I call you Chuck?” he asked pleasantly enough. The Washington two-step was about to begin. 

			“Sure, you can call me Chuck, but I need to know two things. What’s your first name and how did your assistant get so angry if you didn’t spin him up?” I didn’t like verbal dancing.

			“Call me Tom. Your announcement caught us by surprise, that’s all. We have a great number of irons in the fire regarding Alaska and that would be a lot of work that we’ll have to undo if you remain on this path. I’d like you to reconsider,” he said smoothly.

			“What I’m hearing, Tom, is that you haven’t done anything for us in years, but it would look bad for you now if you lost Alaska again? Does that about sum it up, Tom?” I countered.

			He hesitated before answering. “I think we’re all a little excited and need to calm down and pace ourselves. We have a great deal to talk about. Is there any way you can get yourself to Washington D.C.?” 

			“Really? Here’s something I need you to do, Tom. Tell your fellows in the government that none of them are to call me and start swearing at me, because that’s not how we have a conversation. You made that happen so you could sound more reasonable. There’s no way in hell I’m leaving Alaska. First, there’s too much work to do here and second, I’d be arrested if I landed in the U.S. Understand that I don’t trust you. No one would take my calls over the past two years, and when they did, I was shunted from one lackey to the next. The people in the great nation of Alaska deserve better than that. We will find our own trade partners and we will prosper because of ourselves, not because the big man in D.C. is giving us another handout. That’s all you’ve done over the past decade, just enough to keep us begging for more, and over the past two years, we didn’t even get that. If the next call I receive isn’t from the President or the Secretary of State, then I’ll know that you are just a toad who wields no influence.” I pressed the red button, and he demonstrated some level of self-respect by not calling back. 

			I really despised lifelong politicians and bureaucrats. I figured that I was too honest to be successful over the long run. I figured that if I was able to get some infrastructure rebuilt, then that would be the win. I started to hand the phone back to Chris. He held up his hands.

			“I think it’s your duty as my new Secretary of State,” I said, nodding. He shook his head and continued to hold his hands up. 

			“My wife would kill me!” he tried to dodge. “I’m not that guy.” He softened.

			“I need help, Chris, and you are the smoothest of us all. Will you help me out?” He couldn’t turn down the sincerity of my request. I handed him the phone. “At least I don’t have a son trying to romance your daughter,” I said, trying to make light.

			“I heard about that,” Chris laughed. I pointed at him, letting him know that I didn’t think it was that funny. “Relax, if anything she’ll have more chaperones than she can handle. We’ll all watch that one. Congratulations again, by the way, on Aeryn and Toby. The Community was really supportive…”

			As the phone rang intermittently, we let it ring and we did what we liked to do – talk about our kids and their future. A new generation was beginning by those who had always been there. The children of the Denali survivors were getting older. They were a tight group as few of them found partners. I didn’t blame them or their continued animosity toward the Russians. Other Russian immigrants settled around the area, but the first group had never fully integrated, despite our best efforts, and when we moved out of the North Pole elementary school, they stayed. And the gulf between them and the Denali survivors was much more than the width of the destroyed city of Fairbanks. 

			“We’re going to need people who want to work the mine. Food and shelter for the winter plus pay. I hope we get a lot of takers. It’d be nice to keep all that money here in Alaska. If they import their own labor, we won’t see any of it,” I said, trying to convince myself that we’d get plenty of applicants. 

			“I’ll talk with Colleen. She sees more people than anyone else and can spread the word. When do you think they’ll need them?”

			“Two months, or so,” I replied, more hopeful than I thought I should have been. “Could be six months or a year, too, although Sumitomo sounded like they wanted in and right now. They even signed a pretty lopsided agreement. I doubt they would have done that without some sense of urgency. They are trying to throw as much gold on the market as they can while prices are still high,” I speculated. 

			We parted ways, Chris keeping the phone. I told him that I would be spending most days in the community center where I had a constitution to write, a plan to build, and an engagement strategy to execute. 

			I heard Chris answering the phone as I was leaving. I appreciated him relieving me of that burden. I’d get a decent night’s sleep as long as there was no fighting in the house. 

			“Come on, Floyd, we have places to go and people to see!” I claimed, although the only place I was going was home and the only people I wanted to see were Terri, Aeryn, and Charles. 

		


		
			ONE MORE WINTER DOWN

			 

			 

			With all things Alaska, we counted number of winters, not number of years. Sumitomo was unable to rally the support necessary to bring in cargo ships to rebuild the road, camp, and mine’s infrastructure. Especially when the snow started. The first fall was late September. We finally saw the sun again at the end of October after six feet of snow had inundated the interior. I called Frank and he said it wasn’t as bad in Valdez, but they were still buried. They shoveled snow daily to keep the roads to the wharf clear. The good thing about snow in Alaska is that it warmed up to snow and the port remained open. 

			Then temperatures plummeted in November and it remained that way until Christmas. 

			The ferry stopped coming the first week in October, which was tragic for those counting on the weekly resupply of diesel and gasoline. Frank was one of the few with enough of everything, so he helped organize a move into one of the warehouses where they consolidated firewood and supplies to stay as a group during periods of extreme cold. Between the mayor and Frank, they kept the people in Valdez alive. Frank gave up all of his supplies, even donating his gasoline to one of the trawlers so they could fish for the group.

			They snagged a whale and, despite international conventions banning it, they killed it and used every bit of it to survive. From oil for lamps to meat, everyone in Valdez benefitted. 

			The calls slowed down as Sumitomo determined they would make a fresh start once the snows melted in the spring. Frank hunkered down, joining his fellows in Valdez for a long winter.

			In New Fairbanks, we did much of the same, but when temperatures dipped, they went to minus forty, unlike on the coast where they only reached single digits below zero Fahrenheit. We had to make an extra effort with the sled dogs, using the garage to shelter them. It was a tight squeeze, but once all the dogs were in and the bedding put down, it was probably thirty degrees warmer. Still ten below, but well within what a well-cared-for sled dog could handle. They had huge fluffy tails that they tucked their nose and paws into to stay warm while they slept. 

			Floyd wasn’t amused at all by the deep cold. He’d never experienced anything like it in his short life. He was half-wolf and half-husky, but he spent enough time indoors that he wasn’t acclimated to it. He didn’t stay outside long. There was a short trail from the porch into the yard where he went and that was it. I knew we’d have to clean that up come spring. The snow would melt, but Floyd’s landmines wouldn’t. 

			Aeryn started to show, then got bigger and bigger. Colleen assured us there was only one in there, but I wasn’t convinced. We had no maternity clothes, so she ended up wearing my flannel shirts and my long johns only partially pulled up. She refused to leave the house, except to use the outhouse. I wished Toby all the best as he bore the brunt of Aeryn’s discomfort. Welcome to manhood, I thought. 

			Terri watched me closely, understanding that I delighted in Toby’s anguish while at the same time trying to help him understand that his family was the single most important thing in his life. Terri would glare at me when I made finger-across-the-throat gestures at Toby. Eventually I had to stop that or I would have found myself sleeping in the living room. 

			Then January came and February. March saw a break in the weather and the first hint that spring was coming. Terri was in her greenhouse every day helping Alexey and Alyona as they set up the first plantings. Hundreds and hundreds of seeds were nurtured as the twelve hours of sunlight warmed the greenhouse. A supplemental fire helped keep it warm. Alexey and Alyona had set up cots in there to make sure that all the plants survived. They’d planted every seed they had stocked from the year before, hoping to double the yield, and Terry helped them to realize success. 

			When April arrived, Frank called to inform me that two massive container ships had arrived with one smaller vessel. From the smaller one, equipment and vehicles drove off, fully loaded fuel trucks, dozers, loaders, cranes, buses, semi tractors, and more. Everything they needed to get a crew to the mine and then support them. Once the vehicles were offloaded, the first container ship arrived. Using a bulldozer, the Japanese cleared a huge section of the port where they intended to store the Conex boxes as they awaited the next trip to the mine. We learned that we were limited in container storage space. They’d have to handle the boxes multiple times by moving them from the ship to the yard, then from the yard to a second storage field north of the city. Frank thought it was best to keep the loaded semis from driving through town. 

			One of the container ships contained nothing but food. A complete shipload with enough food to sustain all Alaskans for a whole year. 

			The entire time of the offload, Japanese managers efficiently ran everything. At one point when the dozer operator was directed to level some buildings, Frank stepped in and set them straight. They were there with his permission. He showed them a copy of the contract that gave Alaska the final say in all things related to Alaskan infrastructure used in support of mining activities. In the end, they bowed to him and acknowledged his authority. After that, the partnership was established and they moved forward quickly. 

			I wanted one full container of food delivered to the Lodge, but the Japanese said it didn’t work that way. One container might have nothing but flour while another might have only soy sauce. They would need to be broken down and repackaged. They were happy to get the warehouse we’d set aside for their use. It was much smaller than they wanted, but it was the biggest and the best in Valdez. They turned a crew over to work the containers. The Japanese managers also pushed to have the Alaskan workers at the mine waiting for them, which we agreed to, but only if Sumitomo provided the buses, which they readily dispatched. 

			We raced around to let people know that the deployment was ready to start. Nearly one hundred percent of the Russians volunteered, the older folks taking the opportunity to rejoin a regular workforce. The younger people had no intention of working in a clock-driven grind underground. Aeryn and Charles couldn’t fathom working underground. They’d been raised outdoors and were free spirits. 

			When the baby came in April, the first wave of our people were hopping on buses and leaving for Delta Junction. Colleen got to our home in time to deliver the baby in the living room. Floyd was howling and had to be kicked out of the house. Toby was a trooper and didn’t pass out, unlike Lucas all those years prior when Diane was born. Toby’s parents made it right when Colleen handed a little girl to Aeryn. My granddaughter, whom they named Madison Charles. I think they did that so I could remind Toby every day that he shot me. 

			Aeryn was glowing. Toby was holding one hand and Charles was helping her hold the baby. Terri considered it just another day. She’d had to deliver a number of babies in the Russian camp and a few more at their hideaway in Denali. 

			Having Terri around was comfortable. She was different than Madison. I didn’t love one more than the other, but I believed that a person’s capacity for love was unlimited. And that’s what we had in our home. It made us all feel alive.

			Then the baby started to cry and my joy faded. It was like Bill all over again. I would help them look for their own place first thing in the morning, although I already had a few ideas. I’d been scoping places for them since Toby started drinking my coffee. He’d brought some, but he drank more than he supplied. I was danger low in my stocks. 

			And that’s where Terri balanced me. She couldn’t believe I would let something like coffee drive a wedge between me and my daughter’s family. I tried to explain that Aeryn was drinking my coffee, too. Terri refused to budge and told me if I persisted, the coffee would disappear and nobody would get any. There was more to her statement than just coffee.

			I thought about giving it up, but discounted the idea as sheer lunacy; I hid my stash instead, ensuring that I’d get one cup a day for at least the next three months. That was my idea of compromise. 

			Charles was spending the long days with Lucas as he worked in the machine shop. During the deep freeze, we lost power, and when the cold broke, with a little assistance from pry bars and a great deal of elbow grease to break up the new ice, the river was able to run freely again, turning the wheel to generate limited power. 

			The most distraught of all the people were the aircrew that had crashed the last plane. They worked with Pavel in the fields until it got cold, then we put them up in a house with a wood burning stove. Everyone contributed from their stocks so they had food, but they were less than amused with an eight-month layover. We could have taken them to Valdez and probably should have, but I didn’t think about it at the time. They did, though and let me know in no uncertain terms. Jo and Emma and Becca and Darren went out of their way to make our refugees feel welcome. 

			When the spring came, they still wanted to go. 

			We consolidated the last of our gasoline and estimated that it would get us to Valdez, but not back, and determined that was good enough. Frank suggested there would be a refueling station in Delta Junction, but it only had diesel available. We’d have to make it to Valdez where unleaded gasoline was available. Chris and the Council approved the trip, understanding that everything we did was going to have a negative impact in one way or another. They also had their eyes on returning to life in a modern world. The risk was worth it.

