
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			I accelerated away from the trail and tried to flank the herd. The valley paralleled the trees for some distance. I raced ahead and then turned down a trail into the woods. I slowed and shut off the snow machine. I could hear them.

			 

			Were they coming this way? I jogged ahead, staying close to the trees where there was less snow. My breath came in ragged gasps. I had to stop. I was getting lightheaded. I tried to listen, but asthma attacks always made my eardrums pound. I couldn’t hear much, but I started to feel the vibrations in the tree I was hiding behind as the herd approached. They were coming right at me. The woods weren’t thick, but there weren’t long lines of sight. I leaned my rifle against the tree and took out my pistol.

			 

			I tried to calm my breathing as I waited. The first doe shot past me before I knew it. I stepped out from behind the tree, surprising a buck. I snapped off two rounds, hitting him only once. He reared, then turned sharply to run away from me. I put a round right behind his shoulder, and he dropped with his first jump. I aimed again as another caribou started to veer away from me. One shot took a female in the back leg and she went down, struggling to drag herself with her front legs churning. Another frightened doe almost ran into me. She got one round in the chest between her front legs. She slammed against me as she tried to get past, going down on her side. She huffed once and stayed down. I dropped behind a tree, only able to concentrate on my breathing.
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			BEARS WAKE UP 
IN THE SPRING

			 

			 

			The growl was loud and close. It was a rare occasion when I didn’t have the dogs with me, but there I was, alone, calf deep in the mud, trying to dig my .45 out of my shoulder holster inside my coat.

			I tried not to flail in order to attract less attention to myself, but this was a thin grizzly, freshly awoken from her winter slumber and not a T-Rex. She already knew I was there and was still trying to determine if I would be a good snack or not. 

			I wanted to be the kind that caused indigestion after tasting bad on the way down.

			Or at least cause explosive diarrhea. I’m not sure the bear cared.

			She continued sniffing the air as she approached. I knew I couldn’t outrun the bear. Even if I tried, I expected that my feet would come right out of my boots. The mud was bad.

			That’s why I hadn’t brought the dogs. I tried to take calming breaths, but my body was having none of that. My breathing was quick and shallow. Anxiety was an asthma trigger, and there’s nothing that screams louder at your soul than imminent death. 

			“Come on!” I yelled. The bear hesitated, surprisingly. I hadn’t been yelling at her, but at my recalcitrant pistol that was catching every fold in my jacket as I fought with it. 

			With one final tear, the pistol came free. I ripped away the piece of my jacket that hung from the hammer and took aim. 

			The bear seemed tentative, so I pointed the barrel in the air and fired. 

			The grizzly jumped up and started rumbling away. 

			I could hear my heart beating against my dulled sense of hearing as I watched her head toward the road, away from me and away from our house. 

			I came to the garden because I wanted to look it over, make sure everything was okay, and then go back home. I put my hands on my knees as I struggled to catch my breath.

			As the bear disappeared over the road, I was happy that I didn’t have to find out that my .45 might not stop a hungry grizzly. 

		

	
		
			A TRIP

			 

			 

			Planting the garden was anticlimactic. We had prepared so well that nothing was left to chance. Planting our seedlings took a total of thirty minutes. The hardest part was getting them from the greenhouse to the garden site. 

			Green beans and tomatoes made up the majority of our garden. We had a number of peppers and a healthy amount of cabbage. After that, everything else was just nice-to-have vegetables. We even tried eggplants. We watered a fair bit after planting, but nothing to wash away any seeds. I had a manual sluice gate off the stream. It looked like a pair of two inch by twelve inch boards that were dropped into slots, providing a redundant stopper for the water, which flowed into channels around the garden where we could then manually divert water into the rows within the garden. If there was flooding, it wouldn’t tear through the middle of the garden. Well, it shouldn’t ruin the garden. I had no idea how much water my system would hold.

			And that was that. A couple trips a day to check on the garden, making sure the fence was still in place, the plants were watered, and all weeds were pulled. And anyone could do that. It gave me time for a different trip.

			Have you ever tried driving while wearing a gas mask? 

			That was a great challenge for me. I was completely bundled up, including where Madison duct taped my gloves to my sleeves and my hiking boots to my pants. These rubber boots didn’t fit well, so they were expendable, just like everything I had on. Although, after losing all kinds of weight, my Swiss Tanker coverall fit well. I’d bought it surplus for a few dollars because it had an interesting camouflage pattern, but it had always been a little tight. It was tough material. Maybe a Geiger counter would tell me that I could keep it. We would see.

			Even though I was breathing much better, probably due to getting in shape, my asthma still bothered me. I was taking my twice-a-day medications once every other day. It wasn’t optimal, but it was stretching them out. I would run out soon though, and that caused me some anxiety. I was afraid of dying, gasping for breath.

			The gas mask didn’t help. I had to pull air harder to get it into my lungs, so I was breathing faster and getting less air. I had to relax. I rolled down the window. Madison was looking at me. “Get me a music CD! Something I like!” She went inside, reemerging quickly with a CD. I got out of the Jeep to get it from her. I didn’t want her to get too close. 

			I held it up in front of the two eyepieces on my gas mask. Rush – Signals. That would work. I nodded my head and gave her the thumbs up. I put the CD in the player and turned it up. I had the windows rolled down as I drove off. 

			The first time I hit the brake pedal was a little bit of an adventure. The Jeep didn’t stop. I down-shifted the automatic to second gear and then first. I worked the foot brake gently. It started to grip after getting exercised, and then the brakes worked normally. Maybe some rust. Maybe the hydraulics needed to lubricate the system. It didn’t matter. Without any traffic on the road, I could have driven using just the hand brake. 

			The sun had cleared the road well, although some shaded sections still had snow. I easily avoided those. I drove fairly fast, even running the Jeep up to seventy mph on the wide-open stretches, just to feel it again.

			This trip was about getting to the University, but it was also an opportunity to look for survivors. I slowed down and looked for signs. Without the snow, it was impossible to tell if anyone was traveling on the road. I could not believe that there weren’t more survivors to the north. There were a number of communities there that were well suited for surviving the winter. Without the roads being cleared of snow, they would just now be venturing out for supplies. Maybe we needed to put out some kind of sign, either a warning or a note saying that there are other survivors. I would have to think about that. 

			We didn’t want any empire builders showing up at our door. 

			I didn’t see any signs of other people, but this was a snapshot in time. In the moment it took me to drive past a spot, if no one were outside or on the road, then it would seem that no one was there, when the truth could be the opposite.

			If I could find a Geiger counter, then we would know for sure if we could expand our search area. 

			As I turned onto Goldstream from the Steese Highway, the bad memories of my last trip took over my mind. I started to breathe harder and harder until I was getting lightheaded. I slowed and pulled over to the side of the road. I guess I didn’t need to pull over, but when you aren’t thinking clearly, you do what is habitual.

			I got out of the Jeep and took off my gas mask.  I leaned against the fender until I was calm again. The idling Jeep was all I could hear, so I reached in through the open window and turned it off. I probably should have put my mask back on to do even that, but after an asthma attack, I never could think very clearly. I was always reduced to singular simple actions. And I was always exhausted afterwards. I think my muscles were crying out from being denied oxygen. 

			No rest for the weary, I thought to myself. I put my mask back on and opened the passenger door. I took out our clothes and boots that we had put there nearly six months earlier. I threw them into the ditch. I had all the windows down, but kept my mask on. I had to find a Geiger counter.

		

	
		
			A TRIP TO NO-MAN’S LAND

			 

			 

			The bodies of the two men were where I had last left them. One snow machine sat there, unmolested. I slowed down. A cloud of bugs hovered over the bodies. With my gas mask on, I couldn’t smell anything, and I was happy for that. 

			Those men didn’t belong in this world where we were all here together. What if we were rescued? Could I be arrested? Should I be? Those were philosophical questions for a different time. Without any signs that there would be a rescue, I had other priorities. But maybe those two bodies needed to go away. Then again, how many bodies were there, and who would look at them? Worrying solved nothing. Right now, I was looking for something to help us understand more of the world we had been thrust into. I refused to let those two scumbags steal any more of my time or energy. 

			I drove on, glancing briefly at the old lady’s A-frame house as I drove past. She deserved better, but I couldn’t take the time to bury her either. She would contribute to the circle of life in some odd way, whether through the ravens, the foxes, or something else.

			Ballaine looked different than the last time we had driven on it. It seemed like the fire had reached farther up the hillside facing the city. The way was mostly clear, except as I got closer to Farmer’s Loop where a number of vehicles were stranded on and about the roadway. I could see some had people inside. They were long dead. At least their windows were rolled up. I kept my eyes on the road. I didn’t want to look at them. 

			Power poles had fallen, and their lines straggled across the road. I crawled over these to make sure that nothing wrapped itself around anything on the Jeep. It would be a really long walk back home if something happened to the Jeep now. I was wearing rubber boots that weren’t comfortable. A long and miserable walk.

			I drove halfway into a ditch in four-wheel drive low to avoid more wires. I had to take off my gas mask so I could see. I opened the door and hung out as I drove slowly. It was refreshing to be out of the mask. My head was covered with sweat where the mask had formed a seal against my skin. 

			Once onto Farmer’s Loop, the road was more open, although there were a good number of dead vehicles, so I put my mask back on. Madison had told me that if anyplace had a Geiger counter, it would probably be the Department of Geology and Geophysics. This was the building next to where she used to work, so I knew right where it was. Getting there was effortless, after clearing the obstacles on Ballaine.

			I parked on the road outside the facility and headed in. It was quiet, although I could hear songbirds. Anything living was a good sign. 

			I had my “shopping” tools with me as I figured I’d have to break locks to get into storage cabinets or past lab doors. I wasn’t sure about metal doors and metal doorframes, but if I needed to get in, I’d find a way. I carried my pry bar, a sledge hammer, and a bolt cutter. There was an axe in the Jeep.

			I looked for any place where there would be equipment. Offices might have what I was looking for, but a laboratory would probably be a better bet. As I walked into the department, there was a display case up front to lure potential students and keep current students excited about the world around them. As part of the display, I saw it sitting there, innocently. A Geiger counter. Could it really be that easy? 

			I used my sledge hammer to break the glass. It was a big pane, and it didn’t go easily. My tanker coveralls protected me as larger shards fell toward me and shattered on the floor. I shook the glass off the Geiger counter. What the hell, I thought. I turned it on.

			It came to life with minimal ticking. I waved it over some other things in the case. It picked up its pace a bit on some of the rocks, but otherwise it was steady and not in an alarming way.

			I took it outside where the ticking was minimal. I waved it around the inside of the Jeep. It picked up a little bit on the floor where our clothes had sat all winter. I pulled out the floor mat and threw it away. The ticking slowed. I waved it over myself and was relieved to find that I wasn’t radioactive. The Jeep was fine, too. I took the duct tape off my sleeves and pant legs. I was hot and sweaty. One normally wouldn’t worry about such a thing except we only had limited water, as in no shower. 

			I started the Jeep and drove toward the city. I stopped often to test the air. Things weren’t bad near the University. College Avenue was packed with vehicles and trash that had been blown into the road. It was impassable. I retreated to University and headed south. As I reached the intersection with Johansen, the Geiger counter picked up the pace quite a bit. From here, it was a clear shot east toward Fort Wainwright. The radiation must have swept straight down the road. I turned west, heading in the opposite direction. 

			Maybe I could check on the home of some other close friends. They lived on the opposite side of Chena Ridge. Then again, as I stopped where I was and looked around, this place was a wasteland. Dead vehicles were everywhere, probably from the electro-magnetic pulse. I wondered why our electronics still worked, but that was probably due to two large hills in between our home and the detonation. Not so anywhere in Fairbanks, which sat in a bowl between the hills. I drove up the back way toward the eastern side of the University. There was an overlook where one could see most of the entire city.

			Once there, I took in the magnitude of it all. I used my phone to take a few pictures. I had it in an inside pocket and once I was clear of the radiation, I was able to take it out. I had my wallet with me, too. Maybe I didn’t want to break those habits. They were my link to a world where I was more at home, to a world that didn’t look like what was in front of me.

			I looked for movement. Ravens flew about, not too far from me. I couldn’t see any reindeer in the pastures off to my right. With no one to care for them, I wasn’t surprised at not seeing any. 

			No people. The most disturbing view of all. I waited, watching and listening. Nothing. 

			I checked the time. I had only been gone for two hours, yet it felt like it was time to go home. I took off my coveralls, leaving me in my shorts and a T-shirt. It was too cold for just that, but I felt like I needed the freedom. I rolled the windows up on the Jeep and turned the heater on high. 

			I headed home.

		

	
		
			MORE SURVIVORS

			 

			 

			Madison wanted to go back into town and check on our friends to the west. I didn’t see why we couldn’t leave as soon as I topped off the tank on the Jeep. We could be back in town in less than an hour, and it still wouldn’t be noon. 

			We loaded up the twins. They were excited for a drive. They enjoyed the snow-machine drive to Chena Hot Springs, but it was cold for them. They had goggles and little bike helmets we made them wear, but in the Jeep, they were in their car seats and had a good view out the window. We had to adjust the straps on their seats. We hadn’t realized how much they had grown in the past six months. 

			We even packed a lunch for a picnic. And our usual tools, just in case, including our new Geiger counter.

			The twins would see death in all forms. We would have to drive by the two men I had killed. We would pass cars with clearly dead people inside. They did not look like they were sleeping. They looked like the zombie apocalypse, although the twins would not get the reference. They would have to form their own opinions of what death like this meant. I didn’t know if they were ready, but as long as we didn’t let it bother us, they should be okay. They were going to see it sooner or later. I wasn’t one for sheltering them, especially not in this new world where we found ourselves.

			We drove off, taking the shortcut up Bennett to Steese on the way to Goldstream.

			As we headed down the hill on Steese Highway, just after Bennett, we saw two trucks driving up the hill. This was a four-lane highway so we wouldn’t pass that closely. I stopped close to the barrier dividing the lanes and got out, waving to them as they approached. I had my right hand on the .45 underneath my light jacket. As they got closer, I could see that it looked like a family or two. I relaxed.

			They pulled close and stopped. 

			“Howdy!” a heavily bearded older man bellowed as he reached over the barrier to shake my hand. “You’re the first people we’ve seen down this way.” 

			“We’re going to be the only people you see down here. Where are you coming from?” 

			“Circle,” he replied with a nod. A small town about a hundred and fifty miles up the Steese Highway, it was named Circle because it was originally thought to be the first town inside the Arctic Circle. Unfortunately, the original settlers were off a bit, so Circle is south of the Arctic Circle. “What do you mean you’re the only people?” 

			“A nuclear detonation destroyed the city. When you get on toward Farmer’s Loop, you’ll see. There’s nothing left. Don’t continue too far down that road. I think it’s still radioactive on that side of the city. If you are headed south toward Denali or Anchorage, I recommend taking Goldstream around the city, and then jump onto Parks Highway west of the University.

			“How many people are still up there in Circle?” I asked, looking about. The others had gotten out of the two trucks. They had two small children, a little older than the twins, so Madison started the introductions.

			“Most people leave in the winter. I don’t know, maybe seventy-five or a hundred people? We’ve come to resupply. We are about out of food and gas,” the old man said.

			“You won’t find anything you need going this way. How about the gas station in Fox?” I offered.

			“There wasn’t anyone there. It looked like it was closed. We saw a lot of that on the drive.” 

			“Let’s head up there and see what we can find,” I offered. Everyone repacked into their vehicles. They turned around and headed downhill. The fact that they were going the wrong way was old world thinking. There wasn’t anyone here to go the other way. We met back up at the gas station. 

			It had been looted, but there was still fuel in their tanks. We got the unleaded open with little trouble. They had a hand crank fuel pump with them because they had brought a couple barrels to fill. We used some duct tape and a hose to give us the reach we needed to get into the tank.

			We found some cans of Chef Boyardee in the store. There was a picnic table outside, and everyone gathered around it. We made introductions all the way around. 

			Bill was the grandfather. His daughter and grandson traveled with him. James was Bill’s son. He drove the other truck with his wife, their two kids, and two dogs.

			We broke out all the food we had and the canned goods from the convenience store to make a decent meal. It was energizing to help these people out, although the only thing we did was to get them some fuel. They still needed food. I wondered what kind of canned goods we would find at the Silver Gulch restaurant, which was right across the road. I suggested Bill and his son join me while we went to take a look. 

			Madison looked at me, not wanting to be left alone with strangers. 

			“Hell, what does it matter? Let’s all go,” I said to the whole group. We walked the hundred yards or so to the restaurant. The front door was open. The gift shop register had been broken into. I shook my head. 

			The bar area had been ravaged; broken bottles were everywhere. James corralled his dogs and put them back outside. We kept a tight grip on the twins so they wouldn’t get into any of the glass. Then we chased them outside, too. All the children had a good time playing outside together. Bill’s daughter and Madison watched them as we worked.

			We looked for the restaurant’s food-storage area. We went through the kitchen to a small room beyond. It wasn’t as big as I’d assumed it would be. I’d always imagined vast warehouses supporting a restaurant, when it’s usually little more than a large pantry. And that’s what was here, although it was packed pretty tightly. Silver Gulch liked serving mostly fresh foods, so there wasn’t much in the way of canned vegetables. There were various soup bases to which you could add fresh vegetables and voila! You’d have a custom soup. We handed all of this out. 

			There were bags of flour, sugar, salt, cooking oils, and everything to make meals from scratch. I’d never really thought about what they would have if they did their own baking. I’d always incorrectly assumed they had mostly premade dishes. Good for Silver Gulch! For what it was worth anyway. 

			Foods in the freezer were still frozen solid. That was a good sign. The family had brought coolers with them and filled them up with what they thought important from the freezer, as many vegetables as they could find. 

			They had to bring their trucks closer as they took most of what was there. We found a dolly and used that to carry out the supplies. After five trips each, we had taken everything that would fit in the back of their trucks.

			Once the trucks were loaded, there was no reason to spend further time milling about. They wanted to get back home. I encouraged them to drive to town and take a look for themselves first. They needed to share what they saw. 

		

	
		
			WHAT NEXT

			 

			 

			After we parted ways, Madison and I looked at each other. “We  didn’t really tell them anything about ourselves or how we survived.” Was that the introvert in us? Or was it fear? 

			How much of our former lives was a façade? We were comfortable with each other and our own family, but we did not open up to anyone else. Before the explosion, we spent time with other people. Madison was a professor! She was constantly in front of others. She missed her life from before, or did she? I thought so, but I wasn’t sure.

			What did people in the Community of Chena Hot Springs know about us? How much had we shared with them?

			I hate to say it, but we preferred this new world where we dealt with other people on our terms. This could be dangerous as the less we were with others, the less we would want to be around other people. 

			The twins seemed to enjoy the company. They played on the mining cars on display outside the restaurant. They even played some game with the other kids. 

			We still had time to go into town, but not enough time to explore. We headed out and took Goldstream. We followed it past Ballaine, where it turned into Sheep Creek. This took us around the back of the University where we could jump over to Geist and then Chena Ridge. We would avoid areas of damage from the explosion, the downed wires, and some of the fires. We would bypass areas that we knew were littered with dead cars and dead people.

			As we approached the area on Goldstream where the two dead men were, Madison distracted the twins by making them look to their right. We raced by and kept going. The twins never saw a thing. I pointed to the old lady’s house as we drove past and later to the two brothers’ house. We continued past Ivory Jacks (always free parking, as their jingle used to state on the radio) to Sheep Creek Road. 

			Unlike our previous trips, we saw signs of people at home. We saw tracks trailing mud onto the road from more than one driveway that disappeared up the hillside. We saw smoke in the trees from a chimney. 

			We didn’t stop. We were on a mission to see if our friends had made it. The far-west side of town looked more abandoned than damaged. The stores had seen damage, but from vandalism and theft, not the explosion. It didn’t look like anyone had been there for quite a while. 

			We continued up Chena Ridge Road to the top of the hill, a right, then a quick left, and we were on the home stretch to our friends’ house. They were a married couple, one a professor and the other retired at home. Sounded like Madison and I.  

			They had two trucks and a car, and all three of them were in the driveway of their log cabin. The initial impression was that their house was abandoned. But why wouldn’t they take any of their vehicles? We stopped on the road and walked down to the house. The twins knew where we were and wanted to race to the door. I held them back while Madison knocked. No answer. She tested the door. It was unlocked.

			She went in. I heard her gasp and she came back out, covering her mouth with her hand. She stumbled a few steps, then threw up over their porch rail. I immediately started herding the twins back toward our vehicle. 

			I went to Madison and held her. She slowly shook her head. I helped her back to the Jeep. She sighed. I didn’t realize how much she had hoped they would come through it all. Our inner circle of friends had shrunk even further. “I don’t know what to say,” I told her.

			“There’s nothing to say. They’re gone.” She looked up at me and then at the serenity of their home. Only nature wafted on the breeze. Birds. Tree branches rustling. Something rooting around in the underbrush. The smell of spring. Puffy clouds in a blue sky. Madison calmed down quickly. We were resigned to tragedy in this world. We had our family, and that was always most important. It was our foundation.

			“Do you think they’d mind if we borrowed their truck, assuming its electronics weren’t burned out?” I asked. She looked at me oddly and then understood. Maybe a parting gift from our friends. If it had been the other way around, we would have readily given them everything we had. I expect that they felt the same way about us. 

			Madison got into the driver’s seat of the Jeep and adjusted it for herself. I went back to the house. They kept their keys by the front door. They were still there. I had to look. They were coupled together on their couch, partially decomposed. I covered them up all the way. I took the keys and closed the door behind me. 

			Their generator sat on the porch, still connected to their external wall outlet. It was a powerful generator that ran their house when there was no electricity. It would do the same for most of our house. It was what I had been looking for. I unhooked it, rolling up the 220v cable. I moved the generator to the steps and then carefully bounced it down, one step at a time, stopping and balancing it on the third step up.

			I tried to start the truck, but there were only the telltale clicks of a nearly dead battery. I asked Madison to pull our Jeep down so I could jump it. 

			Once started, I backed the truck up to the steps and muscled the generator into the back. I also took the two gas cans that they had. One was still half full. 

			I wondered if they had gone into town looking for supplies when it was still radioactive down there. 

			I turned back to the house. “Thank you both. You will always be our friends.” 

			Madison backed onto the road. I followed her out.

		

	
		
			WHAT TO DO ABOUT SURVIVORS

			 

			 

			We drove back fairly quickly. I knew that Madison just wanted to be home. I wanted to be home, too. I would never forget what I saw. There was so much tragedy. So many people. 

			As I drove, I looked out and thought that maybe five or six homes were occupied. I couldn’t see any of the houses from the road. Then again, maybe it was only one house with survivors and the same vehicle making tracks at the other houses. If they were anything like us, they needed to find supplies. Maybe they were better at the prepper thing than I was, but was anyone ready for six months when you lived this close to the city?

			I might make a trip back here at some point, but not anytime soon. The survivors from Circle had gone back home. They would share and then those folks would probably dig in. They wouldn’t have to be ready for an influx of the summer people. I couldn’t believe that anyone was coming back. Not this year.

			It was springtime. The weather had turned and the city wouldn’t kill you. Not the western side anyway. I expected anything towards the army post was still too hot to survive. Maybe even down towards North Pole. There was a back way to North Pole on Nordale Road, off Chena Hot Springs Road. That was how John would have gone. 

			I didn’t expect him back, but was curious as to what he had found. Did he get the sickness, radiation poisoning? Who knew what his plan was once he left the Community. His absence was one of the best things that ever happened out there. One person. A cancer to all. Look where they were now! 

			And then there was Colleen. She was making do. Her engagement with the Community had brought her back to life. Although, when she thought no one was watching, you could see her sadness. She would never be the same, could never be the same. We didn’t know her before, but I knew she had to be different, happier then. 

			I would always want to return home at the end of the day. Home. Where we lived now, austerely, but it was our home, and we were comfortable there. I think we were the happiest we’d ever been. 

		

	
		
			THE PLANTS ARE GROWING

			 

			 

			As our garden came in, I was like a little kid at Christmas. Shoots appeared from the seeds, and the seedlings started expanding like mad. We even heated the garden with a small fire when it was too cold.

			We watched the temperatures closely, and as it got back toward freezing, we covered everything up. On our little weather station in the house, we were able to set an alarm to go off when temperatures hit thirty-five degrees. It was annoying, but it would only take one freeze to ruin everything. We planted much earlier than the norm of Memorial Day, but we needed the extended growing season. I wanted everything to come in fully before the fall cold set in. I also wanted a chance to replant if we did something wrong. 

			We still had a number of seedlings in the greenhouse. We even planted new seeds, just in case. The greenhouse was nice and warm as the spring sun hit it. We didn’t need to use the generator to heat it any more. 

			Plus, we had the greenhouse at Chena Hot Springs if anything went terribly wrong. As it was, we got our fresh vegetable fix every week. We could have grown lazy and counted on that, but we needed to make do on our own. What if the Community decided that they would all leave? Then, we’d support them, but it would mean the demise, over time, of the facilities at the resort. With nine people, they were able to keep up, mostly. But it took a great deal of work.

			If they left, it wouldn’t take long, I supposed, and it would be no more.

			If they left, would we move there? Could the four of us keep it up? Interesting thought, but my preference was that they stayed. It was selfish, but I hadn’t pushed my opinion on them. They gave us a vote in their affairs, but we had not exercised it. We would not exercise it. Their destiny was theirs to control.

			And in the interim, we had a garden to tend. The thing with maintaining a garden was that you had plenty of time for philosophical thought. That’s probably why people like J. R. R. Tolkien had masterful gardens. 

			After it warmed up, we moved back into the rest of the house, opened the windows, and let the good air flow. We even had our friends’ generator hooked up through our dryer vent and plugged into the dryer’s 220v plug. With standard power (alternating current vs direct current), it doesn’t matter where the power originates as long as there is only one source. With the power, our water pump ran and, amazingly, our sewer line to the septic tank had not burst. We had running water again, which was a bit dangerous as we were limited to how much water we had in our tank. 

			Some things you just don’t need to worry about until you need to do something. Then you do what needs to be done and move on. We worried a great deal less nowadays. We knew what we were capable of, and we knew we were going to survive. We had a plan that probably mirrored the plan of people from hundreds of years ago. Heat, water, food, shelter. And enjoy the heck out of life.

		

	
		
			TAKING FLIGHT

			 

			 

			It had been two months since Lucas’s accident. His arm was back to about fifty percent. He could feel his fingers and manipulate his hand. He had little strength, but he was able to manage. He learned that he could do a great deal with his left hand, but writing and eating remained wholly right-handed endeavors.

			He had also found avgas and was able to get the plane started. He taxied it around the runway and on the parking apron. He was getting comfortable working it. He felt ready to take flight, but wasn’t ready to go alone. Amber tried to talk him out of it. 

			The two had become a couple since his injury. I’m not sure it was love as much as convenience. They respected each other and were friends, which is probably more than many modern couples have. It was working for them. 

			But she saw all risk without any reward. If Lucas found someone out there, then what? Would he be able to land and talk with them? And then what? Paradise wasn’t just up the road. Not everyone would fit in the plane. It would take numerous trips to get everyone out.

			Or, as Lucas phrased it, it would only take four trips to rescue everyone. 

			As far as navigation went, Lucas had planned to fly along known roads; however, when he turned on the GPS, it was fully functional. The satellites were in orbit and effectively broadcasting. 

			This was interesting for me as it suggested our issues were more local. No world at war. No aliens. I know, aliens? I had no explanation for what had happened to so many people or why no one returned after they’d left. I still couldn’t figure it out, but having GPS was a huge bonus. It meant we could take direct flights where we wanted to go and greatly increase how far we could fly and still get back.

			I said we because I wanted to go with Lucas. I trusted him to do the hard part of the flying, but I really wanted to see what else was out there. I didn’t believe that the risk was too great. We would do some local flying first in order to learn the aircraft and, most importantly, learn how to take off and land in a safer environment. Amber felt better that I was going, but Madison? Not so much.

			The day of the first test flight came, and we were stoked. It was probably the excitement of the flight. Or it could have been the adrenaline rush of imminent death. Regardless, we tried to stay positive. 

			We practiced while sitting on the apron. Flaps, throttle, air speed, pull back on the stick, ease it forward, back off the throttle a little, retract the flaps, and so on. We finally taxied down to the end of the runway and made a tight turn to face into the wind. I knew we could do it. We had the basics of flight down, but if there was an emergency, we were screwed.

			Standing on the brakes, we throttled forward until the engine raced. Lucas let up on the brakes. We started moving forward slowly and then more quickly. The aircraft pulled a little to one side, and Lucas turned the yoke, a little too much. We zigged, and he pulled us back.

			We hit our speed, ninety miles per hour, and Lucas pulled back on the yoke. We lifted gently into the air. We stayed in a shallow climb as our air speed picked up. We retracted the flaps and picked up more speed. We then throttled back once we were at five hundred feet and flying southwest toward Fairbanks. We started a gentle turn so we could circle around and try our hand at landing. 

			We started losing altitude. More rudder. More throttle. We picked up speed and climbed. Our little Cessna made a tight turn, even though we weren’t trying. As we transitioned through the wind, the movements were exaggerated. Lucas needed to compensate by being more deliberate. We flew to a point a mile off the end of the runway and then turned back to line things up. We descended. Too fast. Then we steadied the airplane. We descended a little, then back up, then back down.

			Flying wasn’t as easy as it should have been. Push down, you go down. But the airplane wanted to do all kinds of other things.

