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      For my nephew, Garrett, and his lovely wife, Cassie.

      

      Also, for Jax ❤️

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Love is not a feeling of happiness. Love is a willingness to sacrifice.

        MICHAEL NOVAK
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      “Will you help me make a coat?” Ben asked.

      “You’ve already got a coat.” Jax barely looked up from the leaves he was grinding inside a stone bowl.

      Ben had followed him through the forest to his secret treehouse, knowing that he’d never find it otherwise, and was surprised by the memory that popped into his head of Bishop bringing him here with his mom and Louna when Ben was six years old. They’d narrowly escaped the looters ravaging their neighborhood. Louna’s home had already been consumed by flames and they were worried that she wouldn’t survive the night despite Jax’s efforts to heal her burns and keep her lungs working. Ben thought that he’d erased the bad memories from before the ice, but this image was so vivid, so real, that he felt like a child again, staring at the old man who refused to look at them while he grumbled about his home not being an open house for waifs and strays before he drugged them and moved them elsewhere.

      “The coat’s not for me,” Ben said now. He swore that he could still taste the concoction Jax gave them twelve years earlier. “It’s for Paisley.”

      Jax stopped grinding, dipped his finger in the bowl and scattered powder into the bottom before resuming the task. “Where you going to get animal pelts from?” He didn’t say no… Yet.

      “I thought you might have some to spare.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      Ben smiled. “I don’t think you spend all your time away from the settlement sitting here making potions.”

      Jax glared at him then. “Don’t mean I have some to spare.”

      “I want to give it to her as a wedding present,” Ben said. “It’s not like I can give her a ring.” He waited for the customary eyeroll and wasn’t disappointed.

      “Who needs a ring to prove they love someone? Or a coat, for that matter.”

      Ben had come prepared. “I don’t need to prove anything. I only want to keep her warm. That coat you made for me when I turned eighteen was the best gift I’ve ever received, but what’s the point of me being warm while my wife freezes to death?”

      “She’s tough, she survived the ice so far.”

      Ben gave him a moment to process the request. Jax wasn’t one for emotional gestures and mind games. If they wanted him to do something, they had to sell it to him straight, or the answer was always going to be no, which was why Ben had painted the image of him rosy-cheeked in his animal-skin coat while Paisley shivered, her lips turning blue because she didn’t have a coat to keep her warm. She didn’t have a coat made by Jax.

      “I love her, Jax.” Ben tossed in his ace card.

      Jax shook his head, grinning. “Well, why didn’t you say so in the first place?”

      “So, you’ll help me?”

      “I never said I’d help. I’ll supervise.”

      “And supply the pelts?”

      “Don’t push your luck, boy.”

      Ben grinned. “This is going to be the best coat ever.”

      Jax sucked in a deep breath. Or at least he tried to. He reached for a cloth to cover his mouth when he was overcome by a coughing fit. Ben watched him in silence. He wished the man wouldn’t spend so much time outdoors, but he’d been a hermit for so long. It was a tough habit to break. Besides, he didn’t know anyone who could put up with his moods and blunt comments for long. Not even Freya.

      “You shouldn’t make promises that are impossible to keep. That—” Jax gestured to Ben's coat “—is the best coat ever. Yours won’t even make a close runner up.”

      “Challenge accepted.” Ben rose to leave. “I want to make this coat so distinctive that everyone who sees it will be jealous.”

      “I thought you wanted to keep your wife warm.”

      “And that,” Ben said.

      He’d reached the entrance to the treehouse when Jax stopped him. “You might want to wait for me. No one wanders around the woods alone, remember?”

      “You do.”

      Ben waved at him over his shoulder as he left. It had been way easier to persuade him than he’d expected; he’d always known there was a heart beating in there somewhere, even if Jax tried his best to convince folks otherwise.
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      Ben’s stomach twisted as he stepped outside the hotel with Garrett and faced the solid wall of men. It wasn’t only the renewed threat making him feel uneasy—they’d faced danger before, and this wouldn’t be the last time—or the size of the opposition now that the travelers had joined forces with the Cleaver clan. This was a reminder of how he’d felt the first time he met Paisley; she’d been tossed away, alone, and he’d escorted her back to her group. But the look in the man’s eye when he’d asked for payment for her lost time still made the skin on the back of his neck prickle.

      He’d sensed his mistake without even understanding the circumstances, seen the glint of something unrecognizable in the man’s eye, something that had made Ben fear for his life. Sure, he knew how to survive—he’d had the best teachers a kid could ever want in Bishop and Jax—and Garrett had taught him everything he knew about fighting, even if it meant fighting dirty. They’d survived the ice. They’d beaten predators and groups of people so desperate for food they’d perform unspeakable acts of violence because sociable behavior counted for nothing in this new world. But Ben had recoiled from this man.