			So we packed up, Lucas driving, Terri and I in the front. Two aircrew sat in the back seat with Floyd, and two more in the bed of the truck. They said that any seat on the ride home was a good seat. 

			We determined to make it in one day, so we left at daybreak and drove quickly all the way to Delta Junction, tipping our heads as we passed the location where John died after having stolen Madison’s snow machine. That was the ultimate expression of karma. We would have had to do something about him anyway. What happened was the best for the Community, and we appreciated not having to be the arbiters of justice. At least not in his case.

			Delta Junction was a beehive of activity. Loaders were still working to clear the roads around the destroyed Fort Greeley. I wondered if there were live missiles in their silos, deciding that there had to be. I added a few lines to my packed notebook in a section I had marked as extreme long-term plans. 

			We greeted the construction crew and they deferred to me, stopping all work while I was in the area. Frank must have put some level of fear into them. It also kept me from seeing if they were taking care to be safe and to respect the land. We wished them well and continued on. 

			We passed a caribou herd that ran a ways before stopping. There was some room in the back, but we didn’t have a way for our guests to sleep if we had to overnight. I took my hand off my trusty rifle and waved Lucas forward. 

			The road was in perfect condition thanks to not being driven on for fifteen years and to Sumitomo for clearing all remaining debris. On two of the bridges, steel and wood mats had been laid and “Slow” signs installed leading to them. This gave me confidence that they’d done a real bridge survey before crossing. Judging by the amount of equipment we’d seen in Delta Junction, the mining company had already stressed the bridges sufficiently to know if they’d fail or not. 

			 We stopped at the Lodge for an early afternoon dinner. I was pleased to see a forty-foot Conex box in the parking area. The doors were open and Daniel and their little girl were digging inside. He stopped when we pulled in. 

			“How’s business?” I asked. He smiled broadly. 

			“It couldn’t be better, and I want to apologize for our first meeting.” He looked sincere. “If you hadn’t put confidence in us, we wouldn’t have this opportunity. It’s been like Christmas since this box arrived. Everything we need for the first couple weeks of operations. We’ve got power with a generator so people can take hot showers in the morning, including us,” he added. 

			“Welcome to the start of civilized society,” Terri said over my shoulder. 

			“There’s some canned meat in here, but everything else is processed. There’s a real nice herd of caribou out back if we only had a rifle,” he lamented. I thought about giving him mine, but it had been with me for a long time, and I couldn’t part with it. Lucas shrugged, went to the truck, and returned with his 300 Winchester magnum. He handed it to Daniel along with two boxes of ammunition. 

			“It’s loaded. Take care around the little one,” he cautioned, currently raising two children in a household where arms and ammunition were a necessity of life.

			“I don’t know what to say. I wasn’t asking for a rifle, but hoping that you might be able to bag one for us, that’s all. I can’t take your rifle.” Daniel tried to give the rifle back, but Lucas held up his hands. 

			“If this works out like it’s supposed to, I suspect we’ll need to do less hunting. My future son-in-law is a master hunter. I think he’ll provide for my whole family.” Lucas tipped his chin toward me. 

			“You don’t look old enough to have a daughter who’s getting married. And your son?” he asked, confused. I looked old enough to be Lucas’ father. “Your son?” Daniel looked at Terri but she shook her head and pointed back to me. “No matter. It looks like that’s a good story for a different time. I need to get some stuff inside. Evelyn is in the kitchen, but we’re in between meals. No matter, we can whip something up for you if you’d like.” The aircrew nodded, introduced themselves and all seven of us took an armload as we headed inside. 

			Two trips by the group saved Daniel a lot of work. He locked the rifle and ammunition in a closet until he could get out later that evening to try for his first caribou. 

			Floyd joined us inside, happy to be able to spread out. He helped himself to a love seat in the lobby, and when I tried to chase him down, Daniel said it was okay. Their little girl climbed up with him, using his body as a big hairy recliner. 

			Lunch was a soup made from a stock, canned vegetables, and canned chicken. It was good, but fresh caribou would have made it great. 

			We all agreed on that. Chicken seemed bland after years of eating moose, caribou, and bear. 

			We said our goodbyes and continued to Valdez. Chris kept the satellite phone with him as our spokesman with everyone outside Alaska, so I wasn’t able to call Frank as we entered the homestretch to the port city. With only fifty miles to go, we blew something and a huge cloud of smoke erupted from the engine. Lucas shut the truck down and coasted to the shoulder. When he looked inside, he confirmed the worst. A cracked manifold. He couldn’t fix it with what we had. 

			“Fifty miles. We can walk there in two days. If we could get in touch with the port, then Frank could drive his truck up here and get us. But we have no way to call him. So, everyone load up and let’s start walking. We can leave the heaviest stuff here and come back for it,” I said, looking at the aircrew bags. They had all their stuff and there was no way they could walk for fifty miles carrying it. 

			They nodded and stripped down to the absolute essentials. We locked as much inside the truck as we could, although that was probably unnecessary. Then we started walking, making five miles the first day. We slept under the stars, bundled up in whatever we had, and started early the next morning. Around mid-morning, we heard a semi coming. We waited by the side of the road and we tried to wave them down, but they flew past, a convoy of six semis and two tankers. The Japanese drivers nodded and waved politely as they passed, keeping their eyes on the road. 

			They had probably been going one hundred miles an hour, which meant that even after offloading, they could be driving back this way in four or five hours. Disappointed, we kept walking. I hoped that they would call for help, if they had that capability, or at least stop for us on their way back to Valdez.

			Two hours later, we saw a familiar truck approach. 

			Frank pulled up next to us, asking if we needed a ride. The drivers had notified their dispatch who let Frank know. He figured it was us, so he fueled up and headed out. Lucas wanted to tow his old truck to Valdez where he hoped to find a new manifold. 

			Frank waved that idea away. “Just take one of the trucks that Sumitomo brought for our use. We have a fleet of them, but we also have a new development.” 

			I waited for more information as we transferred everything from the dead truck into the back of Frank’s ride. 

			“The U.S. Navy is sitting off the twelve-mile limit. They haven’t done anything, not yet anyway.” 

			“That’s good news in one sense. If they are staying at the twelve-mile limit, they recognize our sovereignty. I need to go talk with them,” I said. “Can we get a trawler to take me out?” 

			“You can always talk to them over the ship’s radio,” Frank suggested. That wouldn’t work as well. I wanted to look my fellow military member in the face, see the leadership for who they were. 

			“You, I, and Terri will request a ride for first thing in the morning, assuming one of the ship captains will be amenable. We’ll call the Navy and let them know that we’re coming.” I stopped talking as I needed to think about various conversations. Clearly, confrontation wouldn’t work. A blockade would kill us, and the UN was waffling on their support for our new nation. Once again, we had to take care of ourselves.

			If they could afford a blockade, then they could have afforded to take care of us in the first place. I started to get angry again, which made me start wheezing as I struggled to breathe. Terri held my hand and caressed my arm. She knew of my inner turmoil and how anxiety set me up for an asthma attack. 

			Frank looked concerned, so I closed my eyes and tried to relax. When the truck stopped, I opened my eyes, and we were there, within Valdez. Frank took us to his house. He had one spare bedroom where we’d stay. We dropped off the aircrew at the town’s one hotel. I had no idea how long they’d be there. The Navy destroyer suggested that the ferry wouldn’t be coming any time soon. 

			We went to the wharf as soon as possible, found a trawler captain who was working on his nets and asked to use his radio. He waved his needle at the boat’s deckhouse and returned to sewing. We helped ourselves to his radio, calling on the channel that was displayed, having no idea if the Navy monitored that one. After five minutes with no answer, Terri asked the captain which channel we needed to use. He harrumphed, but Terri’s eyes sparkled, and he had to help her. 

			He dialed in a new number and nodded. After one try, the Navy responded. “USS Gridley responding to unknown caller. Please be advised that the waters beyond the twelve-mile defense zone have been declared off limits to all people of Alaska.” 

			“Well now, that was expected. Maritime law, Frank. Isn’t a blockade an act of war?” He nodded. I looked to Terri as she watched me closely. She wanted to be sure I was calm. She put her hand on my arm and mouthed “I love you.” 

			It was hard to be angry after that.

			“USS Gridley. The nation of Alaska recognizes your country’s acceptance of the twelve-mile limit of our territorial waters. Since you’ve accepted Alaska’s ownership of the waters, your blockade of a sovereign nation is illegal and an act of war. Have you declared war on us?” 

			There was an abnormally long silence. We smiled at each other. Leave it to the government to force the military to do something without clear guidance. They probably wanted the destroyer to intimidate us. That wasn’t going to work. 

			“No,” came the long awaited answer.

			“In any case, I would love a face to face parlay. You understand that we have no weapons that would be any threat to your ship, so we grant you safe passage as a representative of the United States. Your ship will remain the sovereign territory of the U.S. When you arrive at the wharf, you can dock or send a Johnny boat or we can come to you. I simply want to talk to you face to face, like real human beings do, especially since we’re both military men. Let’s talk and see what’s next.” 

			“The USS Gridley accepts your offer of safe passage. We will approach and use the launch to come ashore. See you in a couple hours.” 

			“That gives us home field advantage, doesn’t it? Makes me wish we had some fresh caribou,” I said, looking at Lucas and Terri. Lucas shrugged and made a finger pistol, then waved it away. He’d given his rifle to Daniel. It was all on me, but Frank came to the rescue.

			“A couple moose wandered into town. They didn’t make it far. I think we can probably rustle up some moose, plus we have all kinds of food now, thanks to Sumitomo. We can put out a nice spread. What do you say we set up on the wharf itself. Looks like a beautiful day. We’ll have to keep the seagulls away, but otherwise, I think we can make it top notch. Let me take care of it. I’ve spent some quality time with these folks, and all you have to do is give them a chance,” Frank said happily. 

			I think it was the prospect of a feast after the long winter that made him happy. Frank ran off in search of his new friends. We stayed on the docks, meandering and looking at the ocean. It was still cool, and thanks to the humidity, I thought it felt cooler than home. We found a bench where Terri and I sat, holding hands while Floyd chased seagulls. 

			Was it the calm before the storm? I hoped not. I didn’t want to be the one who brought down the thunder. 

			When the ship sailed into view, I appreciated the sight. The modern firepower of something like a destroyer would have overwhelmed our whole country. We weren’t about to fight, and maybe we’d have U.S. military stationed on Alaskan soil again. I had no intention of establishing a military. Our total numbers ran maybe ten to twenty thousand. 

			Otherwise, it was just us and we could barely feed ourselves, let alone mount a national defense. No, there would be no military. The most we’d been able to manage was getting close to having a functioning gold mine and we had a burgeoning salmon industry. We were finally crawling forward, and I didn’t want to see our previous overlords take that away.

			We watched Frank set up not far off. When we rose to help, he waved us back down. They fired up a grill with charcoal that they themselves had made. These people deserved the hope that I’d given them. I needed to carry through on my promises. 

			As the captain’s launch approached, Floyd made a heroic leap after one overly bold seagull, sending the half-wolf into the ocean. He sputtered and started dog paddling, but there was nowhere he could get out. He started paddling slower and slower, sinking deeper and deeper into the water, confused and unable to see a way out of the ocean. I panicked and jumped in after him, immediately discovering why he was having problems. The water was barely above freezing. 

			The cold shock seized my lungs and I couldn’t breathe. Terri started screaming for help. I heard her as if she was far away. My hands and feet quickly turned numb as Floyd tried to find some respite from the cold on my shoulders, which served to drag me under. I pushed him away and got back to the surface for one more breath, before I could no longer tread water.