			We lined up with the runway. Everything looked good. We lowered the flaps half-way. We stopped descending. Lucas tried to ease the yoke down, but we stayed level. We pulled back on the throttle a little, and we started to slow down, too much. 

			Stalling was the worst thing we could do. We gunned it and retracted the flaps. We zipped straight down the runway, about a hundred feet high. We climbed back to five hundred feet. 

			“Whadda you think? That could have gone better, huh?” I asked, starting to laugh. If we landed, Madison would drag me from the plane and I would never get back into it. Lucas laughed, too. There’s nothing like two idiots teaching themselves to fly a stolen airplane. 

			The second pass was anticlimactic. We descended on a steady path and dropped our airspeed safely at the end of the runway. We touched down, cut the throttle all the way back, and stopped with a huge safety margin. We gave a thumbs up to our better halves and turned around for another run. Had we stopped, my wife probably would have gotten the finger-across-the-throat signal indicating that if we didn’t die, they’d kill us.

			The second take-off and landing were smooth, as were the third and fourth, and, by the fifth time, we no longer had any spectators. That was what we were waiting for. It was now safe to pack it in for the day. 

			Lucas wanted to thoroughly inspect the airplane. He remembered how everything fit together. He wanted to make sure that nothing had loosened up and that there was plenty of oil and then get an estimate of how much fuel we had used. 

			I just wanted to go for a swim. 

			After taxiing up to the avgas pump, Lucas shut it down. We shook hands, and after we got out of the airplane, I gave him a big bear hug. Hope was something that kept men alive far longer than they should have lived. Lucas had given all of us hope with his dream of flying. 

		

	
		
			THE BIG TRIP

			 

			 

			With our touch and gos, everyone had calmed down. Once again, I had underestimated the power of worry. They honestly thought we were doomed. Our first attempt at landing confirmed that belief. Madison was still mad at me after an hour in the pool. 

			I had truly enjoyed flying around. The next day, we would try to fly to Delta Junction to see what was down that way. If we could land at a small airstrip and refuel, our range would be almost limitless. 

			We took off in the late morning under a cloudless sky. It was June, and we would have daylight for almost twenty-four hours. The weather was perfect for flying. We stayed at a thousand feet and headed south. Our GPS showed us a straight route over small hills. We could see any obstructions well before we reached them. The GPS gave us an estimated flying time of forty-two minutes. That was about perfect. No matter what happened down there, we had plenty of fuel to fly back. A trip all the way to Tok would require a refueling. We hoped we could find avgas in Delta Junction.

			We didn’t know what to expect. I brought along all my “shopping” tools, including the Geiger counter. I also had my trusty .45 and the 45-70 rifle. We had sleeping bags and a tent in case something happened to the plane and we had to hike back. That would be miserable. I patted the dash on the plane, wishing it great health.

			We flew over a herd of caribou. The wide-open space was like a nature park, unspoiled by man. No cars were driving. It was warm, so it was doubtful we’d see smoke from a chimney, especially since it was forest fire season. We could see areas of smoke at the extreme range of our vision. 

			If there was a forest fire close to the resort, our only recourse would be hope. We couldn’t put it out. We could only run from it.

			We followed our GPS directly to Delta Junction. The flight was uneventful, which was probably the best thing that could have happened. We didn’t need excitement. The plane was simply a very convenient form of transportation, although it carried a certain amount of risk. As long as everything worked like it was supposed to, we were safe.

			We flew toward the Tanana River, north of Delta Junction and then headed south. The airport was on the north side of the small town. As we approached, there weren’t any immediate signs of life, but south of the town, the destruction was obvious. Fort Greely had also been the recipient of a catastrophic explosion. 

			“I’m not sure we want to land.” I unbuckled and contorted myself to lean into the back and get the Geiger counter. We circled once while I got things ready. “Let’s try a low pass over the civilian airport.” 

			We lined up on the runway and dropped to a hundred feet as we cruised past. I held the Geiger counter’s probe out the window and didn’t get anything. 

			“Let’s do a lazy ‘s’ as we head south. If things get hot toward the base, we can come back. I think it’s okay to land.” 

			Lucas gave me the thumbs up, and he climbed a little before executing the first turn. I checked the Geiger counter.

			Nothing. We approached closer, and then it started to register. It picked up rapidly as we approached a point that could have been ground zero, right at the front gate. “Get us out of here!” 

			Lucas firewalled the throttle and climbed, turning back toward the north. “Land?” he asked.

			I nodded and pointed to the north side of town. He made one turn and then brought us in for a flawless landing. 

			Before we got out, I checked the Geiger counter again. 

			The battery was dead. 

		

	
		
			ATTACKED

			 

			 

			“We were attacked. Attacked by someone who could make nukes,” I said as I thought out loud.

			“Wouldn’t we have seen the missiles?” Lucas asked.

			I thought about it. They didn’t use missiles. “Low tech, man. They used trucks with a bomb that they detonated at the gate. In Fairbanks, it looked like ground zero was at the main gate off Airport. Here, same thing. What other way would you attack a missile defense base? It’s kind of ironic.”

			“But who would do something like this?” Lucas wore an expression of disbelief. Maybe he hadn’t contemplated it. Once past the initial shock of their situation, he had accepted things as they were. Although the world was a turbulent place, I had never thought a direct attack like this was possible. 9/11 was terrible, and it showed what a small, dedicated group was capable of doing. However, this was the use of nuclear bombs in multiple locations. I expected we’d find something similar southwest of Fairbanks, too. That’s why no one returned once they’d left. 

			I didn’t like our President’s foreign policy. He showed too much weakness, too much vulnerability. America’s job was not to be liked by everyone throughout the world. Other governments would always envy us, and that was dangerous. The danger magnified if they weren’t afraid of us. 

			“Somebody who hates us enough to destroy what we have. We haven’t seen any signs of soldiers. Maybe there is a front, but it’s a long ways away. Maybe there is no fighting. Who knows how many bombs were delivered right to our front door?” Rhetorical questions never invited a conversation. 

			“No one’s coming to help us, are they?” 

			That was the real question wasn’t it? Isn’t that why we took the risk of flying? I thought.

			“I don’t know, Lucas. If we were at war, I would have thought there’d be more signs of, well, war! No missile trails heading over the poles to bomb the Russians. Nothing heading west to go after the Chinese. No combat air patrols over Alaska. No military convoys on the roads. Well, not as far as we saw.” 

			“What do we do now?” Lucas asked. 

			I was reminded of Bob Dylan. “We keep on keeping on.”

		

	
		
			DELTA JUNCTION

			 

			 

			We sat and looked at each other. We had already taken a reading, and things looked perfectly safe here. If there was residual radiation, it would be most harmful if we ingested anything. So we tied scarves over our faces and wore gloves, which we would leave behind. 

			“Don’t kick up any dust. Wouldn’t that be precious if we flew back in just our underwear? What would the ladies think?”

			Lucas nodded. We looked around to see where we needed to taxi. It looked like people used the roads to taxi to different parking areas. We went to a small hangar on the north side of the airport.

			“Let’s see about the avgas,” he suggested. We parked next to a tanker truck. I tried knocking on the side of tank, but I couldn’t tell if it had gas or not. I climbed on top and opened the cap. It smelled like gas. I waved Lucas over with his hand pump. 

			We pumped the first bit out on the ground to make sure. It looked fine. And the truck had a good load. We would be able to restock some of our avgas at the resort. We filled our gas jugs, and used them to fill the tanks on the airplane. Lucas had a thought. 

			“Why don’t we start the truck and use its pump?” 

			I looked at him, finished pouring my can into the airplane, and then went to the truck.

			No keys.

			There were a few airplanes in various state of repair and only one building. The hangar side door was unlocked. I went in and looked around. There was an airplane with its engine disassembled. It looked to be the same model as ours, but I couldn’t be sure. I yelled out, “Hey Lucas! Are there any parts you need for the airplane? Any spares you think you might need?” 

			He came in and looked the plane over. I went to the desk and looked for keys. Nothing. This truck was probably stopping by to top off the tank outside the hangar. Whoever had driven it probably still had the keys on him, wherever he might be. 

			Lucas settled on a spare battery, which he loaded into the back of our plane. 

			I didn’t want to stay here any longer than we had to since it could be contaminated. Without the Geiger counter, we couldn’t be sure. We went back to fueling the plane and then got back in, tossing our scarves and gloves on the ground before we closed the doors. 

			The plane fired right up, and we taxied back to the runway. We looked at each other. I held up my hands in a gesture of “I don’t know.” 

			“Continue south along the road?” he asked.

			“I think we need to be careful. Let’s follow the road, not so high that we won’t see people and not too low in case there’s radiation.” 

		

	
		
			WE FOUND THE MILITARY

			 

			 

			Lucas was getting good at flying the plane. I didn’t need to do  anything. Even with his bad hand, he could manipulate the controls. He was a natural.

			We stayed low and flew relatively slowly. We looked for signs of life. We didn’t know what else we were looking for. Maybe signs of combat? It was Alaska’s interior, how would foreign troops get here? That wasn’t reasonable. But where had all of our people gone?

			We followed the Alaska Highway for twenty miles, then fifty miles. There was a great number of abandoned vehicles along the road, which in my mind was typical of a hurried evacuation. We were all eyes as we looked for any sign. About twenty-five miles out from Tok, we spotted an airport. The GPS said it was Tanacross. I thought if we were to find anything, it would be in the larger city of Tok.

			As we approached, we finally saw what I thought had to be there. It looked like a military checkpoint – a number of HMMWV military vehicles, a five-ton truck, a GP (general purpose) tent, and a couple armored vehicles. They looked like U.S. military. Getting closer, we could see people in uniform running to and fro. All of a sudden, a red flare shot skyward in front of us. 

			Lucas panicked and turned the yoke hard, banking north, away from the checkpoint. As we leveled off, I looked back out my window and could see a machine gun on one of the vehicles firing. “Dive! Go north! Faster!” I yelled. 

			Lucas took us down as close to the ground as he dared. Once out of the immediate view of the checkpoint, Lucas throttled back. Our engine was running close to the red line.

			I came up with a quick plan based on my impression that these were the enemy. We couldn’t have them following us. 

			“Let’s climb to where they can see us, make the fuel mixture as rich as possible so we start making some smoke and noise, and then we bank hard and dive toward the northwest. We stop the smoke and get on the other side of those hills. Then we follow the valley back up toward Delta Junction. We can refuel there and then get the hell home.”

			Lucas embraced the plan and firewalled the throttle to gain some altitude quickly. He richened the fuel mixture, and the engine immediately started sputtering, but it didn’t smoke anywhere as much as we’d hoped. He heeled over using the rudder and then backed off the throttle. We glided downward. We hoped that it looked like we had lost control and had gone in for a rough landing. Lucas adjusted the fuel mixture and gave it enough throttle to keep us airborne. We were running as silently as we could.

			It still sounded loud to me.

			Into the valley and between the hills we flew. We couldn’t see behind us. We couldn’t see to the sides of us. We could see ahead and a little above us, but that was it. Our priorities had changed from finding people and information to simply surviving the day. 

			“Do we have enough gas to make it all the way to the Hot Springs?” I thought it better if we didn’t stop. If they had military vehicles, then they probably had airplanes and helicopters. Military helicopters were faster than we were. If we had to stop, then we’d have to hide and wait for things to blow over.

			“We have plenty and a good reserve to boot,” Lucas nodded, determined to get us home.

			He was energized by the low-level flying. I hung on for the ride, much of the time spent looking out the windows for any signs that we were being followed. We were really low. I figured we’d find tree sap on the undercarriage, if we made it home alive. 

			Lucas wasn’t worried. He followed the GPS straight back to the Community. He picked up altitude as we approached so we could improve our descent angle. He brought us in for another smooth landing. He wasn’t even sweating. I was a wreck. 

			Lucas was energized like he’d just won the Super Bowl. I suspected he had some Honey Badger in him. 

		

	
		
			HERE FOR THE DURATION

			 

			 

			As we all discussed what we’d seen, things didn’t make sense to me. Why was our military firing at us? If they weren’t ours, how did a foreign military get our equipment? Why didn’t they chase us?

			It was troubling having more questions than answers. At least we knew that we were cut off. There would be no help until the military issues were resolved. 

			“What if we’re in a demilitarized zone of some sort?” I thought out loud. “Maybe they weren’t trying to shoot us down, just scare us back inside. We were really close to them. They shouldn’t have missed us. Plus, what about the flare? Why fire that if you’re just going to shoot us down?” 

			“Why in the hell would they make us stay here? We can’t leave?” Amber was upset. Both she and Madison were happy to see us return, but when they found out we’d been shot at, their demeanor immediately changed. No, we weren’t going anywhere anytime soon. I agreed.  I had no desire to get shot at again. 

			I expected Lucas would be back in the air today if he could. It would probably be a while before he could talk Amber into another flight, as it should have been. Once the soldiers checked, they’d figure out that we never crashed. The good news was that Alaska was a big place, and there were an endless number of small airstrips. Many people had carved them out of the woods by their cabins. It wouldn’t take much to hide the airplane and ourselves. The geothermal power generated no smoke. One thing we couldn’t hide was the kennel. The dogs had a big footprint, but from afar, someone might not see the dogs. I didn’t know what to do about that. As long as we kept to the shadows and stayed inside, maybe no one would know we were here. 

			Fear. What would it take to live a life without fear? 

			Our fear was the life or death sort. It took its toll on us. We would give the situation a few days and then go back to our normal routine. If we buried our heads, then what kind of life would that be?

			We needed to talk with everyone about what it would look like to stay here for another year or more. We didn’t know how long we’d have to survive on our own. We didn’t even know who the good guys were, let alone if they would come.

			I needed asthma medicine, which meant that we needed to find a D-cell battery because we were going back into town. I wanted the Geiger counter to work.

		

	
		
			AIRPLANES

			 

			 

			We didn’t even have to wait one day before we had our answer. Two fighter aircraft made an appearance to the southwest, between us and Fairbanks. We yelled at everyone to get under cover. Madison ran to the kennel to let them know we were hiding. 

			The F16s flew as a pair. The lead aircraft was high, while the trail followed lower and to the right. We watched as they made a long, slow loop, disappearing into the distance. Madison returned with Abigail. We all stood outside the lodge, watching and listening. All of a sudden, the lead aircraft appeared above a hill. We hadn’t heard it as it skimmed the deck on its approach toward us.

			“Inside!” We scrambled through the door as the jet went by. He was going fast. We ran to the windows to look out. We couldn’t see anything. Then the second jet roared by, bombs and missiles loaded under its wings; a drop tank filled the centerline position. 

			We waited. Fifteen minutes later, we went outside. The air was clear and warm. What had the aircraft been looking for, and what had they seen? 

			“Let’s have lunch,” I offered. Everyone looked at me like I was crazy. “We need to talk about what we’re going to do next. We might as well eat. Who knows how many good meals we have left.” 

			Since this was a military issue, they deferred to me. My wife had served four years, so that made us the only veterans. No one else had even studied military history. Their only frame of reference was what they saw on television. 

			For my part, I had no idea what we were up against. I didn’t know why they would be after us. Our survival drew unwanted attention to us. If helicopters with a big red cross on the side appeared, I would have been relieved. 

			That’s not what we got. We were on the receiving end of warplanes flying in a combat formation. 

			Jo was a little rattled, but she rose to the occasion. She took what she had thawed out for dinner and made it lunch. Moose steak, potatoes, plenty of green beans, lettuce, and tomatoes. We were having everything that we made available here. The moose was from a young bull that Becca had shot before the snow melted. 

			“Maybe we should have somebody out on watch?” Lucas offered. 

			“Then what would we do?” I asked a bit sarcastically. I was angry at the situation. I couldn’t imagine our military turning against other Americans. “If we saw helicopters or armored personnel carriers inbound, then what?” No one had an answer. “We need to decide what we are going to do based on what we think they want. They saw us. Then they came to find us. They shot at us when we approached their checkpoint, but they didn’t bomb us when they found our home. What are their boundaries?” I finished that thought with the question to which I had no definitive answer.

			“Now is when we make a choice. We make the best decisions we can with what we know and then live with the consequences. Sometimes, the world delivers what it will, even when we’ve made good choices.”

		

	
		
			THE UNKNOWN FEAR

			 

			 

			“What are we afraid of?” They looked away from me as I tried to make eye contact. “We’re afraid of the unknown. All of us. It’s been half a year since someone bombed Fairbanks. And the military finally shows up, but they’re not here to help us. They shoot at us and then chase us with fighter aircraft! What the hell is that all about? Why are they after us?” More rhetorical questions. These people did not deserve to get beaten down. 

			“Look at you,” I calmed my tone, speaking more softly. “You’re good people. You worked here because you wanted to make money to go to school, to improve yourselves, move up in the world. That choice should not have led to a life of hardship. But it did. Then again, your decisions mean that you are alive today. If you were in Fairbanks, you’d be dead. If you were at Delta Junction, dead.

			“Six months. You’ve not only survived, but you’ve made a good life here. The longer we can hold out, the more likely things will get resolved. This is the United States we’re talking about! It will eventually get fixed. And we’ll still be alive. Every day we survive is one day closer to getting back some of what we’ve lost. We will be here when that time comes.”

			“What do you think our chances are?” Jo asked me.

			“I think our chances are good. I’ve been thinking about why this is happening, why no one has come back after they’ve left. Maybe they think we’re contaminated from the radiation. Maybe they think we’ll be the leaders of the zombie apocalypse!” No one smiled. There was no place for humor in this conversation, but that’s how I coped. That’s how I kept control of myself.

			“I think there’s still a war, and we’re in the middle of it. But it’s being fought somewhere else. Our military has agreed somehow to maintain a demilitarized zone, and we are right in the middle of it. If they evacuate us, then what happens? For Madison and I, our whole world is our family and our home, and we don’t want to leave. For you guys, maybe evacuation is the best choice. I don’t know. I don’t know what they think we are or what they intend to do with us. What if we’re considered prisoners of war? Refugees? The same government that couldn’t get us help in the past six months is going to take care of us someplace else? That’s not my idea of my future.” No one talked. Everyone’s eyes were still on me. 

			“What’s next, you ask? Here’s what I see, what I think they’ll do.

			 “It starts with the reconnaissance of the resort, which I assume the F16s did. Next, if someone thinks they saw something, there will be a more dedicated reconnaissance or even a reconnaissance in force. There’s no way we looked like a threat, so I don’t expect they’ll come rolling up here in tanks or that they’d resort to simply bombing the place. That didn’t seem to be the goal, otherwise, the F16s could have easily done that. 

			“If their goal isn’t to destroy the place, then maybe they are just rounding up people. I don’t know if that is good or bad. If they wanted us to land the airplane when they saw us, they could have simply waved when we flew past, maybe fired up a green flare. Green is good, right?” Most people nodded. I still had the floor. 

			The military was a foreign concept to them. They didn’t have a frame of reference from which to form an opinion. They needed more information. I needed to choose my words carefully. If I recommended a course of action, they would probably accept it. I would not surrender to an unknown authority, and I didn’t think it was best for the group either. I was thinking of protecting them through a disinformation campaign.

			“I, for one, have no intention of dealing with a military that shot at civilians. If anyone comes, I suspect it will be in the next day or so. I don’t think they’ll come by ground – too many hot spots between that checkpoint in Tok and here. So I think they’ll come by helicopter. I think that if we want to meet with them, we want to do it on our terms. Until we know what this is all about, I suggest we not be here when they arrive.

			“Let’s leave a note saying that we are trying to make it to Canada. And we disappear.”

			“I will stay and take care of the dogs,” Abigail immediately jumped in. 

			“If they come and take you away, what do you think they’ll do with the dogs?” She hung her head. They would leave them in the kennel, where they’d die. 

			“What happens if we turn them loose?” I asked.

			“They run away,” she answered, still looking down. 

			“Can we try it? Maybe turn a number of the dogs loose and see what happens while we’re getting other things ready? In the end, it’s your choice, but I’d like you to have options that give both you and the dogs the best chance for survival.” 

			“I’ll do it.” It didn’t sound like her heart was in it. “I’ll take care of it now. I have what I need over there. I can stay or leave from there.” I’d heard that she had taken to bringing some dogs inside the dog musher office where she’d moved a mattress. She slept in a pile of dogs. I’m sure she was never cold or lonely. 

			“Thanks, Abigail. We don’t want to see anything bad happen. We didn’t ask for any of this, but we have to deal with it.” We needed to hurry and I was starting to lament our situation. These people needed their orders, and they needed a timeline to execute. 

			“Our choices are simple. Stay or leave. If we stay, then we go about things as we always have. Madison and I will take the twins to our home. Colleen?” I looked over at her.

			“Going home,” she replied. Others nodded. No one wanted to stay at the resort. At least with the Community, they knew what they had. No one was willing to brave a hostile unknown.

			“There are houses in our neighborhood where people can hole up. We’ll leave a note on the door here. It will say that we’ve headed east, toward Canada. That we were afraid and didn’t want to die. We can draw a line on a map, too. They’ll like that. We need someone to hide in the hills and watch, for maybe a week or two. I really want the military to come, confirm that no one is here, and then move on and leave us alone.”

			“I’ll stay,” Darren offered. He and Becca had been sitting silently, holding hands. 

			“And I’ll stay with him. We can hide in the hills and watch from there. No one will see us,” Becca said firmly.

			“Take a quad. After they’ve come and are long gone or if they haven’t come after two weeks, come and get us.” I told him the directions to our house. I didn’t want anything in writing, just in case they were captured. There was one turn after fifty miles – the directions were simple. 

			“Everybody else, pack the minimum, and let’s get on the road in thirty minutes.” It was not an arbitrary amount of time. It had taken almost a full day for jets to come looking for us. If they reported back that they thought they saw something, it would take time to put a response team on a helicopter and then fly two hundred miles to get to the resort. We should be able to make it to our home outside Fairbanks well before a helicopter could see us. 

			What they showed up with would give us an idea of their intent. If they arrived in transport helicopters and few troops, which I suspected, then they intended to evacuate us. If they showed up in gunships and with a large number of troops, then our decision to hide was best. In both cases, we needed to not be here if or when they arrived.

			“Darren. If the only thing that shows up is a white helicopter with a red cross and no armed troops, maybe you’ll want to go introduce yourself. Don’t tell them where we are, but leave a note in the yurt if there’s no threat. I would love nothing more than to be wrong about all this.” 

			He and Becca both nodded, jaws set firmly. They didn’t believe the Red Cross would show up any more than I did.

			Everyone packed quickly and paired up on the quads. The good thing about our sleight of hand was that we didn’t have to make it look like no one was here. Quite the opposite. We could leave the greenhouse and even leave things in the refrigerator. If we lost power, then we’d lose some food, but we’d deal with that if it happened.

			We stopped by the kennel on our way out. Abigail was in the process of letting all the dogs loose. They were running around, but not running away. We all pitched in to help. She still didn’t want to leave. Someone had to feed them. I told her our plans and that Darren and Becca had already departed to hide on a hill to the northwest.  

			She liked that and offered to hide in the hills to the southwest. She could return daily as needed, always staying under cover of the trees, and still take care of the dogs. She didn’t need a quad. 

			She also had her pack of dogs that wouldn’t leave her side. 

			Everyone took turns giving her a quick hug, and then we headed off, careful not to hit any of the dogs that were now running everywhere. We got to the road and some of the dogs followed us, running alongside the vehicles. We sped up until they fell behind, and then we hit the gas. We had agreed on keeping good spacing between the vehicles. That would limit our visual footprint should any helicopters sneak up on us. In our Jeep, we would arrive earlier than everyone else. We’d wait at the turn-off to our house. I didn’t know what the top speed was for the quads, but I didn’t want anyone to push it and wreck on the drive. 

			We made it to the turn-off to our home in record time, forty-seven minutes. The others cruised in over the next hour. The skies remained clear, without a sound from any aircraft. 

		

	
		
			TEMPORARY HOUSING

			 

			 

			We rallied at our house as people arrived. We hid the quads under trees or in sheds. As usual, we brought a bunch of vegetables back from the Community. They would go to waste otherwise. We even still had some halibut in the freezer from last year’s fishing trip. That could be a treat. We would fire up the grill and do our best. We might as well make the most of our exile. 

			Maybe we would take everyone to see the city.  

			We settled people into where they would be staying. There were two couples and two singles who needed beds.  There were a number of houses in the neighborhood that were in good shape, ready for guests. We had an extra bed in our home and Colleen had extra bedrooms. No one would be left out. 

			Who wanted a house to themselves? Jo and Emma volunteered. Amber and Lucas thanked Colleen for her hospitality, along with Felicia, the woman who took over in the greenhouse when Lucas moved into full-time maintenance. I’d ask her to take a look at our garden to see if she had any suggestions.

			Chris stayed with us. He had hired on as a housekeeper, but after the guests stopped coming, he became a general helper. He was always in a work group as he did not have an area where he was in charge. He was very quiet. As a matter of fact, I’m not sure I’d heard him speak more than five words at once. I didn’t care that he was black. He was just like everyone else – doing everything he could to help us all survive. 

			And that made him a good man, something we all aspired to be. 

			We asked everyone to come back around five, after dropping their things off and getting the lay of the land. It was new, so people were a little adventurous, the reasons for being here, quickly forgotten.

			As long as we didn’t have a visual footprint, something that someone in an airplane (or helicopter) could see on a fly by, we should be safe. We were fifty miles from where they might have seen us last. I hoped that Abigail, Darren, and Becca would all be safe. 

			As it turned out, we didn’t have to wait long.

		

	
		
			THEY CAME, THEY SAW, THEY LEFT

			 

			 

			The next morning, bright and early, I was outside with Phyllis and Husky. I heard the quad from a long way off. Someone was coming. I suspected it was Darren and Becca. They didn’t seem to be in a hurry. I strolled out into the road to wait for them. I waved as they rolled up.

			They stopped and got off. Both were smiling. 

			“It worked, man!” Darren said, shaking my hand. “A helicopter came about three hours after you left. They stayed only ten minutes, and then they all jumped back into the helicopter and flew out, directly east along the route you drew on the map.” 

			“They never came back,” Becca added. 

			“That is great news. Did they find the airplane? I assume they didn’t see Abigail.”

			“No and no, I don’t think so. Abigail is still there? We saw the dogs running free. They ran up to the soldiers when they landed, but the soldiers chased them away.” 

			“Abigail hid in the woods as a compromise. She wasn’t going to leave her dogs. Tell me, how many soldiers came, what kind of helicopter was it, and what kind of uniforms were they wearing?” 

			“The helicopter was big, a big bulbous nose for the pilots. The helicopter looked filled with soldiers who wore camouflage, with helmets. I don’t know, soldiers.” 

			I would have thought any Army actions here would be in the Blackhawk, or maybe the Chinook. It didn’t sound like a U.S. helicopter.

			“Two big rotors, front and back, or one main and a small tail rotor mounted perpendicular to the ground on a skinny boom going back from the fuselage?” I asked.

			“A small tail rotor. And yeah, a long skinny boom. ” 

			“What did the engine intakes look like? They were over the cockpit, right, not on the side of the engines?”

			“Two round ones, like a jet engine would have, side by side, and yes, right over the cockpit. What’s it mean?”

			I pressed forward with one final question. “What kind of guns were they carrying?”

			“We were a ways off, but they looked like AKs.”

			“I think you saw an Mi-8 filled with soldiers. No room on it for passengers. That means the Russians,” I said, gritting my teeth. “It means they weren’t going to evacuate us.” I swallowed hard.

			“It means we’re at war, and we’re losing.”

		

	
		
			A WORLD AT WAR

			 

			 

			A world at war? Or maybe it was just Alaska at war. I still  thought that we were in a demilitarized zone. What if the weak politicians had negotiated a stalemate where the territory between the militaries was declared no-man’s land. It had been irradiated from the nuclear explosions, and almost all other survivors had tried getting out. They may have been corralled and not allowed to return. Maybe that’s why no one came back. 

			Where did that leave us? If our own people shot at us to make us turn around, and our own people flew out to find us, but the Russians were the ones to put troops on the ground, then there had to be some kind of agreement. 

			Our own people had shot at us when they shouldn’t have missed. Not a single round had penetrated the plane. The red flare, a warning. The F16s flying low and fast to make a great deal of noise. And almost six hours for us to run and hide. 

			That sounded more like malicious compliance from people whose orders had to be carried out, but whose orders went against the very fiber of a soldier or airman’s being. I could see it. “In order to keep the war from spreading beyond Alaska, we’ve agreed to allow Russia access to all areas northwest of this line. We will help them find any survivors, who will be resettled to locations outside the zone. Thank you for playing.” 

			We needed to lay low until the immediate threat passed. Then we needed to keep laying low. 

			When we got everyone together, the initial joy at seeing Darren and Becca was muted when everyone realized that our changed lives also meant a changed existence. So we had another what-do-we-do-now meeting. 

			I was fresh out of ideas. Maybe we could approach it by looking at what we didn’t want.

			“I’m not surrendering to the Russians. Ever.” I’d rather live in the woods like a caveman. I wouldn’t let the twins or even our dogs get taken by the Russian military. I’d fight. And I’d garden, can vegetables, and do everything we had been doing. What could change? 

			But for my family, we sure as hell couldn’t run to the hills and make do. Life in Alaska required one to be far more deliberate. 

			Since they flew in, maybe that meant ground troops would not be permanently stationed in the zone. If they saw something, they’d come. So we needed to make sure that they didn’t see anything. 