      Perhaps it was because of his feelings for Paisley, he told himself now. They’d only just met, but she’d stirred feelings deep inside him from the first moment he set eyes on her. And now, there was so much more at stake. Responsibilities weighing him down. Paisley. Bishop and his mom, who’d spent the past twelve years taking care of the youngsters, now deserved to be taken care of. Ames and Ben’s beautiful niece Amie; he couldn’t bear the thought of letting his sister Louna down when she’d shown more courage in her final moments when she saved her baby from the predators than in anyone else he’d ever known.

      Bishop and Cassie were right behind him and Garrett, rifles ready. Four against at least fifty men, maybe more. The odds didn’t bother him so much as the mantle of responsibility. Where would it all end? Would there ever be a time when they could welcome newcomers with refreshments and a mattress to sleep on without worrying about being killed in the dark, and their hard-earned supplies stolen by folk who’d turned to thievery and murder rather than applying their skills to the land?

      “Just say the word.” Garrett kept his voice low. “I’ll end it before they can even blink.”

      Ben didn’t need to look at his friend to know he was carrying homemade explosive devices. Garrett would do whatever it took to protect the settlement. Like Bishop, his faith in humans had long ago been erased, and Ben didn’t know what saddened him more, the loss of life when the Maunder Minimum wiped out the planet or this lack of trust between the people who remained. He swallowed. Louna’s death had hit him harder than he’d let on to anyone, even Paisley.

      This had to end somewhere. They couldn’t survive like this forever—they’d already lost too many of their own people.

      Two men stepped forward, and Ben watched them raise their hands above their heads as Garrett set his rifle sight on them, finger on the trigger. They appeared unarmed.

      Bishop moved closer; his own weapon aimed at the leader’s chest. He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to—back in the underground colony, the kids had all learned survival skills alongside Math and Grammer. Ben was six when he learned how to load and fire a gun; it was a lesson he would never forget.

      It hit him then, the reason why he kept putting off having a baby with the woman he loved—he didn’t want this future for his children. He wanted to give them the life he remembered from before the ice. He wanted them to play outside with their friends without worrying about being abducted or slaughtered by a group of travelers who’d decided to claim the Coeur d’Alene settlement for their own. He wanted to teach them to swim not fire a rifle. He wanted to explore the forests with them, finding pinecones and spotting squirrels in the trees, and not listening for the click of a gun aimed at their backs.

      His throat clicked as he swallowed. “We’ll hear them out,” he said.

      Ben studied the faces of the two men as they approached. The leader, with his wiry, gray beard twisted into something resembling a rope that snaked down his chest, his skin sallow, almost yellow, his eyes sunken into dark crevasses in his face. The other man was shorter, darker, but with the same look of a hunter about him, something that came from years of surviving in impossible conditions. They kept their hands above their heads, but Ben didn’t lower his weapon. Not yet. There was still something troubling him about these men, a feeling that made his flesh prickle, and the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end.

      “We want no trouble,” the leader was the first to speak when they were close enough to hear each other. His eyes darted between the small group of four, taking in the weapons, the positions, missing nothing. “I’m Darius, and this is Zane.” He gestured to the man standing beside him.

      “What do you want?” Ben asked.

      A smile tugged at the corners of Darius’s mouth, a smile that he didn’t expect or need to be reciprocated. His gaze lingered on the settlement behind Ben’s group. “Just passing through and wondered if there’s any food to be shared here.” His tone was pleasant, but his eyes suggested that he already knew the answer.

      Ben hesitated. He had no doubts that if he refused, Darius and his men would come back tonight and take what they wanted. It was a fine line between keeping the peace and being seen to be weak. “We’ll share what we can, but there isn’t enough to go around.” Ben pointedly glanced at the group watching them from the outskirts of the forest.

      Beside him, he sensed Garrett’s spine stiffen; he wouldn’t have been so generous. Ben had seen Bishop share food amongst the men trying to take over the Colorado colony because he understood that they were desperate, and that it was better to share what they had and join forces, rather than keep fighting over what little food and shelter one group had managed to provide. Bishop had been cautious but willing to barter, and it had worked. Ben was simply trying to learn from experience and move their people forward.

      “If you wanted no trouble, you’d have left the mob behind,” Garrett growled.

      Darius shifted his gaze briefly to Garrett and then back again. “We’re all protecting our own.” He nodded once at Ben. “We’ll take whatever you can spare and be grateful for it. You seen the predators hereabouts?”