			My breath came in short gasps. I had no air to hold. I was hit by a wave as the captain’s launch angled sideways to a stop. It threw Floyd and me into a barnacle-encrusted piling. I felt the skin on my head split and the sting of salt water in the open wound on my head. I didn’t feel anything below my neck. A line attached to a long pole wrapped over my arm. I tried to support Floyd with my other arm, but a second line swung out for him. He was terrified and half-frozen. The sailors dragged us both aboard. 

			We were unable to stand. They covered us with Navy-issue wool blankets. 

			“You jumped into freezing water after your dog? You must be some kind of lunatic,” a man who was wearing a captain’s uniform said. 

			“But he’s a good dog,” I mumbled, shivering uncontrollably. Terri jumped on board as soon as she could, pulling me into her lap as she sat on the deck. “Holy crap that was cold. Check on Floyd.”

			“He’s in good hands,” she replied as two sailors vigorously rubbed Floyd dry with towels. He was perking up quickly, enjoying the attention, while completely forgetting about his near-death experience. He staggered to his feet and wagged his big, bushy tail. 

			“I see what you mean. I’m Captain Anderson and I command the Gridley. You must be Chuck Nagy,” he said as he leaned close to me. 

			“Please don’t arrest me,” I asked, chuckling slightly as I fought to get myself upright. Terri helped me to my feet where I leaned heavily on her. “I’m happy to meet you, Captain. Call me Chuck. And thank you for saving Floyd’s life.” I held out my hand, but blood was streaming from me. As I warmed, the cuts from the barnacles opened. Blood started flowing into my eyes. I collapsed anew, almost dragging Terri to the deck with me, but the captain was there and helped lower me to the deck where blood started streaming from too many cuts across my body. 

			“We have a top notch medical staff on the ship. Maybe we can go there and get you patched up?” the captain offered. 

			Frank jumped onto the launch. “I think that would be best, assuming we have your assurance of safe passage to and from the ship. We can’t have our governor thrown in the brig.” 

			“You have my word,” Captain Anderson answered.

			“And that’s how the real world needs to work. If our word isn’t good, then what’s left?” Frank challenged the long-time naval officer. “Marcia! Hold down the fort, we’ll be back as soon as they patch the old man up,” Frank yelled at the people who had gathered on the pier.

			Floyd was almost back to himself when we arrived at the ship. Terri and Frank helped me as my head started to swim. My clothes were in tatters and I lay in a swamp of my own blood. “I guess that ruined your record of what, eight months with a blood-free husband?” I stammered, my tongue thick and lips unable to help me enunciate. 

			“Something like that, you knucklehead,” Terri said warmly, looking close at me. When the launch docked, Floyd ran up the stairs that had been lowered along the side of the destroyer. They brought a stretcher for me, and I fell into it. The next thing I knew, it was two hours later and I was warm and well-bandaged. 

			“Sorry, I guess I fell asleep. So let’s get this party started,” I mumbled. 

			“What?” Terri asked sarcastically. “There’s no party without you?” She leaned close. I could smell her hair, see the tiny wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. Feel her body near mine.

			“Oh my,” I said as I leaned in to kiss her cheek, but she turned and caught my lips with her own. 

			“Newlyweds, you say? I can’t tell,” the captain laughed with Frank. 

			“Why can’t I move?” I asked as I failed in trying to sit up. 

			“Forty-one stitches later, there’s no doubt you’re going to be a bit stiff. Maybe you should just rest. We can always do this tomorrow,” Frank offered.

			“No. The people will worry if we don’t return. I need to go ashore,” I insisted. 

			“The people have already expressed their support. While we’ve been sitting here watching you sleep, every boat and trawler still running has come out of port. The destroyer is completely surrounded by little boats. You are my guest, Chuck. We’ll stay here as long as we need to.”

			I looked at him through tired eyes, unable to hold my head up. 

			“Maybe you can tie up at the pier? We have a little celebration prepared that I’m missing. We have fresh moose and there’s nothing like it. We invite you and your people ashore for a little R&R. As we’ve discussed, Captain, we’re not your enemy or an enemy of the United States. We just want to climb back into the twenty-first century. Is it too much to ask to have a flush toilet or electricity? Ten years later and we don’t have any of that. The U.S. has had nine of those years to help and the politicians didn’t. Time to move on,” Frank told him. The captain nodded and waved for Frank to follow him. Terri stayed with me. 

			Soon enough, we felt the ship move slowly as it maneuvered without the help of a tugboat. With a gentle bump, it leaned into the deep water pier. I couldn’t hear the yelling, but expected lines were being tossed and the good people ashore were tying the ship tightly. With a clunk, the stairs were rotated toward the pier and dropped. 

			Frank and the captain were the first ones off the destroyer, waving at a select group of volunteers to join the small party that had been set up. The naval personnel brought stacks of paper plates and plastic ware, along with trays of steaming side dishes. 

			Marcia welcomed them and set them up. Frank and the captain stood behind the table, ready to serve. Frank had retired from the Navy long ago and he understood the captain. He understood all of it, and they treated each other like brothers. As it turned out, he was the best representative to talk with our Navy fellows. I didn’t know what kind of trouble the captain would get in for coming ashore and playing nice with whatever they were calling us. Rebels, maybe? Star Wars had made the term cool, and I was good with that. 

			Floyd stayed with me, but he didn’t like the confines of my small recovery room off sick bay. Even though I was bone-tired and sore, I wanted Floyd to get outside, so with Terri’s help and despite her protests, I was up; I put on the robe they’d given me and the flip-flop slippers and we stumbled slowly through the passageway. It took a sailor leading us to get where we wanted to go, the quarterdeck where Floyd could use the stairs to get off the ship. A petty officer joined us. He’d been one of those on the captain’s launch. He was preparing to take another small group ashore. 

			“Can you watch Floyd while he’s ashore? When you all are done, he’ll want to come back aboard. Can you take care of my dog, see he gets back here, okay?” I asked the young man. 

			“Of course,” he replied with a big smile. “After what you did for him, it would be a shame if we didn’t coddle him a bit. I have a German Shepard at home, but Floyd…What a great dog!” The petty officer hugged the half-wolf and the two merrily headed down the stairs toward the pier, followed by a gang of petty officers hungrily eyeing the food line. 

			A lieutenant commander sidled up next to us and looked around suspiciously to make sure no one was near. “We’re rooting for you, sir. Screw those idiots in Washington. When I retire, I want to come here, join you guys.” He nodded and then casually walked away, one hand in his pocket. 

			Terri carefully hugged me. “I never doubted that you’d win over the hearts and souls of the good people in this world. You do so much better when you aren’t punching people in the face.” She shook her head and pursed her lips. “I can’t believe you tried to die on me. Don’t do that crap again, do you understand?” Her eyes teared.

			“That close, huh?” I asked. She started crying. 

			“You flat-lined, and they had to jump you back to life. Which means you probably shouldn’t be up now, either. Back to bed with you.” We ambled slowly while I leaned heavily on her. A corpsman joined her as we got close to sick bay, immediately launching into the “What the hell are you doing out of bed” routine. We apologized profusely as I climbed back into the rack. The corpsman carefully checked my bandages to make sure I wasn’t leaking anew. He gave me a new IV, then he wheeled in a second gurney to put next to my bed so Terri had a place to sleep. 

			“Navy guys like hot civilian women on their ships,” I mumbled. She shushed me, and soon I was out cold.

		


		
			A PARTNERSHIP

			 

			 

			I stayed aboard the Gridley for an entire week as they pumped fluids back into me. It seemed that the cold kept me from dying. The barnacles had ripped into me, and I lost too much blood. I stayed until I could stand without getting dizzy. The captain spent a great deal of time in my room as we talked about it all. I knew he’d have to send a report, and I wanted him to have facts. 

			“I don’t want to see anyone die. Have you met the people here? We’re right on the edge of starvation. We needed something to happen right now or people were going to start dying. They look to me, and I have to look back at them. These are such good people, who only want to live, raise their families, be happy. How about we let that ferry from Washington come back? If you need to stop it and check for contraband, I would be okay with you confiscating the booze and cigarettes. We don’t need that crap up here.” 

			The captain appreciated the opportunity to do something that would please his handlers. Contraband confiscation was always a winner. It would be hard to cover up their time in port, so he didn’t even try. He chalked it up to collecting intelligence. He took pictures everywhere to include as part of his report. 

			I liked it. Anyone looking at those would see a proud people who had almost nothing. The only thing that looked modern was what Sumitomo brought in for their gold mining operation. The only reason that the U.S. had kept them from returning was because they couldn’t send their federal safety inspectors and accountants and the long list of people to provide oversight of the mining operation. Without the hotels and restaurants, they refused to put their people into such a place. But without the mining operation running, there was no money or support to build the hotels or restaurants. The chicken or the egg? The U.S. government ignored the problem to let someone else fix it.

			They didn’t like my solution, which appeared to be working at least on a limited scale. We had money in our accounts thanks to the fishing fleet and now we had the first delivery of food and supplies in nearly seven years. It was hit or miss before that with much of it delivered only to Fairbanks by air. But they were unable to help us fix the runway. 

			We were set up to fail from the word go. Captain Anderson saw that, too, but he couldn’t put that in his report. All he could do was talk about what he’d seen, how the Alaskans were pulling themselves up by their bootstraps. 

			Frank called the ferry company and told them that they could renew their service. They wanted independent confirmation, which the naval captain provided in an email from his official account stating unequivocally that there was no blockade. 

			The ferry operator said he’d see everyone in a week. 

			The USS Gridley agreed to stay the extra time. When Terri and I finally walked off the ship, we were greeted by six people on the pier who shouted heartily before getting back to work. Frank talked with the Japanese manager from Sumitomo who relayed to his people that shipments were to continue. The first few dozen ounces of gold had already been mined and would be sent on the next ship out of Valdez that was headed toward Japan. 

			The corporation was ecstatic at seeing results so quickly although they were looking for something on the order of two to four thousand ounces of gold a month. They’d need chemical leaching processes for that, which meant tanker loads of acids. I wanted to bury my head, cover my ears, and hope that there were no accidents. It was completely on me to oversee that, too. I’d do what I always did, talk to people smarter than me. And for this one, I needed the Russians. They were working the mine and had a vested interest in its security and safety. 

			That solved it in my mind. Next order of business was to find Lucas. He’d disappeared when we first entered Valdez, and after that, he showed up on occasion to check in with Frank, then he’d disappear again. I saw that he took my rifle and hoped that he had a successful hunt. 

			The trawlers were having some success, too. Fish and shrimp, especially, were running, so the Gridley bought an entire trawler-load of shrimp, which made for an exceptional payday for the trawler captain and his crew. 

			The potential of exporting their catches again was intoxicating. They tasted the modern world, and they liked it. Some of the younger people had no memory of the way it used to be, but the others made it sound like a world of mystery and magic. 

			Most of the Gridley’s crew wanted some sort of souvenir, which sent the Alaskans scrambling through the abandoned parts of Valdez searching for trinkets to sell.

			By the sixth day, probably most of the cash that had been on board the ship was now off board, in the hands of the Alaskans. I wondered not if, but when cash money would return and be useful. Right now, bartering was the only trade the Alaskans knew, but with regular service to the lower forty-eight, they’d need money.

			And we’d have to figure how to get the best deals in currency exchanges. The Japanese wanted to do all trades in Yen. Our bank was in Hong Kong. It caused me pain to think of finances in that way. 

			“Do you think there’s anyone we know who wants to be the government accountant?” I asked Terri. She didn’t know anyone off-hand. I used Frank’s phone to call Chris for a daily update and asked him if the Council would try to find somebody. 

			I liked delegating.

			We watched as the ship undocked and headed to sea on its way to intercept the inbound ferry, where they’d board it and look for contraband shipped out of the United States. Since there was no agreement with Alaska, they couldn’t protect our interests, so they couldn’t accommodate my request to confiscate the alcohol and cigarettes. But they could encourage them not to bring those things next time. 

			We had more important needs, like medicines and things that weren’t for self-gratification today or an escape. Those were my thoughts, but reality dictated that people would find what gave them a release. Life was hard. I understood, but I didn’t have to like it. Maybe I wouldn’t push anything as long as there weren’t any problems. 