			No more flights in the airplane. No smoky fires during the daytime. No big heat signatures. Nothing to make us stand out. Or we could leave for Canada. We could get there going overland, although it would be far easier and quicker in the winter on snow machines. As always, this was a mutual decision between Madison and me. 

			She had already reached her conclusion. Her words made the decision make sense. 

			“We’ll be fine right here. We have what we need, and they don’t know about us. We’ll keep doing what we’ve been doing. We’ll just stay out of sight while doing it.”

			“I don’t know why, but I like our new life. I like what we have. If we give up, will we be allowed to go home? Unless I know that answer is yes, I don’t want to take the chance. I want to stay,” Amber said firmly.

			“Me, too,” Lucas committed, standing and giving Amber a hug. Everyone else gave their approval for the plan to lay low. To keep on keeping on. 

			Awareness and readiness did not equal fear. If any of us were going to live in fear, then we wouldn’t be living. 

		

	
		
			A NEW NORMAL

			 

			 

			And yet another new normal for us all. After two days, the eight people from the Community returned home to Chena Hot Springs. We continued our gardening and were pleased with how everything was going.

			We constantly looked over our shoulders. We would stop and listen. We were always armed.

			We told ourselves that it wasn’t fear, but we were afraid. How could we not be? Maybe the real word is that we were courageous. There was something out there to be afraid of, but we were standing up to it, even if only in a small way.

			I had to build a small shed to house our generator. I double insulated it and put four heater vents on it in the hopes of dispersing the heat enough that it wouldn’t light up an enemy’s infrared goggles. 

			We also needed a wood-burning stove. We hadn’t found enough pellets to keep the pellet stove alive for another winter. One thing we hadn’t counted on was the extra manual labor provided by the Community. I had real doubts that Madison and I could move a five-hundred-pound pellet stove out of our house. With the help of our friends, we made quick work of the change out. 

			The pellet stove was moved to our shed. We disconnected the wood burner from the house on the corner and moved that, with the help of our friend’s truck and a dolly. Our vent pipe was four inches, leading to an eight-inch roof vent. We needed the wider pipe all the way. I’d take care of that during the rest of the summer.

			We needed to find and stock up on glass jars for canning. We had our book on gardening and it had a section on canning. With the generator, we’d also be able to freeze things. When the winter cold came, the freezer would already be sitting outside. At that point, it would be a big cooler, not needing electricity. 

			We needed to stock split firewood. In the immediate neighborhood, there were probably hundreds of cords. With the truck we had “borrowed” from our friends, we could easily move as much as we needed in a very short time. I thought we could put half in our shed and half in the garage. We didn’t want anything out in the open. 

			Marines took the war to their enemy. Marines sought to impose their will. In this case, we wouldn’t be doing that. Our only chance to survive against a vastly superior enemy was to not exist, at least as far as they knew. I hoped our note ploy would keep them guessing. They didn’t fly regular reconnaissance flights over our area. We would have seen something. I assumed they were only in a position to react. Without seeing anyone, they would go back to waiting. At least that’s what I hoped.

			As part of my note, I put “the two of us are going to hike to Canada since we crashed our airplane.....” Since they could only confirm that they saw the two of us, we didn’t need to give them a bigger target.

		

	
		
			HOW DOES ONE PUMP 
A SEPTIC TANK?

			 

			 

			After weeks of nothing unusual, we fell back to our old routine. 

				We were stocked with firewood to last the entire winter. Our neighbors’ fuel oil tanks had been filled with gasoline. We were able to pump some fuel oil from the tank at the gas station, so we filled our tank. With the bigger generator, we could run our home heating system. We had hot water. We had enough electricity. It was almost like we’d returned to how we’d lived before the attack on Fairbanks.

			To get to this point, I was working almost eighteen hours a day. I was exhausted. I was on my feet all day and working, always lifting or moving something. If anything needed to be tended to, hauled, fixed, or built, then I took care of it. The one thing that remained for us to ensure a comfortable winter was to pump the septic tank. 

			I thought we could do it if we had the truck that the septic pumping companies used. Without that, I wouldn’t know where to start.

			I needed to find a truck that could do the pumping. Maybe there was something in Two Rivers. I took our truck in search of a different truck. 

			When Chena Hot Springs Road was used by thousands of people daily, it was constantly in need of repairs. It was amazing how well it held up without any traffic. I usually drove down the centerline, but still adhered to the speed limits. The law didn’t matter anymore, but I didn’t want to risk getting into an accident. I wore my seatbelt too, just in case.

			Two Rivers is not a big town. I knew it wouldn’t take long to search it. I drove up and down the roads, checking driveways leading into the trees. I drove slowly on the dirt so I wouldn’t kick up a big dust cloud. I lived in constant fear of being seen. I wanted to think that I was being prudent, but my caution was driven by fear.

			I never found anything that looked like a pump truck. I continued up the road to the next small community. Same thing. Long driveways into the woods and no trucks. When I was turning around after driving down one long driveway, a door to the house popped open, and an older gentleman stepped out, waving. 

			Wasn’t that a pleasant surprise! First, that he didn’t shoot at me and, second, that he had survived. We had driven past his turn-off dozens of times and never knew he was here. 

			Then an elderly lady joined him on their porch.

			Leaving my rifle in the truck, I got out with my hands up. 

			“Fellow survivors! It is great to see other people.” They smiled broadly at me, and we shook hands, but the older lady wasn’t into that, she grabbed me in a big grandmotherly hug. There’s no doubt she felt my shoulder holster under my jacket, but that couldn’t be helped, and she didn’t seem to care.

			“We’ve been by a number of times, and I never saw that you were here,” I told them.

			“We usually keep to ourselves. I tried going into town a couple months back, but the city was gone. So I came back home. There wasn’t anything that we really needed, although I would kill for a cup of coffee.” He must have driven by when we were visiting the Community. “Come on in and sit down. Martha makes a great cup of tea.” She beamed at the compliment and went back inside. He leaned close to me and added in a conspiratorial whisper, “You haven’t got any coffee, have you? I don’t have the heart to tell her that I don’t like tea.” 

			I laughed long and hard. Of all the things going on in this world....

		

	
		
			SAM AND MARTHA

			 

			 

			Sam and Martha had lived in Alaska their whole lives, nearly seventy years. They’d bought this house exactly thirty-five years ago to set themselves up for retirement, which they had enjoyed for the past six years. Their cabin was without electricity and running water. There was a stream out back where they pulled their water. They had a huge old-growth forest behind them where they managed to cut enough wood for heating and cooking through all the cold months. 

			They were the epitome of preppers; they were completely self-sufficient. I was awed in their presence. 

			The inside of their cabin was lined with shelves, completely packed with books of all sorts. They had oil lamps for light. A big garden was out back, and there was a door leading to what may have been a fruit cellar. If it was below the permafrost, then it would act as a walk-in, year-round freezer. They didn’t need much from the rest of humanity. 

			“This is a good cup of tea, ma’am,” I said, not looking at Sam as I didn’t want to laugh at his expression. 

			“Let me guess. You’re a coffee drinker, too.” It wasn’t a guess. I think Sam underestimated her. I smiled uncomfortably, but Martha was so grandmotherly, she made it all seem okay.

			I told them everything we knew, right up to the helicopter full of Russians searching for us. 

			“We were here when this was only a territory. Even then, the Russians thought it was theirs. When we found oil, the Russians made noises about getting their cut. Maybe they finally thought they were strong enough to take it back.”

			“Or that we were too weak to fight for it.” My negativity lingered. I had spent a great deal of my life as part of an American military. Peace through superior firepower and all that. It pained me to see us negotiate away a part of our country, giving up on our own citizens. 

			“Would you like to take a trip to Chena Hot Springs? All the modern conveniences, including fresh vegetables!” Their garden was in the process of growing. They wouldn’t be able to pick anything for at least another month. Their eyes lit up thinking of fresh food. 

			“And you can take a swim in the pool,” I added. 

			“Not that into swimming, but a fresh salad would be nice. We’re almost out of gas though. I don’t think we can make it there and back.” There was an old truck parked beside the cabin. It probably didn’t get very good gas mileage. 

			“I have ten gallons with me. Take it all. We have plenty more to share.” They looked at each other. 

			“How can we say no to that?” Sam leaned over to shake my hand. 

			“There were a number of young people working there when we lost Fairbanks. They run the place now. I call them the Community of Chena Hot Springs. When you get there, go to the lodge and find Amber. Tell her that Chuck sent you. They will all enjoy hearing your story.” I thought about it for a minute and then added, “As for payment, since they work for themselves now, we always join the work groups and pick vegetables, or clean the dog kennels, or work in the kitchen. I see that you two aren’t strangers to work. I suspect everything you have here you built yourselves.”

			“Mostly him,” Martha pointed and smiled again. If only all people were as happy as these two, then the world would be a pretty good place. 

			We went outside, and I was getting ready to leave when I remembered what I had come for. “You wouldn’t know how we could pump our septic, would you?” Sam shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. 

			Damn.

		

	
		
			ABIGAIL

			 

			 

			When Amber and the group returned to the resort, they couldn’t find Abigail. They went to the kennel, yelling for her and continued in the direction she had gone. They gave up the search after a couple hours. They grilled Darren and Becca to ensure that the soldiers hadn’t done something to their dog musher. Darren was certain they hadn’t. Soldiers barely made it to the kennel before they were called back and flew off. 

			Someone would have to wait in the tree line where Abigail said she would feed the dogs. They would wait for a day before scouring the woods and hillsides. 

			Darren volunteered to wait, but Becca waited while Darren headed into the woods. Since he was the designated hunter, he took it as his responsibility to be able to track. He didn’t know what he was doing, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to try.

			With his trusty 300 Win mag hunting rifle, he gave Becca a kiss and headed into the woods. There were a number of trails, so he walked alongside each, looking for footprints in the dirt. He found only dog tracks, and they were everywhere, going in every direction. It didn’t seem like Abigail had come this way, until Darren walked on the trail itself.

			He saw the weeds, but it didn’t immediately register. Something didn’t look right. A brighter green against darker green all around. He leaned in for a closer look. Someone had stepped through the weeds, upsetting one single plant. A small human footprint was underneath, leading up the hill. 

			Of course she hadn’t walked on the trail for the same reason Darren hadn’t walked on it. It was demeaning that he thought she had no woodcraft. He stood up and looked around. “Why would I think she’s stupid or even naive?” Darren asked himself. Male arrogance? He needed to get over that. There were three men and five women here. Five and seven if he counted us, the frequent visitors. Everyone had a role to play, and everyone was good at filling his or her role. Otherwise, how could they have come this far? 

			Had they learned that much from each other? Maybe Abigail had learned things from Darren and Becca when they didn’t realize she was paying attention. What had they learned from her? Darren needed to listen better. He started to laugh. Isn’t that what wives complain about most, that their husbands don’t listen? How had Darren fallen into that trap? He would have to ponder that lesson later.

			Leaning his face into the weeds, he looked in the direction the footprint pointed. There! More disturbed under growth. Then beyond. Once he had his head on straight, her trail looked as obvious as if there were neon arrows pointing the way. 

			He picked up his pace, staying on the dirt, which was starting to get overgrown. No one had tended to any of the trails. There were no visitors to use them. He stepped from weed to weed, leaving few footprints, should the soldiers return, but he didn’t think they had any woodcraft. He had watched them as they took no care in how they searched. Bulls in a china shop, he thought.

			Abigail’s prints departed from the network of trails and headed over the hill. He hadn’t expected that. He thought she would put herself in a position where she could see the resort. She hadn’t. Her job wasn’t to watch, though. It was to return twice a day to feed the dogs. And to not get caught. They couldn’t find her because she was hiding.

			Once over the hill, Darren started yelling for Abigail. It wasn’t long before the dogs started making noise, and he heard her trying to shush them. Which only made them more excited. Darren kept yelling as he walked straight toward the commotion. 

			Abigail had set herself up in a small hollowed-out spot under an overhang. Six or eight dogs were running around. 

			“They’re gone, and we are back to business as usual, sort of,” he said with a smile. As Darren and Abigail walked back, Darren showed her the trail she had left. She nodded and looked closely. He could see the wheels turning. If there was a next time, she would be much harder to follow. He was impressed. He also took a good lesson away from it all. Never underestimate people by assuming they don’t know what you know. 

		

	
		
			THE COMMUNITY REFRESHED

			 

			 

			Once Abigail was safely back in the fold, they debated whether to return the dogs to the kennel. In the end, they dismissed it. With some natural selection, the number of dogs would be reduced. The stronger and more loyal ones would remain. They would pull out the females and keep them within a fenced area for the time they were in heat. They weren’t ready for full on dog fights over breeding rights or a mass of puppies. 

			Unfortunately, the dogs were leaving a healthy mess throughout the compound. Maybe come winter, they would rethink where they would put the dogs. The smaller the space, the more prolific they would appear and the more often the area would need to be cleaned.

			With everyone back and all in one piece, work had piled up. The plants in the greenhouse needed to be picked and weeded, and the next round of vegetables needed to be planted. 

			The geothermal power plant needed a little more than routine maintenance, like ensuring that the R134a coolant was filled and that the water pumps were cleaned out. The plant moved vast amounts of water, up to fifteen hundred gallons per minute. Those pumps and their filters were critical. If they weren’t well maintained, there could be a catastrophic failure. The turbine spun at 13,500 rpm. If anything failed, the entire system could go off like a bomb.

			The Community also had to determine their food needs to get everyone through the next winter. They needed to start freezing or canning. As a matter of fact, the ice museum was still operational, making it the biggest walk-in freezer in Alaska. They would take advantage of that, but just in case, they would go with a full supply of canned goods and a full supply of frozen food. This would give them triple the quantity to survive on as they would have fresh food from the greenhouse as well. All in all, not a bad goal.

			They went to work with a new determination, while still keeping a wary eye on the sky.

		

	
		
			THE NEW ALPHA

			 

			 

			It had been almost three weeks before we ventured back to the Hot Springs. I had forgotten that we’d let the dogs loose. I figured that once the troops left, Abigail would round them up and get them back to their posts and doghouses. 

			That wasn’t the case. As we approached, it was a yapping free-for-all. Dogs were everywhere. Phyllis and Husky got pretty excited, as in, completely incensed. We weren’t sure what we were going to do. We hadn’t bothered with leashes since Christmas. 

			“We can’t just let them go. Husky will be fine, but Phyllis will be overwhelmed.” I was dismayed. I didn’t want anything to happen to Phyllis, she had helped us through it all. “Do we have a rope, anything to use as a leash?” 

			“In the back. I’ll get it,” Madison offered. She opened her door and got out. Phyllis, like a shot, came over the center console and was out the front door, almost knocking Madison down in her headlong rush. Madison started yelling and chasing after her. I jumped out. Husky, following Phyllis’ lead, came out the door after me. 

			Immediately, Phyllis was surrounded by dogs in a typical greeting. She started growling, and one of the sled dog females growled back. Before we could work our way through the mob, Phyllis and the other female were fur over paws fighting. Phyllis outweighed the sled dog by some thirty pounds, but the Alaskan husky was quicker. 

			That didn’t last long. Phyllis bowled over the other female in a bull rush and clamped down on the other dog’s ear. She shook her head, just to maintain the other dog’s attention. It was yelping in pain, and then it stopped fighting. Phyllis wouldn’t let go. Her jaws were locked in place. 

			We finally made it through the other dogs to her. It took a while and much yelling to get her to let go. The other dog’s ear was mangled and bleeding. Once the other female was free, there was a complete change in the rest of the dogs. With her victory over the Alpha female, Phyllis was now queen of the pack.  Although I held a tight grip on her collar, I knew that we couldn’t keep her leashed forever. In this world, you wanted the Alpha on your side. 

			I let her go. 

			“What are you doing?” Madison yelled at me, as she tried to get past me to Phyllis. I held her back. 

			“See? Phyllis didn’t kill the other dog.” Wasn’t that our worry? We didn’t want anything to happen to her, and now nothing would. I put my arm around Madison, as we watched Phyllis tear into the middle of the pack, tail wagging and play biting. Even the defeated Alpha joined in, tail up and running alongside the others. 

			“We better do something about that ear. Abigail!” 

		

	
		
			THE INTRODUCTION

			 

			 

			The past couple weeks had been stressful, so we took the twins swimming. It was always relaxing to float around in the ninety-six-degree water of the pool. We even took the opportunity to go to the rock pool outside. At a hundred and five degrees, more or less, it made for a deep-muscle-cleansing experience. We only went down as far as the bottom of the ramp, so we could stay close to the twins. They were sitting in the shallows at the top of the ramp. 

			We wrapped things up lazily and headed inside for some nice long showers. As we walked out of the pool house, we saw a massive pile of sleeping dogs under the trees. We had to look around to find Phyllis. She was off to one side, but still a part of the pile. Husky was nowhere to be seen. 

			“Phyllis!” Her head rolled around, and her eyes cracked, barely. “C’mon Phyllis! Let’s get some lunch.” I had never seen her this exhausted. And sore. She was probably older than most of the sled dogs, but she had tried to keep up with them. Some straggly-looking dogs started getting pushed around like stuffed animals as Husky raised her head from the bottom of the pile. “You, too,” I told her. 

			They walked slowly over to us. I scratched behind their ears and held the door for them.

			Madison went into the kitchen to see if she could help while I got the twins ready for their lunch. Their highchairs were a permanent fixture in the dining room. As people did, everyone had their own table with their own chairs. Everyone sat in the same place every day, even if only one person was there. People can only tolerate a certain amount of change. They liked certain things to remain constant, predictable. 

			Amber and Lucas were the first ones to join us. They were both especially attentive to the twins, giving me a cursory greeting on their way in. Then again, the twins were fun most of the time, and they loved the attention. I was certain that trouble would start soon if one perceived that too much attention was being paid to the other. I’d let it run its course.

			People filtered in over the next ten minutes, the last ones being Sam and Martha. I rose to greet them and everyone looked on in silence. Martha had a tray of cupcakes held out in front of her. She smiled sweetly at everyone and introduced herself and her husband, Sam. She put the tray down and then gestured for everyone to please help themselves. As a guest, one always brought something for the host.

			For people who lived alone, Sam and Martha worked the crowd like professionals. They listened carefully as everyone said their names, repeating them back to help them remember. And just like that, Martha was off to the kitchen.

			“Sam, can I offer you a cup of coffee?” I said with a huge grin. He looked at me like a sailor who’s been lost at sea finally getting a drink of fresh water. I got a cup from the pot that was always on. It was a little stale, maybe even burnt. “It’s been cooking for a bit, so it could be strong. I’ll make a new pot.” 

			He took the cup from me and looked into the blackness of the liquid as if trying to divine the future. He carefully took a small sip, closing his eyes as he held it in his mouth. He finally swallowed and then took another drink, bigger this time. 

			“That’s really good!” he exclaimed to everyone’s laughter. Martha’s face appeared behind the door to the kitchen. She shook her head and smiled at her husband.

		

	
		
			THE GROWING COMMUNITY

			 

			 

			With the two new additions to the Community, we now numbered fifteen. This could have created a minor controversy as everyone already had their seats. There were no spare chairs at the tables. 

			But this was easily remedied. A small table was brought from the back room and butted up against one of the other tables. Two chairs were added and Sam and Martha had been officially welcomed aboard. I let them in on the inside joke of “assigned seating.”

			Lunch started with a salad, as usual, and the main course was a beef stroganoff that Jo and Madison had put together. Martha offered to clean up after lunch, and Chris said he would help her since it was his turn. 

			Sam wanted to see the geothermal power plant. He had been an engineer and thought it sounded interesting. Lucas said he’d be honored to show Sam around. 

			It was a good day. As Sam had shown us, it was important to appreciate the little things. To Sam, bad coffee was better than good tea. Seeing people laugh made everything okay. It said that at least in this moment in time, life was good.

			The meal was exceptional, as always, and we complimented the chef. Jo stood and took a bow, and Sam and Martha started clapping. We all joined in. 

			As the clapping died down, Amber and Lucas stood up. “We have an announcement,” Amber started. My mind immediately leapt to the conclusion that they were getting married. I wondered how we could accomplish that. 

			“I’m pregnant,” Amber stated tentatively. Madison was the first one up to give Amber a hug. The others were stunned into a brief silence, but then the congratulations started. Colleen took a more clinical approach in that she wanted to “look things over.” 

			My only thought was, They could still get married. 

			Martha beamed the look of a grandmother. I wondered if they had children. I assumed they did as they had pictures in their cabin that gave the impression of a big family. I would have to ask. 

			With a maybe November due date, we had plenty of time to get ready, whatever that meant. Even though we had twins, I had no idea what needed to be done. I’d leave that to the experts. 

			“Amber! Let me offer a toast in congratulations to you and Lucas,” I said. We lifted our glasses of Coke and spring water. “I want to say that you have been stalwart from day one, the first day we came to Chena Hot Springs. You helped everyone to keep things running. You carried us all on your shoulders and have become a good friend.” There were a few hearty agreements, while others nodded. Amber was well liked. “You know we’ll do whatever you need us to. So what do you need?” 

			She and Lucas smiled as they held hands. I hadn’t been sure how they would turn out as a couple, but it wasn’t my place to judge or even guess. It was my place to support my wife and children and do right by the others. That was all. Sometimes I could be such a wiener. And here, while they were making their big announcement, I was thinking about me. I clamped down on myself and focused on them, hearing Amber mid-sentence,

			“...incredible journey, in the company of friends. You guys have always been so supportive and helpful to me. We appreciate the offer of help, but I don’t know what we need. Any suggestions from our mothers out there?” She looked at Madison, then Colleen, and finally Martha.  

			Despite our attempts to break down gender barriers, there we were. Three mothers and one mother-to-be heading into the kitchen to talk and clean up. The rest of us carried in all the dishes and cleaned off the tables in the dining room. Madison came back out and grabbed the twins, giving me a quick kiss before herding them into the kitchen. 

			“Well, it’s just us,” I said to Phyllis and Husky. The others went their own way, many going with Lucas and Sam to the power plant. Felicia was headed to the greenhouse. 

			“Could you use a hand?” I asked

			She nodded. Once outside, Phyllis and Husky disappeared into a newly energized dog pack, while Abigail started chasing the former Alpha female. We had forgotten to tell her about the dog fight. She didn’t seem phased by the dog’s injury as she got ahold of the dog’s collar and pulled her toward the new infirmary, a small cabin just outside the lodge. 

			Well, it didn’t matter which dog did the biting, did it, so I didn’t share what I knew. I didn’t want to get in trouble with Abigail.

		

	
		
			SPENDING SUMMER PREPARING FOR WINTER

			 

			 

			The summer passed quickly. We tended our garden. We gathered jars and Ziplocs from other people’s long-empty homes. We even found a vacuum-seal machine with a number of bags. 

			As we were waiting for our first crops to come in, we tried our hand at fishing the Chena River. We hoped that any contamination had washed away, allowing the salmon a free shot upstream. It wasn’t to be. The only fish we caught were grayling. So we filleted our catches and ate them fresh. We didn’t have enough to make it worth our while to freeze. 

			The first crop to come in was the green beans. We nurtured them from the start. Madison’s parents always had home-canned green beans available. We had developed a taste for them long ago. 

			We froze half the green beans and canned the other half. We did something wrong in the canning process as only half the cans sealed. We ate the ones that didn’t seal and then went back to the book to try and figure out what we’d done wrong. Then we brought in the experts.

			Sam and Martha came by for a visit. We stocked them up on gasoline, filling a fifty-five-gallon barrel that we strapped into the back of their truck, so they were far more mobile. We tried to talk them into “borrowing” a better truck, but they wouldn’t have any of that. We respected them for their convictions and hoped that their truck wouldn’t break down at an inopportune time. 

			We had our gardening books, but we still had some trial and error. With their guidance on round two of canning, everything went perfectly. Just a little more salt here. Hold the pressure for one more minute there. There’s nothing like wisdom gained from experience.  

			We didn’t have to go very far to find wild berries where there wasn’t any competition except for birds. We picked gallons upon gallons. The twins’ fingers were blue and red, I thought maybe permanently. We made jellies out of some and froze the rest. I could probably go months without seeing another berry, although we exhausted all the sugar we’d found while “shopping.” Martha was comforting during the whole process. 

			We had our twenty cord of wood in place. We did test runs with the wood stove, and it worked great. I needed a lot of kindling. I was so bad at starting a fire that even the twins were embarrassed. 

			We never found a source for more kerosene. Burning fuel oil in the kerosene heater just didn’t work. It mucked up the wick and belched toxic smoke. 

			With the big generator, we could run our boiler and all the water circulation pumps. We filled two aboveground five-hundred-gallon tanks with gasoline from the gas station to keep the generator going, also making sure we had enough water to get us through the winter. We increased our storage capacity to about four thousand gallons, but that meant we had to put a number of five-hundred-gallon tanks into the garage. If it wasn’t firewood, it was water tanks. We had no room for our vehicles. Those would have to stay outside in the weather, although we had enough power to plug in their block heaters. We needed more heated garage space. Maybe next summer we’d add on. There was enough building materials around that I could use. 

			We had fully embraced our new world, no longer expecting to be rescued  or that we’d even leave. We spent all summer getting ready for winter. When the cold and snow came, we would be ready. We wouldn’t have as many tomatoes as we had hoped. Some of them just weren’t growing like they should. I had a recipe for green tomato salsa. We would make that.

			Aside from being successful getting ready for the winter, my biggest personal win was in finding more asthma medication. I took care with the ones I had, finally running out in June. By August, I couldn’t take it anymore. I ran out of breath easily while doing things that I had to do. I woke up in the middle of the night, gasping for breath. I needed the medications or I would go downhill even faster. The thought of leaving Madison alone with the twins in this environment was too much. 

			I took our trusty Geiger counter and drove to the west side of the city, then to the Walgreens there. Fred Meyer was next door, but was half caved-in from the original detonation. I intended to search both. I brought my “shopping” tools, along with a full coverall, the gas mask, gloves, and the remainder of a roll of duct tape. The world will truly end when one runs out of duct tape. It will be the last thing used to repair the old technology.

			Walgreens was a little radioactive on the outside, but not too bad. My ad hoc radiation suit, gas mask, and gloves protected me. The store had been looted, but they hadn’t gone after what I needed. Inside the store, I realized that there was almost no contamination. I kept on my suit as I would have to go back outside, but I took off my gas mask and put it on the front counter. I was having a very hard time breathing while wearing it. 

			The cash register had been broken open. I snorted. How’s that money serving you now? I expected that the two I shot were the ones who had been here. It made me angry all over again to think about them. They killed survivors while searching for a valueless treasure. 

			I let the thoughts go. I climbed through debris in the aisles. Many of the shelves had fallen over. Animals had been in here.

			I went back to the pharmacy where the decomposing body of the pharmacist was slumped over his long-dead computer. I didn’t touch him. I knew what my medications looked like. From television commercials before, I thought that Advair might be a reasonable replacement. It was better than nothing. I thought of that as I came across some boxes of the inhaler on the floor. I took them all. I kept searching. I found one of my two medications. They only had twelve, thirty-day packs of these, but that meant two years of medication, four with rationing. I was so happy. I opened one immediately and took a puff. I waited a few breaths and took another, breathing the medication in as deeply as I could. If only I could find the same thing in my one other inhaled capsule.

			On the way out, I checked through the aisles. I found some honey and took that. I also took a number of candy bars as a gift for the young folks of the Community. They had burned through the stock of candy quickly last winter. I also found plenty of beef jerky. I took that, too. There was a good deal of canned goods, although most of it was processed food that wasn’t good for us. We didn’t need that stuff anymore. Or want it. 

			I wanted to find my second medication, so that meant I had to brave the falling-down structure of Fred’s. The pharmacy was toward the front of the store, where the caved-in roof was the worst. I had to break down the half door from a kneeling position since there was so much debris on top, held up by the shelving and remaining walls. I crawled into the back. It took me two hours to search an area the size of our great room. It was dark and dusty. I found more Advair, but none of the capsules to complete my original prescription. It would have to do. At least I had more than when I started. 

			I left with my treasures and went home. We could return. Because of the caved-in roof, Fred’s canned foods were protected. This would be a source of goods for years to come. I wondered why survivors from this side of town had not cleaned out the store. Maybe they were afraid of the radiation, as they should have been and if they knew about it. We had the benefit of a Geiger counter. The inside of Fred’s grocery store was not toxic. Maybe it was the falling-down roof. Knowing didn’t matter. The important thing was that we had a mostly stocked grocery store to ourselves. 

			Were the other survivors still here? Or did they try to get out and were caught on the road by the Russians? We’d probably never know. It didn’t matter if we found out or not. I had what I came for, and we were ready for winter.

		

	
		
			RIDING HORSES

			 

			 

			Colleen was a godsend. She was a nurse and had nursed Lucas to health. She would do everything she could to help us with Amber’s baby. We would have been at a loss otherwise. 

			Colleen took a liking to our twins. She spent a great deal of time with them, teaching them about her horses. At first, they only rode with her. She told them they didn’t get to ride on their own until they could properly care for the animals. They learned to brush them and feed them carrots. Their little hands were at risk, but Colleen watched them closely and taught them well. 

			With only a blanket as a saddle, she would lead the horses by rope while the twins rode. It was nice to see. I think the twins saw the horses as really big dogs. And they loved dogs. With the free-for-all dog frenzy at the resort, the twins were always at risk of getting mowed down, but they took it all in stride. Over the past year, they had slept with Phyllis and Husky. I don’t think they could sleep without having a dog by them. They treated horses with the same degree of companionship. 