      Ben knew exactly what the man was talking about, but he wasn’t about to give him the green light to camp out in the woods with no fear of being eaten alive by monsters. “We’ve had no trouble,” he said.

      “What about Paisley?” Zane spoke up then, his eyes narrowed as he watched Ben’s reaction.

      “Paisley?” Ben hoped they didn’t hear the tremor in his voice. It took every ounce of willpower to stop his finger from pressing the trigger of his weapon. He didn’t like the way his wife’s name sounded on this man’s tongue, like he had a special right to say it, like it was one of his possessions, and Ben had borrowed it from him without permission.

      “My daughter.” The man’s expression was unfathomable.

      “I never saw her again,” Ben said.

      Darius’s gaze never faltered. Ben couldn’t tell if either man believed him or not. He frantically tried to retrace Paisley’s movements over the past twenty-four hours, to figure out whether these men might have seen her around the hotel grounds and were simply testing the waters before they swooped in and abducted her from under their noses. He was acutely aware of their eyes on him.

      “We’ve been searching for the right place to settle,” Darius said smoothly. “You’ve got yourself some serious work going on here. Maybe we’ll stay. Plant some roots of our own. Seems to me Coeur d’Alene is big enough for all of us.”

      
      “There’s only one reason they’ve set up camp in the forest across the lake.”

      Everyone was gathered inside the lobby of the hotel. Ben had called a meeting to discuss the newcomers’ request for food—nothing happened in the settlement unless everyone was aware of it. No surprises. No power trips or egos. They were all in this together, a team, and although leadership seemed to gravitate towards Bishop naturally, and now Ben, everyone was encouraged to have their say.

      Ben and Garrett had delivered some homemade bread and root vegetables to the site across the lake. They’d been greeted by Darius before they reached the makeshift tents, deliberately, Ben guessed, to prevent them from calculating their true numbers and the extent of their belongings. Even so, he’d spotted a couple of women tied to a wagon by nooses looped around their necks. Their faces were pale, their hair limp and greasy, one had a large sore on her neck which Ben assumed had been caused by the rope chafing if she tried to move. He didn’t like what he saw. The group’s treatment of their women made him uneasy, especially when he tried to imagine Paisley and Freya trapped in the same situation, but until the newcomers gave him reason to attack first, he was determined to maintain peace. They couldn’t afford to lose anyone else.

      It was Jax who’d spoken at the meeting in the lobby. His recent wounds took longer to heal than they should’ve, and he now walked with stooped shoulders and a slight limp, all of which had done nothing to calm his sore temper. Freya was the only person who was able to manage him lately, and the old man spent more time in the barn with the horses than he did with any of his friends. Ben had noticed that he even kept his distance from the baby, refusing to hold her as if he believed he might taint her with whatever was eating away at him inside.

      “They’re looking for somewhere to settle,” Ben said. “Coeur d’Alene is—was—a great city. Who are we to say who can and can’t settle here?”

      “Tell them to go stick a flag in another part of town then,” Jax grumbled. “They’re too close for comfort where they are. My fingers are getting twitchy.”

      “Your fingers are always twitchy.” Maeve smiled at him, but Jax either didn’t notice or didn’t care to return the smile right now.

      “You know the situation regarding ammunition,” Ben said, choosing his words carefully. It was because of him that they were all here. They could’ve chosen anywhere south of Colorado when they left the colony, but they’d followed him here because of his relentless boyhood memories and because his mom, Bishop, and Jax, had convinced him that the city they’d once called home, might be a place to call home again if they all stuck together. “We can’t fight indefinitely.”

      “I say we give them a friendly warning,” Jax said. “Any closer, we’re no longer playing fair.”

      Murmurs spread around the group like a game of Chinese whispers. Ben wasn’t sure if they were all agreeing with Jax or simply going along with him because they’d all borne the brunt of his rage at some point.

      “I don’t trust them.” Garrett aimed this directly at Ben.

      He’d never been one to pussyfoot around the point. He didn’t want to lead the group, didn’t want the pressure of others looking to him for answers, but they all knew that he would give his own life to save any one of them. If Ben announced now that they were going to fight Darius and his men, Garrett would be out the door, rifle ready, before he’d even finished the sentence. But he and Cassie were ready to head back to Colorado, and if Ben was being honest, he didn’t want to take on Darius without him. It was in all their interests to try to keep the peace.

      Ben nodded. “I hear you.”

      Bishop spoke then. “Everyone’s still out there fighting for survival. We’ve got it better than most. We have shelter, food, weapons. We have everything that they need, so while they’re close enough for us to smell the smoke from their campfires, we take shifts watching the settlement around the clock.”