			“What’s going to happen when the Navy reports back?” I asked Frank. 

			“The captain will get in trouble, and then they’ll send somebody else.” 

			“Will we be able to win them over in the same way, kill them with kindness?” I offered.

			“It’s the only weapon we have. They could park the ship right there and bottle in the fishing fleet. We’d be done. Sumitomo wouldn’t be able to land and we’d all sit here and look at each other while nothing moved,” Frank wondered.

			“Just like it was a year ago. Do you think the Japanese might wield any influence?” 

			Frank shrugged. I used his phone to call the Minister from METI. His secretary answered and patched me through, where I updated the minister on the recent visit, but expected for continued safe passage, the Japanese government might have to send a letter of support to the U.S. Embassy. He told me that he would have a letter sent within the hour. 

			That was what leverage looked like. His classmate from Sumitomo would be disappointed if they brought a ship of supplies across the Pacific and it couldn’t make landfall. None of us wanted to see that. 

			We waited until the ferry arrived so we could talk with the captain. He seemed flustered, as that was the first time he’d ever been boarded. The naval crew didn’t confiscate anything and cleared him to continue. They also made him feel bad about the booze and cigarettes. He committed to cut down on those items, but when people started waving greenbacks at him from the pier, his eyes registered dollar signs. 

			Marcia helped organize the offload and the inevitable fortune-seeking newcomers who would be rudely awoken and probably on next week’s ferry heading home. Some would stay while others would leave. It was usually a net zero, but with the soon-to-be regular shipments from Sumitomo, there was more to look forward to. 

			The aircrew found their way out on that ferry, their departure bittersweet as they’d made great friends in Alaska. They all swore to return. 

			We left them to it and once in our new truck, courtesy of the gold miners, we headed out of Valdez. Lucas was in the back with Floyd. He was trying to keep a secret, but was being bad about it. When we reached his truck, we discovered that he’d fixed it. The only reason he didn’t bring it back was he didn’t want to leave the new truck out here. So we topped off the tanks and he drove the old beater, while we rode in comfort. Terri pulled out my freshly charged cell phone and we spun up tunes on the truck’s sound system. She liked the same music that I did. 

			We had four barrels of gasoline in the bed of the new truck and that would be a godsend for New Fairbanks. A whole new world of possibilities had opened up. 

			If only the Navy would leave us alone. I tipped my hat to the captain of the USS Gridley and hoped that Frank was wrong about the next steps.

		


		
			POGO MINE

			 

			 

			We made great time on our return trip. The road was wide open and in good shape. Our stop at the Lodge was brief because one busload of workers was on their way from the port of Valdez and stopped for lunch ahead of us, and Daniel and Evelyn were swamped. 

			The Japanese maintained a small contingency staff that they shuttled back and forth as needed and they always stopped at the Lodge for a bit of rustic Alaska. 

			I wanted to visit the mine, but Lucas wanted to get home, so he pressed ahead on his own. If he had problems with his truck, we’d drive by in just a few hours. He bristled at the notion. I told him to keep an eye on my son, make sure there was no hanky panky going on. 

			As the miners finished their lunch, they piled back on the bus and we followed them the rest of the way. I’d never been there so they made it easy for my first time. The dirt road to the mine was muddy in spots, but that didn’t hold us up. We plowed straight through and continued to the mining camp, above-ground facilities, and underground access. 

			I only wanted to look around, despite my hosts’ offer to take me into the mine. I politely declined, using the excuse that I did not want to interfere with their important operations. I think this was the answer the manager was looking for as he positively beamed after that. We looked at where the miners lived and I was satisfied. It was a modernized remote mining camp, similar to what was used in the oil fields around Prudhoe Bay. 

			They had temporary quarters with full facilities, including a large kitchen and dining area. Even with all the food getting trucked in, their position was that a well-fed miner was a productive miner. The Japanese chef was ecstatic for us to see his facilities, but he excused himself as he was preparing for dinner. They brought plates to us before the miners arrived. I wanted to talk with the Alaskans and see how they were faring. The Russian contingent was obvious. They entered together and sat together looking miserable. I casually walked up to them. They all recognized me, I’d spent a lot of time trying to make them feel welcome, even when they distanced themselves by living in North Pole. 

			Before I could get the first word out, they started complaining. It was like an avalanche. Never any borscht, the rooms were too hot, too cold, the mines were dark, the equipment was loud, and that was just the start of it.

			I started laughing. You could take the Russian out of Russia, but they’d always be Russian. I loved them for it. They were the hardest working bunch of people I knew and just like Marines, they weren’t happy unless they were complaining. At this rate, they had to be the happiest group of people on the planet.

			“Mosquitoes?” I asked. They shook their heads.

			“Mine is free of mosquitoes. I think they don’t like darkness,” Yuri said. As one of the original settlers ten years ago, he’d become their spokesman. He also owed his life to the good people in the Community. I think Darren was the one who’d carried him from their smoke-filled hangar on that day long ago. 

			I held up my drink. “Here’s to a mosquito-free work environment!” They slowly agreed and took up the toast. Then I had to get on my soap box. 

			“We just came from Valdez and you know what we saw? People doing better today than they were yesterday. Our first official visitors, the U.S. Navy, made a port call, visited with us and spent a lot of money buying fish, shrimp, trinkets. Sumitomo is just the first to bring in jobs and opportunity. There will be more, have no doubt. And none of it would have been possible without you good people stepping up, taking time away from your home and families to come here and work. By doing this, you’ve helped all Alaskans. Just like they are here for us, you are here for them. Jobs. Good jobs in hard conditions and there’s no one better at that than you. You demonstrate time and again that you are some of the best Alaskans around. You carry your own weight and now you’re carrying a little extra for the rest of us. I want to thank each and every one of you.” I worked my way around the table, shaking hands and slapping backs. Floyd stayed by me and was petted constantly as he passed them. He enjoyed that part. 

			Terri stayed back. She’d had too many confrontations when the Russians originally moved into the school. She didn’t have any hard feelings, but they did. They were less forthcoming when she was around. She accepted that and left them alone. The Denali survivors were scarred by their experiences with their Russian military, in most cases irreparably. 

			When I finished, I waved to them as Terri and I took our dishes to the scullery. I gave my compliments to the chef and we left, straight to the truck and we headed out the road, probably faster than was prudent, but I wanted to be home. Interacting with people was draining. 

			Plus, it had been awhile since Terri and I truly had any alone time. She sensed my hurry and started giggling.

			“What?” I had to ask.

			“You think we’re going to go racing into the driveway and peel off our clothes as we run upstairs?” I hadn’t realized that I’d been that transparent. “There’s a baby in the house. A little baby that will probably draw you in the second you get there. Wood will need cutting, something will need to be repaired, the house will be a mess, the sink full of dishes and you know what we’re going to do?” she asked. I wasn’t sure it was a question, but I decided to bite.

			“Each other?”

			Her giggle turned into a chuckle. “Eventually, I suppose. We’re going to dig in and do what we can to take the burden off Aeryn. We’re going to watch the baby and clean the house. When the time’s right, we’ll get our alone time.” She put her hand on my leg, kneading my muscles. The arrow wound was long forgotten. There was a hard spot where it had scarred, but generally it didn’t hurt anymore. 

			“I have a son-in-law and he shot me. I have a granddaughter, too. You don’t mind sleeping with a grandpa, do you?” 

			She took her hand from my leg. “Since you put it that way, it kind of dampens the mood.” I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything. I moped in silence as we drove on. 

			After an hour, she finally spoke. “You’re as bad as a little kid who didn’t get a candy bar.” 

			“But it’s a damn good candy bar!” I blurted out. She started laughing. 

			“Then it would be best if you never mentioned that sleeping with a grandpa thing again.” 

			“Done,” I said. My mood lightened appreciably. That was too easy. “You want something,” I accused.

			“Not that you know of, dear. Just be ready when I call in that marker,” she said lightly while looking out the window at the landscape. We drove past Salcha and Eielson Air Force Base, then through North Pole on our way to New Fairbanks. It was early evening when we arrived, but since it was early June, it was still light out.

			Floyd was happy to get out of the truck. He ran into the yard and through it to the kennel. We knew he’d arrived when the sled dogs started barking out of control. 

			Aeryn and Toby were sitting outside, a fire in the fire pit. Aeryn was rocking little Madison while Toby cooked something on the end of a stick. We waved and dropped our stuff off inside the door. The house was clean and organized. There were no dirty dishes. 

			“You knew!” I said accusingly.

			“Of course. She’s your daughter, and there’s no way she would live in a sty. Why did you doubt yourself?” Another question that I couldn’t answer. I hugged her quickly as I ran back outside to caress the sleeping baby’s head. 

			“You’ll be pleased to know that as of a week ago, she’s sleeping through the night…” And that began an evening of small talk and eating strips of moose that Toby was cooking. It was the kind of thing we used to do as a family, and it was the thing that Aeryn refused to let die. 

			“I think we’ll have a council meeting tomorrow. Are you coming?” I asked my daughter.

			“I wouldn’t miss it for the world. I’ve been out of it for too long.”

			“That’s right, Chris may have to step aside because of other duties. We’ll need a new council president,” I said as I walked away. We had no law that said a seventeen-year-old couldn’t be on the Council. There was no need for such limits. Either a person was capable of serving or they weren’t, regardless of any other factors. 

		


		
			IS IT WAR?

			 

			 

			No one wanted to see a land war in Asia, as the Princess Bride taught us, and no one wanted a proxy war in their front yard, either.

			When the Russian military showed up, I started to worry. It was the same day that the next destroyer arrived and prevented the Sumitomo resupply ship from entering Alaskan waters. 

			The Russian colonel climbed from his helicopter and strode boldly across the tarmac of our airport, closed for ten months at that point. I got there quickly as I’d been in the community center, not far away. I had my .45 in my shoulder holster as I always did and hoped that I wouldn’t have to use it. The Russian troops’ AK-74 rifles would turn me into hamburger. 

			I asked the colonel to stop. He saluted and then spoke in perfect English.

			“Governor Nagy, I presume,” he said. I took his hand and nodded. “We’re here to provide assistance as part of a complete assistance package. I have the papers here for you to sign.” 

			“That’ll be great,” I said sarcastically. “While we’re looking them over, get your men back on your choppers. As of right now, you look like invaders and not partners. Put them back on the choppers please or that paperwork, which may very well be something I’ll sign, will find its way shoved up your ass.” I glared at him, blocking his way from walking any further. The stare down lasted an uncomfortable amount of time, but I could not allow a foreign military to set up a security perimeter anywhere in Alaska. Not without our permission. 

			And we’d lose a fight with the Russians just as quickly as we’d lose a fight with the United States. It bothered me that I hadn’t thought of this course of action. With our declaration, we’d lost the security umbrella that was holding the Russian government back. 

			We stood nose to nose. As his men milled about, unsure of what to do, I carefully removed my .45 and pressed it into the man’s stomach. He finally broke eye contact and looked down. Floyd was standing next to me, watching him with the eyes of a predator.

			“You see, I’m willing to die to protect this country. Are you willing to die to take it from me?” He held up his hands and waved his men back to the helicopter. I holstered my pistol. My hand was shaking slightly, but not from nerves. I’d been holding my breath, and I needed air. 

			“We have no intention of taking anything,” he said in a low voice, all attempt at being good-natured gone. “We want access to certain things, people, and places. We can’t deal with anarchy, so of course, we were going to assist your people in building a functioning government.” 

			“Russia? Help us build a functioning government? I didn’t think the heroin problem in your country had gotten so bad. Under no circumstances will we accept the assistance of your military in setting up a government,” I retorted, getting angrier with each passing moment. Floyd started to growl.

			“You misunderstand us. We were only securing the area for our officials who will arrive once we can guarantee their safety. It is what you would call the Wild West out here, is it not?” 