			Colleen knew that she would have to spend more and more time at the Hot Springs just to make sure that the new mother and baby would be fine. She decided that moving there would be best. They were able to fence in an area she could use as a pasture. So she loaded her horses into her trailer and made the drive. She took very little in the way of personal things. I think it was more than a move to help out the Community. It was her way of closure, of reconciling herself with the past and moving on with her life. 

			Almost all of us carried the burden of the time before. Madison and I didn’t know about the rest of our family members. We were the only ones who lived in Alaska. We believed the rest were fine, but they didn’t know about us and had to suspect the worst. We couldn’t help that. Maybe John had gotten through and delivered our messages, although that was doubtful. John was a scumbag. 

			The twins were devastated when Colleen told them she was moving to the resort. They wanted us to move, too. This created some strife on the home front. They didn’t get over it as we had hoped. They brought it up daily and seemed genuinely angry with us. This went on for weeks, until it snowed, then we had other things to think about.

		

	
		
			THE FIRST SNOW

			 

			 

			The first snow came on September 15th. We were scrambling! There were still tomatoes in the garden along with a number of peppers and other things. 

			When I got up in the morning and saw that it was snowing, I let Madison know that I was on my way to the garden. I took the quad and bolted off, the dogs racing after me.

			I haphazardly picked everything remaining. The snow had not yet settled on the plants so I hoped that they hadn’t frozen the vegetables and ruined them. 

			I filled bags with everything left. Some of the peppers were too green, little more than fiber with no taste. We could still mix it all together and create some kind of sauce. We could not abide wasting any of our work. We had enough to eat, but we’d worked long and hard on our garden. As I liked to tell people, I fought a bear to maintain the sanctity of our young plants.

			Sam and Martha showed us how to build our seed stock for the next year off what we had grown this year. Those were already safely stored in a cool area of the house.

			We didn’t quite have all of our winter gear ready either, like the snow machines and our tractor with the snow thrower. That wouldn’t take long. Either it worked or it didn’t. Charging the batteries would be easy. We had power almost constantly, only shutting the generator down for a little while here or there. Although that probably needed to change. We needed to learn to live without electricity. And probably propane and gasoline, too.

			That would be the hardest part. We liked having mobility. Well, I liked being able to drive, whether it was the quad, a Jeep, the truck, or a snow machine. Even the airplane was a bash, but that nearly resulted in our total demise, so we could do without flying.

			With the snow, it might melt or it might stay. We were entering the in-between time. Too much snow to drive the Jeeps, but not enough snow to drive the snow machines. 

			The dogs enjoyed new snow, especially when it was still relatively warm. With temperatures around thirty, it was prime outside play time. After getting the vegetables indoors, everyone was up. We put snowsuits on and, as a family, made snowmen. We made one big one that would be the dad, then a slightly smaller one that would be the mom. We made two small ones for the twins. Then they wanted to make a snow horse. That was a challenge that required a little more planning.

			We had been out all morning, and now it was time for lunch. We chopped up some of the freshly picked vegetables (none of them ripe) and doused them with olive oil and spices. It was all we had left; the dressing ran out long ago. We had some moose burgers, without buns, with rice on the side. We were blessed in being able to provide a meal like this in these days. We had never even come close to getting hungry, although we usually never gorged. We ate what we needed and no more.

			Together, we plotted how to build a snow horse. When we went back outside, the work went quickly. It had warmed above freezing, and the snow was really sticky. It stuck together well. Our snow horse came together, but it looked more like a four-legged Frosty the Snowman or maybe the Stay Puft marshmallow man. This helped the twins a little. They now had their own horse in the front yard. 

			If the snow melted, we would head up to the resort and check in on Colleen. Hopefully, they had been successful in moving a load of hay there. Sam had said that he would help her with that. 

			I expected Sam and Martha to winter in their cabin, but they were invigorated by the Community. They provided knowledge and guidance; they were helpful; they were good people and, most of all, they were needed. Everyone needs to have a purpose beyond simply surviving.

			They decided to move to the Hot Springs full time. Sam was a dynamo in the power plant. He understood how it worked and what needed to happen to keep it working. Martha was great at maintaining good order and discipline. She would be there whenever anyone needed something. Need, as in someone to listen, a cup of tea to hold something warm, a helping hand to wash the sheets. She was everyone’s grandmother, and she broached no disrespect. If Jo said lunch would be ready at one o’clock, Martha had everyone there on time, cleaned up, and ready to eat. 

			Martha had a way about her. Sam assumed the role of grandfather and took over Amber’s duties as Mayor as she got farther along in her pregnancy. 

			The Community was getting excited about the prospect of growing. The destruction of Fairbanks and then the helicopter incident had changed their attitude toward their future. We were on our own, and we had to assume that it was for the duration. We didn’t know if we would ever return to a normal life, definitely not here, but maybe not somewhere else either. 

			With the snow, we found ourselves isolated from the Community and the others we had brought into the fold. That meant there was more time for us to spend on ourselves. We got the assembly line ready and went to work preparing the vegetables to make a pseudo-salsa. 

			When the weather allowed it, we would head to the resort so the twins could see the horses. No, that didn’t mean this afternoon and probably not tomorrow either. More disappointment from the young ones.

		

	
		
			CLEAR ROADS AND 
CLEAR SKIES

			 

			 

			It only took three days for temperatures to climb back into the fifties and most of the snow to melt. As promised, we headed to the resort. 

			We took the truck so we could deliver a load of fuel to them. An extra fifty-five gallons would come in handy for the snow machines and some other pieces of equipment. 

			With the sun getting lower on the horizon with each day, many areas of the road were shaded. We slowed as we drove through the remaining snow. We had our special winter tires on, our Blizzaks. These did great in the snow and cold, but were spongy in the summer. I had no way of putting our summer tires on because we didn’t have them on rims. I had always taken them to a shop to get changed over.

			More confirmation – I was the world’s worst prepper. I should have had them on their own rims.

			We had almost come full circle from the winter before as the new winter approached. We had improved our lives considerably over the past year. I can’t imagine what it would have been like if the twins had refused their potty training. The fact that Fairbanks was no more and so few people were left alive was reduced to my own personal view that misery consisted of changing diapers.  

			I was so shallow. 

			Since we had brought the truck, it was a tight squeeze with the dogs and two car seats. We managed, but the drive took longer than usual because of the snow. When we finally arrived, we were all happy to get out. The dogs darted off into the pack. We unbuckled the twins and went inside. 

			Jo was sitting in the dining room, watching a movie on a TV that was set up on the bar. She had her feet up and seemed to be enjoying a mixed drink. It wasn’t even noon yet.

			“Is everything okay?” 

			She looked at us. She was very relaxed, her eyes dilated. She slowly smiled. 

			“Are you stoned?” I blurted out before thinking.

			“Hey! That hurts!” Then she started giggling. “How can you tell?” 

			We went from surprised to shocked. In the uncomfortable silence, one little voice spoke out, “What’s stoned?” 

			“Apparently Jo is, so let’s go check on the horses.” The twins were instantly distracted, and away they went with Madison running after them. I was sure they would follow up later until they were satisfied with a definition that made sense to them.

			“We were cleaning out a better set of rooms for Amber and Lucas when we found someone’s stash. It was only a couple of joints that Emma and I shared. Emma! What do you think of the weed? Emma?” I looked around and found her on the floor under the table with the coffee pot. She was sleeping, crumbs from something she’d eaten scattered on the floor around her. 

			“Uh huh.” I wasn’t sure there was anything to do. “I’m going to see if anyone needs any help. Don’t hurt yourself.” Jo seemed to be moving in slow motion. I doubted she was capable of anything more than falling off her chair. 

			Martha was in the kitchen, busily getting lunch ready. The smell of fresh bread made my mouth water. 

			“Martha! You could possibly be the absolute bestest ever. By the way, I have to ask, where did you get the eggs?” 

			She shooed me away from the oven as I was about to open it. 

			“I’m afraid the stock of frozen Egg Beaters is getting low, so enjoy bread now while you can,” she suggested good-naturedly. 

			I guaranteed her that I would. I expected the stock of most things was getting limited. Vegetables, moose, and caribou would become the staples. But that would keep everyone alive until they could work on something next year that they could turn into flour. Is there any way chickens would survive in the wild up here? Probably not. But there were ptarmigan. Maybe we could capture some and see if they might produce eggs. Probably not there either. 

		

	
		
			WHAT’S THE WAY AHEAD?

			 

			 

			I’d ask Sam. He’d have ideas about eggs and flour. I was certain they would be good ideas, too. The man was a survival genius. 

			Although it was a beautiful fall day, I thought that planning would be beneficial. Becoming self-sufficient was going to be critical come the new year. We would run out of plenty from before, leaving us with our wits and what we could grow or create ourselves.

			It was a big challenge. It also changed the dynamic. It begged the question of what were we living for. Where did we want to be in five years? What about twenty years? Was it possible to think that far ahead? 

			What happened when we ran out of ammunition? And gas? The ammunition could last our lifetime if we used it only when hunting big game. The gasoline would run out within a year or so, even if we were able to stabilize it. In either case, we’d have to figure out how to survive without it. 

			What kind of world would the twins grow up in? 

			It was making me sick to my stomach thinking about all these things. I was having serious doubts. I had never shared with Madison or the twins how afraid I was for our future. I was afraid every time my breath caught and my asthma acted up. I couldn’t guarantee how much longer I would be around. I wasn’t that old at fifty-three, but my lungs were compromised, and I would not receive any more health care. I was on my own.  

			But I was the positive guy! Look at the remains of the snow men in our yard. Miserable people don’t make snow families. 

			The twins were happy. They had us, and they had their friends in the Community. They had Colleen and her horses. They had Abigail and the dogs. They were learning. Their little purple fingers knew how to pick berries. They understood that animals are our friends, yet every now and then a moose will sacrifice itself for us. We say a prayer and thank the animal for living well. 

			I’m sure everyone undergoes a crisis of faith at some point. I couldn’t let anyone see me like this. I needed for them to believe, because there had to be better out there. The war would have to end at some point, and relief agencies would stream in, proclaiming their own greatness as they provided materials and people. Look at me, helping survivors! 

			I didn’t like that world either. It would take generations to build a new world, a better world. I gave myself ten years to influence the future. The twins would be thirteen years old. They would have to be ready to carry humanity forward, regardless of anything else. In the other world, they would have been learning things that meant something, but not how to survive. What did they need to learn to build that better world? 

			I sat on a bench outside the lodge. A number of dogs came by to give me a sniff. Once they learned that I didn’t have any treats for them, they ran off. I leaned down with my head between my knees. I was going to be sick. I jumped up and made it to the bushes just in time to lose my breakfast and too much coffee. As I hit bile, it was tinged with blood. 

			I’m sure it was from all the stress I put on myself to get us ready for winter. We were ready. It was time to relax. My personal crisis probably generated enough extra acid to put me over the edge. I hadn’t felt badly lately, a little upset stomach here and there. 

			I needed to de-stress. So of course I would not tell Madison. She’d freak out about it. And we needed to talk about what we wanted for the twins in ten years’ time. I needed that. They would get an accelerated education. They would have to grow up more quickly than either of us liked.

			After all my contemplation and puking blood, I was no closer to an answer. It weighed on me. 

			Once again, I found myself seeking Sam’s counsel. What drove him and Martha to remove themselves from society, then reenter it as they had? 

		

	
		
			SAM’S WISDOM

			 

			 

			I found Sam in the geothermal power plant building. He was tinkering with something while the pumps hummed. Everything was running smoothly. I expected no less. 

			He was alone.

			“Sam!” I shouted as this was not a quiet place. He motioned me toward the door. We went outside.

			“How do you do it, Sam?” I left it open-ended. 

			“Do what?” He didn’t like to waste time. He needed more information to give a better answer.

			“Keep going like you do. Your cabin. Not interacting with people. What’s it all for?” I continued. “Aren’t we supposed to make sure things are better for our kids? Is that what we’re doing here?”

			“You are giving them a chance to make their own way. If it’s better for them, it’s not because you gave it to them better. It’s because you helped them to make it better for themselves. Did you like what you saw from young people before the explosion?” Sam asked. I shook my head.

			“Little kids with cell phones. Video games. Kids in college protesting everything, affecting others who just want an education. Think my way or you’re wrong!” I kicked a dirt clod into the bushes. “Outrage. People were offended all the time, outraged at nothing. Then when something important came along, there was no energy left.” 

			“I see.” Sam put his weathered hand on my shoulder. I looked at him. “Where are your twins right now?”

			“They are at the stables, with the horses. Why do you ask?”

			“Is that a waste of their time?” he asked as we shuffled back toward the lodge.

			“I don’t think so. Colleen’s been teaching them how to care for the animals.”

			“Life lessons, Chuck. And Abigail has been teaching them about the dogs. And Jo about cooking. And you about gardening.”

			“Little things here and there. I don’t expect them to start their own garden next year or build a kennel and breed dogs.” I was probably a little more sarcastic than I had intended. My stomach was churning.

			“Sure. Not this year, or next year, but what will they be capable of in ten years?” I squinted back at him. 

			“In ten years? I would be surprised if they weren’t fully capable of taking care of themselves and probably take care of us, too. 

			“They’ll be thirteen at that point, right? Instead of playing video games or dicking around with their phones, they’ll have life skills.” We reached a bench. He sat. I took the spot next to him and leaned forward, my head dipped down toward my knees. 

			“Once they’ve learned their own way, then all you need to do is be there for them when they ask for help.

			“We didn’t know what happened when Fairbanks stopped being. We lost contact with our kids. Maybe we’ll hear from them again. Maybe not. But we know what they are capable of.” Sam hesitated, picking at something under his fingernail. His eyes misted over. “So we waited. Then you came along. And now we have another family. A new chance to help make tomorrow just a little bit better than today. The best thing we can do in life is prepare for tomorrow, while living today.” 

			“Living today,” I repeated. “Surviving today, maybe.” I was feeling down. I was afraid. Afraid that my health had gone the wrong way and that I was putting my family at risk. I had helped them survive today just to expose them to greater risk tomorrow. My stomach rebelled, I started to gag, and then I threw up more bile. Sam sat with his hand on my back, just being there for me. He saw the blood.

			“I see,” he said simply. “Let’s get you to Colleen and see what she thinks.” He helped me up, and we walked toward the stables. 

		

	
		
			JUST A LITTLE THING

			 

			 

			“Alcohol consumption?” Colleen asked. I shook my head and held up my hand with the zero sign. “Any cases of stomach or esophageal cancer in your family?” I shook my head again. “Stress?” I forced a laugh. She knew what my to-do list looked like. 

			“I can’t tell you what you have for sure, but we’ll treat it as if it is acute gastritis. We’ll change your diet a bit and then give you a heavy dose of antacids. And stop worrying about everything for Christ’s sake.”

			“What if it isn’t gastritis?” Even with Colleen and her set of skills, we were in a bad place if we needed more in-depth medical treatment.

			“See? More unnecessary worry. If it is something where you need surgery, I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do. So we’ll treat it as if it isn’t serious, because it can’t be. We’re going to treat it as if it’s acute gastritis because that is what it must be.” Colleen was firm on this point. She punched me in the chest. 

			I’m sure she had been a great mom. I should have felt more relieved. We had experienced the loss of our friends, but not our family. Look at what Colleen had gone through. Sam and Martha were bedrock. Amber ran the community. 

			Together we were making our lives mean something. Still, I expected that the others battled their own demons as I was battling mine. 

			“Listen. You saved us all. But you don’t have to do it every day. We can help you to help us. Tell Madison what you’ve got. I’ll announce it to the others and put you on light duty. Isn’t that what you military types call it?” I nodded. 

			“Big tough men, all of you. Get over yourselves.” With that, she punched me in the arm and whisked herself away, leaving me sitting in the ad hoc horse stable. It made me proud to think she thought that about me. I didn’t like seeing people suffer. I liked laughter and people having a purpose. Maybe helping our small community survive was more important than anything I had done in my previous life. By surviving each day, we earned another day to try for something a little bit better. We all carried the weight of the world on our shoulders, but it looked like what would fit in our own two hands. Maybe that wasn’t such a big weight after all. 

			Sam had joined Madison and the twins in feeding carrots to the horses. I expected that the horses would eat our entire crop if we let them. As I watched them from the doorway of the stable, Madison looked at me. She knew something was up. I couldn’t believe my initial plan was to not tell her. I waved her over. Sam waved, too, and then pointed to the twins and nodded. He would look after them.

			“My stomach’s pretty upset. Colleen said I have gastritis. Too much stress, so I’ll be hanging out on the recliner, watching TV.” I took a fake step away. That earned me a punch in the back. “Hey!”

			“I’m talking with Colleen to find out what’s really going on.” She wasn’t amused by my attempt to paper it over with humor.

			“I threw up blood. I feel like garbage.” 

			“I told you that you were driving yourself too hard. We are fine. We were fine hundreds of gallons of gas ago. We were fine ten cords of wood earlier. We were fine with one winter’s worth of canned vegetables. But no, twenty cords, a freezer full of beans, no place to put any more moose. What else do you think you need to do?” 

			“Sit back and watch TV?” My voice came out weaker than I had intended. “We will spend the next six months having fun and relaxing!” I proclaimed boldly. She smiled.

			“I’ll be lucky to get you to relax for six days.” 

		

	
		
			THE BIG RESTOCK

			 

			 

			Martha served up a fabulous lunch, but Colleen and Madison wouldn’t let me have any of the tomato sauce – too much acid. I had bread and some peanut butter. I had a big salad. I drank water. And I chowed a handful of Tums. 

			Colleen made her announcement regarding my light duty. Everyone agreed. They said nice things about me. I felt much better. My stomach felt better, too.

			I slid my chair over to Sam and Martha’s table and waved Jo over. “What do our supplies look like?” I knew the answer to the question, but I wanted to hear it out loud.

			“Almost out of everything that we didn’t grow or kill ourselves,” Jo responded. 

			“When I was on the west side of town last week, the Fred Meyer grocery store lost half its roof, but it was mostly intact. The caved-in part was alongside the grocery shelves.” I let that sink in. “It’s been almost a year. If we wait too long, dry goods will go to waste. The summer wasn’t too hot, so maybe we didn’t get too much spoilage.” I was being selfish as I really liked a good meal. I liked fresh-baked bread. I liked coffee. I liked a lot of things from the before time. And they were there for the taking.

			“You thinking a grocery run?” Jo was getting excited. She had been hired as a cook, but was a chef at heart. She could see the supplies in her mind. She was thinking about enlarging her culinary repertoire. 

			“I think we can do that. If it’s okay, Chuck, I’ll manage the food run. You can stay here and watch things. I haven’t been into the city yet. I think it’s my turn. We’ll be there and back in less than a day.” Sam was excited about a store run, too. 

			“Sam, the coffee aisle is outside the collapsed section of the roof.” I waited as his ears perked up. “It looked untouched.”

			“Now you know why I have to go,” Sam said with a laugh. “I think we’re running low.” Jo heard us and shook her head, holding her hand out, showing that we were stocked with cans of coffee above her head.

			Sam put together three teams driving all the vehicles, with the horse trailer and one flatbed trailer. They cleaned the trailers and truck beds and then gassed everything up. They would head out first thing in the morning. I asked that they keep spacing of maybe half a mile between the vehicles. I didn’t know if any bad guys were watching. A convoy might trigger an unwanted response from a Russian helicopter. 

			Madison watched me closely to make sure that I wasn’t going along. She wasn’t going either. She would stay to work with the twins and keep me out of trouble. Amber was staying. Felicia was staying. Chris wanted to go, but he usually didn’t speak up. So I asked him directly, and he confirmed that he would go if they needed him. 

			When we were on the run from the Russians, we took almost everyone from the Community for a short stay in our neighborhood. Outside of that, these people had been here for almost an entire year. Yes. Anyone who could go, should go. Everyone deserved a shopping trip. 

			I briefed everyone on the radiation threat, that they shouldn’t spend any more time outside than they absolutely had to. They should wear scarves or something over their faces while outside to reduce the risk from contaminated dust. 

			They could stop by our house on the way and get the Geiger counter so they could be more certain of the threat. I also asked that they put more gas in the generator and reserve tank, then fire it back up. Then we could stay a few more days without the freezer thawing. Lucas told me that he’d take care of it. 

			I spent the rest of the day doing very little. Floating in the indoor pool. Floating in the rock pool. Watching television. Reading to the twins. Talking with Sam. 

			And thinking. I was always thinking about the details of an operation. Before Sam left, I had suggested that he bring along some materials that they could use for bracing fallen beams and such and levers to move material out of the way. That might give them a little better access. Who knows, that last bag of flour might then be within reach. Or more likely, that bottom row of canned coffee was right there!

			Before they’d left, Sam had quipped, “If I see decaf, I think I’ll leave it. I don’t ever want to think that I’ll be so desperate for a cup of coffee that I’d be willing to drink decaf. I’d rather have a cup of Martha’s tea.” He looked around quickly to make sure she hadn’t heard him. “Don’t tell her that....”

		

	
		
			WE STAYED THE DAY

			 

			 

			We stayed the day together at Chena Hot Springs. My list of things to do was minimal and supposedly light, but nothing was easy.

			We fed the dogs, which was an exercise in complete chaos. Although we would put out enough moose meat and dry dog food (we had taken the Dog Musher’s complete stock earlier in the summer – I’m sure he would approve) for all the dogs, they all went after the first scoopful. I poured and jogged while Madison threw the strips of meat into the makeshift trough. They eventually spread out, but it was quite the ruckus. 

			Abigail told us we were down to less than fifty dogs. Natural selection, adventurism, whatever the reason. The remaining dogs were both loyal and hearty. She kept them in shape, using the wheeled sled to keep them familiar with the harness and their role in pulling the sled. Some of the dogs no longer liked to pull, so they weren’t hooked up. There were plenty who did though. The twins wanted to learn dog mushing, but they needed to get bigger. Abigail suggested that if we found children-sized dog sleds, she could rig a team of two or three dogs for the twins to learn to drive.

			That was an interesting concept. Dog mushing at three years old. What would have been unfathomable a year ago made sense now, and practical sense.

			The twins tried to help feed the dogs, but were mobbed, knocked down, and beat up as the hungry animals ripped the moose meat out of their small hands. At least no one was bitten. That happened the last time that they’d helped deliver the meat, but that taught them to be a little more respectful of what the dogs could do. 

			Then we went to the greenhouse and worked there for a bit. Felicia had everything under control. She gave us easy things to do. We didn’t have to plant anything, just water and pick the ripe vegetables. The Community had trimmed back on what they planted. Now, they had only three or four heads of lettuce ripen each day as opposed to a hundred a week when guests were still coming. Same for all the other vegetables, although with the horses, maybe they would need to ramp up production. The horses could eat a hundred heads of lettuce a week, along with the peppers, green beans, and anything else that would grow. But I’m sure Colleen had already thought about what the horses needed and put in her order.

			Nothing to worry about. Maybe another soak in the pool. This time, we took the twins with us. 

			It was very nice to relax. Felicia, Amber, and Martha were the only ones left behind besides us. Martha promised to make us lunch. 

			Amber was doing laundry. Everyone changed their own sheets, but they didn’t have to launder them. They piled things up and, as part of the work groups, people rotated through doing the laundry. They could do it all in a couple of loads, so people looked forward to getting this duty. It only took a few minutes’ worth of work over the course of two or three hours.

			We spun up the DVD player and watched the old animated Disney Pinocchio. The twins loved it. That made it a timeless classic. Next up would be Snow White, the original color animation. I was glad that the resort had these on hand. It always made for a nice visit.

			It also gave us time to think about how we were raising them. Movies represented a time to relax, maybe even learn to dream. The rest of the time, they were learning and doing. They were listening as we read and even trying to read for themselves. They were learning to build, even if it was only with their Legos. Light duty for me meant light duty for them, too. 

			Look at how far we had come as a family. I couldn’t imagine anything different or better. Maybe we had done what we could, but we needed the twins to grow up, be responsible. We never knew when they’d have to fill in for one of their parents.  

			Life was dangerous, though probably less dangerous than before, when they could have been run over in a parking lot. The dangers now were fewer by orders of magnitude. We weren’t exposed to disease, although I wasn’t sure about the mosquitoes in the summer. Who knew what they had gotten into?

			I couldn’t control that any more than I could control a wolf pack. Address it, and move on. We hadn’t seen the wolves since they had attacked the Dog Musher. I think my 45-70 had made an impression on them! 

			The movie credits rolled, and the twins cheered. Everyone loves a good story. I scooped them both into a big hug. If they were to tell their story, it would be a good one, wouldn’t it?

			“Let’s see what’s for lunch.” 

		

	
		
			THE HAUL

			 

			 

			It was a huge relief to hear the convoy pull back into the parking lot of the resort. They were honking their horns to get our attention. They hung out the open windows, yelling and cheering. We went outside, clapping and hollering. 

			From my initial impression, I couldn’t see what they hadn’t taken. It seemed like they had emptied the store. From fifty-pound bags of rice to small jars of pickle relish. They even had packs of tortillas. 

			I have to say that I was very happy to see case upon case of various salad dressings. I liked the fresh vegetables, but they needed a little extra something. I guess I was old school that way.

			Lucas made a beeline for Amber, while Sam went to Martha. Everyone hugged.  There is nothing like the pure joy of a successful hunt. They had gone on an adventure, to help themselves, to help us all. They had taken a risk going to town, but they’d won a victory for the Community. 

			Darren and Becca held hands, looking through the horse trailer. People had their personal favorites. I wondered what they had their eye on. 

			“Jerky,” Darren said as I looked questioningly at him. He pulled a pack out of his pocket and offered me a piece. I looked over my shoulder for Colleen. I didn’t see her. I took a piece. Jerky was timeless. I chewed it, savoring its salty goodness. 

			“What are you eating?” Colleen had materialized in front of me. I hadn’t realized that I had closed my eyes. I could only stammer. I kept chewing, so I could put the last piece in my mouth. Too late. She ripped it out of my hand. Madison appeared right behind her and glared at me. 

			“I, I, I....” I was at a complete loss for words. Darren shrugged. Some dog came running by and took the jerky right out of Colleen’s hand. He took off, chased closely by two other hungry dogs. 

			Jo took over and saved me from further embarrassment. 

			“All right, people! Let’s get this unloaded. We have a feast to prepare!” We lined up to pass boxes and bags into the storeroom. “Not you!” Jo shouted, pointing at me. 

			“I’m just getting the twins. That’s all. Everyone stop yelling at me.” I leaned down on one knee to scoop up the twins, but instead, got a face full of Husky. Then Phyllis jumped in, too. I herded our two dogs and the twins into the dining room. We needed some music. This was a celebration.

			I put on Led Zeppelin, their first album. I had all their albums on my phone, which I always had with me, although it was only on when I used it to play music. 

			My wallet was in my pocket, too. I wrapped my hand around it. It had a comforting feel. When this one wore out, what would I do? Probably sew it up and keep it going until it could go no further. The same thing I expected from myself.

		

	
		
			WINTER

			 

			 

			Winter came a full month after the great raid on the grocery store of Fred Meyer. We had gone back to our house and weren’t doing too much. We spent a lot of time playing outside with the twins. Since we had power, we used our blower to clean the leaves off of our driveway and out of our yard. I put my chainsaw to good use, knocking down a couple trees that we might have problems with in the winter. I didn’t care if any trees fell into power lines. That was a concern for a different era. The here and now depended on the integrity of our home and, secondarily, access to the road. 

			And at some point in the distant future, I would have to cut and split firewood. 

			Unless we moved to Chena Hot Springs. I knew we didn’t want to make the trek to Canada while the twins were still small. We also liked our home as it was, but were we so resistant to change that we maintained our home when the Community could use our help? We would have to talk about it. Our equipment would start breaking down. We’d run out of gas. We wouldn’t be able to maintain our home. Why wait until we had no choice? What kind of message did that send to our fellow survivors, our friends? 

			Colleen, Sam, and Martha had all moved to the Community. With each person, the Community became stronger. With the first child born, the Community would become a real place where children could grow up. 

			Which brought out something I was afraid of, that the twins would be denied the opportunity to find someone to share their lives with. I wanted more children to be born, and then they would have choices, assuming nothing else changed between now and when they hit that age. That was a long ways off. For it to come to fruition, we’d have to do as Sam suggested. Plan for tomorrow; live for today.

			I checked the snow machines, oiled them, charged the batteries, and took each for a test drive. Everything was in good working order. The belts were in good shape. Although we’d ridden them one hundred miles every weekend last winter, they weren’t hard miles. We didn’t drive them over rocks or into gullies. We kept to the roads, and that kept our snow machines in good shape.

			During the down time between summer and winter, I fabricated better sleighs to tow behind the sleds. These were bigger, without being wider. There was a better place for the dogs to sit, while still having enough room for cargo. These were the things I had wanted last winter when we made do with what we had. This winter, we were in a better place.

			The wood burner worked well to heat the house, although it took quite a bit to get used to cooking on it. We had many an undercooked or overcooked meal before we learned. 

			We still had propane, thanks to the gas station, but that might not last the winter. We still kept it as a backup. 

			We ran the generator for a few hours in the morning and then again in the evening. We didn’t run it overnight. We used rechargeable flashlights for light the rest of the time. We didn’t need to charge a battery to run the pellet stove. The wood burner didn’t use electricity. In other words, we didn’t need to run the generator at all, although it was nice having running water.  

			The outhouse would never make for a comfortable reading room. When it was warm enough to relax, the bugs were out. When there were no bugs, it was cold. It took all the fun out of taking care of business. 

