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Thank you for pushing me to follow my dreams.
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Sudden endings are a myth.

But change is hard. 

We often ignore warning signs in favour of the comfort of routine. We ignore the gigantic flashing signs which warn, ‘Either reverse your course now or fall over that edge!’ 

Until, of course, change strikes like a thunderclap and sweeps our comfort zone out from under us. By then it’s too late to change our course. Our skiff was too far into the rapids, and the waterfall now loomed in wait.

All we could do was hang on and hope to survive.

I know this from experience—until that one fateful winter, my life was as normal as the next. I had what I needed to live and perhaps more…

… And then it all vanished.

 

—From the diary of the First Regent of Walden


Chapter One

 

 

“Have you found a station yet?”

Marissa looked up from the middle console in the green SUV. “Obviously not.”

“I didn’t hit anything that hard to knock the aerial loose,” Derek pointed out. “We should be picking up one of the stations by now. Or even on the sat.”

“There’s nothing,” said Marissa again.

Derek Moss yawned as he rubbed his eyes with one hand. When they had started out, the sky had been gray but still bright enough to need his sunglasses. Between McKerrow and Sudbury the sky had darkened. Not only—had he been standing outside—would he have had trouble seeing the hand in front of him, but the road had vanished underneath a blanket of white.

Not that it worried him. 

Drove through far worse than this, he thought. Will probably do so again before it’s time to hang up my keys for good. 

The aging Jeep Cherokee was showing hints of rust popping up on the hood again. He had a feeling it would be the last winter he drove it but wasn’t sure if he would trade it in or pass it down to someone else in the family. That depended on what the dealership offered him.

Not the Jeep’s fault. He looked over at his wife again as she watched the electronic scan in the radio flip around and start over again. We should have been home long before this. The weather’s just not cooperating…

The clouds had shrouded the sinking of the sun hours ago. The only sign of afternoon becoming dusk, and then night, had been the progressive difficulty in seeing anything at all.

There were no other lights on the road or along the road. Derek hadn’t seen another car or truck in hours—not since McKerrow and the Espanola turnoff.

He blew out a breath and squinted through the windshield.

He rubbed his eyes again, straining to see through the murk. Flicking his eyes right, and then left, he could just see the dip on either side of the highway where the ditches were. He tilted his head as he leaned forward. Marissa looked up from the radio.

Three large trucks blocked the road in the middle of the road at the lights in Denlou. He briefly glanced at Marissa, but only got a shrug in return.

Once they were close enough to see them, he knew the drivers could see him, but the three trucks didn’t move. He didn’t slow down—if he went any slower, the SUV wouldn’t be in motion at all—but he did cautiously go around them until he found a cleared spot and stopped the SUV.

Three soldiers stared at his SUV, and it amused Derek as one looked through the gap between two of the trucks back down the highway. 

His jaw dropped a little, but he motioned for Derek to drive into the actual blockade queue, even if it was the opposite direction and other lane. Once he had done so, they motioned for him to get out of the SUV.

Derek looked at Marissa as he unclipped his seatbelt. “That’s odd.”

She nodded in agreement. “Do you think they need both of us out?”

“I don’t think so,” answered Derek.

He opened the door, and the soldier said, “Can you kill your engine, sir?”

Derek blinked, but took a moment to turn the vehicle off. “It’ll be a bit chilly for my wife in a minute.”

“Can you both exit the vehicle then?”

Derek felt his eyebrows raising. “What?”

Thankfully, Marissa had already moved to exit and was putting her coat back on, her breath fogging the air in front of her as she wrapped her scarf over and under the top of her coat and put her gloves on.

“Sir, where did you and your wife come from?” asked the soldier.

“Blind River,” he answered. “The wife and I have family there and… what are you doing?”

The soldiers were looking into the back of the Jeep, and one had even started the engine to check their fuel level. “Half a tank,” she said. “Sounds right for that distance, if they started at full.”

The first soldier looked at Derek, and Derek looked from each one and then to his wife again. “Look, we’re just trying to get to our goddaughters’ home close to here. The weather was clear and fine when we left—didn’t hit the blizzard until McKerrow. Can I ask what the problem is?”

“You should have hit a roadblock back in McKerrow,” said the first soldier. “Our orders tell us the highway was closed hours ago.”

Derek shook his head. “Not a sign of anyone.”

The three looked at each other, and one shifted his weight from side to side. The first one shrugged and looked at Derek. “How long ago was that?”

“Well, considering I had to take it slow here, it may have been as long as two, maybe two-and-a-half hours ago. We stopped a few times because I couldn’t see past the hood.

“That would make sense,” said one other. “They wouldn’t have set up by then, especially if there wasn’t weather to worry about.”

The first soldier nodded, “Good point.” He looked back up at Derek. “You said you weren’t going far?”

Derek pointed to the south east. “Over there. I could almost walk, if not for the weather.”

“Well, I guess that’d be okay,” said the first soldier. “Just don’t go further than that. There’s a live fire exercise in Sudbury.”

“Duly noted,” said Derek, as he and Marissa returned to the Jeep.

Once their SUV headed down the road, and then onto the four lanes before turning off into Whitefish, Marissa finally asked, “A live fire exercise in Sudbury?”

“I never heard anything either,” said Derek. “But now we know why the radio doesn’t work.”

Marissa slapped his arm. “You just didn’t want to have to buy a new Jeep.”

“What’s wrong with this one?”