			“It is not, Colonel. You can put your weapons away. You’ll see for yourself.” I waved an arm expansively at the desolation in the immediate vicinity of the airport. A movement caught my eye. Chris riding toward us on his bike. When he arrived, I introduced him. 

			After they shook hands, I asked Chris to call Frank and tell him that a Russian fleet was probably off Anchorage and had invaded our sovereign territory and to request assistance. The colonel raised one eyebrow. 

			“We will always welcome representatives, but not when they lead with their military. Here’s my phone number, now pack up your boys and go home. If your representative still wants to come, you have my personal guarantee that he or she will be safe. They can land here and we will keep ourselves to the airport,” I told him. 

			“If it is safe, why do you carry your pistol?” 

			“I’m sorry, are you trying to be funny? A foreign nation just invaded my country carrying their rifles and established a security perimeter and you wonder why I’m armed? Wolves is why, Colonel, both human and animal. Floyd can’t fight them all off himself.” My dog cocked his head. 

			“Fair enough, Governor. I shall return to the ship and report my findings,” the colonel replied. He started to walk away, but I stopped him.

			“These birds can’t make it here and back from Anchorage. Where’s your FOB, Colonel?” I knew they had to have established a forward operating base. He shrugged. Even if he’d told me, there wouldn’t have been anything we could have done about it, not more than we were already doing. If the Russians had people ashore when the U.S. Navy showed up, then they’d have problems. 

			“And Colonel? Don’t ever come back here like this again. If you want to start a shooting war, that will be the way to do it.” He didn’t acknowledge that he heard me, but I’d read all the UN reports regarding their last attack on Alaska. Although the United States had negotiated us away in order to get peace, the damage to the entire world was significant. When the UN heard that Russia had returned to its aggressive ways, they would not be pleased. 

			I could always hope for trade embargoes, but any military action would take forever to arrive and then the blue hats would never leave. No, we’d ask Japan to register the complaint on our behalf if the U.S. did not. 

			Chris’s phone call to Frank was quick. I expected Frank to turn it around instantly and start talking with everyone he’d been in touch with, to include the skipper of the new destroyer. 

			“How many foreign ministers, secretary of state types are you in contact with?”

			“If I told you six, would you think I was a slacker?” he answered with a grin. 

			“That’s five more than I would have if I were you, so why don’t you give them a call, let them know about our uninvited guests and that we would appreciate their raising awareness in the UN so everyone can rattle sabers and give each other mean looks. I know how you diplomat types are. All talk and no swagger,” I answered.

			He poked me in the chest and then walked away, dialing the first number. 

			“What do you think, Floyd? Next time, you bite the bad men?” I said happily and Floyd thought we were playing. It was the parking apron of the airport so there wasn’t anything to throw, so I slapped at his doggie face, and he started hopping about, getting into play pose and darting at me. 

			He tackled me and we rolled around on the concrete for a bit before I surrendered. 

			When Chris finished his conversations, we talked. “We have to have a council meeting as soon as possible. Things are running away from us and we need to get everyone to worry about what’s not in their control.” I was being sarcastic. They deserved to know what was going on even if they had no influence on its outcome. Maybe we were becoming more bureaucratic than I wanted. 

			We threw Chris’s bike in the truck and headed back to the community center. We talked about our plan to engage the good people of New Fairbanks without getting them overly excited. We did not want to be in the middle of the proxy war. We needed someone in the United Nations to continually take the pulse of our competitors. Both the U.S. and Russia had done things outside of international norms. A blockade was an act of war as was a military invasion. 

			At the community center, Chris pulled his bike out and leaned it against the wall, all the time looking at the ground. 

			“Did we start something that we can’t control, Chuck? Will they bomb us? I don’t know if I can go through another iteration of what they did to the resort,” Chris asked. I couldn’t know that answer, but Chris and I both needed reassuring. 

			“If they were willing to bomb us, then they wouldn’t have left so readily, would they? And one destroyer can hardly blockade all of Alaska. It’s like they are playing a game, toying with us, seeing what we’ll do. They have to know we have no way to resist them. Maybe they’re doing as much as they can with available money. That tells me there isn’t any for oversea adventures. I don’t know, Chris, I’m just thinking out loud. My mind is racing. How’s little Hermione doing?” I asked, trying to rid myself of the thought that I was leading these people to ruin.

			“She has a boyfriend,” he said flatly. I started laughing because he sounded like the Grim Reaper had just walked over his grave. “Be cool, Chuck! It’s Bill.”

			It sounded like he’d spoken the name of a serial killer. 

			“All we can do is the best we can do, my friend. Raise them right, put the fear of life and death into them for misadventures, and then watch them blossom. At least Diane is fourteen now, that much closer to her wedding date. What do you think of our kids getting married at sixteen?” 

			Chris hung his head. “I’d rather fight the Russians,” he said, nodding with a growing smile. 

			We went inside to work, but I was at a loss as to what to do. Everything seemed hopeless. Terri showed up and I talked with her about the new development. She sat there and looked at me. I was getting frustrated. I wanted to know what to do.

			“How are you feeling,” she finally asked. 

			“I feel like I should lay down on the couch. Am I getting my head shrunk, Mrs. Major Horny?” I asked. 

			She gave me a quick stink eye, but shrugged it off. “Well?” 

			“I’m losing hope. I didn’t think it would be easy, but Sumitomo came in with shiploads of materials and supplies, people and equipment. They were up and running in weeks. They showed us what was possible. Maybe I want too much of that and none of this political, diplomatic posturing. It makes me tired,” I replied. I moved around the desk to sit next to her so I could hold her hand. 

			“Patience. If you set things up and wait long enough, maybe what you want will come to you.” She looked out the window as she spoke.

			Her hand was warm and it fit so well in mine. I looked at our hands and wondered. 

			I heard the phone ring in Chris’s office. He sounded pleased. Maybe that was one less thing to worry about.

			“Chuck!” he yelled. I jumped at the intrusion into my thoughts. Terri stood and pulled me to my feet, holding me close. 

			“Patience, my love,” she whispered. 

			“Chuck!” Chris yelled again. 

			“It’s really hard to be patient when people are yelling,” I replied, kissing her passionately and forgetting that we were standing so we could go see what Chris wanted. 

			He was the impatient one as he walked into my office and stood there, waiting. 

			“I wouldn’t have come either if I were you,” he finally said after a robust cough announced his presence. The sparkle in her eyes almost drew me back in.

			“I’ll be waiting for you at home,” she said over her shoulder as she headed out. “Good to see you, Chris!”

			“Holy crap, Chuck! I think I actually saw sparks,” Chris said with a touch of envy. I was uncomfortable and looked at the floor, shifting my feet. Floyd sniffed at something under my desk. “It’s okay, Chuck. You had the same thing with Madison. I’m not judging you. I’m happy for you. How miserable would you be if you kept mourning her? Could you do what you need to do to help the rest of us? That answer is no. Terri is good for you. She’s good for all of us.” He put his big hand on my shoulder and looked down at me.

			“Life here is hard. Even as much as we’ve tried to improve our conditions, we have to work for everything we get, scraping it from the ground using our hands, killing it and dragging it home like freaking cavemen. If you don’t have to do it alone, you don’t. Your relationship with Madison made life worth living and now with Terri, it’s a new life, and it’s worth living. Don’t you ever be embarrassed about being in love!” Chris cautioned and he shook me. 

			I needed that.

			“The call. Frank says that the destroyer high-tailed it out of there, heading west. The ship that had been held up only lost one day. It’s now in port and unloading. Thank God for that, huh?” Chris said.

			“Like you said, we have to dig it out of the dirt with our bare hands. Every little crumb we follow will lead us to the loaf of bread. As long as the Russians and Americans want to fight it out at sea, I’m good with that. A land war here would kill us all. Last time we lost what, ninety-eight percent of our population? More?” Chris nodded. 

			I called Frank back to ask about the amount of gold going out. Sumitomo told him that chemical leaching would begin soon on the tailings from the first month of their operation. They’d already hit one hundred ounces which they estimated was twenty-five percent of the total ore within the rock. Sumitomo hoped to get another three hundred ounces from what they’d already mined. At twenty-five hundred dollars an ounce, the numbers were starting to add up quickly. 

			I dialed the number to the CEO of Sumitomo Corporation. He answered on the first ring, not the secretary, but the man himself. 

			“I’m sure you’ve already heard that your supply ship is in dock and unloading,” I started. 

			“Yes, I saw the report come across my desk. What did you do to end the blockade?” he asked.

			“The States tell me that it isn’t a blockade, but we didn’t do anything to get your ship into port. The Russians showed up and now the two big bullies are facing off somewhere south of Anchorage.” I didn’t know what else to share with him. I didn’t want to waste his time. 

			“I will make a couple of phone calls,” he said mysteriously as he signed off. I didn’t think his calls would bear much fruit, but it was better than nothing. 

			“I’d love to stay, Chris, but someone will be waiting for me at home,” I suggested. Chris raised an eyebrow as he looked at me.

			“I never took you for a dirty old man, Chuck, but here you are, in all your glory.” I knew I should have taken exception to that characterization, but I couldn’t. Puritan thoughts were not running through my mind. “We need to set up a council meeting for tonight. If you could handle contacting the members on your way home, we’ll call it a day. See you later, then?” Chris asked, although it couldn’t have been a question. Maybe he thought this dirty old man would lose his way and fall asleep. 

			“Of course, Terri and I will both be here. We’ll bring Aeryn, too.” Chris left me at that. 

			Having the truck made my life easy. I knew how little I liked riding my bike and would avoid it if I could. I didn’t mind walking, but that usually took more time than I had. I drove easily, not wanting to waste gas as I went from one council member’s home to the next. Of course, all the original Community members had a role in the Council if they wanted. Other newcomers balanced the old school members. Newcomers who’d been here at least five years. After the initial year of surviving, the last five had been the hardest.

			We’d learned to cut wood with minimal power tools. We’d made do without electricity by producing candles. We’d dug outhouses because we didn’t have running water. We’d scavenged far and wide for wood stoves that we learned to cook on. 

			We made do. It was barely better than the most basic subsistence living. 

			We had our pride and we had each other. Outside of that, we were on our own. 

			When I finally made it home, my exuberance at knowing that Terri was there and waiting for me was somewhat dampened. I couldn’t help but feel that I was continuing to let the good people of Alaska down. 

			I sat on the porch while Floyd played in the yard. Terri joined me. She was wearing an apron since she’d been cooking. 

			“I heard that the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach. So I used our small stash of flour to make pot pies. I hope you don’t mind. Now that you’re home, I’ll throw them into the Dutch oven and let’s say, thirty minutes until they’re ready? Why you don’t you go get cleaned up, change into something a little easier to rip off later?” she said casually, watching me keenly. 

			I wanted to be angry. I wanted to go out and fight the world, but I was so tired. I nodded and took myself inside for a shower. 

			After that, I put on shorts and a t-shirt. It was warm out, and although we usually dressed in long pants and long sleeves because of the mosquitoes, I didn’t plan on going back outside for a while. 

			“Self-doubt?” she asked.

			“Wow. That’s it, huh? I don’t even have to speak and you know. It’s like we’ve been married for a while,” I replied, studying the features of her face. “How did I get so lucky, twice?” 

			“Good things come to those who deserve it, Chuck. We’ve been together for eleven years, ever since I first tried to shoot you. By the way, who in this house hasn’t tried to shoot you?” 

			The pot pies saved me from continuing the verbal aerobatics, as delightful as they were. Dinner was incredible because it had three things going for it – it was something new, it had a bread-like crust, and I didn’t have to cook it. I was still getting used to that last part. 

			Terri had cooked eight pies, but since no one else showed up, we slipped upstairs for a little low calorie dessert. 

			We were lounging when the first of the twins arrived home. Aeryn and Toby spotted the pot pies and dug in. Charles arrived closely after them and helped himself. I was happy to find out that Diane was at home. I thought time apart would help the time pass when it seemed that they were always together. 