			I never was able to figure out how to pump the septic, but we probably only had six or seven months of use on it, so we could probably get through this winter without any problem. I didn’t want to risk a backup or a break in the line. We’d do without indoor plumbing except as a last resort.

		

	
		
			STAY OR GO?

			 

			 

			That still did not help me understand why we were so determined to stay in our house. A year after the detonation, we knew what we needed to survive. It wasn’t much from the past. Arms and ammunition, seeds, food, water, fuel. Maslow comes to mind. Artwork, trinkets, souvenirs, Marine Corps memorabilia. None of it mattered in this new world. 

			We may find ourselves spending more and more time at the resort, until one day, we simply don’t come back to the house. Our house wasn’t built for living long term without electricity. 

			It was soon to be a relic of a more technological time. As were we. The twins could be the foundation of a new generation that needed no electricity. 

			The most important thing was that they were happy. This is the lesson that I constantly relearned. When we beat back one threat to us, I looked for the next. I looked to build one good thing on another, never satisfied with reaching a goal. There would always be a new goal, and it would be just out of reach. That was my personal problem, and I wrestled with it daily. Madison knew it was there, tormenting me. 

			We couldn’t make our house anything like what the Community had. We could live alone, but if we were able to shape our interactions with others, then we could be true to ourselves. True to our introverted selves, that is, while still contributing. It offered us the opportunity to balance our privacy with our commitment to the group. It offered us the chance to raise our twins in a way where they could choose friends, family, and strangers.

			Our dogs were pack animals though. They seemed to thrive in the chaos of the sled-dog pack. 

			Last year, when we made the decision to stay, we didn’t have as much information as we did now. 

			If we left today to winter over in the Community, the only thing I would feel bad about was all the work that we’d done to get ready to spend winter in our home. That wasn’t time ill spent. It gave us options and, in this world, options are good. If you had no options, then you would be forced onto a path you may not like. So our preparations were sound. We could transport a great deal of the food to the Community, so it wouldn’t go to waste. 

			I had learned what it took to garden and grow, can and freeze. We had all learned, and that made the time spent even better. We’d given ourselves options and the ability to give ourselves more options in the future. I’d talk to Madison and see what she thought.

		

	
		
			THE BABY

			 

			 

			As October approached November, the Community buzzed with anticipation. According to Colleen, Amber was progressing nicely. And she now had company because Becca was now pregnant, too, and due in May. 

			Everyone pitched in to set up one of the guest rooms as a birthing room. It had a cooktop to heat water, plenty of extra towels, an oversized Jacuzzi tub, and all the medical supplies that Colleen thought she needed. She had never delivered a baby before, but she had brought her books and studied up. 

			The first false labor came at three in the morning. Everyone jumped to it, groggily at first, but after spending the next three hours in the birthing room, the contractions went away, and most people staggered back to their beds to get more sleep. It was still dark, of course. This was Alaska in the winter. Sunrise was probably closer to ten a.m. Did we remember to do the daylight-savings thing? Maybe we had no idea what time it really was.

			Amber’s water broke two days later, again at three a.m. The baby was coming.

			Amber was howling in pain. Lucas was a wreck. Colleen’s nerves were frayed, and she was tired because she hadn’t caught up on sleep from their trial run. Jo helped with filling the tub, but it wasn’t going fast enough, so she started yelling at Lucas, who was by this time completely incapacitated. Abigail had practiced as Amber’s Lamaze coach, but she was nowhere to be found. 

			We were at home when this all happened, so we heard it secondhand. 

			In the end, Colleen lost her patience and chased everyone out of the birthing room except for Lucas. She had to grab him by both arms and shake him like a rag doll. 

			“Your job is to hold her hand. That’s it. Now do it!” Colleen screamed in his face. 

			“I think I’m gonna puke,” Lucas mumbled weakly. 

			“If you puke, aim it that way.” She pointed away from where she was working. “And then I will punch you in the face as hard as I can!” 

			“I’m here for you,” Amber gasped between contractions. Then squeezed Lucas’s hand to the breaking point as another contraction wracked her body. The pain took away his nausea. He locked eyes with Amber and attempted to soothe her. Colleen was happy that he had pulled his head out of his butt and started to help. He had the easiest job. She would still probably kick him later. 

			“That’s it, that’s it. I see the baby’s head!” Colleen exclaimed. “One big push. Now!” After the head, Colleen helped work the shoulder out, and then the rest of the baby’s body followed. The little girl started crying as Colleen wrapped her in a soft towel. She supported the baby’s head and carefully handed her to Amber. “Say good morning to your daughter.” 

			And that’s when Lucas passed out cold. Colleen kicked his leg out of the way as she helped adjust Amber into a sitting position. Amber looked alarmed.

			“Don’t worry about him. He’ll be fine.” Colleen waved dismissively. “Men.....”

		

	
		
			CHRISTMAS

			 

			 

			We decided that we would move to Chena Hot Springs, but after Christmas. We were very comfortable as the generator supplied the power that helped heat and pump the water that allowed us to use the inside toilets and the shower. We were warm and clean.

			I didn’t think we needed to top last year’s heart pendants that we gave the twins. Christmas wasn’t about giving bigger and better. We’d had that conversation last year. How well I remembered how Charles had turned me in for feeding him McDonald’s French fries. 

			The twins were a mature three, going on four. They would now have to act as older cousins for Amber and Lucas’s daughter, Diane. They had responsibilities. We thought that was good for them. 

			Maybe our one present was something we could do for the new parents. The resort had cribs for guests with babies, but didn’t have a changing table. I knew where nice changing tables were located. We could get one and refinish it, personalize it for Lucas and Amber. It would take work, but it was something that we could do as a family.

			When we talked, we wholeheartedly agreed that our present would be a changing table. Madison also suggested a rocking chair. We would give presents to others this year, not to ourselves. We had everything we needed, and even everything we wanted, although I would always want just a little more for my family, something just a little bit better, although they didn’t care about that. 

			We missed Thanksgiving. We hadn’t thought about it. So we decided to make Christmas a celebration of thanks. We were thankful for everything we had. We were healthy. We had not needed to fight off any wild animals so far that year. The twins were growing and contributing. Sam and Martha had become like the parents we left behind in the other world. We had grown very close to them. The twins had even started calling them Grandma and Grandpa. When at the resort, we were surrounded by good people. We were thankful for that.

			We’d prepare one final feast at our home. We had some potatoes from the Community, along with carrots and onions. We had a moose roast that we could cook in the oven. In the time before, we had a magnificent kitchen. We had a number of different crock pots and roasters. We had a pan for every occasion and almost any kitchen utensil you could dream of. In the end, we went with a few cast iron pieces that worked well on the wood stove. It would be a treat to dig into our repertoire of goodies for one last hurrah.

			We’d clean up, put everything away, and leave the house to freeze. We wouldn’t lose what was important. We’d make trips back to pick up stuff and transport it to the Hot Springs, eventually moving everything we could use. 

			And with that, we had a plan and a new direction. Was it really a new direction? Most likely it was more of what we liked, with less of what we didn’t. Maybe we were surrendering to my need for civilization. Manual labor was hard enough without the assistance of power tools. I couldn’t imagine having to cut firewood without a chainsaw or electric log splitter. I dreaded the thought. 

			We wouldn’t have to worry about that at the Hot Springs. We knew the routine, and it was time consuming, but not anywhere near as physically demanding as what we needed to do to maintain our own home.  

			Our Christmas would be about bringing joy to others. We would go through our stuff and see what would make good presents for them. And then we’d have to get on that changing table so it would be ready in time to bring some joy to the new parents, although I expect a good night’s sleep would bring more joy than a changing table. With our gift, we would empathize, and the twins could take their rightful place as the over-protective cousins.

		

	
		
			THE BIG MOVE

			 

			 

			We had enough food and fuel to last us through the winter, but we were leaving almost all of it behind. This was therapy for me regarding working for better. Work hard, and when better appears, seize it, even if that isn’t what you were working hard at initially. My stomach started churning again. I needed to get my priorities straight, reconcile what was most important, and not worry about work done that seemed wasted.

			Look at how excited the twins were. They didn’t care where they slept each night. They wanted to see the surprise on Amber’s and Lucas’s faces when we presented the changing table. They wanted to work in the stables every day, taking care of the horses and maybe even learn to ride on their own. They wanted to build their own dog-mushing teams. Madison was happy that they were happy. She was also happy that I wouldn’t be alone when working. There would always be someone nearby to check on me. My stomach issue scared her, but she didn’t admit it. I didn’t tell anyone that it was acting up again. At the Hot Springs, it would be easier to stick with a non-offensive diet. 

			So we loaded everything into the sleighs, and we were traveling heavy. The dogs were squeezed into one crate because the other sleigh was loaded with a changing table and a rocking chair, both wrapped together in a blue tarp and tied down tightly. We had gifts of all shapes and sizes piled in the back. We had some clothes. We each had a child perched on the seat in front of us. We didn’t want to stress out our snow machines, so we traveled at about half speed. The snow wasn’t very deep. We didn’t want any accidents. 

			It was our longest trip yet, and I was more than ready to get off the snow machine when we finally pulled in. Madison was too. Phyllis and Husky were beside themselves as we got mobbed by the sled dogs when we arrived. We turned Phyllis and Husky loose into the middle of kicked-up snow, yipping, and flying fur. 

			We wanted to warm up before we unloaded anything, so we went into the dining room. It was just after lunch on Christmas Day. We had left home when it became light outside, but with the solstice recently behind us, we were limited to about four hours of quasi-daylight. We’d used up the majority of that time getting here.

			“We expected to see you here yesterday,” a tired Amber said as we arrived. She had her sleeping baby cradled in her arms. 

			“We thought we’d wait until Christmas to arrive,” I answered as we continued taking off coats and other layers.

			“Christmas was yesterday.” 

			Without missing a beat, Madison chimed in. “Orthodox Christmas isn’t for another two weeks, so we could be way early.” She smiled and held out her arms for the baby, whom Amber readily surrendered. The baby remained asleep. This was the danger zone. I was torn about taking a turn. I could only lose. If the baby woke up, I would be a buffoon. I couldn’t risk it. I paid closer attention to getting the twins ready to grab some lunch. They each wanted to get in close to the baby. Their mother accommodated them by leaning down. 

			“Not sure how we could have gotten that wrong. Our smart phones are still pretty smart. They wouldn’t have led us astray.” I powered mine up. I’ll be damned – December 26. I showed it to Madison. “See! I told you Christmas was yesterday.” She looked at me, sighed, and then shook her head and went back to showing the baby to the twins. 

			I went outside. I wanted to get the gifts for the others out of the weather. I took the blue tarp off and manhandled the changing table inside. It should have been lighter. Same thing for the rocking chair. I put them in the alcove of the gift shop and covered them back up with the tarp. I brought in a fairly large bag that contained our gifts for everyone else. 

			I put the bag behind the desk at the lodge entrance. 

			We talked to Amber about joining the Community permanently. She reassured us that we were more than welcome, with only one condition. She made me promise that I wouldn’t let Lucas go up in the airplane again. There was nothing to worry about on that point.

			We moved into our room, which the group had kept for us throughout everything. We still had the honeymoon suite, although we had tried to give it up on a number of occasions over the past year. The group gave us credit for getting rid of John and helping to bring harmony to the Community. We appreciated it and felt most at home in this one room. Plus, it had the oversized shower for couples. It was hard to turn that down. Really hard.

			When everyone rolled in for dinner, we greeted them with a hearty Merry Christmas, followed by my explanation of the time warp that cost us a day somewhere. Jo rolled out yet another wondrous meal, owing to the extra supplies from the great raid on Fred Meyer. We insisted that we would clean up, but first, we had some things to give out. 

			I had raided my military memorabilia for unique and small souvenirs that we could tell a story about as part of the gift. I started with Darren, as the hunter. I gave him a Ka-Bar fighting knife from my time in the Marine Corps. Its leather sheath was worn shiny. I had tied paracord to the tip of the sheath so I could keep the knife secured against my leg while crawling through the brush. I had sharpened it to a razor’s edge. It was the knife of a warrior. That wasn’t whom I was anymore, but Darren would go to the ends of the earth to find game to feed us all. I also gave him extra boxes of rounds for his rifle. It was all the 300 Win mag shells I could find. 

			For Becca, we brought one of Madison’s old camouflaged uniforms, including a field jacket with liner, along with UnderArmor to wear as a base layer. As a hunter, she needed the best to keep her warm while she stalked her prey. Becca appreciated the extra clothes. She’d been making do with clothes not tailored for hunting. We thought she deserved better than that. 

			For Jo, we brought our Pampered Chef utensil collection. There was even a pickle grabber. It was an eclectic mix of niche kitchen items. She beamed as she thought of uses for each.

			We had something for each member of the group, even Sam and Martha, although they said that their joining the Community was the best Christmas gift they could have gotten. I suspected it was second best – word that their kids were okay was probably at the top of the list. I gave Sam a special Marine Corps Ball coin, commemorating the values of the Corps. It was small, but it meant a great deal to me. Sam hadn’t served, but he understood. We gave Martha two tea infusers, along with the rest of our loose leaf tea.  She insisted that she would share with Madison every day until the tea was gone.

			We saved the changing table and rocking chair for last. Amber and Lucas had undergone a monumental change in their lives over the past year. From two people working at a resort, to new parents helping to lead the Community. I’m not sure if they could have been happier with the furniture. We even had the height right to minimize the stress on their backs when changing little Diane. Unfortunately, we couldn’t provide any disposable diapers. They were stuck with cloth, but at least they had access to a washer and dryer. 

			With that, we toasted to our friendship and the great things that our combined futures held. We depended on one another, and that meant I could sleep soundly at night. These were good people who would look out for us all.

		

	
		
			IT WENT BY FAST

			 

			 

			Our first winter as full-time members of the Community went by in a blur. Amber tried to make a motion that I be made Mayor. I politely declined. I would become a tyrant, something I feared. I also had my gastritis under control, and I wanted to keep it under control. 

			I dabbled in a little bit of everything, including writing our memoirs. I interviewed everyone to document their backgrounds as a part of the Community’s history. We even did a presentation on the big screen television where everyone cheered and added more anecdotes.

			Madison was occupied building a full curriculum of classes. The twins would need formal schooling soon because they turned four toward the end of that winter. Madison refused to compromise on this point. As the children grew up, they needed to get a base education, most importantly in how we learn. Then they would learn critical thinking. With her plan, they would complete their college-level educations by the time they were in their mid-teens. I didn’t try to dissuade her. This was her forte.  If anyone could pull that off, it would be her. 

			I remained constantly alert for aircraft. I couldn’t believe that we had only been targeted one time and that the Russians were so easily lured away. There was something going on that I could not figure out. Maybe there was some clause regarding the joint U.S./Russian security of the demilitarized zone. Maybe they had handed it over to the lawyers to work out, so it would probably be a quagmire forever. 

			Maybe they would forget about us as people lost interest in the wilds of Alaska. They were probably rebuilding. If Washington had been hit, then that would take priority. Had to take care of the politicians first. I suspected that I would speculate for years and never come to the right conclusion. As long as they didn’t bother us, we were free to make up any stories that fit the few facts we had.

			Martha left us that winter. She passed away in her sleep, Sam beside her. It was tough seeing an old man cry, so we cried with him. We put her body in the ice museum until we could dig a proper grave. Sam visited her often, while spending a great deal of time whittling a grave marker for her. It turned out to be a magnificent sculpture and was a proper tribute to her and to his love for her. 

			Besides Martha, we had no other surprises that winter. We had plenty of food, and everything worked like it was supposed to work. Sam’s loss probably encouraged him to increase what he felt he needed to pass on regarding engineering in general and the systems at Chena Hot Springs in particular. He knew about small engines. We temporarily lost one of our snow machines that I was attempting to overhaul under Sam’s watchful eye. I learned a great deal, but we had to completely tear it apart after I had it all together because of something I had done wrong. Who could have known that if you didn’t get the keyhole retainer right, the engine wouldn’t run....

			Diane was five months old when Becca and Darren’s baby was born. He was a strapping lad with lungs on him that could have given bagpipes a run for their money. Everyone got to share in the experience whenever little Bill woke up hungry. I called him Master William as he had the voice that could call moose from two hills away. When he grew up, we wouldn’t let him forget what he did to the Community’s calm. Abigail said that she could hear him from the kennel, so she took to sleeping with the windows closed.

			The twins turned four right around Bill’s birthday. We had a big celebration, that included presenting the twins with their own mini dog sleds that Sam and I had constructed from birch boughs.

			We made a few runs back to our home to pick up other things and supplement the already abundant food supply at the Hot Springs. More than a year later, I still had a number of specialty mustards at home. I eventually brought all of these, too, as they made our moose burgers unique. 

			In the background, we almost always started or ended an evening with REM’s “It’s the End of the World as We Know It.” And I felt fine. 

			I made sure that I touched my wife whenever I was near her. We would hold hands while eating, so I learned to eat left-handed. I committed to this physical link of what it meant to live for today, while planning for tomorrow. Why eat if there wasn’t going to be a tomorrow? We worked with the twins on one thing or another. They were learning to hold their own when they went outside. 

			The sled dogs created a certain amount of chaos at all times. The twins learned karate moves to deflect a dog’s energy past them and then kept walking as if nothing had happened. 

			Despite our best efforts at controlling breeding, we had three litters of puppies that spring, not the least of which was from Husky. She hadn’t been spayed by the time we rescued her, so she was an open target. Not sure which of the males was the father, I gave them all a good tongue lashing when we realized Husky was pregnant with a litter. 

			Eventually, Abigail corralled the dogs and tied them back to their posts. The number of adult dogs had dropped to about forty, and we had twenty-four puppies. Those little fellows were cute as can be. Phyllis adopted all the litters, although she deferred to the mothers. She still took it upon herself to provide some training to the little ones. Once they were mobile, they would mob the Alpha. I don’t know if that was a motherly instinct or what, but Phyllis took it all in stride and played her role well. We did have to bandage her tail more than once. A pit bull’s tail isn’t furry like an Alaskan husky’s. It seemed like the puppies made it a game of trying to bite Phyllis’ tail. More than one puppy got nipped when it got caught.

			Returning the dogs to the kennel created a new calm at the resort. You didn’t have to watch your step or be on the lookout for getting bowled over whenever you went outside. 

		

	
		
			BECOMING MORE ISOLATED

			 

			 

			We lost one of the snow machines on a run back to our home. I think we blew the engine. It made for a short trip as we piled on one sled and its towed sleigh for a return trip back to the Hot Springs. We figured this was the start of many vehicle failures. None of them had been serviced for at least a year and a half. They would fail, and we couldn’t replace them. As the gas started to get bad, they would fail more quickly. Our time with gas-powered machines was drawing to a close.

			With an eye toward a final trip, we took all the wheeled vehicles we had and, once the snow cleared sufficiently, we made one last run to Fred Meyer to clean out the store. We tried other places as well, taking everything that wasn’t nailed down. It took two trips, and when we called it a day, there wasn’t much left of value in the small slice of the city that remained. We cleaned out the pharmacy at Walgreens. Maybe Colleen could set up something like a formal clinic for us. With our growing population, who knew what would crop up.

			As we transitioned toward summer, we needed to look at the myriad of things that we needed to do to get ready for winter. It wasn’t as daunting here since we had power. There were fireplaces, but they were more for show. We didn’t need to put up much split firewood. All the wood we needed could be done in a single day. 

			The big event was fixing the roof of our main lodge. We only had three ladders and no shingles. None of the places in Fairbanks that would have had shingles survived. We had to go “shopping,” in my use of the term, elsewhere. There was a small subdivision that had been under construction in Two Rivers, only about thirty-five miles away. We took the convoy to see what was available. Sam looked like a kid in a candy store. He had clearly gotten over his aversion to taking other people’s stuff. I wondered how the insurance companies were handling the complete write off of a state? “Sorry, war clause, no money for you....”

			When we talked about the new homes being built, we envisioned something a little different. We were thinking that we’d whip in, take building supplies that were neatly piled, and then return home. But Fairbanks had been attacked at the end of November, which meant new construction had already been underway for a while. The roofs were finished, and the houses were already enclosed. We’d have to take the shingles down, one by one. If we wanted anything else, we’d have to dismantle the house. Emma volunteered to take word back to the Hot Springs, while the rest of us determined to stay as long as it took to get what we needed.

			Three days, four stitched-up cuts, and two mashed fingers later, we had our vehicles loaded. I gave the finger to the construction site and was glad that I’d never have to look at it again. We were hungry, thirsty, and tired. Most importantly, we hadn’t repaired our own roof yet. 

			When we did get things set up, it went quickly. Everyone helped. Jo even set up a barbecue outside. Not having dogs running everywhere had its benefits. Although we all loved the dogs and most visited the kennels daily, there was a serenity in not having their hungry eyes watching every bite you took. 

			We built a scaffolding first, and then a couple of us worked the old tiles off. Sam led the process of putting the new tiles on. No one was overworked, and, at the end, I took the time to enjoy an ice cold beer. I usually didn’t drink. One beer made me feel bad, so I didn’t have a second.

			These things kept us close. How much did companies pay to create artificial team-building events? Here, we were getting the ultimate experience. We still found some petty things to create conflict, but they went away quickly. 

			Becca heard someone call Bill “that little hell spawn,” and she was miffed for a few days. But Bill made everything right by finally sleeping through the night. After everyone got more sleep, things calmed down quickly.

			People settled in to doing the things that needed done, helping one another with chores, and just being friendly. It reminded me of episodes of Gunsmoke or Little House on the Prairie. Everyone knew everyone else, and most people liked and looked out for one another. 

			We had plenty of food. We committed to learning what it would take to make flour since fresh bread was always a highlight. Sam and I spent a lot of time wandering the hillsides, talking about it and other things. We also figured that we would need animal transport at some point. Sled dogs were fine in the winter, but in the summers, we’d need horses. 

			Unfortunately, Colleen’s horses were all mares. We had to take a lesson from the natives, which meant capturing caribou and domesticating them. That would be tough. We’d have to do it if we wanted milk, unless wild cows were running around somewhere. Doubtful as they couldn’t survive the harsh cold. Maybe we could try domesticating moose. Alaskan natives had done it at one point. I’d seen pictures at the University. 

		

	
		
			ANOTHER YEAR

			 

			 

			The second summer turned into the third winter, which transitioned to the third summer. We ran out of flour, salad dressing, mustard, barbecue sauce, and those things that add flare to the meal. We learned that everything tasted great without the extras, although that didn’t keep us from trying to make our own condiments. 

			It took a few tries to make our own vinegar. After that, we set up a mini-vinegar factory to make the one thing we could use for everything, from cleaning to making our own salad dressing. We had to be careful with the dressing. Our vinegar had a hearty kick.

			The Community adopted the babies, so no one had to raise their children alone. Diane was a cute little girl, shy and really smart. Bill was Bill. He was precocious and always in motion. We had to take turns watching him because he wore everyone out. He loved the hills, taking after his parents even at an age where he hadn’t been walking for long. I swear he went from crawling to running in the course of a week. 

			Emma and Jo wanted to have a baby of their own, so they contracted with Chris. It was the twenty-first century, and although there was no anonymity, they were all very adult about it. It didn’t take long, and Emma became pregnant. At the same time, Colleen became pregnant. Although Chris had been spending more and more time at the stables, it was interesting that no one realized that they had become a couple. Colleen was about fifteen years older than Chris, but in the Community, character trumped all. Chris was probably the best of us. He didn’t complain. Unless you looked closely, you didn’t see that he worked harder than anyone. He was quiet, and often we let him sit outside a conversation. That reflected on us, not him. He was better than that. He was better than us.

			In the third year, Amber and Sam asked him to be Mayor. He didn’t want to accept, but we supported the motion so strongly that we left him with little choice. He was a natural leader, and his motives were always what was best for the Community. That was also what made Amber so effective. We had foisted the role of Mayor on her, too. I liked our version of elections. One should always be suspect of a person who wants to be elected into a public-service position. I don’t believe anyone is that selfless. If they were, they would already be contributing to the greater good without having to stand up before God and the world to extoll their own virtues.  

			Amber was happy to step back and, with Madison’s help, become one of our teachers. We didn’t call any of it daycare. We were raising the children to be productive members of our small society. I could not have been more proud of my family and the role that they played.

			The twins were growing up in a world that we had never envisioned for them. There were sixteen of us and that was every human being that they knew. They knew all the dogs by name. Husky’s puppies weren’t good as sled dogs since they were a little too beefy, so the twins each adopted one as their own. Having four dogs in our rooms was a bit much, so we acquired two small rooms in the lodge and gave the twins their own rooms. That was an interesting development, which led to room inspections, which led to some wailing and gnashing of teeth, which led to fewer room inspections. It was surprising that we had raised slobs. I take no credit for that.

			We left the resort only a couple times that third summer. It was becoming too risky. The Jeeps were dead. The trucks were mostly dead. No one wanted to break down fifty miles from the resort. We always took bicycles with us when we left, just in case our last two vehicles went belly up. We weren’t opposed to walking, but why, if you didn’t have to?

			We were more successful at fishing that third summer. We drove a dog team down the road, using the wheeled sleds. That was a wild ride, but it got us where we wanted to go. The stream was cold and clear. Since it hadn’t been fished for a few years, the grayling had grown numerous. We even found deeper holes where rainbows were hanging out. It was nice taking a big haul of fish back to the Community. We even had enough to share with the dogs. They deserved a treat after dragging us down there and back.

			After Martha passed away, Sam seemed to age quickly. Although he had fewer and fewer chores, he tried to work even harder. At the end of the third summer, his heart finally gave out. We dug his grave next to Martha’s. We set some wood aside for a monument that we’d work on over the winter. He deserved it. He deserved a nice monument next to the one he had carved for Martha. 

			The twins were more torn up than I would have thought. Sam and Martha had only been in their lives for the last couple years, but in their view they had just lost the last of the only grandparents they had known. They were too young when they met our parents to remember them. 

			To get them out of their funk, we constantly bombarded them with questions about what Sam taught them about this or that. Sure. We put him on a pedestal for them, but he was on one for us, too. He’d had a gentle way of sharing his in-depth knowledge of any topic. He was the encyclopedia to which we no longer had access. 

			With Sam’s passing, I became the grand old man of the Community. I had been before Sam and Martha joined us, but after that, Sam showed the power of a true patriarch. I would always pale in his shadow, and I was good with that. Everyone has their unique gifts. I wouldn’t let us down, but I wasn’t Sam. 

			So we moved forward with more canning, more creative condiment development, broader growing, and still no flour. We’d have to figure that out.

			We captured two caribou. Females keep their antlers throughout the winter so they can protect their food supply from the lazy males. Ours were female. We were so happy when we finally got them in the enclosed pasture with the horses. One problem though. Whenever we tried to interact with them, well, they had antlers and weren’t afraid to use them. I got my head racked pretty hard once. I woke up back at the lodge with Madison looking at me, wearing a worried expression. I had twelve stitches to remind me that domesticating a wild animal could be dangerous. I pitied the person who tried to milk one.

			We had plenty of meat and plenty of vegetables. The geothermal power plant continued to work well. Sam had trained all of us on the system, so we knew what to look out for. As long as we had power, we had it all.

		

	
		
			JUST BECAUSE YOU’RE PARANOID DOESN’T MEAN THEY AREN’T WATCHING YOU

			 

			 

			I was always wary. Charles and Aeryn probably thought I was a bit of a nut, looking at the horizon. Stopping and listening. “Dad!” 

			They were learning to hunt. They were skilled in the woods. They were five going on six years old, but they were seasoned in what hunting was all about. They said prayers over the downed animal. They respected the sacrifice. Their little hands were more adept at intricate skinning than I was. They could field dress a moose, with help, as a moose was simply too big for them to lift even a single leg. 

			Our fourth winter arrived as winter always did in Alaska. A little here, a little there, a brief respite, and then snow and lots of cold. 

			Unfortunately, unwanted company arrived as we approached the winter solstice. 

			We saw the jets before we heard them. A flight of two, they looked Russian to me, maybe MiG-27s. They made one pass relatively slowly. We hadn’t practiced our emergency evacuation in a long time. I hoped that everyone remembered what we used to do. I was outside and immediately raised the alarm. Others heard me and picked it up. People poured outside and raced for the nearest woods. I saw the twins running ahead of Madison with the dogs close on their heels. Emma was very pregnant and making the best time she could. I ran back to help Jo with her and we all waddled and frog marched as fast as we could. Colleen and Chris were at the stable on the other end of the runway. I hoped they were able to take cover.

			The second pass was coming in much faster. We pushed Emma to the ground and shielded her with our bodies. We never saw the bombs drop, only felt the concussion and the debris as our world was blown apart. We shook ourselves off and continued to the woods. Emma was in a bad way. I thought she might be going into labor. 

			The jets made one more pass, dropping one bomb each which leveled most of the remaining compound. We waited in the woods, huddled together for warmth. Not all of us had jackets on. I was proud that people remembered what I’d tried to teach after our first encounter with the military. Time was more critical than any one thing. Get out first, we’ll figure out the rest later. 

			We had put together a cache of goods at the yurt on the hill. The couples all ended up there for a night away on occasion, so it didn’t hurt having extra stuff that anyone could use. 

			Last time, the helicopters arrived about five hours after the jets. I didn’t know if the helicopters were coming or not, but didn’t feel like they would. If the helicopters were coming, they would have no need to level the compound. I figured that they simply wanted us to not exist. Maybe the negotiations for the territory had finally concluded. I could see our government caving, believing that no one was alive. It seemed that the Russians were trying to make our nonexistence a reality. 