      Jax inhaled deeply, his breath rattling in his lungs. “You think that’ll stop them?”

      “I think it’ll let them know that we don’t trust them,” Bishop said. “Ben’s right. We can’t keep fighting until we run out of weapons. Not until we find a way to replenish our stock.”

      “We’ll ride out the bad weather that’s coming,” Ben said, “then we’ll send out a group to see what we can find when it breaks.”

      “If there’s anything left to find. Our friends out there have likely beaten you to it.” Jax shook his head, and Freya placed a hand gently on his arm.

      If anyone had told Ben a year ago that a woman would’ve tamed Jax enough for him to sit in a hotel lobby full of people and speak his mind without putting them all to sleep so that he could hear himself think, he’d have laughed, told them they were crazy. Not Jax. Not the man who saved Louna’s life and singlehandedly shifted her, Ben and his mom, and an injured Bishop from his treehouse to another secret shelter while they were all unconscious.

      “I’m with Ben,” Ames said, straightening his spine. His baby daughter was curled up in his arms, swaddled in a thick white blanket made by Freya, her bottom lip rolled out, and delicate pink eyelids twitching. Asleep, she looked so much like Louna that it made Ben’s eyes sting with tears. “I say we give them the benefit of the doubt—”

      “Benefit of the doubt is what’s going to get us all killed,” Jax interrupted.

      “I’m not saying we should welcome them with open arms,” Ames said, “but I want to see my baby grow up. I’ll fight if I have to, but I don’t think we should cause trouble if there’s none to be had.”

      A sound somewhere between an animal growl and a swear word Ben had never heard before emitted from Jax’s throat. “You’ve all had it too easy. You young’uns grew up with your food handed to you on plates, your clean socks bundled up in pairs, and your mothers painting the world a shade of rosy it hasn’t been in a long while.”

      “Jax…” Maeve’s eyebrows were raised in his direction. “You know that isn’t true. You think I wanted to see my kids growing up learning to shoot a gun before they could ride a bike? We did what we could to keep them safe.”

      “You kept them soft, that’s what you did.”

      “You gave Ben the animal-pelt coat.” Maeve was bristling now, maternal instinct kicking in. “You knew he would come back to Coeur d’Alene, but you gave it to him anyway because you knew he would survive. You knew that Bishop had taught him well. You can’t go changing your mind now because you don’t like a bunch of travelers camping in your forest.”

      “It ain’t my forest,” Jax mumbled. “Never was. Never will be. Nature has its own battles going on, and there’s nothing we can do about that. People are the one thing we can control, and I’m not going to sit here and wait to be murdered in my sleep.”

      “They’ve already joined forces with the Cleaver clan,” Ames said. “I don’t see them fighting back.”

      Ben didn’t want to see their group divided like this. He knew that, despite the temper and the grouchy attitude, everyone looked up to Jax and valued his opinion, and he didn’t want the old man leading them into a fight they wouldn’t win. Not if he could prevent it. “At some point,” he said now, his voice raised to command attention, the way he’d seen Bishop behave over the years, “humans will learn to get along again. We’re no longer battling the elements the way we were twelve years ago when the ice set in. We’re battling the end of humanity, of civilization, we’re fighting extinction. If we don’t learn to live together, there’ll be no one left. Even Darius and his men must realize that.”

      “Only takes two to make a baby,” Jax said.

      “That’s one baby.” Ben’s voice softened a little. He didn’t want to force the group to take his side in an argument against Jax. He wanted this to be a democratic decision. One they’d all considered and agreed with as a community pulling together. “I’m not asking any one of you to trust those people out there. On the contrary, I think we should all remain alert, and come straight to me or Garrett if you see anything you don’t like. I’m just saying that I don’t think we should start a war.”

      “Freya, what do you think?” Jax asked.

      Freya and Paisley had been quiet until now, the men dominating the discussion, but now she said, “We can’t trust them. I’ve seen how they treat their women, and I wouldn’t wish it onto any one of you.”

      “They treat their women badly,” Jax said. “In my book, that means they’ll kill without remorse. I’ve seen their kind. You can tell yourselves they have a heart, that they’re made the same way as you and me, but they’re not. There’s something missing. How else do you think they’ve survived above ground? Any emotion they might once have felt has been frozen out of them while they were trying to exist in a world that didn’t want them to survive. You lower your guard, you’ll lose everyone you’ve ever loved, and that’s if they decide to keep you alive.”

      While Jax vented his frustrations on the group, Ben realized what was niggling away at the back of his mind, something he hadn’t yet mentioned to Paisley. He’d wanted to tell her in private, but he owed it to the rest
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