			My joy was short-lived as she strolled in not long after Charles. She took a pie and then Charles and Toby finished off the last two. Baby Madison was alert and watching the world. When I picked her up and started carrying her around, she began to cry. I took her outside, but brought her back in after the mosquitoes staged a full aerial assault on us both. 

			I handed her back to her mother, and she instantly calmed. Aeryn smiled and cooed at her. Toby smiled at both of them. I could not have been more pleased to see them happy. Diane and Charles played with the baby while Aeryn and Toby cleaned up. I watched my family, understanding readily that there would be more grandchildren. 

			“Council meeting tonight and we need you guys there,” I said, looking at Aeryn and Toby, but Charles and Diane also committed to going. 

			“I told my parents that I’d meet them there. Can I ride with you guys?” Diane asked in her musical voice. I watched my son and I was certain that he was as taken with her as she was with him. 

			Maybe their match was made in heaven, or the wilds of a new Alaska. I had to admit that I thought the world of her parents, and Lucas still owed me for pulling him out of the airplane and saving his life; at least that’s what he thought. In my mind, we were even ten times over. When the day came, I’d be proud to have Diane as my daughter-in-law, although she already called me Dad. 

			I felt old, closing in on sixty-five years of age. Madison had been ten years younger than me. Terri was only five years younger. She seemed much younger than that, but age was age. Mileage is what people saw on the outside.

			When it was time, we all piled into the truck. Diane sat on Charles’ lap and Aeryn sat on Toby’s. They held the baby between them. I drove slowly, taking care. We didn’t have a baby seat, otherwise we would have used it. 

			I was getting lax in my old age, but then I thought back to the afternoon’s dessert. Maybe I wasn’t that old.

			 

		


		
			THE NEW COUNCIL

			 

			 

			We had nine members on our Council and they were the governing body as much as one body could be. They were the legislature to my executive office. Our duties were all secondary to our day jobs, which were to provide for our families. The Council was a minor part-time job.

			Chris was the president of the Council. Amber was there to take notes and Charles and Diane greeted her with hugs. She didn’t look old enough to be their mother as she was barely past her early thirties. She had her other kids and Charles and Diane settled in with them, each holding one on their laps while still holding hands. Lucas sat next to them. 

			Jo was at the big table and Emma was in the audience with the fully recovered Tony. He was back to being himself, but his interests had turned away from outdoor endeavors, and he was spending the majority of days in the restaurant. Becca was on the Council and Darren found a seat next to me. 

			“Bill and Maddie?” I asked. He pointed to the back of the room where Bill and Hermione each had one of Maddie’s hands and were swinging her. “The fact that Hermione has a boyfriend is draining the life out of our big friend.” 

			“He’s been over, and you’d think he was undergoing the trial of Job or something. They’re all growing up. All of them. Look at you, grandpa!” 

			“I have nothing to say to that, Darren,” I told him, then we made small talk about hunting and fishing. When Ben and Clarisse arrived, Ben joined us for a short while, but he was on the Council and had a seat at the big table. 

			Ivan Ivanov was on the Council, too. He rarely made an appearance, but I was happy that he was here for this one. Chris and I had worked up quite an agenda. 

			Abigail and Phillip arrived and both took their seats at the big table. Two newcomers, John and Devlin, people who came in the second group of homesteaders, rounded out the Council. 

			Chris called things to order, then briefed everyone on the developments with the Navy and the Russian military. He noted the countries that he’d called to get verbal support within the UN. There were a couple of questions, but we had no real answers. 

			And then Chris introduced me, whom everyone knew, so I could talk about our next steps.

			“We’ve declared independence and we’ve taken the first solid steps to secure our future. Sumitomo is here for good and Valdez is in the process of rebuilding. The fishing industry is coming back strong because the trawlers have fuel and a demand. You should have seen the USS Gridley buying everything they brought in. The people were happy to be doing more than just surviving.” I paused to take a drink and look at Terri, whose smile encouraged me. Aeryn and Charles, both surrounded by children and people they loved. Friends old and new were in the chairs, listening patiently.

			We were doing it all for them and they were helping us get there.

			“We have to take the next steps as part of our independence. We have to show that we can govern ourselves, that we can be a modern nation. That means we need to establish more trade, competition, rules, taxes, oversight, laws. What I mean to say is that we need to be a nation governed by laws as adopted and supported by its people. 

			“Fewer laws and more engagement in the future of the country. That’s what we must have. I propose that we adopt the United States Constitution and Bill of Rights as our primary document. I can think of no better way. I’m not smart enough to rewrite something like that and make it last for the next two hundred and fifty years. I’d like to start with that and then we’ll work our way forward from there.

			“We need a functioning federal leadership body. I won’t sanction a bloated government. At this time, just like when the United States was first established, government positions are all part-time and unpaid. We have to provide for our families first. I don’t see that as a task that the government will ever do. No matter how bad off someone is, there will always be something they can do to contribute. 

			“We need a President, a Vice President, a Secretary of Commerce, a Secretary of State, and an Attorney General. That will be plenty to start building what we need to join the other sovereign nations in the twenty-first century. I nominate Aeryn Nagy to be the first President of the Nation of Alaska. I leave the Vice President as her choice.” No one made a sound. Maybe they thought I was kidding. The first one to finally clap was Toby, who stood and then took the baby from her. Charles joined and then the cheering began. 

			I thought President was kind of a crappy job. All the responsibility, little authority, and everyone second-guessing every decision that was made. I felt guilty foisting it on my daughter, but she had the energy and the idealism to make it work. 

			“I accept!” Aeryn finally said. The council members smiled as the position wasn’t given, but it was Ben who stood up. 

			“If I understand the Constitution right, it puts age limits on the position of President. Since we have not voted on the Constitution yet, I suggest we table that vote and since I am fully in support of our candidate for President, I think we do need to modify the document. Let’s remove the constraints and do right by the people. What does a well-regulated militia mean? How would the tenth amendment apply if we don’t have states? What would an election look like when we don’t have a census of our great nation? There are many questions that I suggest we convene a tribunal to discuss and then recommend to this Council. In the interim, I move that we, the Council, select our first head of state to serve in a temporary appointment until such time as we can hold proper elections, whatever those two terms will come to mean.” 

			I’d spent time with Ben, who was usually soft-spoken, keeping his words to a minimum, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t wise. He and Clarisse were world-class readers. They used books to insulate their cabin. I was not surprised that he’d read the Constitution of the United States. I had not made the connection between Aeryn and age. It never occurred to me since I thought she had the most important qualifications for the job. Physical age was second to integrity and dedication. 

			And longevity. I knew that people there expected me to move into that role, but I was getting older and Aeryn had boundless energy and would have my full support. Sometimes the hardest thing to do is hand over the reins to the next generation, but they’ll be here long after we’re gone. And then they’d have to pass the reins on to the next generation, too. 

			Once the Council reestablished order, Chris announced that he would step down in order to commit his full energy to the Secretary of State position. I nominated my friend Frank, the most recent of all newcomers, to the position of Commerce Secretary, but his approval was tentatively approved pending his presentation before the Council. Despite my protests, Chris insisted that I take his position as Council president until a volunteer could be found.

			Aeryn made the final announcement of the evening. She wanted Terri to be her Vice President. 

			After we changed positions and I took Chris’s chair up front, I looked out at the crowd and saw smiles and nods of support. I saw my friends, new and old, saw children who were mature beyond their years. Felt the energy of hope. These people deserved to live as modern people with a level of comfort beyond what they could carve from the world with their own two hands.

			I raised the gavel, but then put it down and stood to address everyone. 

			“I thought when we drafted and delivered our declaration of independence that that was a banner day. It is to be remembered, but today is the most important day in the rest of all our lives. Declaration Day was the time we said we’d had enough, but today, we finally say here’s what we’re going to do to move forward. We’ve established a vision of what better looks like. Electricity. Fuel. Food. We have scraped and clawed for the past decade for the things that too many take for granted. It is our duty to ourselves to raise our standard of living and give our children better lives, better Alaskan lives. You still earn your keep, but no one, absolutely no one should be on the edge of starvation. Look at us!” I waved my arm to take in the entire room. 

			“Wouldn’t it be nice to have ice cream every once in a while?” Many snickered. The children had no idea what I was talking about. Charles and Aeryn had tasted a little when we were outside, but that was long forgotten. Booze and cigarettes? Those vices would come, too, but sometimes I just wanted a bowl of ice cream with extra chocolate on top. 

			“With a modern world comes modern problems. Drugs, crime, freeloaders. How do we limit the opportunities for those types? This is our challenge, to build a better world than the one we left behind. We know our neighbors, and I never want to lose that. I’m afraid of what the future holds, while at the same time I’ve never been more hopeful. I can’t be more proud of who we’ve become. Fourteen years ago when we established the Community of Chena Hot Springs, we lived to higher ideals, not because of any mandates, but because of who we were. We are now a thousand strong and living to those very same standards.

			“I also have a secret to share. When Madison died, I was lost; a whole year disappeared from my life. I wanted nothing more than to die, but my kids kept me going. And then Terri came into my life. And then a son-in-law, a granddaughter, and a future daughter-in-law. If we bury our heads, life won’t notice as it passes us by. When we take our heads out of the sand, we’ll find that there are great things to see. When we reach for them, that’s what life is all about.” 

			I banged the gavel as I sat down, drained. It had been a long day. 

		


		
			A NEW PAIN

			 

			 

			At an emergency meeting of the UN Security Council, Japan happened to be one of the non-permanent members present. They submitted a resolution to forestall war between the U.S. and Russia, while at the same time presenting a resolution to the general assembly recognizing Alaska as a sovereign nation. Japan was proud to be the first, and surprisingly, the United States was second to recognize us as part of their posturing. Russia delayed and came in at fifteen. 

			When Chris reported that there would be no war, we were overjoyed. When the helicopter arrived at the airport with the Russian delegation, a security contingent of suit-wearing men jumped off first, then helped a large man down. I was there to meet them, with Chris. Aeryn wanted to come, but we advised against it; as the head of state, she didn’t need to legitimize the visit until later when we could take pictures and promote cooperation appropriately.

			When I saw that one of the suited men was the colonel from the previous trip, I tapped the butt of my .45 as he watched. He opened his coat to show his shoulder holster as well. As Chris greeted the Russian, I went to the colonel and offered my hand. 

			“So we meet again, Governor,” he said, clearly wondering why I hadn’t greeted the politician. 

			“I’m nobody now. He’s the Secretary of State and the one you need to talk with. The President is currently engaged in delicate conversations but will meet us later. So, I’ll hang with you, make sure you don’t get into any trouble, Colonel.” 

			“As you say, I’m nobody now,” he replied with a snort. I slapped him on the shoulder.

			“Let’s go see what our masters have in store…” I told him as we walked to our truck. 

			Russian negotiating was not unlike North Korean negotiating. The first thing they put on the table was a cooperative defense agreement where they had nearly unlimited access to Alaskan territory for a guarantee of protection. The sheer audacity of the proposal was intended to make everything else look reasonable. 

			Chris smiled warmly and, without opening the proffered packet of papers, he pushed the entire package back to Minister Primakov. 

			“We appreciate your kind proposal, Igor, but we are not entertaining any defense agreements at this time. Please don’t take it personally. I have to tell you that the Thai Marines and the Philippine special forces were equally put out at our denial.” I knew that wasn’t true, but appreciated how smoothly Chris rebutted the foreign minister. 

			“We would like to propose a cooperative group to meet and discuss certain trade issues that we think would be mutually beneficial,” the minister said in his heavy Russian accent. 

			“We would be more than happy to host a small contingent, but such a visit would entail the requirement that they be self-sufficient. They need to bring enough food and supplies for themselves. You see, we currently do not have a hotel or any accommodations for foreign delegations or even casual visitors. But soon, with the help of your country and others willing to invest in us, we will rebuild from the devastation of that attack so long ago, but still held tightly in the memories of those who were here to experience it,” Chris added with a bit of frost. He wanted the Minister of External Affairs to be well aware that any Russian agreement would be the very last under consideration. 