			In any case, we couldn’t stay here. We made a stretcher out of two poles and two coats and carried Emma to the stables. Terrified horses had bolted, knocking the door down. They were still running mad in the pasture. Our two caribou were gone. I expected the fence was down somewhere. 

			Colleen took over with Emma, trying to calm her down. Jo was helping. There was no room for the rest of us. We went back to the compound. Chris continued to the kennels to check on Abigail. 

			There wasn’t much left. We found things we could use as rags, some frozen food that we could salvage. None of our canned goods survived. Canning was a misnomer as we used only glass jars. They couldn’t withstand the concussion from the bombs.

			We had to decide on a course of action, just like last time. Stay or go? 

		

	
		
			WE CAN’T STAY

			 

			 

			We lost one of our own in the bombing, a minor miracle and a tragedy at the same time. Felicia had been in the greenhouse. When we found her, there wasn’t much left. The greenhouse had provided no protection from the bomb blast.

			We broke up into two groups. One was at the stable helping Colleen with Emma. The other was at the kennel where the building was still mostly intact. One side of the structure leaned, but had gone as far as we thought it would. A number of dogs had succumbed to falling debris. Abigail was in tears. 

			I looked to Chris. “What do you think, wild man?” He looked out over the kennel. Even now, he didn’t look rattled. 

			“Are they coming back?” Then he added, “What do we have left?” He had gone straight to the kennel, not looking closely at the destruction in the main compound. 

			“I don’t think they’ll be coming back. Why? No power. No food. No water. No shelter.” I was not trying to be dramatic, but it came across that way. He narrowed his eyes as he looked at me. “It’s all gone.”

			Chris moved over to Abigail, who had survived it all without a scratch.

			“Abigail,” he said softly, putting a hand on her shoulder to get her attention. She looked at him, trying to blink the tears away. “How many dog sleds can we run if we hook them all up?” We had all trained somewhat with dog mushing, but we had very few lead dogs. 

			“Let’s get the sleds out and start hooking up the dogs. I think it’s time to leave, and we have a long ways to go,” Chris said calmly, but with determination. The decision was made. 

			We all pitched in getting things ready. We were able to save a couple of the less injured dogs. The others had to be put down. I took care of that myself, remembering a long time before when I had put down a dog in a house not far from our own using the same pistol. 

			I had a good deal of ammunition left because I stored all of it in our long-dead Jeep at the side of the compound. The Jeep had come through the explosions with scratches and dents only. The buildings on the other hand succumbed instantly to the high explosives. 

			I had all of our traveling kit in the Jeep, a tent, sleeping bags, some bottled water, “shopping” tools, our little BioLite camp stove, and other such items. We had carried this kit for years, not ever needing it. We didn’t want to ever have to use it, but unfortunately, now it would get its chance to help save our lives. I pulled out the two duffels containing our gear and put them on the hood of the Jeep. 

			I turned back to look at the compound and watched the glow from our smoldering home for just a minute. There was nothing to do there. It was time to get to work to ensure our survival.

		

	
		
			TODAY’S MY BIRTHDAY

			 

			 

			Emma was in a great deal of pain. She wasn’t communicating, so all Colleen could do was make her press forward with the birth. She put a blanket down and tried to make Emma as comfortable as possible. The baby was coming, no matter what. 

			Jo held a flashlight, but she was shaking badly. Madison was doing all she could to try to calm Emma down. Colleen knew something was wrong when blood came out the birth canal. They needed the baby out now. Because of the light, she couldn’t see the top of the head. She felt Emma’s abdomen and it seemed like the baby was in the right position. 

			“Push!” she yelled. “Push!” The head started to appear and Colleen helped guide the baby out. The placenta had broken apart during the events of the day and that was the blood and gore that preceded the baby. Emma calmed immensely after the delivery of her little boy. He had a blend between her pale skin and Chris’ dark skin. He had a full head of curly black hair. Covered in afterbirth, he was a mess, but a beautiful mess that Jo and Emma were proud to call theirs. 

			Colleen was worn out. She was about eight months pregnant herself and this had been a trying day. She staggered away, bundled herself up, and fell asleep in the corner of the stable.

			Little Tony was a trooper from the word go. It seemed that he had had plenty of the birthing business and fell fast to sleep after he was cleaned and fed. Emma fell asleep with him. Jo wasn’t much better off, but we needed her help. We needed to get ready to go.

		

	
		
			MUSHING THE BACK COUNTRY

			 

			 

			We were able to hook up five sleds, although Abigail wasn’t certain about their effectiveness. She had two strong teams. The twins each had their own six-dog teams pulling small sleds, Husky’s puppies being half of their teams. They were fun to watch, but this was going to be real. The worst that could happen was that we had to abandon their sleds and some of the dogs. No one wanted that, but we couldn’t stay. With the twins driving their own teams, we gave twelve more dogs a chance to live.

			The third big team was mostly untrained, but without the extra sled, we couldn’t carry everyone and our supplies.

			I would lead the way in my stalwart snow machine, the one that Sam had me tear apart over and over. I knew the machine, and I knew it would run. I filled the sleigh with five-gallon cans of gasoline. If we were able to stick with the shortest route, we only needed to cover a few hundred miles to reach Canada. The towns of Boundary, Forty Mile, or even Dawson awaited us. 

			We hoped.

			Jo helped us gather what food items we could find. We did not have very much. We needed the stores at the yurt on the hill. I took the snow machine on a quick trip. I filled the sleigh with blankets, food, and drinks. It still wasn’t very much. We needed water. We had smoked moose at the kennel for the dogs. It would feed us, too, because it had to.

			We needed to head east, northeast. If we hit the Yukon River, we could follow that into Canada. It would be longer that way, but manageable. I needed to be able to navigate the route, in the dark of winter. My stomach twisted into a knot. 

			I wasn’t confident that I could do it. I met with Darren and Becca. They had traveled into the hills around the Hot Springs on quite a few hunts. They weren’t familiar beyond about fifty miles, but that was much more than what I knew. 

			I changed places with Darren. He’d take the snow machine, and I’d ride with Madison in the number-three dog sled. We’d keep the twins by us. Abigail would drive the number-one team, carrying Emma, Jo, and the baby. They hooked up a sleigh, but didn’t put much in it. We didn’t have much. They used the blankets to pack under and over the riders.

			Becca would drive the number-two team with Chris, Colleen, little Diane, and baby Bill on board. She wouldn’t tow a sleigh behind her as she was already traveling with a full load. 

			The twins loaded their small sleds with food, water, Phyllis, and Husky. We had no other choice. We were fleeing for our lives. It wouldn’t be pretty, and it wouldn’t be fast. 

			But it needed to be fast. We couldn’t survive in the wilds of Alaska as we were. I didn’t know how many of us would survive the trip. We knew we couldn’t stay. We had two bad options to choose from. Or did we. 

			As we were doing our final checks and getting people settled, Darren, Abigail, and I came to Becca’s sled. “What if we go to our house back toward Fairbanks? Then we can take the southern route. It’s longer, but if we keep abreast of the roadway, we’ll be able to avoid the bigger mountains as well as find shelter. We might be more exposed, but if we try to go east through Alaskan wilderness for three hundred miles, I don’t think we’ll make it.  We have a new baby and almost no supplies. Let’s go toward Fairbanks and set up to do this right. We aren’t ready for this, and I’m not ready to see anyone else die.” I hung my head as I finished my speech. I was exhausted, and we hadn’t taken the first step away from the resort.

			“Thank you.” That’s all Chris said. I could see the relief on his face, on all their faces. I felt it energize me. I wanted to believe that the Community would be okay. This gave us a better chance. We were too close to plunging into the abyss. I was so afraid that I wasn’t even sure that I could mush the dogs away from the compound. 

			Note to self: If a decision is so bad that you are panicking, change the decision.

			Colleen was especially relieved. Going through the back country, we knew we couldn’t take her horses. By taking the roads and staying out of the mountains, we gave her precious friends a chance at life. Colleen raced back to the stables and saddled up two of the three horses. They had calmed down over the past few hours and returned to the stable, only to find that they had to stay outside. Colleen rode her horse and Chris rode the other. This helped to reduce the weight on the sleds and gave us a fighting chance. 

			Darren and I switched places once again, Madison joined me on the snow machine. We turned our convoy around and headed down a real road with a destination less than a day away.

		

	
		
			IT SEEMED SO CLOSE

			 

			 

			Fifty miles is a ridiculously long mush for a five-year-old with a six-dog team. We stopped multiple times to let them rest. We even switched out, letting the twins ride while Chris and Jo took turns mushing the sleds. That was taxing as the humans had to half run to keep the sleds going. Colleen followed along with the other two horses in tow when Chris wasn’t riding. The riders shuffled around the sleds until I lost track. I told Darren to make sure we didn’t accidentally leave anyone behind. 

			About halfway there, only twenty-five miles in and twelve hours later, we daisy-chained the twins’ teams, leaving a ten-dog team to pull Chris (with Phyllis and Husky on board), while we threw the other small sled atop the sleigh behind my snow machine. I put both Charles and Aeryn in front of me as I drove the sled, while Madison moved to Becca’s sled to help with the babies. This made all the difference. It only took four more hours to cover the last twenty-five miles. When we were only a couple miles from the house, I raced ahead to get the wood burner fired up. 

			I even tried the generator, which came to life, albeit roughly after I thought my arm was going to fall off from pulling. The gasoline was starting to go bad, but it had a little juice left. 

			I shut off the pumps. The house had been frozen for too long. I didn’t want to risk a burst pipe, not because of damage to the house, but because we needed all the space we had so people could recover. It would be a tight squeeze, but it was a means to an end. 

			The twins had curled up and gone to sleep on the couch. They were still wearing all their gear, but it was cold in the house. I was tired, but they were exhausted. We would need to train with the dog teams a great deal in order to make the trip. We were going to run our own Iditarod, but without any support and with five small children, maybe even six. 

			I’d been awake for nearly thirty hours and, as the adrenaline wore off, I felt bone tired, but there was still too much to do to stop.

			I plugged in our electric heaters in the various bedrooms. It would take the edge off so people could sleep. I opened up the garage so we had a place for some of the dogs, although it was still filled with wood and water tanks. They would be exhausted, too. There were enough trees around that we could tie off other dogs to those. It was cold, but not to the extreme. Or we could use the fenced yards in the neighborhood. That would probably be better. At this point, we needed every dog we had to give us the best chance. Those we weren’t able to hook up with teams had run with us. I hoped that many of them had made it all the way. 

			We needed a break. 

			At least we had some water here. We needed more bowls. I was tired and simply moving around was painful. Maybe we could sleep for a while first. 

			Our good people all mushed in together. First and foremost, all the babies needed to get inside where it was warm, get changed, and maybe even eat something. The mushers tied off their teams and brought out anything that would hold water. I used the hand pump to get water from our tank. Everyone got their buckets and bowls to their teams for a big drink. They passed out some smoked moose, now frozen solid, for the dogs to munch on before sleeping. 

			The humans were too tired to chew frozen meat. We squeezed into our house, and most people grabbed a spot on the floor to lay down. Madison and I took our own bed. The electric heater helped, but it was still cold. We slept in our clothes. I awoke when Bill let out one of his earthshaking cries. He calmed quickly when Emma gave him some now thawed smoked moose to gnaw on. 

		

	
		
			THE FIRST NEW DAY

			 

			 

			I got up, but moved pretty slowly. I ached all over. I had no asthma medication left and was struggling to get a deep breath. There was no time for any of that. We had all of our canned supplies that we had left behind when we moved to the Community. The frozen goods had thawed and refrozen. They were no good.

			I put a number of jars of green beans in the kitchen. It was now warm enough in the house that they would thaw. What we lacked in variety, we would make up for with quantity. There were leftover seasonings we could use on the beans. We could fry up some moose. 

			Then we could take stock of our situation. We were running for our lives, so we would make do with less. Just how much less was the question. 

			The twins slept like they were dead. So much so that I checked to make sure they were still breathing. I was proud of them. We had asked them to be adult too early in their young lives. And they gave us everything they had. 

			I went to our outhouse. It was cold. I had gotten spoiled with a heated suite and flush toilet. I wanted to be spoiled again. I was getting too old for this. But there was a world of pain and trial in front of us. If a better world was out there, we would have to earn the right to be in it. We would have to beat the odds one more time.

			 

		

	
		
			TRAINING

			 

			 

			We spent the morning recovering, eating, drinking water, and resting. We were all thankful that we had not tried to head east yesterday, or was it the day before? 

			The sled dogs seemed like they were ready to go again, which was good since they had a great deal of work ahead of them. 

			In the afternoon, we hooked up the twins’ sleds and one other team. We had to practice. We also needed to scout our route south. Nordale Road, the route I had recommended to John years ago in order to bypass Fairbanks, was where we’d practice. We would take that to a point where we could see North Pole and then return home. 

			The twins didn’t want to do it. They were still tired from yesterday’s run. Abigail mushed our third dog team to provide some training for them, with Madison riding. The twins each took their own sled. Charles had Phyllis as a rider. Aeryn carried Husky. I watched my family mush away. Although I considered all the Community as my family, there was no substitute for flesh and blood. I felt helpless, but Madison was with them. She carried my .45. It would have to be good enough. I had the snow machine, and if they weren’t back in four hours, I would go find them. And I’d bring my 45-70 rifle.

			The time went quickly as we worked through what we had. Colleen took Chris and the horses to her old house. She said that she might have some things that we could use. I think she wanted to let Chris into more of her old life. She was a far different person from the woman I’d found. 

			She stabled the horses and fired up her old wood burner. They would stay there to free up some room in our house. There was even some hay left for the horses. It might be bad as it was old, but it was all they had. They came back for dinner after preparing the old stable for the horses to bed down for the evening.

			I was fixing what looked like our breakfast when I realized that four hours had come and gone. I asked Jo to take over as I couldn’t eat while they were still out there. I bundled up, put on my helmet, and fired up the snow machine. I took it slowly out of the neighborhood and opened it up a little when I turned onto Chena Hot Springs Road. I kept the speed down as I didn’t want to accidentally run into them. They had no lights. The headlights of the snow machine were all we had. I followed their tracks onto Nordale Road, but needed to go no farther. I could see them up ahead. The dogs were running well. The small teams and two sleds were side by side as they climbed the hill toward me. I turned the snow machine around so the lights weren’t shining in their faces. 

			The twins looked tired but confident when they came up to me. I waved them onward. Phyllis tried to jump out, but Charles got her to sit back down. Husky was off before Aeryn could say anything. 

			The twins both mushed like champions. Abigail and Madison passed me, giving the thumbs up on their way by. I gave Husky plenty of love, and then she was off, chasing the dog teams. I followed them well back, which gave them light to finish their run. Their first real training run was complete.

			For the first time, I became curious as to what they had found.

		

	
		
			TIMING

			 

			 

			Once they got back to the house, it took them a while to get settled. Abigail insisted that the twins take care of the dog teams themselves. If we got separated, they needed to know what to do since the dogs were their only means of transportation. 

			They fed the dogs and used blankets scavenged from other houses to bed them down. They provided water and watched as the dogs curled up, keeping their paws and noses inside their fluffy tails.

			We welcomed the dog mushers back into the house with cheers and much clapping. The twins ran the gauntlet like NBA players heading back into the locker room after a big win. 

			And we ate moose and green beans like it was the best meal we’d ever had. 

			They had gone farther than they had intended because the road was open and the going smooth. They made it almost all the way into North Pole when they turned around. There was a little more uphill on the way back, otherwise they would have made it home sooner. All in all, it was a good training run. They learned that the road was open and North Pole was still there.

			After cleaning up, we had a big meeting because we needed to make some decisions. 

			Chris stood as we sat around, some on chairs, some on the floor. Then he started in his soft, but authoritative way. “We decided to leave because we couldn’t stay at the Hot Springs. We couldn’t save Felicia. We couldn’t save our home. But we saved the children. We saved the horses. We saved most of the dogs.” Chris paused to take a drink of water. No one else spoke.

			“If we don’t have one another, we don’t have anything.” He paused to look around. “I believe we need to leave for Canada. If we stay, we die. If we go, we could die on the way, but we will at least have tried. I vote for the chance at life. I for one want to live.” He looked purposefully at Colleen. 

			It didn’t sound like Chris was asking people to vote. We couldn’t stay. That was all there was to it. 

			“Chris is right. We need to leave,” I chimed in. “We need to leave within the week. I think we have enough food to take with us so that we can survive a week to ten days. If we average fifty miles a day, we could get to Canada before we run out of food. If we go slower, then we’ll need to find food on the way.” 

			“Colleen and I talked. If we leave within the week, she shouldn’t deliver while we are on the trail. One week helps Tony gain a little strength so he can manage, although it will be hard. If we wait until Colleen delivers, then Tony will be better off, but we’ll have no food to make the trip. We have a couple rifles, so we could get a moose, but we have nothing else. We aren’t carnivores, we’re omnivores. The horses won’t have anything to eat soon either. I know it all looks bad. Emma? Jo? The greatest risk is yours. What do you want to do?” Chris closed his speech. There would only be two votes. Whatever Emma and Jo decided, we would support. It’s what we did as the Community.

			Emma hugged Tony tightly and sobbed softly. Jo wrapped her arms around the two of them. Aeryn kneeled down in front of them, putting her little hands on their shoulders until they looked at her. “We can make it,” was all she said. She had no idea what Canada was or where it was. She only knew what she knew. She trusted us all. She loved the dogs. She had endless faith that we were destined to live. 

			They pulled her into their family hug. Bill let loose with a window-rattling howl. He had never gotten over sharing his super power with the rest of us. Becca pulled him in, looking to see what was wrong. He had touched the wood burner and had a small burn on his hand. She and Darren soothed him, while Diane ran over to give him a hug. 

			The Community of huggers. We figured that Canada would welcome us with open arms. 

			“We’ll be ready when we need to go. Just tell us the day,” Emma stated softly. 

			And that was that. We needed to gather our wits, whatever supplies we needed, balance our loads, and get to getting. 

			But first, a good night’s sleep. We needed fresh minds to take on the wilds of Alaska. And possibly the Russians. And then whatever else the world held in store for us.

		

	
		
			THE ROAD TO SOMEWHERE

			 

			 

			It took us five days to complete our rest and preparations. Then we left our entire world behind for the whole world that was in front of us.

			I’m sure that plenty of people have been on a road to nowhere. Maybe that was the road to Chena Hot Springs. It ended at the resort, and the bombing ended the resort. That made it a road to nowhere. That’s why we turned south on Nordale Road. We were now on a road to somewhere; at the very least, it was a place that I called hope.

			It would have to carry us hundreds of miles. Without it, who knew what would become of our little caravan. 

			It consisted of five dog sleds and their teams, one snow machine, and three horses. It looked just like the group that had traveled fifty miles less than a week prior, but that was an unplanned trip made in fear. We claimed that this was different and that we were ready.

			The snow machine was in the lead, and broke the trail. It pulled a heavy sled that helped compact the snow, making it easier for the dogs to run. The first team was the best dog team. They helped make the trail for the others. The next two were our twins with their small sleds and six-dog teams. Following them were the last two dog teams, not traveling as heavily as the first team. Bringing up the rear were two people with three horses. The horses carried a fair amount of weight, and the snow did not provide the best footing. We estimated that they could travel thirty to forty miles per day. 

			Even though that could make our trip last two weeks, we refused to split up. It was all or nothing.

			The first day went smoothly as we traveled on established roads. We made it to Salcha, where we were able to find a barn. We arranged concrete blocks inside and built a small fire. We were careful to keep it contained. It was enough to warm things up above freezing, but not too much beyond that. The horses sheltered in a lean-to outside, while all the dogs slept inside with their mushers and families. Everyone benefited from the shared warmth. 

			Emma’s baby was restless all night. He had slept during most of the trip. Being under a bundle of blankets and inside Emma’s coat was probably like being in the womb. Emma stayed up, walking around and rocking him, doing her best not to step on any tails. She kept the fire going as well. Shaking out and drying diapers near the fire wasn’t optimal, but she made do without complaint. Jo took a turn walking around with the baby, too. 

			Colleen couldn’t get comfortable, and Chris did all he could to help her. No one slept well. It was cold, maybe minus ten or twenty degrees Fahrenheit. We were tired but not exhausted. We had traveled thirty miles. The horses had kept up. None of the dogs had any problems. Phyllis and Husky were bored and would run alongside the sled dogs at times. They knew when they needed to ride, so we let them do as they wanted. 

			Tomorrow night we’d probably sleep better. At some point, we might have to take a break for a day and let everyone rest up. Lucas and Becca could go hunting and hopefully come back with a fresh kill. We would plan that for Delta Junction, less than seventy miles away. In the morning, we’d push early and go as far as we possibly could. On our third day, I planned that we’d hole up in the hangar that Lucas and I had found at the Delta Junction Airport.

		

	
		
			DAY TWO OF 
THE GREAT ESCAPE

			 

			 

			When the time came, people simply got up. It wasn’t like waking from a refreshing sleep. Emma and Tony had finally fallen asleep, and we felt bad waking her to get her into the dog sled. We ate what we could. The dogs had a little smoked moose, but we could see that they were still hungry. Iditarod and Yukon Quest dog mushers slept on the ground with their dogs and mushed up to two hundred miles in a day. 

			We had covered thirty, and it was already wearing us down. 

			I had it easiest on the snow machine. It was still running well. I’d give it a snort or two of avgas when we got to Salcha. That should help add some kick to my remaining supply of gasoline. My ride was smooth. We were on a roadway with at least a foot of snow. By riding the roads, we were able to avoid drifts and other places where the dogs and sleds could have trouble. 

			We figured that we would be safe on the highway until well past Delta Junction. With the detonations at Fort Wainwright in Fairbanks and Fort Greeley in Delta Junction, no one had probably traveled these roads in many years. It was dark during most of our travel, so the dog sleds and horses were safe. I had the headlights on the snow machine, but I didn’t use them as often as I probably should have. I traveled slowly at times, but I’d also race ahead and return to pound down the snow of deeper areas. I didn’t want to get too far in front of the dog sleds. I feared the snow. If snow came, it could quickly hide my trail that the others were following. 

			It remained cold out. As such, I figured I could stay a mile or two in front of the lead team. If it did start snowing, then it would warm up.  

			We made good time in the morning of the second day; the dogs were still fairly fresh. With only four hours of daylight, one could easily think it was much later, or earlier, than it really was. So three of us wore watches. 

			We called a stop at about nine thirty a.m. in what used to be a rest area. There were outhouses, which were welcomed. Since we’d been close for a long time, we had gotten past our inhibitions. If you had to go, you had to go. The men showed no shame, while the women were more civilized, and, in the end, people respected one another’s dignity. 

			We gave the dogs a little more meat than we intended, but they were doing the hard work. We trimmed our own rations back as we were along for the ride. 

			I pulled Darren aside. “We need to kill something,” I said.

			“I know. I’m seeing tracks on the road, but I can’t see any moose without more light.” He licked his lips. “Even a caribou would go down pretty well right now.” We watched as Colleen and Chris kicked some snow away from a grassy patch where the horses could find something to eat. 

			“When it gets light, I’ll look for fresh tracks. I don’t think we can wait until Delta Junction to feed the dogs what they need. I’ll talk to Chris.” 

			I joined Chris and Colleen to help clear some grass for the horses. It was frozen and snowy, but they would make do. They’d survived more winters in Fairbanks than just the last three. 

			Chris agreed that we needed to get some fresh meat for the dogs. It wouldn’t hurt if we could get them something green, or even dry dog food. 

			“I guess I could race ahead to the next community and do some ‘shopping.’” I had lost my cell phone in the bombing, but I still had my wallet and my “shopping” tools, my trusty sledge hammer, pry bar, bolt cutters, and even the Geiger counter. I thought of myself as the post-prepper, prepper reborn. It was a mouthful, but while riding the snow machine, I’d had a lot of time to myself to think.

			Little Diane was getting into it. She was mobile, but we didn’t have good snow boots in her size. She wore three pairs of socks to shore things up, but she still struggled through the snow. Becca was cleaning Bill up from something that he’d gotten into when he let out one of his bellows. She had to be deaf by now. I was amazed that she didn’t jump like the rest of us. Darren put a calming hand on Bill’s little shoulder and spoke to him soothingly. I think he might have been teething. A little snow on his gums helped.

			We wrapped up after a longer break than I had intended.

			The twins took care of their dog teams like adults. They even politicked to get some more meat for their teams, using those big eyes of theirs. Madison and I gave them our ration of moose meat. It wasn’t much. My sled didn’t need food to run. I could lose some more weight as I was far from skinny. I was still heavier than the day that I’d graduated boot camp. Madison was lighter than when we’d met. I didn’t think she had anything left to lose. But if we were successful this day, then we’d eat well tonight. 

			I talked with Abigail to move Darren into the lead position of the dog sleds, putting him behind me. If we saw a moose, he could take his team to flush it toward me. I had my 45-70 rifle and my .45 pistol. I needed a shot within a hundred yards with the rifle to make it count. If I used the pistol, I needed to be right on top of the moose, and then it wouldn’t be pretty. If I tried to use the snow machine to run down a moose, we could travel too far away from the roadway. I could wreck the sled. I thought of all kinds of bad things that could happen. Flushing a moose would be best. 

			It was too bad that we’d lost the 300 Win mag in the bombing. We had to count on my trusty shoulder cannon, but it had limitations.

			We saddled up our caravan with the plan to stop whenever a moose was sighted. The horses brought up the rear. If we got a moose away from the road, we might need the horses to drag it to a place where we could butcher it. The horses shied at the smell of blood, but we had little choice. We might need them. Colleen and Chris hoped it didn’t come to that. She was in no condition to fight a horse, and she was our best rider, of course. 

			We didn’t need any of it. I saw no fresh moose tracks, even though I covered maybe a hundred miles by ranging far and wide away from our direction of travel. Our caravan continued down the main road as we discussed, and I met up with them at different times. I didn’t need to say anything. I simply shook my head. They could all see my lack of success.

		

	
		
			DOG FOOD

			 

			 

			We found a home with an RV-sized garage not far off the road. There was also a big fenced-in area that looked like a former kennel. I broke into the house and the garage without the least concern. I had long ago lost my list of what I had taken. It didn’t matter anymore. This was survival, and I would do what I had to for my extended family. I’d do it without remorse. 

			We found bags of dog food. Eighty pounds would go a long way. Although we had about fifty dogs with us, they were mostly lean Alaskan huskies, marathon runners all. They weighed between thirty and forty pounds each.  Phyllis and Husky were bigger, but they were the exception. 

			We still needed something to eat. In my mind, I kept planning for two more weeks. Always two more weeks. That would give us a reserve because professionals talk logistics. Without food, our journey would end very quickly. 

			Chris and I went outside to take care of our personal business. I looked around to make sure no one was near. “Chris. How would Colleen be if we have to kill one of the horses to feed the dogs?” 

			Chris hung his head low. I wasn’t the first to think about that option. “She would hate you forever.” 

			“Yeah. That’s what I thought. We’ll know it’s time when the dogs can no longer pull the sleds. Even then, I’m not sure I could do it. Colleen doesn’t need to know we talked about this.” 

			“She already knows. Not you, I mean, but that dogs have eaten horsemeat for millennia. It would be more natural than we admit.” Chris finished his business and turned toward me. “Take that rifle of yours and go get a moose. You’re the one who showed us more options lead to better decisions.” He held his hand out to me. I took it, and we shook. “Give us more options,” he encouraged.

			It was another clear evening, which meant it was cold. I couldn’t sleep. I was worried. I felt it was my responsibility to feed us, so I got up.  I refilled the snow machine and took off down the road. I had the lights on and did a lazy “s” pattern to show the road and what was on either side. 

		

	
		
			JOHN

			 

			 

			While trying to run ahead in our limited daylight and hoping to see a moose, I almost drove through a sharp corner. I slid the snow machine sideways, stopping in time to avoid a gully beyond. There was a barrier beside the road, but it had been broken through some time ago. The edges were rusted.

			The snow covered what looked like a snow machine pulling a sleigh. I climbed down to see what was in the sleigh and was rewarded by finding jerky and candy and other things necessary for survival on the open road. 

			Hey! That was our blanket. 

			I dug through the snow to find the snow machine that Madison used to drive. 

			I looked for a pile that might be a person. 

			I found a mound of snow on the other side of the gully. I dug into it and found a body, mostly decomposed, but the helmet was familiar. 

			So this was all the farther that John had made it. With the snow machine, this was a little over one hundred miles from the resort. John probably died the night he left as he raced ahead in the darkness, counting on the snow machine’s headlights to show the way. 

			What an arrogant ass.

			The way the sleigh was packed tightly, much of the supplies had survived the past three years. I started to dig out the sleigh, hoping to drag that back to the top of the embankment. Once I got to the gas cans, I put those aside. I didn’t need that fuel. It was probably bad.

			After that, the sleigh was much easier to move. I worked it free of the snow and ice. I tied one end of a rope to my sled and the other to the sleigh in the ditch. 

			It pulled up the embankment and onto the roadway. After moving the food supplies to my sleigh, I pulled John’s sleigh into the middle of the road where the others wouldn’t miss it. The sleeping bag would come in handy, as would the tent. 

			I drove on, looking for the ever-elusive next meal.