			“At some point, I hope we can put that nasty business behind us. Those men who ordered that are no longer in power, and many are in jail,” the minister said, studiously avoiding an apology. Welcome to the world of diplomacy where the unspoken was as important as what was said.

			Chris didn’t miss it as evidenced by how hard he clenched his jaw. 

			We wrapped up the conversations and escorted the minister back to his helicopter. I waved goodbye to the colonel and expected that I would see him again. 

			Chris set no date for any cooperative group conversations, and we didn’t bother having Aeryn meet him. As the helicopter was flying away, Chris raised both hands to give it the one-finger salute. 

			“I gather you are enjoying your position as Secretary of State?” He gave me the finger, too. Floyd had been a trooper through it all, staying out of the limelight, but he was bored and needed to run, so Chris took the truck, and we walked back. 

			I had the satellite phone and called Frank. He was having a problem keeping up. Ships were showing up out of the blue wanting an offload schedule. We had almost no equipment of our own and little lay-down space to put new shipments. Plus we had no agreements for any of it. 

			Frank was getting frustrated, even with the help of a number of the Valdez residents. Frank suspected that ships were using any ports they could find and setting up illegal operations, homesteading even. 

			I was appalled at how quickly things were going. I wanted to talk with the President about what to do; make recommendations. She’d listen to me, but she made her own decisions. I could not have been more proud.

			It felt like I was walking uphill, although I was on the level. Then the world started to spin; I could see myself falling, but there was nothing I could do about it. My hands stayed at my sides as I banged my head into the concrete, and the sparks were quickly replaced by darkness.

			A moment later, I was lying on my back and Colleen was looking at me. I tried to get up, but firm hands held me down. 

			“Chuck, I need you to relax and be calm. You’ve had a heart attack, and then you banged your head on the ground pretty hard, so you have a concussion, too,” she said slowly and clearly. I could hear her just fine. We were in her clinic. Aeryn was there as usual. My head hurt and the room started swimming. I couldn’t help it as I leaned over to puke, but I was restrained. I heaved, but it couldn’t go anywhere. I started choking, then everything went dark again.

			When I awoke, I thought it was night. I blinked my eyes, hoping to see light. I wondered if this was it, but then I heard beeping from a heart monitor next to the bed. I was no longer restrained, but I had an IV. I didn’t feel like moving. I sat up, carefully, using the side railing on the bed to support myself. 

			“Chuck?” Terri’s voice came from the darkness. She sounded like she’d been eating gravel. 

			“I’m here, lover. You’re not getting rid of me yet. How long has it been?” I heard curtains being moved aside, three different sets before the light shined in. I saw the green of the outdoors. “A drink?” I asked 

			She looked tired and much older than when I saw her earlier that morning. She poured water from a pitcher into a plastic glass. My throat was parched. My leg hurt. My chest felt weak, like I’d had an asthma attack. She leaned into the hallway of the small building and called for Colleen. 

			There were a few hurried footsteps and she arrived with Aeryn in tow. She listened to my chest, then pulled the covers aside and checked my leg where there was an incision that had been stitched shut. 

			“I don’t remember that injury, but things were kind of blurry.” 

			“Chuck, we’ve had you in a chemically induced coma for just over a month. It took that long to get a real doctor here with equipment to put in a stint; well, three in your case. That second attack scared us all. It’s good to have you back,” she added.

			“Wow. A month. How’s my granddaughter?” I asked Aeryn. 

			“Madison is with her father and that big baby of yours you call a dog. He’s been howling and whining ever since. You know, you probably owe him your life. He made such a racket that Nikolai heard it from the warehouse and came to your rescue. And here you are, one month later, the first patient of our Doctors Without Borders resident physician,” Aeryn said proudly. 

			“Your doing, Madam President?” She bit her lip and nodded. “Hey, I get to sleep with the Vice President!” I blurted out.

			Terri shook her head. “What are you, a sixteen-year-old boy? But, yes you do, if Floyd leaves you any room on the bed. But you don’t get dessert anytime soon as the doctor ordered rest for you, nothing strenuous.” 

			Aeryn looked shocked at the banter, but then smiled, happy to have me back, even though I wasn’t quite upright. Not yet anyway.

			“The nation?” I asked. Terri closed the first set of curtains, reducing most of the daylight. 

			“Everything is going just fine and none of it is anything you need to worry about. We’ll be back later. I’m sure Madison would love to drool on you. I know Floyd will.” She gave me a quick peck on the cheek, then left with a sense of purpose. Colleen watched her go, then pointed to Terri, nodded, and closed the door on her way out. 

			Terri asked me to scoot over and then climbed into the narrow bed with me. Once her head was on my shoulder, she started to cry. 

			“Damn it, Chuck! I spend my whole life looking for you and when we’re finally together, you try to die on me. That’s three times now, Chuck. You scared the hell out of me, out of all of us,” she whispered.

			 “I’m not going anywhere. I’ve been luckier than anyone deserves to be. I apologize for scaring you or for the burden that I’ll be later. A month! I never worked the garden, hunted, picked berries, fished, none of that, but there’s still time. Berries aren’t ripe yet, are they?”

			“You aren’t doing any of that. You’re going to be the old guy sitting on the porch watching the world go by. I will make sure that everyone stops to tell you what’s going on. So you’ll know it all, you just won’t do it all. And I think going forward, our lives are going to be much better. Aeryn is a dynamo and your friend, Frank? He’s bringing in the commerce. It seems like we have someone new wanting to trade with us every day. Shipments are arriving all the way up here in New Fairbanks.

			“We need people, Chuck, a lot more people and that is a good problem to have. So there’s nothing for you to worry about. There are so many good people here and they are all stepping up. We even had a visit from the Russian miners. They came to see you once they heard. I think we’re tighter now than we’ve ever been. If you want to think about anything, think about that.” 

			Terri’s head was nestled into my neck. Maybe that’s all I wanted to think about. 

		


		
			FIVE YEARS LATER

			 

			 

			Little Madison wasn’t pleased at all with how classes were going. She’d gone from being a free spirit to sitting in school for six hours a day. I could only laugh at her as she played in the yard. Floyd showed her no mercy and bowled her over with great regularity, but she was up in an instant and racing after him. 

			Aeryn knew the value of education and wouldn’t let her daughter skip out on any of that. In order to make informed decisions, one needed to be able to find information and then evaluate a problem from all angles. A good education helped one to get there. Plus, her grandmother would have been proud. 

			The younger four kids running around the yard were staying out of the way as the half-wolf frolicked. Aeryn’s son, the three-year old Euripides whom we called O, was out of diapers and too active for me. But not too much for Diane. Her three-year-old daughter seemed to have the same amount of energy; and then there were the two-year-olds. They could have been twins. One was Aeryn and Toby’s third child, and the other was Charles and Diane’s second. 

			Terri sat in a rocking chair next to mine. Charles was in the power plant. A new load of coal was arriving from Denali by train today and he always liked to oversee the offload. Shane was the chief engineer for the Community, which had blossomed into a thriving city of ten thousand. Valdez and New Anchorage were growing, too. The Kenai Peninsula had seen the most growth and required the most oversight, but that wasn’t my problem, and those who were there were taking care of it. 

			As it should have been. I had my children and grandchildren to enjoy. I had only to watch the birth of a nation with Terri by my side and Floyd at our feet. It was the best show of my life.

			Jo and Emma drove up in their truck, Tony wedged into the back with food and supplies. I looked to Terri. 

			“A little surprise, Chuck. For your seventieth birthday, and I know it’s not your birthday, but sometimes the weather in October is so uncongenial.” She smiled as we held hands and rocked. 

			“Closing the restaurant for today?” I said, knowing that it had to be closed if they were here. 

			“We put a big sign on the door directing people to the Borsch House for today. Sometimes it’s nice to get outside!” Jo’s hair was wadded under a cap as was Emma’s. Tony was big, towering over most normal humans. His biological father was a big man, too, but Tony was taller. Most importantly, he was an intelligent and happy young man who could cook. His parents wouldn’t have it any other way.

			Chris and Colleen were next to arrive. Hermione wasn’t with them. She’d gone to some other party, but I wasn’t put out in any way as it was good to see a social scene return for the people of New Fairbanks. Chris and Colleen rode their bikes, even though they had a vehicle. Most people did nowadays, but gasoline was still at a premium. We had yet to develop our own currency as we continued to use the U.S. dollar. They hit us with an export fee for the cash, which made me angry, but we dealt with it as it was cheaper than contracting to have our own currency printed. Most nations on the planet had their currency printed in the United States. We were shortcutting the design and trade process. Who understands how currency trade works anyway? I reasoned.

			Darren and Becca showed up with their five kids. They’d purchased one of the first Chevy Suburbans to arrive in Valdez. 

			“How do you do it?” I asked, looking at the mob tumble from the SUV and start running in every direction. Floyd chased after the fastest one. Bill was almost eighteen but stayed at home to help his mom with the other children, although he and Hermione were soon to be married. Madison followed her father everywhere and was the next hunter and trapper of the family. 

			They’d made good money over the years with the hides they sold once the markets reopened. They paid cash for their vehicle as did most of us. 

			Our cost of living was almost nothing as we still used a great deal of barter and subsistence. We traded with the outside enough to maintain our cash flow. We did a straight ten-percent tariff on goods imported and exported. No one batted an eye, and it kept our government running. 

			That’s how my daughter the President was paid. Terri resigned as the Vice President before our first election in order to allow Aeryn to groom a possible successor. Terri had no aspirations for higher office. She was happy to stay at home and enjoy the grandchildren, too. I think her ulterior motive was to keep me from doing anything stupid. 

			One was never too old to make mistakes, although they were less risky with age. The immortality of youth usually led a long parade of stupid decisions. 

			Nevertheless, my wife trusted me only so far. I wasn’t moving as quickly as I used to, although I still enjoyed driving the truck. I hadn’t hunted in forever, although I found fishing to be oddly appealing probably because Ben made me feel young. 

			At eighty, he was still going strong, but Clarisse had slowed down immensely. They arrived in his cherished quad, now an antique. He’d put a new engine in a year ago, hoping to keep it going for the rest of his life. Nobody knew what that meant. Clarisse brought homemade jam and fresh baked bread. Things with limited shelf lives like bread and fruit usually never made it as far as New Fairbanks. We had a grocery store, but it was more like a general store. Anyone driving up from Valdez or New Anchorage would be coopted into carrying something so deliveries would arrive every day, and one never knew what they were going to be. 

			The modern world. At least we had consistent electricity. I’d heard the train whistle as it headed out of town, which meant Charles would be along shortly. 

			Amber and Lucas rolled in, fresh faced and happy as they drove their new Subaru. We called them yuppies to their faces, which made Lucas bristle, and he always brought up the fact that his old truck was still running. They joined the ruckus in the yard, playing with their grandchildren. 

			Abigail and Phillip had moved back to Chena Hot Springs where they rebuilt the kennel and were working with both finance and construction groups to reestablish the resort. I didn’t know if they were coming, but knew the first place they’d go would be our kennel where a couple teams of dogs lived. Aeryn, Charles, and their families loved dog mushing in the winter. The oldest of the bunch, Madison, was already grooming her own team and I couldn’t wait to see her turned loose this winter.

			We taught all of them survival skills. They went to school, even the youngest, to learn how to learn, and at home, they learned how to live. 

			Abigail talked about an intern program, where the kids could spend a week or two at the resort, understand how to take care of the dogs and then practice mushing. If they were going to have a proper resort, they’d need mushers, and for that, they wanted Alaskans. Best to train them themselves.

			Shane and Tanya arrived with Mark and their daughter Felicity. Mark joined his friend Tony and they disappeared behind the house. One never asked what young men did. Felicity joined the others running around the yard. She wasn’t that much younger than Diane. They all looked like little kids to me.