		

	
		
			CHASING CARIBOU

			 

			 

			After about twenty miles farther south, I saw what looked to be a herd trail that crossed the road. It had to be caribou. Moose didn’t travel like this. I stopped and searched through the torn-up snow. Plenty of droppings – caribou. They were faster than moose and smaller targets. I turned off the road and followed their trail. I tried to judge how many were in the herd, but that was beyond my capability. The snow was tracked heavily in a swath fifty feet wide. 

			It seemed as if they were walking. The tracks were close together. They couldn’t be far. As I continued on for a couple miles, the track length increased, and the ground churned up more deeply. They had started to run. I assumed that they’d heard the snow machine. They’d headed for a wooded area. As I swept my headlights, I still didn’t see the herd, but there was an open valley to the right. Maybe I could get past them before they were through the woods. 

			I accelerated away from the trail and tried to flank the herd. The valley paralleled the trees for some distance. I raced ahead and then turned down a trail into the woods. I slowed and shut off the snow machine. I could hear them.

			Were they coming this way? I jogged ahead, staying close to the trees where there was less snow. My breath came in ragged gasps. I had to stop. I was getting lightheaded. I tried to listen, but asthma attacks always made my eardrums pound. I couldn’t hear much, but I started to feel the vibrations in the tree I was hiding behind as the herd approached. They were coming right at me. The woods weren’t thick, but there weren’t long lines of sight. I leaned my rifle against the tree and took out my pistol. 

			I tried to calm my breathing as I waited. The first doe shot past me before I knew it. I stepped out from behind the tree, surprising a buck. I snapped off two rounds, hitting him only once. He reared, then turned sharply to run away from me. I put a round right behind his shoulder, and he dropped with his first jump. I aimed again as another caribou started to veer away from me. One shot took a female in the back leg and she went down, struggling to drag herself with her front legs churning. Another frightened doe almost ran into me. She got one round in the chest between her front legs. She slammed against me as she tried to get past, going down on her side. She huffed once and stayed down. I dropped behind a tree, only able to concentrate on my breathing. 

			After a few minutes, my head cleared enough to go after the injured caribou. I followed her blood trail about fifty yards where she continued to struggle wildly. I put a round into her to end her misery. I kneeled next to her and offered a prayer for her sacrifice. She would help us make it that much farther. She gave us a better chance to live.

			I dragged her back along her blood trail to where the other two caribou were. Her legs kept getting caught up in the snow. It took all I had to get her back. I was exhausted and having a hard time breathing. My hands were shaking, which always happened after an extended bout without being able to take a full breath. I expected I was turning blue. 

			It was dark in the trees. The blood trail stood out as a path, but nothing else was obvious. I couldn’t find my tracks leading to where I had ambushed the herd. How far did I run, fifty yards maybe? This was me. It wouldn’t have been too far. Where was my rifle? I couldn’t think clearly.

			I sat down for just a second. Leaning against the tree, I fell sound asleep.

		

	
		
			WHERE IS HE?

			 

			 

			Madison knew that I had left. She knew why and was not happy. But she also knew there was nothing to be done about it. “From each according to his ability, to each according to his need.” Although she wasn’t a Marx fan, she was an academic, and in order to understand, one must study all sides of an issue. In this case, Marx applied perfectly. It needed to be me. If the snow machine broke, I had the best chance to fix it. I could shoot, and we needed the food. 

			She wished me well and curled up with the twins and their dogs. Phyllis and Husky worked their way into the pile. Phyllis, being a short hair, wore her coat, but she still appreciated the warmth from the other dogs, which they willingly shared with their Alpha. It was good to be the queen.

			Chris cuddled with Colleen and prayed hard that I was successful. He didn’t want to see her have to decide which horse would die to feed the dogs.

			Darren wished that I had asked him to come along, but knew why I hadn’t. I wanted someone there who could protect the Community. Chris wasn’t even armed. Darren had my AK-47. I’d left it in the house when we moved to the resort full time. We had no need of it. The AK wasn’t a good hunting rifle, but it was available. Darren carried a number of loaded magazines. There wasn’t any other ammunition for it. 

			Darren had the unspoken role of protecting the group. He or Becca swore to stay on watch at all times. Becca was every bit as committed as Darren. Their baby, Bill...when Bill woke up, everyone woke up. We loved them all.

			Amber remained stalwart. She helped us all see the positive side of things. Despite our trials, she continued to teach Diane things like patty-cake. Amber didn’t complain. She kept her family close, making sure that they slept well. Little Diane was bundled up in an odd assortment of clothes, but it wasn’t like we had much choice. The twins were in the same boat. They had clothes that were pinned and hand sewn. 

			 Jo was probably the most put out of all. As the master chef, the Community revolved around the meals she provided. They acquired the things she needed to cook the things that people liked. She made magic happen with meals when we ran out of variety. We didn’t have any of that anymore. She was in charge of the food distribution, but we were on reduced rations. The dogs were fed well enough. The horses got only what they could scavenge.  

			Emma was doing the best she could. Her entire experience with motherhood was a life on the run. She kept her baby warm, but the diaper rash was inevitable. At least we’d found some talcum powder in the house here. It looked like the residents left in a hurry, so almost everything was left behind, like the dog food. There was very little canned food. It looked like that was the one thing they did take, or maybe they never had much of it in the first place. 

			Little Tony was not gaining weight as he should. He seemed okay, but our life on the road was not the best for a newborn. 

			Jo and Emma talked about staying behind, if we could find a place that would support them until the baby grew stronger. We didn’t want to split up, but losing someone because we didn’t split up didn’t pass the logic test. Chris, Amber, and Colleen talked to them to see what needed to be done. If we found a cabin with a good supply of wood, water, and maybe a few cans of food, and if we were able to provide them some moose meat, and if, and if....

			We had hope that this trial could be managed. That we could get to Canada, a free Canada. We needed help. 

			When everyone woke up, Madison looked for me. Becca had been on watch and knew that I hadn’t returned. She shook her head when Madison made eye contact. Becca looked quickly away. 

			“We have to go look for him!” Madison blurted out to no one in particular. Aeryn gave her mother a big hug. 

			“Don’t worry, Mom. It’s Dad. He’ll be fine.” Charles seemed unconcerned. The undying faith of children in the superhuman abilities of their parents is a universal constant. The twins had more faith than most as we had seen them through all kinds of challenges. We sold them on a positive attitude. They seemed confused that their mother was concerned. So they went about their business to get ready to mush on.

			Chris let Madison know that the snow machine track was clear as it continued down the middle of the road in the direction we were going. It would make sense to follow. 

			The Community shared a brief and meager breakfast before getting on the road. Darren took his team in the lead and set a pace faster than any of the previous days. Chris and Colleen with the horses soon fell far behind. The twins lost pace as well, starting to fall behind, too. Abigail had to slow her sled so she didn’t run over the twins.

			“I’ll get in front of the twins and we’ll keep them between us and you,” Abigail shouted to Becca and Madison. She pulled the sled over and let Becca catch up, then told her what she intended. Becca gave the thumbs up without taking her hands off the sled. 

			Abigail gave a hearty, “HA!” and they leapt forward. As she got even with the twins, she told them what she was doing. They gave her a quick nod. They were all business while mushing. They loved it. They were one with the dogs as they maintained their momentum.

			Abigail smoothly moved in front and slowed her pace. They chewed through ten miles, then fifteen. It was past the time where they should have taken a break, but Darren was nowhere to be seen up ahead. They needed to keep pressing forward just in case someone up there needed help. 

			They stopped when they rounded the corner where John had gone through the guardrail. They cleaned out the sleigh that I’d parked in the road and pushed it to the side. Without a second look at what had been John, they mushed the dogs forward. 

			When the caravan hit twenty miles, the dogs were starting to slow down. They had about reached their limit and needed food and water. It was getting light, and the group needed to stop. 

			That’s when they saw the tracks up ahead. Darren had stomped out a big arrow turning left at the churned up snow where the herd had passed the night before. The snow machine track was very clear on top of the hoofprints. They knew immediately that I had gone after the caribou. In the daylight, they could see the track disappear into the woods some distance away. They finally caught sight of Darren. He was fading out to the right of the tree line. 

			The group members looked at one another. It would be hard for the dogs to run through all the hoofprints. Abigail suggested everyone take a break here, and she would follow the tracks with her sled. She had the best dog team, so she could follow the quickest with the least wear on her team. She was also better suited to get into the open area away from the hoofprints.

			They helped her unpack to make her load as light as possible and then watched as she mushed the team alongside the herd tracks.

			 Lunch!

			I slept for a long time. I woke up lying in the snow, drool frozen into my newly growing beard. I needed to clean the caribou before the meat was lost. In the dark, I gutted the animals, one after another. Then went back to cleaning them up more. I was famished. 

			As the world’s worst prepper, I had never mastered the art of starting a fire without a match. I had one of those magnesium rod and striker things, but I was rarely successful in making fire. And that was the case here. I wanted to cook some of the caribou to help keep up my strength. In the end, I ate some of the backstrap raw. It wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be, but then again, I hadn’t eaten for more than two days. Hunger is the best condiment, or so they say.

			I was removing the head from the third caribou to help make transport easier when I heard Darren yelling. I cupped my hands and shouted back. I could hear him call his team to a halt, and then he ran up to me. He had been worried. It was never my intent to make anyone worry. I only wanted to find food. 

			He broke into a huge grin when he saw the three caribou. He gave a hearty whoop of joy. Now it was quite clear where Bill had gotten his lung strength. 

			 And then he asked what help I needed. We went through a short list. I was still tired and hungry.

			“Now that I’ve done all the hard work, maybe you can help me get these loaded?” I asked Darren with a wink. “By the way, you wouldn’t have seen a snow machine around here anywhere, would you?”

			It was embarrassing that Darren found it before I did.

			Abigail was happy to take two of the caribou on her stripped-down sled, while I put the third on mine. The dogs looked on hungrily, so we cut off some healthy mini-steaks for each of them. They wolfed down the meat. We brought out their bowls and used the heat from the snow machine engine to melt snow for them to drink. They needed water and that’s all we could manage. 

			Once we were going back toward the road, I went ahead to meet up with everyone else and, most importantly, to let Madison know that I was okay. 

			I could see them cheering as I approached. I stood on the snow machine, pumping my fist in the air and pointing back to the sleigh with the caribou. I took it easy as I approached, not wanting to drive the dogs into a frenzy. 

			Madison wouldn’t hug me. I guess that I was a little messy from cleaning the caribou in the dark. In lieu of a hug, she gave me a big smile and a punch in the chest. 

			From the twins? “Hi, Dad.” They weren’t even looking at me. “Can we get some meat for our dogs?” they asked in unison. They had never been worried. 

			With the arrival of the first caribou, Jo took it upon herself to make things happen. She whipped out a knife from somewhere and prepared to butcher the caribou. She looked around. 

			“Can we find a house or somewhere we can do this properly?”

			I looked down the road. There might be something up ahead. I started the snow machine and raced ahead. A mile away I found a cabin that looked like it would work. I left the snow machine at the end of the driveway. The cabin was small, but there was a big lean-to for firewood. The lean-to was mostly empty. It would have to do. I looked inside. There was a central table, a bed off to one side, a counter, and a wood-burning stove. I went back outside to get some firewood. They had matches and proper kindling, so I was able to start a fire in the wood burner. 

			I heard an odd noise and went back outside. A black bear had found the caribou and was tearing into it. My rifle was still in its case on the side of the sled, so I pulled out my pistol and started shooting. 

			This made the bear mad. Thank God he wasn’t that big, maybe only two hundred and fifty pounds. He jumped down and made to charge at me. This pause allowed me to shoot him three more times. He went down in a heap. Keeping my eye on him, I jogged out to my rifle. I put one round from the 45-70 through his skull. 

			I caught him before he ate too much. And this gave us another hundred and fifty pounds of meat. I’d heard that black bear tasted pretty good. I guess we’d find out. 

			As Darren and Abigail mushed their teams back toward the road, they saw everyone waving as they traveled south. Even cleaned like they were, the two caribou made for a heavy load. Abigail manhandled the sled up the incline and turned south, following the others. Darren dropped his snow hook and stomped out his previous arrow. He made a new one pointing down the road. Chris and Colleen had not yet made it, so they needed the sign to show them where everyone had gone. There were still hours of daylight remaining, but clouds were beginning to settle in.

			As everyone mushed their teams to the cabin, the smell of the bear sent the dogs into an uproar. Phyllis jumped off the sled and stood near the dead bear, barking and showing plenty of teeth. Husky joined her, but she just didn’t have it in her to be that angry. She gave up after a short time and settled on sniffing around the area. Phyllis had to be physically dragged away from the carcass, only to escape and go muzzle deep into the bear’s neck.  

		

	
		
			THE SMOKE HOUSE

			 

			 

			The snow started to fall, and Chris and Colleen were still nowhere to be seen. Darren told me that I was to stay, and he would take the snow machine out to look for them. We heard it start and then slowly move out. With the snow, he didn’t want to run headlong into three horses.

			Jo managed the processing of the caribou and the bear. In the end, we had hundreds of pounds of meat. She wanted to smoke some of it so we could eat it as we traveled without having to make a fire. All the rest could be left to freeze. The dogs were perfectly happy eating it that way. After the last few days, we figured they’d be happy with anything to eat, even if it was raw and frozen. 

			Although meat was the only thing on the menu, we welcomed it. As soon as the first bits were a little crisped, we passed them around. We ate a little at a time, for a long time. It seemed we couldn’t get enough. Finally we had eaten our fill. Jo set up a little containment using some sheeting from under the bed. We wired it all together, roughed in a couple shelves and Jo turned the wood burner into a smoker. The whole cabin filled with smoke as much of it escaped our crude construct. I waved Madison outside where we intended to set up our tent. Unfortunately, it was on the sleigh behind the sled that Darren was driving. We went back inside, staying close to the partially opened door. The smoke was really bothering me.

			I had to go back outside where I leaned up against the cabin and wrapped myself in blankets. The next thing I knew, the snow machine was back. Three horses slowly made their way in. One was limping badly. I forced myself up to see what was wrong. 

			Colleen had moved onto the pack horse as Winnifred, her riding horse, had gotten hurt. There was a nasty scrape on the mare’s foreleg. We got the horse into the lean to, and dug out the first-aid kit, which was fairly substantial thanks to our Walgreen’s run and consolidation of everything from the resort. It had been at the stables during the bombing, so it was fully intact, albeit a little dusty, as we’d used it only a few times in the past three years.

			Colleen used the antibiotic ointment on the horse’s leg scrape, placing a gauze pad over top and taping it on with athletic tape.

			While Colleen was working on her horse, Darren had gone inside to bring out a heaping plate of fresh-cooked caribou. Chris and Colleen ate heartily. Too bad we didn’t have anything for the horses. We’d have to dig around the gullies for any tufts of grass. No mowing had been done in years, so there had to be heavy growth somewhere beneath the snow.

			“You think we can take an extra day to rest?” 

			Chris nodded. I shook my head. “We’re about twenty miles from Delta Junction, maybe even less since we’re only going to the airport. We can almost walk it. Can Winnifred make it? Then we can maybe find something a little more substantial for the horses to eat. And us, too. Then we can rest. We have plenty of food now, thanks to a generous herd of caribou and one overzealous black bear.”

			I thought about it for a little bit more. “I can shuttle someone into town so we can travel a little bit lighter, and maybe that person can start looking for things that we need. Are you up for it?” I didn’t think Chris would be. He wanted to stay with Colleen. Not waiting for Chris to answer, I pressed on. “I’ll ask Darren.” 

			The smoke had gotten so thick in the cabin, I could hardly see. It burned my windpipe. I went back outside with a racking cough. Madison came outside when she heard me. The twins followed her. They held their scarves over their faces. I looked at Charles. “Can you get Darren for me, please?” 

		

	
		
			A DAY OF REST

			 

			 

			The snow tapered off quickly, leaving little more than a dusting behind. As the front moved south, Darren and I saw it as an opportunity for a quick trip to Delta Junction. I wanted someone to go with him as my last foray alone could have ended tragically. In the end, since Darren was going, Madison suggested that I go, too. 

			At this point, everyone was standing outside, and we feared that the cabin would burn down. Smoke poured out of the now open windows and door. Jo was trying to figure out how to rescue the caribou currently in our failed smoker.

			The last thing we wanted was to kill everyone we were trying to save. 

			Darren and I hopped aboard my sled and were gone before anyone could change his or her mind. 

			The road from here to the airport was almost straight. The trip took no time at all. As we pulled in, I powered up the Geiger counter. Nothing more than the usual background radiation. 

			We went into the hangar that we had visited before. Everything was as we had left it. Darren said that he would stay and scout the immediate area. I wanted to go back and maybe start shuttling people here. It was early enough and, with the dogs fed, we could probably get most of the people moved. Chris and Colleen would stay behind and rest their horses. 

			It made the most sense. At the smoke house, we had to sleep outside. Here, everyone could be inside where it was a little more comfortable. We’d send “shopping” parties into town to find supplies, like any canned goods, and any other things that might come in handy. 

			I went back, rallied the troops, and, although they’d already mushed twenty some miles today, without complaint, they started to hook up their teams. I held little Tony inside my coat as Jo and Emma rescued the smoking meat. It started by throwing handfuls of snow on the fire. I didn’t think it possible for the smoke to get worse, but it did. That lasted only briefly, and then they were able to get back inside and throw everything into garbage bags. 

			We mushed on.

			Phyllis and Husky rode with the twins. The dogs that weren’t hooked up ran alongside the teams. The people held their positions. It was dark, but the snow was fresh, and the moon was coming up. Dog mushers learn the trick of looking about fifteen degrees offset from the normal line of vision. This maximizes the amount of light that can be interpreted by one’s mind. It makes it possible to see details when light is very low.

			As usual, I ran out in front. I had already made two trips on this highway, one down and one back. This was my third, so the snow was getting well packed. The dogs found good footing, and the teams made good time. 

			Abigail was behind me, further smoothing the trail for those following. And we continued, without a break, until five very tired dog teams showed up at the hangar. It had been almost four hours since I’d left Darren there. He was nowhere to be found, but surprisingly, there was a propane-fueled heater blasting refreshing warmth into the hangar. There were three extra propane bottles sitting to the side as well. 

			It felt like heaven. This was the perfect place to rest for a day. 

			We unloaded everything into the heated building. The dogs tried to pile in front of the heater, so we had to put up makeshift screens, which they quickly knocked down. We wanted to keep the dogs from getting too close to the heater so they wouldn’t catch on fire. 

			We ended up moving the heater outside, with its nozzle poking through the door. We blocked the opening with sheet metal and insulation. We put fire extinguishers close by, even though we weren’t sure they would work. As usual, we went with the best we had. 

			Everyone picked various spots around the hangar to lay their blankets and their stuff. We consolidated all the food into one of the planes parked outside. We didn’t want to lose anything to predators. The smell of the meat could draw them from miles away. At least locked outside, the meat could freeze while it was still protected. It was above freezing in the hangar, and until the caribou was fully smoked, it would spoil in the heat. 

			We’d figure out everything we needed to do for the rest of our trip tomorrow. Or maybe even the next day. We had already traveled about a hundred miles, and we now had more food than when we’d left. I’d never doubted that we would make it to Canada, but I hadn’t been confident at the outset that all of us would be there together when we stood on Canadian snow. 

			I looked around at the group – a baby, a toddler, children acting like adults, and people from a variety of backgrounds. Our family. Everyone needed to make it out. That’s what the Community stood for. 

		

	
		
			A LONG REST

			 

			 

			Chris and Colleen showed up the next day, looking none the worse for wear. Winnifred was barely limping. They seemed happy to arrive. 

			Little Tony had gained some color and was looking healthier after a day in the warmth where his mother had plenty to eat.

			So our one day of rest became two weeks. We scavenged this section of town, finding sufficient canned goods for a great number of meals. We found a barn with old hay. The horses ate at it like it had been served up on a golden platter. Winnifred’s wound closed up without any sign of infection or swelling. It left an ugly scar, but that didn’t matter.

			Tony gained weight quickly. We moved Emma, Jo, and the baby into a house with a wood burner where they could stay warm all the time. They had plenty of water and food. They even slept in a bed.

			Each day, we spent the daylight searching. At dusk, we gathered together for a meal. We all held hands in silence. Some might call it prayer. We called it our renewal of faith in one another and in God and in thanks for another day. We took nothing for granted.

			I wasn’t religious, but there were so many things out of our control that could have conspired to kill us all. They didn’t. Whether blind luck or simply beating the odds, it didn’t hurt to be thankful. It didn’t hurt to keep karma on your side.

			We even managed to surprise a moose casually walking through the city. This led to a chase with the snow machine, some patience, and a lucky shot. He was a big bull, the kind that many looked to mount on their walls. We didn’t need his rack, although it was almost as wide as I was tall. We were in the sixty-inch club, which was completely meaningless now. We were more than pleased to remain members of the “survive to live another day” club.

			We had been fairly thorough in our “shopping.” One place we hadn’t gone was the post office. I thought I’d give it a try. Who knew what kind of packages were in there, waiting on people who would never claim them. Maybe someone had ordered a satellite telephone.

			The outer lobby was open, but we expected the counter and access to the packages to be secured with heavy barriers. I didn’t know if we could get past them, but thought we might find something useful. We had time, and we were committed.

			As we went through the lobby, I noticed a sign on their bulletin board. It had “Alert” in faded red letters. It also had the Russian and U.S. flags. I took it down and held it in the dim daylight.

			“All personnel must leave the disputed territory within two weeks and report to the resettlement officer. Anyone remaining after that date will be considered a terrorist and will be eliminated. 

			The disputed territory is anywhere in Alaska north of Ketchikan.

			There will be no further warnings.” 

			The message was repeated in Russian. It was signed by the Russian-U.S. Armistice Committee.

			It was dated three years earlier, right around the time Lucas and I had made our flight. I expect that the U.S. pilots who saw us weren’t quite sold on the “kill all the Americans” approach that the letter seemingly mandated. That’s why they had given us the time we needed to escape. 

			I wondered how the natives in villages throughout Alaska responded to this mandate. Probably not well.

			I abandoned my plan of breaking into the post office. I wanted to think about this some more. 

		

	
		
			ON THE ROAD AGAIN

			 

			 

			We didn’t even realize that we had been living on borrowed time. Three years after the fact, and the Russians were cleaning out the remaining pockets of people. I had always wondered why everyone disappeared so quickly. The bombings didn’t kill everyone, but no one seemed to be around. People tried to drive out and were immediately detained and resettled, whatever that word meant. Were they sent to Siberia or allowed to stay in America? 

			Had we lost territory in the war? After so many years of jumping at the boogeyman, our government wasn’t ready when real bad guys came. I knew that they caved. They sold us out. They no longer needed our oil. They prevented the mines from expanding their search for precious metals and coal. They restricted fishing and then approved farm-bred, genetically modified salmon for sale. The politicians didn’t need Alaska. They didn’t even want Alaska. Too much wild west for their taste. Washington D.C. was four time zones away, and it seemed that for Alaska, that was one time zone too many.

			I didn’t know if the checkpoints were still there. I didn’t know what we would find if we made it to the Canadian border. Had they signed a non-aggression pact? Would they turn us over to the Russians or simply turn us away?

			We couldn’t stay here as the Russians seemed more than ready to enforce the edict of the alert. Three years later, they had to eliminate any survivors just to save face. The U.S. government probably didn’t want to know about any of it. Bury your heads, and you won’t see evil.

			Was Tony strong enough for the last couple hundred miles? 

			Was Winnifred healed enough to at least carry herself? 

			As we progressed into February, we had at least eight hours of daylight, along with hours of visible twilight. This would give us more time to navigate the back country. If there were any observers still at Tok, we would need to head off the road fairly soon to stay far away from them. I figured it was only a hundred and fifty miles if we headed straight east, crossing Highway 5 south of Chicken, and continued due east into Canada. There were a couple valleys we could use to follow to the Yukon River and then stay on that north to Dawson. We could have a total of two hundred and fifty miles remaining. Ten days at a slow pace. Five days if we hurried.

			That meant ten days of food for us and all the animals. We’d found some bags of dog food, but those were used up in the two weeks that we’d sheltered in the hangar. We ramped up our production of smoked moose, keeping the smoker running twenty-four hours a day until we had hundreds of pounds of it. The rest was frozen in small strips that the dogs could readily eat. Who would’ve thought that after the apocalypse, Ziploc bags would be at a premium?

			With the sun came limited warmth. It wasn’t as cold as it had been in January, but it was far from warm. Temperatures would remain well below freezing for the rest of our trip. Everyone now had sleeping bags, along with some of our original blankets. We didn’t have time to tan the hides, but we did what we could with the stinky moose hide, leaving the hair on it for extra protection. Same with two of the three caribou hides and the bear hide. Riding in the dog sled could be as trying as it was boring and cold. Having a hide to sit on made things a little more comfortable. Phyllis and Husky were the only riders who would not get the luxury of riding on a hide, although we padded their sleds with extra blankets.

			We also found another dog sled with an old harness. We could hook up a sixth team, which would improve what we could carry and all the dogs would contribute to pulling. Everyone would have a place without having to double up. Our planned pace was twenty-five miles a day, but with the lighter loads, I thought we could easily manage fifty miles. The horses would have to set the pace. If the way was clear and the footing sound, they could manage the longer distance, but there wasn’t anything to feed them besides the frozen grasses we would find along the way. Could they walk two hundred and fifty miles with limited food? 

			We would find out.

		

	
		
			THE FIRST CASUALTY

			 

			 

			We received our answer on the horses rather quickly. 

			On the first day’s travel from Delta Junction, we set a strong pace. The way was wide open across grasslands with little change in elevation. I thought we might make it all the way to Highway 5. Getting a hundred miles behind us on the first day would cut our trip to just a few days. That was wishful thinking. 

			We made the first twenty-five miles without a problem. The dog teams stopped twice to let Chris, Colleen, and the three horses catch up. Colleen said that they were maintaining a pace where the horses wouldn’t need to rest, so when they arrived, we set out again. We drove another ten miles in record time, maybe less than hour. The snow was firm and the route level. The dogs were at their best. 

			The twins’ dogs were probably the most tired. Their sleds weighed maybe a hundred and fifty pounds, but they only had six dogs pulling. The twins always had to run with the sled to help get things started, but once they were going, it was better.

			We waited and waited for Chris and Colleen to catch up. It was light out, and there were no obstacles. We should have been able to see them. I took the sled and raced back. 

			Colleen, at eight-and-a-half months pregnant, was lying in the snow with her arms around Winnifred’s neck. I pulled up on the side away from the other two horses. Chris shook his head. Winnifred’s leg wasn’t healed at all. It readily broke when she stepped into a hole. I could see where she’d tried to run a few steps, leaving a bloody stump print. And she had fallen. The animal’s eyes were wide open because she was terrified. Both the other horses were stamping anxiously. Chris grabbed my arm and pointed to my pistol. He motioned for me to give it to him.

			Pointing the barrel toward the sky, I handed it butt first to Chris. I pointed to the safety – it was on. He nodded and went to Colleen’s side. He whispered into her ear and she started sobbing. He held her close and then helped her up. He helped put her on the pack horse and smacked the animal’s rump. It jumped a few steps before settling into a slow cant. 

			I didn’t realize he was waiting for me to leave, too. I looked at him. Tears filled his eyes. I couldn’t let him be someone he wasn’t. I took the pistol back from him and told him to catch up with Colleen. I would be along shortly

			He thanked me with a look and then kicked his horse into a gallop. 

			I pulled the blanket off Winnifred’s back and folded it. I wanted to muffle the sound of the pistol. I waited until they had covered some distance, just in case the pistol shot was too loud. Winnifred was suffering. I couldn’t wait any longer.

			“You’ve been a great friend,” I stumbled through the words “and a beloved member of our family. Please forgive me.” I pulled the trigger. She thrashed once and was still. 

			What had I become? 

			Nothing new. It’s what I’d always been. 

		

	
		
			CONTINUING ON

			 

			 

			I caught up to Chris and Colleen within a minute. I couldn’t look at them as I drove past. A couple more miles and I caught up with the rest of the group. 

			We had passed Healy Lake and were now well into the back country. Hills that wanted to be mountains loomed in front of us. We had a valley picked out that we could use to get through. I could see the entrance not too far away. I pointed to it.

			“Let’s bed down there for the night.” But everyone wanted to know about Chris and Colleen. I put my helmet back on before answering. “They’re coming,” is all I said. Madison knew something was wrong, but I didn’t want to talk to anyone. She put her hand on my arm, but I shook it off. That hurt her. I reached back and took her hand. 

			“I’m sorry. Winnifred didn’t make it.” And again, “I’m sorry.” I put my visor down and slowly pulled out of our temporary camp. 

			I took it easy on the drive to the valley. I didn’t want to put any stress on the snow machine. It had turned out to be the workhorse, our link to keeping the Community whole. It was the reason we had food. 

			I picked a spot where trees blocked the wind, creating a snow break. It gave us sheltered ground to camp. We’d take that anytime we could get it. I looked back at our caravan. The horses were dots on the horizon. The dog teams were about half that distance away. I had time.

			I scouted the valley ahead, but I didn’t want to go too far.  I couldn’t sit still while everyone else was still out there. 

			I forged ahead. The valley made a direct line to the northeast. It seemed fairly open. I cruised along the valley floor, not seeing any obstacles. There was a greater base of snow than I liked, but it was cold enough that the dogs would most likely not sink in. These were optimal conditions. I figured we had covered forty miles that day. That cut almost a full day off of our trip. 