			The last to make it was Charles and we could hear him from a mile away as he rode a dirt bike he’d resurrected from somewhere. I didn’t mind because he wasn’t reckless. He had a family to care for and took that seriously. On Diane’s sixteenth birthday they’d gotten married, just like he’d said, and the two acted like a prince and a princess. The irony wasn’t lost on me. 

			He parked his bike by the garage and jogged into the yard where he picked Diane up and swung her around. Terri caressed my hand as she loved seeing them that way..

			And Charles wasn’t the last to arrive. Frank drove up in his truck that was covered in mud and filth. His wife, Mariska, was in the passenger seat. She’d finally relocated to Valdez and we joked about her being a green card holder.

			I had many friends from the Council, both old and new, but the only ones here were the original ones from the Community of Chena Hot Springs and then from our return when we realized that the real world was a harsh place where we didn’t like the people. Frank was instrumental in helping us return to Alaska. This small group had sworn that they wouldn’t fall into the trap of drama and self-service, and they hadn’t. We were as close as any blood relatives could be, probably closer in many cases. 

			Aeryn called everyone to the tables to feast. When she spoke, people listened because she was the President. She didn’t let it go to her head, but she always carried one burden or another. She had smile wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, just like her mother.

			I sat next to her, because I wanted to hear the latest from the regional governors. Some of us had slow satellite internet in our homes, but we didn’t have a radio station. I wanted news! Terri rubbed my back while we ate and I listened to my daughter talk about the regions, their growth and challenges. She had options and a preference for everything. She never sounded like she was complaining; her words were always hopeful. 

			She said she griped to Toby all the time, but he was sworn to secrecy. He shook his head and smiled. He’d turned out to be a good father, too. 

			One should never judge too quickly, even though he did shoot me and I brought that up, less often now, but always during storytelling time with the kids. I even showed them my old scar, which led to the inevitable eye rolling.

			After compliments on a great meal, Lucas disappeared, returning shortly driving a passenger bus. Aeryn waved everyone to it. After a little yelling, even the young men were corralled and thrown aboard. Floyd climbed in along with a myriad of other dogs. It was Alaska; who didn’t have a dog?

			Lucas drove us casually around town as Aeryn and Charles narrated the history of Chuck Nagy. It was fun as they elaborated and outright fabricated certain details, then we headed out of town, past our old home and on to Chena Hot Springs where they showed us the new construction. The lodge was coming along nicely and would be both bigger and better than the one we’d stayed in all those years ago. 

			Behind it were a couple of log cabins, but that was only on the outside. Inside, they were modern and nice, powered by the geothermal system that had been replaced. A placard hung on one that simply said “Nagy.” Abigail and Phillip were leading the tour and beamed when we arrived at the cabin. 

			“What’s this?” I asked, thinking that it may have been named in our honor. 

			“Your new home. To celebrate your birthday and your retirement, it is yours and Terri’s to enjoy for as long as you need it. It’s a gift from all of us,” Chris said. 

			I didn’t know what to say. I liked being close to my kids and grandkids, but we were mostly out of space. Charles and Diane had moved into their own place on their wedding day, while Aeryn and Toby stayed in our home, even after having three kids. 

			“I guess it wouldn’t hurt for you two to have your own room,” I told my daughter and her husband. 

			When I looked in the closets, I found my clothes and our stuff. I hadn’t even seen anything disappear and Terri admitted that she’d been packing our home out for weeks. We didn’t have that much, because we didn’t need much and that’s why we were the richest people in all of Alaska. 

			We waved as the bus pulled away, taking all our friends and family away. I wasn’t sure how to feel. Floyd wanted to run to the kennel so we turned him loose, much to Abigail’s chagrin. She raced after him to limit the chaos he would cause. 

			“Almost twenty years ago we came here and found good people. The first thing we did?” I asked. Terri looked at me, patiently waiting for the answer. “We went swimming.” 

			“Shall we?” she asked as she pulled out a pair of shorts for me and shorts and a t-shirt for herself. 

			“Why not? It looks like we’re retired now.” 

			 

			 

			The End

			 

			 

			 

			This concludes the End Times Alaska Series. I hope you enjoyed it. From survival to nation building, we dipped to the lowest point of humanity and rose only as high as we were willing to imagine.
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			I planned to write this as a trilogy, but an overwhelming number of readers wanted to see an ultimate resolution to the story. I committed to a fourth book, this book. I also wanted to resolve things for myself. What are the issues of today that would overlay Chuck’s world, a destroyed Alaska trying to rebuild itself?

			And that’s where we’re going in this story. 

			So many people have helped me on this journey. As a post-apocalyptic survival writer, I join an eclectic group of individuals, many of whom practice what they write about. I’ve spent much time reading up on the other authors of the genre, communicating with some of them. We all approach things a little bit differently, but all of us agree that the fall of civilization is far too close. Buy a little more shelf-stable food, more ammunition, other things that aren’t available locally. 

			Did you know that to adjust the sights on an AK-47, you need a special tool that doesn’t come with the rifle? Me neither until I struggled with sighting one in. 

			Is your go-bag ready? It’s nice to have something in case you need to take off running and disappear into the woods for a while. And if you come back to a destroyed home, will you have enough of the right things to get you over that next hurdle (warmth, water, food)? You have to be ready to survive three days at all times, no matter what, no matter where you are. Then you have to be able to make ten days, then a month. 

			Through it all, never forget who you are, never forget what makes life worth living. We exist because of love and I hope that comes through in the End Times Alaska series. Hate is soul-sucking. Find someone to love, starting with yourself. Give yourself a chance to see what better looks like, then strive for that. 

			And as always, I have to thank Diane Velasquez and Dorene Johnson for their support. They read much of my in-process material as I try to do sanity checks on the story. As I always say, I write love stories and this one is no exception; before the backdrop of nation building, we go forth, our hearts in our hands for all to see. Diane and Dorene get subjected to all of that in little bits and pieces. My apologies to any negative impact that may have on their sanity.

			I want to thank Norman Meredith for his ideas and Boyd Craven for living the dream as a full-time author and professional prepper. He sets the standard for understanding the right skills to live after the fall. I like my coffee too much to survive the apocalypse.

			Thanks to Winlock Press and Monique Lewis Happy for her continual belief and support of me and my stories. Without that, we wouldn’t have a bestselling End Times Alaska series. 
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			I’m a lifelong daydreamer and student of human interaction. I have some degrees, but those don’t matter when it comes to telling the story. Engaging characters within a believable narrative – that’s what it’s all about. I live in the interior of Alaska, far away from an awful lot, but I love it here. It is natural beauty at its finest. If you liked the End Times Alaska series, I’d appreciate it if you checked out some of my other stories – for grit, try Terry Henry Walton; for a Young Adult, old-school-master approach, look to the Free Trader Series. And thank you so much for buying and reading my books – that’s what gives an author the greatest satisfaction.
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			Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorCraigMartelle/
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			OTHER WINLOCK BOOKS YOU’LL LOVE

			 

			Winlock Press has a stunning range of post-apocalyptic adventures. Be sure to click on the links below and enter the worlds of …

			 

			 

			The Ice Hammer Series, beginning with

			 

			Ice Hammer: Invasion

			Basil Sands
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			It only took an instant for the world to come crashing down.

			 

			The bombs came first, and the troops were close behind. Life in the dream that was America ceased when a deadly new alliance of Communist states from Russia, China, 

			and their allies invaded from the North.

			 

			The invasion splits Brad Stone’s family apart. His wife, Youngmi, is captured and exploited by Alaska’s new Communist warlord. Brad and his sons narrowly avoid massacre and retreat into the icy wilderness. Brad, a former Marine, finds himself thrust to the front as the warrior they call “Ice Hammer” – a leader, a legend, and the most wanted man in occupied Alaska.

			 

			Brad, Youngmi, and their sons Ben and Ian must find their way through the horrors of war. They may not live to see victory, but they will not live as slaves. 

			They have already learned a brutal truth:

			 

			The age of peace has ended. The age of the Ice Hammer has begun

			 

			*  *  *  *  *

			 

			The Winchester Undead Series, beginning with

			 

			Winchester: Over

			Dave Lund
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			Presenting: A survivalist vision of the zombie apocalypse: real weapons, real warfare, real strategy and tactics against the worst nightmare you can imagine.

			 

			The nuclear missiles killed millions. The chemtrails brought them back to life.

			 

			When the end came, it was swift and brutal. The EMP from atmospheric detonations occurred just before Christmas. Chinese bombs spreading poison on major metropolitan centers followed, only hours later. Then the dead began to walk… and to kill with terrifying speed.

			 

			The government, from the President to the foot soldier, fell in three days. Nine out of ten – maybe more – were dead before Valentine’s Day. Only a hardy few, those who had prepared for the worst, lived long enough to see what happened next. 

			 

			Winchester: Over tells the stories of the many who fell and the handful who survived. It follows former motor-cop Bexar Reed and his family, along with their lifelong friends and fellow preppers, as they fight their way to relative safety in rural Texas… and the story of a highly trained government agent who has to fight his own way out of an infected airport, to the last barely functioning military installation, hidden beneath the ground at Area 51.

			 

			They are stories of courage and combat, guns and battle tech, the secret history of humanity, ancient artifacts and the Nazi occult, and always, always, the ravenous walking dead, as the last brave humans teeter on the edge of extinction. 

			 

			“If you shook this book, gunpowder and testosterone would fall out.” 
-Chris Philbrook, Author of Adrian’s Undead Diary 

			 

			*  *  *  *  *

			 

			The Ultimate Prepper’s Adventure begins here!

			 

			Dark Titan Journey: Sanctioned Catastrophe

			Thomas A. Watson
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			Nathan Owens was just topping up his tank when the gas pump stopped working. So did the radio. And the lights. Then planes starting falling out of the sky, and plutonium-powered satellites began to explode.

			 

			A massive solar storm – the Coronal Mass Event that had been predicted for years – finally hit Earth, and the electromagnetic pulse it created instantaneously threw the world back to the Bronze Age. Soon the radioactive fallout from space would spread death 

			and disease across the globe.

			 

			Owens and his friends had been preparing for something like this for years, and now it had finally happened. But when it came, it came at the worst possible time. He was a thousand miles away from his family and his redoubt – and his only chance to survive the dark days ahead. If he ever hoped to escape, he would have to draw together a team of survivalists to save those nearby before he could even begin the last, most important journey of his life. And there was one thing he hadn’t counted on at all: the EOTWAWKI wasn’t just a natural disaster. There was a sinister, almost omnipotent human force behind it...and it wanted him dead.

			 

			*  *  *  *  *

			OTHER BOOKS COMING SOON 

			FROM WINLOCK PRESS!!
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			Karl’s Last Flight

			By Basil Sands

			 

			Karl Alexander’s space tourism craft crash-lands in Iran, sparking a world war, and Karl is swept into a joint CIA/MI-6 mission that becomes an all-out chase to stop a nuclear armed kamikaze squad from dropping their deadly payload onto U.S. troops and Israeli citizens. Non-stop action that’s one heartbeat away from the headlines!
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			Faithful Warrior

			By Basil Sands

			 

			Pastor Mike Farris is a retired Marine who’s never quite left his old Special Ops life behind. Now his quiet life and his secret mission come crashing together when he uncovers a terrorist cell and a plot to detonate an old Soviet-era suitcase nuclear device in his suburban Ohio home. Can even he and his tough and talented team keep his home – and his country – safe? 
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			Midnight Sun

			By Basil Sands

			 

			Marcus “Mojo” Johnson and Mike Farris meet up in Alaska for Mike’s honeymoon with his new wife, only to discover a notorious Albanian Muslim terrorist mastermind has set up shop in Anchorage with the intention of detonating a massive explosion during an upcoming Presidential rally. Old enemies and new threats converge and collide in an all-out showdown that threatens their families, their country … and the world. 
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