			We couldn’t put Colleen and her baby at risk by pushing too hard. The unborn baby was every bit a member of the Community. He or she would be born as a result of it. I thought of their baby as a miracle baby. 

			When I drove back after covering an uneventful ten miles or so, I paralleled my first track. This gave the dog mushers some options. I tried to keep my tracks as straight as possible since not all the wheel dogs had embraced their roles. If a turn was too sharp, they would take it straight and get tangled up in the rigging. No matter the age or training of the dogs, they could all pull straight without any problems. 

			I refueled the snow machine, checked the oil, and tightened things that had gotten loose. It was ready to go for the next day. I set out the things I had and even managed to pull together a few fallen branches to make a fire. We had found matches in Delta Junction, otherwise I probably wouldn’t have had any success. 

			The fire was burning well in a small opening between sturdy spruce trees when Abigail drove her team in. She put them off to the side and fed them. I provided some water from snow that I’d melted over the fire. The dogs drank this up and wanted more. I started round two of melting, and Abigail joined me with her own pan. Nothing like a metal dog dish to use as a multi-purpose tool. 

			“How many dogs have problems?” I asked.

			“Two or three is all. We may have to cut one loose from Becca’s team. He’s limping pretty badly. It’s hurting the rest of the dogs on the team. He’ll take down the whole team if we keep trying to run him.” Abigail was analytical when it came to the dogs. They had jobs to do, and she expected a certain level of performance. I think she also understood that when she said we’d have to cut one loose that meant we’d have to leave him behind to fend for himself. It was probably a death sentence. 

			“What about the twins?” I asked, looking for something positive. I was already proud of them, but I wanted someone else to tell me that they were doing well.

			She laughed. She knew I was fishing for a compliment. “There is no way on this earth that there is anyone their age who is as good as they are.” She smiled. I didn’t expect the ultimate superlative, but it was very nice to hear. 

			“Thank you. That means a lot to me.” 

			Her smile faded. “What happened back there?”

			“Winnifred didn’t make it.” I got up and headed into the trees to find some more deadfall. I didn’t know when I would be willing to talk about it. 

			My fear was that this would only be the first loss we suffered. We were far away from our goal, but we were so close, too. Across a big plain on the other side of these hills was Highway 5. Through another range and we would find the Yukon River, well inside of Canada.

			About two hundred miles to go. Only eight days if we covered twenty-five miles a day, but we were managing more than that. I wanted to be there now, but less than a week would work, especially if we didn’t lose anyone else.  

			The rest of the Community made it to the campsite over the course of the next hour. The twins arrived after Abigail. They were tired and thirsty, but they made sure that their dogs were fed and watered first. I encouraged them to take a drink, which they did out of the dog bowls before putting them down for their teams. I pulled each of them aside for a big hug. They didn’t ask why. They probably knew. Only two horses were following them. 

			The other three teams were bunched up and arrived at almost the same time. Becca had a gap on her team where she had already removed the injured dog. Once they arrived, the dog jumped out of the sled where he had gotten a ride. He couldn’t put any weight on one leg and hopped over to get to the water dish with the other dogs. Becca didn’t leave him behind. No one wanted to see anyone left behind. 

			It took Colleen and Chris another two hours before they finally made it to our campsite. Colleen got off her horse very gingerly, even with Chris helping her. I faded into the trees. We could use some more wood.

			When I got back, I stayed as far away from Colleen and Chris as I could. But that didn’t help. Chris hunted me down. 

		

	
		
			TOMORROW

			 

			 

			“What’s tomorrow bring?” Chris asked as he squatted next to me. I looked up at him, not understanding the question. “Today is over, my friend. It is as it had to be. Tomorrow, Colleen and I will ride in the sleds. We decided that the horses have a better chance to live if we let them go free. Our baby will have a better chance at life if we can get to a hospital. It wouldn’t be good if the baby was born out here.” 

			“No. No it wouldn’t,” is all I managed to say. Chris slapped me on the shoulder as he stood up. I looked up. He held my eyes for a second and then walked away.

			Chris stood at the campfire and warmed his hands. Everyone else was sitting, still chewing their dried, half-frozen moose. Nutrition did not have to taste good or be easy to eat. Cans of baked beans had been dumped into a pot and were heating on the fire. These hit the spot, but there wasn’t enough to let everyone eat their fill. 

			Chris stood up straight and called quietly for everyone’s attention. “Today was a tough day. We left a warm shelter to cross the unknown in the hope that something better waits for us across the border. We know that nothing good waits for us here. If we tried to stay, it would take us, one by one.” He shuffled his feet. He’d had a long time to think of this speech, but when he actually had to make it, the words weren’t coming easily.

			“Colleen and I are going to set our horses free. We’ve chosen our baby’s life over the lives of our horses. It has to be that way. We don’t want to see another put down. And we don’t want to hold up the rest of you. You deserve better. We’re sorry, and we want to make it right.” Everyone talked at once, protesting his apology. He didn’t know what else to say to them. The twins hugged each other and cried. 

			I stood up. “We didn’t choose this!” I said, much more forcefully than I intended. Everyone stopped and looked at me. I stepped closer to the fire. “We didn’t choose any of this. We did the best we could with what we had.” I hesitated, the fight gone from my voice. “I’ve killed people. I’ve killed animals. I didn’t do any of it because I wanted to. I hated it, but it had to be done.

			“Survive. One word. One little word that drives everything we do. Whatever gives us the best chance to survive is what we’ll do. It’s what I’ll do. It’ll be easier once we’re there to lament the past. But until then, we can’t waste the energy. We need every bit we have to take the next step, and then the next, and the next. Until someone else provides us with shelter and food. Until there is a someone else, we have to do it ourselves, just like we’ve done since the war started. A war we didn’t know anything about, but were right in the middle of.

			“We had no choice. Just like now. No choice but to go on.” I let the silence continue until people started looking somewhere other than at me. Then I continued. 

			“I’ve already scouted ahead, and the valley should make for a quick run. We can make good time. By the end of tomorrow, Highway 5 should be in sight. From right now, we may be less than three days away from the border. Since we are picking up the pace and should arrive sooner, what do you say the dogs get an extra ration of moose?” 

			The twins were the first to cheer and immediately got up to take care of their teams. I went back into the shadows of the trees. My noble steed was already fueled and ready to go. I saw Madison comforting Colleen. They had sat together since Chris and Colleen had arrived. Chris disappeared, probably to take the reins and saddles off the horses, untying them for the last time.

			Madison stopped Lucas and talked to him briefly and then came to find me. 

			“I’ll ride with you. Colleen will ride with Abigail. We’re shifting around a little. Chris, Lucas, and Darren will mush as they’re the best ones we have. It’s better if they can help push the sleds along. Jo and Emma, Becca and Bill, Amber and Diane will ride in the sleds.” She snuggled up next to me. “We’re all going to make it.”

			I looked at her. It was impossible not to smile. I had been given the greatest gift when she agreed to marry me. And then there were the twins. What more could anyone ask for? 

			“McDonald’s.” 

			“What?” she asked.

			“Dawson better have a damn McDonald’s.” 

			“Yeah. I could go for that too....”

		

	
		
			HIDING IN THE OPEN

			 

			 

			As we left the hills behind, the open plain through which Highway 5 traveled was open. Really open.

			We made quick runs north and south of our trail, but there was nowhere to hide. In the summer, the brush probably would have helped, but in the winter, we were visible to anyone who looked. 

			We’d arrived in the middle of the day. I didn’t want to find out if the Russian-U.S. Armistice Committee had checkpoints or personnel in this area. I figured that if we saw them, they would have already seen us. It was best to be completely unnoticed. Infrared to detect heat sources had much less range than the human eyeball.

			We couldn’t travel in the daylight, and we couldn’t use lights at night. 

			We had to slow down. 

			My stomach started churning. I felt like the whole world was watching me fail. 

			We were close, so close to escaping from Alaska that I could taste Canada in the air. Hope gave me energy. Hope made Canada the best place in the world.

			And reality said that it was probably more snow and remote terrain that we’d have to slug through. What if Canada refused our entry? That was too much to contemplate. 

			Madison knew what I was thinking. She watched my body language as I slumped over the handlebars of our snow machine. 

			“It’ll be all right. We’re going to make it. We are so close now that we could sprint across the border if we had to.” 

			I understood her words to mean that we put the twins on the snow machine with us and leave everyone else behind. I turned around with a scowl on my face. 

			“What?” Madison asked, not understanding my expression.

			“We’d leave the others behind?” I asked incredulously.

			“What?” she asked a second time, before it dawned on her what I was thinking. “Of course not. We’d run, all of us, through the night, until the dogs were ready to drop. If you think I’m going to abandon our family or give up now, you don’t know me very well,” she shot back.

			I laughed softly. “You know I wouldn’t leave anyone behind. It bothers me that we had to leave the horses, both of them.” I looked for something positive to say. “You know what doesn’t bother me?” She shook her head. “That John crashed your sled.” I nodded for emphasis.

		

	
		
			A BLUR

			 

			 

			We stopped around midday and waited until the sun began to set. Then we made an all-out sprint to see how far we could go before it got too dark. 

			We stopped around midnight. 

			The teams were exhausted. My thighs hurt from the crouch I maintained to absorb unseen bumps. My back hurt from when I didn’t crouch and we jammed against something. The shocks on the snow machine weren’t in their prime. This was probably the last run for my stalwart iron dog.

			I remember that we were always tired. We were sleeping in three- to four-hour blocks before running again. 

			The dogs kept up the pace and seemed happy to do it. We fed them well as we had almost double the provisions we needed. We were eating less, but we mattered less than the dogs. They would carry us across the finish line.

			We saw Highway 5 only when we physically crossed it. No vehicles had traveled it in so long that it blended into the landscape. The road signs were covered with snow. The only reason I saw one was when I almost ran into it. The highway was important as a waypoint on our journey. It was meaningless as a road. The enemy didn’t use it that way.

			They had helicopters and could find us from the air. 

			We needed to get into the back country again. I wanted to conduct a reconnaissance using the snow machine, but if I were seen, they could backtrack my trail and find everyone else. 

			The best course of action was to not be seen, so I decided that there’d be no reconnaissance north or south. We needed to head straight east. The Community needed to finish the run across to Canada.

			If anyone looked, they’d see one trail making a beeline for the border. Abigail followed the snow machine’s path, and everyone else followed her. 

			The second day went by quickly as we realized we were close. We had covered more than two hundred miles since we left our home, two hundred and fifty if you include our wild ride from Chena Hot Springs. We weren’t Iditarod racers. We were just a bunch of people and their dogs on a journey to a better place. 

			We hoped it was better anyway. We had no way of knowing for sure. Hope was what drove us forward.

			When we reached the last mountain range between Alaska and Canada, we stopped and spent the night. We all needed the rest. It was too late in our flight to make the mistakes that tired people make. We needed the daylight for us to continue safely. We were close now, and it would be reckless to get hurt.

			We camped among the trees on a hillside the day before we were to cross the border into Canada. We’d had good weather for the past few days, which necessitated us running much of the time in the dark, but it was getting overcast. We figured it would soon snow. What would Canada be without snow? 

			Not Canada! We had a good laugh at our own joke. The Community was in good spirits. The snow would mask our final passage out of Alaska. I thought that we were supposed to feel relief, maybe even joy at our accomplishment. 

			I was sad. Alaska was our home, but that was a different Alaska. 

			We awoke as Phyllis growled and then started barking. Husky joined in, wagging her tail as if the pizza man had just arrived. I pulled my .45 out, having no idea what the commotion was about. 

			A cow moose bolted through the middle of our camp, knocking over a dog sled, throwing its contents in a wide arc away from us as it disappeared into the dark. It was followed closely by a yearling moose that plowed through a pile of sleeping sled dogs. A second cow ran through the camp a moment later. We only saw flashes of brown and the whites of its eyes. The moose hadn’t expected to come across the Community, otherwise they would have avoided us altogether. 

			We must have slept too close to willow trees. 

			We rallied to recover what we could from the overturned sled and the sleigh it towed. The sled could be repaired but the sleigh was a complete loss.  I surprisingly wasn’t worried about the sleigh. Our dogs and teams had already shown what they were capable of. We’d continue, and we’d be dragging one less item out of Alaska. We snuggled back into sleeping bags, blankets, and dogs. 

			We woke to a heavy snowfall. A good six inches of snow was already on the ground, and the near white-out continued. The question was, did we push forward? With the lights of the snow machine, I could see a hundred yards. I didn’t want to lose anyone in a mad rush over a cliff, but I felt like I’d be able to keep us on a clear path. We debated, but everyone wanted to go. We were exposed to the weather, but they wanted to be done with the journey, have the hardship behind us.

			I couldn’t guarantee that when we crossed the border there wouldn’t be more hardship. Once we crossed, we still had a ways to go.

			So we pressed on. Madison sat with her back to me on the snow machine so she could watch Abigail. We stayed barely in front of her team, and that helped Madison keep an eye on Aeryn just beyond. She tapped me on my right leg to go faster, left leg to slow down. We continued this herky-jerky drive for quite some time before we came to a rather large river that was frozen over. 

			I looked left and right. The snow was letting up, but we still couldn’t see very far. I was positive it was a river and not a glacier. We’d been descending for half the day. Then it dawned on me.

			 We had reached the Yukon River. 

			We stopped Abigail and asked her to wait. Madison turned around, and we drove up the river a little ways and then back down. It couldn’t be anything but the Yukon.

			That meant we were in Canada.

		

	
		
			DAWSON, YUKON TERRITORY

			 

			 

			We set up camp on the bank of the river although everyone was excited to go on. It was getting late. We thought it best if we arrived in the middle of the day. We would need help as we had almost no money. Colleen, Madison, and I had our passports, although mine was expired. Many had no identification at all. We didn’t have anything for the new babies: Diane, Bill, or Tony. 

			We would find out tomorrow. We didn’t know what day of the week it was, but we needed to end our run. I hoped beyond hope that Dawson City had not been affected by the war, that we would find food and shelter there. 

			And information. 

			We camped for what we hoped was the last time. We stayed close to one another as the sky cleared for a beautiful sunset. Ravens flew by, letting us know that they’d seen us. 

			Ravens were good luck in Alaska. We waved at them and thanked them for being there. 

			We stayed wrapped up for a long time that night, but few slept well.

			Everyone got up before sunrise.  We took our time packing and eating because we wanted to travel in the daylight. So close to the end of our journey, we didn’t want to take senseless risks. 

			We lost two more dogs overnight – maybe the weather finally got them or they crawled away because of an injury, we’d never know. Becca’s (Darren’s) team was down two dogs, so I told them to hook Husky up. She was a powerful dog, I thought. That made for quite the comedy. She’d ridden hundreds of miles on a dog sled, yet when she was hooked up, she seemed to have no idea what to do. She’d have to figure it out. We were going to run straight, so all we needed was her power.

			Everyone else was ready. I had to avoid the temptation to race ahead and see. I was impatient. Not knowing was difficult for me. Almost too difficult, but finally the time came for us to head up river.

			Madison hugged me tightly when we pulled out. I maintained a pace just ahead of the dog teams. It didn’t take long before we came across snow machine tracks. A great number of snow machine tracks. And dogsled trails, too.

			I sped up, and soon Abigail was far behind us. Madison started hitting me on the shoulder and pointing past my helmet. 

			I saw them, too. Lights up ahead. Coming toward us. 

			I turned around and raced to Abigail to let her know, and then I headed back up river. As the other snow machine approached, it slowed down. The driver was wearing a regular snowsuit, a big knit cap, and goggles. I breathed a sigh of relief that he did not look to be military. We waved him down.

			The moment of truth.

			“Can I help you?” he asked. Normal. Nothing unusual about meeting another snow machine traveling along the river.

			“I hope you can. There are a bunch of sled-dog teams behind me.” He stood up and craned his neck to see Abigail in the lead. “We finally made it out of Alaska. Is there someone in Dawson City we can talk to? Maybe get a place to stay, something to eat?”

			“Alaska! We haven’t seen any refugees for what, three years now? We used to have a refugee center, but that’s not open anymore. They came for a little while, but then nobody,” the man said as he rubbed his face in thought. His eyes smiled, and I felt the stress of the journey leave me.  

			“I’m sorry. Let me introduce myself. I’m Mike, I run one of the grocery stores in town, but since we’re closed on Mondays, I thought I’d do a little snowmobiling. I’m glad I did. It’s not every day you get to meet people who escaped the damn Russkies. You give us all hope, buddy!”

			“Thanks, my friend. We can follow you, but take it easy, our dogs are tired.” His smile told me that he understood my whole meaning.

			We waited until everyone caught up with us. Husky didn’t want to stop running when the team was called to a halt. She wanted to run up to the humans, as Phyllis had done. 

			Phyllis wasn’t sure about Mike, but warmed to him quickly when he produced a small piece of salmon jerky for her. 

			Once we had everyone together, I asked Chris to follow Mike first, with Emma. After all, Chris was the Mayor and Emma was our former Mayor. Who better to arrange things on our behalf? Madison and I waved to everyone as they went past. The twins waved, giving us big smiles, but quickly put their hands back on the sleds. We followed the group to make sure we didn’t lose anyone at this point. After a mile or two, I pulled to the side of the river. There were some rocks where I hid my rifle and pistol. This was Canada. I didn’t want to make it all this way just to get arrested. If we needed to be armed, then we’d lost. 

			There was no fight left in me. I went from relief, to joy, to exhaustion in the space of minutes.

			We caught up to the teams and, in less than an hour, Mike took us to what looked like a boat launch. The Community mushed up the bank and into town. Mike called two people who must have then called everyone else. Soon, there was a big party greeting us kindly, giving the dogs love and affection and making cooing sounds at little Tony. They shied away from Bill after he let everyone know that he was mildly perturbed at something. 

			Mike helped us bring the dogs to an area where they would get water and food. It looked like a stable or a semi-open warehouse. What mattered was that the dogs were sheltered. Those with babies went inside while the rest made sure that our dog teams were taken care of, fed and watered, and safe for the rest they deserved. 

			As a group, we went inside. 

			Officials showed up, a policeman and a representative from the territorial government. We were being treated as heroes. Word spread quickly that we had escaped. Anything that gave the finger to the Russians was being applauded. 

			Any anxiety that we may have had evaporated. We were going to be well taken care of. They secured rooms for us, even bringing clothes (we looked like bush people). We walked together to a gym in a nearby school where we were happy to enjoy the showers. We stripped out of our old clothes and piled them separately. I expected that they’d be burned, but Becca and Darren wanted to keep their hunting clothes. They’d grown fond of them. 

			Once we were clean and in our new, borrowed clothing, we didn’t know what to think or what to do. We’d been the Community for years, but now, there were so many new people, and we didn’t have our daily chores, our routine to fall back on. 

			I called a meeting for the Community. We sat on the bleachers while the good people from Dawson who were helping us sat nearby. 

			I took the floor with Chris beside me. “If you’re like me, you’re wondering what’s next. Well, I don’t know. What have I said? Live for today, plan for tomorrow?” The group nodded their heads. They all looked too thin in their new clothes which fit better than anything we’d worn in years. The Community looked tired, although it was barely after noon. 

			“With the incredible people from Dawson’s approval, I think our plan for tomorrow is to do what we do. We’ll take care of our dogs. We’ll make sure we have enough to eat. Tomorrow, we’ll plan for the next day. But today, the only thing I want to do is enjoy life.” The twins both stood and cheered. Their little voices echoed within the gym. The people from Dawson stood and started clapping. The Community stood as one, cheering and clapping. 

			I shook Chris’ hand and sat down in the front row, next to Madison where I could hold her hand. The twins were in the next row up and they both leaned over my back and pulled on my ears. They were the only ones who had any energy left.

			 Chris started speaking, softly as he did, which quieted the crowd as they craned their necks to hear him.

			“I usually don’t say much, and I don’t see a need for a lot of words here. I think there’s only a few words that matter. We made it. All of us.” Then the real cheering began. The Community left the bleachers to group tightly around Chris. Charles and Aeryn gave Colleen a hand up and stayed at her side as she waddled to the center of the pack to hug her partner.

			The Mayor had entered the gym during my speech. I was happy that she’d stayed to the side. Many politicians want the spotlight on themselves, regardless of what is going on. That wasn’t her thing, and she deserved our respect for it. When we finished, she finally took the floor and talked to us. She started by shaking everyone’s hand and congratulating us all on our incredible journey. She looked forward to hearing more at a banquet that was being put together in our honor.

			We didn’t know what to say. 

			We left the gym and walked the short distance to a restaurant with a CLOSED sign in the window. It was warm inside, and we started to shed layers. The food was good. The welcome was friendly. 

			To me, it looked like we were all introverts. Maybe you are born with it, and maybe some people learn it. I could see that no one was opening up. They answered the questions, but they weren’t going out of their way to start conversations with the new strangers. 

			I asked to see our benefactors separately, waving at Chris to join me. It was always important to set expectations so people weren’t disappointed for the wrong reason or weren’t working at cross purposes.

			When we were alone, I took a deep breath and then spoke quietly. “We’ve lived apart from other humans for the past four years. Please forgive us if we seem aloof or less than appreciative for everything you’ve done for us. It’s not you. We need to get used to humanity once again, used to civilization.” I took a drink from the bottle of water they’d given me. It tasted different than what I was used to, but it was still good. 

			The Mayor started to protest, but I raised my hand to stop her. “Give us some time, and you’ll see that there are no better friends than us. And now, some administrative garbage. We have three babies without birth certificates. Out of all of us, I think we have two passports, three if you count my expired one. I can vouch that these people are the kindest and best people on the planet. I can tell you that I believe they are all Americans in good standing, but I expect that when you check, probably all of us have been declared dead. I don’t know how we’ll deal with any of it, but the only way we’ll survive it all is with your help. You’ve been incredible for us so far, and here we are, asking for more.”

			The Mayor stood tall and put her hand on my chest. “We will contact your embassy, and we will get it all sorted out before you do anything else. Don’t you worry yourselves about any of that. You have a home here for as long as you need it, for as long as you want it. If you want to go to the States and have to leave your dogs, we will find them good homes. We may not have a lot in Dawson City, but the one thing we have plenty of is hospitality.” The others nodded vigorously in support of the Mayor. 

			Chris stepped up. “Please, have patience with us as we assimilate and get our affairs in order. Thank you for not rushing us and our decisions. For the past two months, we’ve been running through the back country of an Alaska without power, without any support whatsoever. We spent that time thinking about how to survive, not about what to do next. It will be nice to be able to take our time and be comfortable while we talk about what we want for our future. For me and my partner, I think our baby will be born right here in Dawson City. I expect that to happen any day now,” Chris ended with a smile and sparkling eyes. He tripped over the word partner. I thought he was going to say wife. Maybe they talked about it, but it didn’t matter before. In our world at Chena Hot Springs being married was unimportant. Maybe it wasn’t here either. Yet one more thing we needed to figure out. 

			“And we don’t have any money, as far as we know. Sorry about that,” I said so only the Mayor could hear. She pushed me away and laughed.

			We returned to the group. Madison looked at me oddly, wondering why we had to have a private conversation with the Mayor and the others from the town.

			The Mayor saved me from having to answer. 

			“Good people from the Community of Chena Hot Springs. It is our distinct pleasure to take care of you until such time as you decide what you want. We don’t care that you don’t have any money,” she smiled and looked at me. I couldn’t meet her gaze. “We know that you’ve lived apart from the rest of humanity for a long time, and that it will take you some time to get used to us. I hope that someday soon, you’ll be able to call us friends. You’ve thanked us profusely for the meager help we’ve provided, but we need to thank you for standing up to the Russians, for surviving when everything seemed to be against you. We offer our hospitality for as long as you need it. As Mayor, I will do everything I possibly can to get your papers, documents, whatever you need to go or stay, in good order. We’ll make some phone calls this afternoon to get the ball rolling.” 

			One of the other Canadians produced a notepad and started getting everyone’s full name and birth dates that the Mayor could share with the U.S. government. I was happy that they were handling that paperwork. I couldn’t stomach dealing with the administration that abandoned an entire state and all its people. 

			When she mentioned the phone, I waved to get her attention. She joined us, and Madison asked if she could use the phone. The Mayor slapped her own head and pulled her people together. Everyone who had a cell phone plan to call the U.S. at no additional cost volunteered to let the survivors from the Community use their phones. 

			You never forget the phone number that you grew up with. Madison punched in the numbers, as if she had just made the same call yesterday. A tired, older-sounding, but very familiar voice answered. “Hello?”

			“Hi, Mom. We’re coming home.”

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			 

			 

			It only took a week to get all of our paperwork in order so we could go back to the States. In that same week, news of our escape from the Alaskan DMZ went viral. Reporters and news crews started showing up. The city’s available rooms filled up with visitors of all types, and our privacy ended. We took to staying in our rooms or working with the dogs. The twins liked the attention, just until they hated it. They were the media darlings. Diane was a favorite as a toddler, and Bill chased away even the heartiest reporter. Little Tony found his way into the arms of every female reporter, but he was never more than one step away from Jo or Emma.

			During the week, we made arrangements for our weapons, even the pistol, so I took my snow machine, which was very happy to get filled with fresh gasoline, and picked up my firearms that I’d stashed under a rock along the frozen river. The local police put our weapons and ammunition into their storage locker. They were there should we need them again. 

			Volunteers took care of our every need. We never lacked for something to eat. I think we all gained at least five pounds that first week, maybe ten, but we were okay with that. I think we’d been on the verge of starvation.

			Abigail spent nearly all of her time with the dogs. There were a couple kennels left in Dawson, owing to its place on the Yukon Quest route from before the war. A young man ran one, having taken over from his father who had retired and moved to Arizona. This young man and Abigail hit it off as there was nothing either of them liked better than the dogs. So Abigail took all the dogs and moved in with the young man at his kennel.

			That was accomplished in less than a week. The twins were put out as they considered the six dogs from each of their teams as their dogs. Abigail assured them that their teams would be ready whenever they needed a mushing fix. Abigail also suggested that they think about moving up to twelve-dog teams as they were ready and could easily handle that size team. That made the movement of the dogs to the kennel much easier for the children. They wanted to get back into the weather and practice mushing the bigger team. But that would have to wait for a different time.

			Two crates were supplied so we could take both Phyllis and Husky to the United States. But then we didn’t need them as someone was so taken with our story that they sent their private jet to take us wherever we wanted to go. We wanted to go back to Pittsburgh, but on the way, we’d drop off Darren, Becca, and little Bill in Portland, Oregon, which we discovered was her home. Darren lived in northern California, so they’d drive to his parents’ home.

			We’d also drop off Amber, Lucas, and Diane in Boise, Idaho, Amber’s home town. Lucas wouldn’t tell anyone where he was from, which didn’t matter to any of us. The reporters seemed to take it as a challenge, which made Lucas quite uncomfortable. We didn’t know if Lucas was his real name, and we didn’t care. The embassy ginned up papers for him so he could enter the United States. Even they weren’t going to break up a family at this point.

			Even Phyllis and Husky got papers. They were less than amused with the shots from the vet, but everyone took their medicine as we prepared to head south.

			The big day came, and we said goodbye to Chris and Colleen and Emma and Jo, who’d decided to stay until Tony got bigger. Abigail stayed because of Phillip, the kennel guy, and all the dogs. We couldn’t have been more pleased because we knew our dogs would be well taken care of. Chris and I had pulled Phillip aside and made certain that he understood if we received a call from Abigail and she was crying, we’d be back, and there would be hell to pay. Phillip promised to treat her well. Chris and I probably looked far meaner than we really were, but we had to make the point.

			With the twins and our dogs, the small jet was packed to the gills, but we had almost no luggage, so we were well within weight limits. When we took off, I looked at Lucas, remembering the last time we had flown.

			He looked back knowingly and started to laugh. We fist bumped as the jet raced into the sky. Our better halves shook their heads. 

			Next stop, our hometowns. After that, we had an invitation to the White House and a special offer from the President himself. Now that the next phase of the treaty was in effect, he needed people to resettle Alaska before the Russians did. We had yet to decide whether we’d go to the White House and visit the man who’d abandoned us. We also had to look at the Americans who voted him back into office during our time out of contact. 

			That was all water under the bridge. We had to live for today. 

			But we knew we’d return to Alaska. There was no doubt about that.

			 

			 

			End of Book 2
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			Craig is a successful author, on track to publish ten books in 2016. He’s taken his more than twenty years of experience in the Marine Corps, his legal education, and his business consulting career to write believable characters living in a real world.

			Although Craig has written in multiple genres, what he believes most compelling are in-depth characters dealing with real-world issues. Just like Star Trek, the original series used a backdrop of space, the themes related to modern day America. Life lessons of a great story can be applied now or fifty years in the future. Some things are universal.

			Craig believes that evil exists. Some people are driven differently and cannot be allowed access to our world. Good people will rise to the occasion. Good will always challenge evil, sometimes before a crisis, many times after, but will good triumph? 

			Some writers who’ve influenced Craig? Robert E. Howard (the original Conan), JRR Tolkien, Andre Norton, Robert Heinlein, Lin Carter, Brian Aldiss, Margaret Weis, Tracy Hickman, Anne McCaffrey, and of late, James Axler, Raymond Weil, Jonathan Brazee, Mark E. Cooper, and David Weber. Craig learned something from each of these authors, story line, compelling issue, characters that you can relate to, the beauty of the prose, unique tendrils weaving through the book’s theme. Craig’s writing has been compared to that of Andre Norton and Craig’s Free Trader characters to those of McCaffrey’s Dragonriders, the Rick Banik Thrillers to the works of Robert Ludlum.
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