From Denlou, the drive took perhaps ten minutes to Sheridan’s house. Leading up to the house, and into the garage, was not only a set of tire tracks but a path where a low-riding car had dragged the undercarriage through the snow. The tracks were narrow, and the path low. The snow was still stainless—the car hadn’t been damaged as it pushed through the loose fluff.

“She didn’t,” said Marissa, shaking her head.

“If she needed groceries, she probably did,” answered Derek, pulling the SUV up in front of the open garage. “I see one very dirty Smart Car.”

Marissa groaned and lifted a hand to her forehead. She pushed the door open and walked into the garage, leaving Derek to catch up with her.

“Hello, the house!” she called, stopping mid step.

Derek squinted into the dark. Spots of light moved around in the garage, but the lights weren’t even on.

“Why is it so dark in here?” asked Derek, stopping just beside her.

“The power’s out,” answered Terrence.

“Naturally,” muttered Derek.

He then dug around in his coat, and he grinned as his hand fell on the cold metal of his penlight. Pulling it out and turning the barrel to turn it on, he shone the tiny flashlight’s beam on the floor as he walked further into the garage. Sure enough, his goddaughters Sheridan and Shiloh Wither—and Sheridan’s husband Terrance Scapael—stood just beside the slush-encrusted Smart Car. 

“Hello, Sheri, I see you got some shopping done…” Derek flashed the light into her car. “Good grief, did you buy enough?”

Sheridan’s car reminded him of the game “Tetris”. Her car was packed solid with only the driver’s seat left clear. Even the passenger seat had been crammed full up to the dashboard.

“Do you want to eat over the holidays?” asked Sheridan.

 

* * * * *

 

Green grass when you go to bed, mused Gina as she leaned on the shovel near to the front window of her home, shaking her head at the sight of a neighbour across the road holding his shattered shovel in his hands and scowling at his driveway. And then so much snowfall the next morning your shovel breaks…

… And someone always assumes those cheap plastic rigs from the local discount store are enough, Gina smirked at her neighbour as she continued to shift the snow in the driveway from the asphalt to where she suspected her yard was. Apparently, he just found out otherwise. 

She leaned on the shovel again, gazing out into the yard and stared at thick white blanket covering everything. She eyed her snowblower. It meant running into town to get gas. Gina compressed her lips into a thin line. I’m gonna have to, anyway… Once I do this chore.

Vincent opened the window and ducked his head out. “Gina, what the hell are you doing?”

“Gotta get the truck out somehow and someone’s gotta do it. Since it’s my shift, it’s gonna have to be me,” she yelled to him. He shook his head and then ducked back inside the house, shaking the snow out of his pullover. 

Gina heaved a large, and obvious, sigh and then resumed cleaning the snow from their driveway. The issue wasn’t the snow. It was that Gina needed the red SUV out of the driveway for work. She, unlike her friend and roommate, didn’t have the leisure of claiming a snow day. 

Typical that it’s my day to be on call, she thought with a frown. From the look of it, it’s going to busy too…

The SUV was on loan from the fire department and meant to get her back and forth from the fire station. Gina was a firefighter—something she never complained or begrudged. It was the life she had chosen for herself.

She had to go out for her shift, snow, or no snow. Snow wasn’t new to Gina, having grown up around Mt. Kosciuszko in the Snowy Mountains but that was nothing compared to what she had experienced since participating in an exchange programme planned between Australia and Canada. She knew how to fight fires in Australia, her people had been doing it for 60,000 years or thereabouts, but she was curious how other countries fought fires. Australia’s climate was so different to Canada’s that even the bitter cold and snow were a refreshing change.

Finally, Gina dug her truck free, and she planted the shovel blade first into the snow and leaned on the handle.

Their driveway was at least now mostly bare enough that a small car could climb their hill with no trouble. There wasn’t even a track to mar the snow that filled the road. Where the hell is that snow plow? Should have been here hours ago. Made me cut through a snowbank harder than the hobs of hell…

I’d hear about it all day, she thought.

Digging through a hardened snowbank left by a plow was almost a rite of passage anywhere in Northern Ontario. Vince was fond of telling her how Sudbury had certainly never been any different. 

Had Gina had to cut through it, Gina knew he would tell her colleagues about it. Although, once she came back home, she would use it as an excuse for Vince to make her his specialty hot cocoas—a drink that had more than just mere cocoa in it for added ‘warmth’. Honestly, if it were like this for the rest of the day, Gina would deserve the respite. Sitting with her feet up, under a fuzzy blanket, cocoa in one hand and Vince’s hair in the other…

Gina sighed as she pulled herself from that train of thought.

Gina crinkled her brow, staring back up at the house before looking over the bypass close to where they lived. It was on days like this that she wished she hadn’t taken part in the programme, but it was too late. She’d signed the papers and made the decision. And that was something she did—stuck by her decisions.

Even stranger was that she hadn’t seen the plow for the highway yet either. Did something happen to the crew?

She picked up the shovel and walked back to the house and to Vince.

 


Chapter Two

 

 

Daniel Wither rubbed his hands together and shivered as he stepped out of the elevator. While there was heat, the small room never quite warmed up with the constant flow of people in and out of the parking garage.

It’s going to be a cold one tonight, he thought, pulling his gloves on before pushing and holding the door open for the tall woman just behind him.

“You are going home sometime today, aren’t you?” asked Victoria Piacentini.

She paused as a shiver ran through her tall frame before striding forward.

Daniel lifted a brow as he had to push himself to keep up. While in the building, she had limited herself to a shorter stride so that others keep a reasonable pace with her.  Now that she was outside, her normal stride became apparent. Despite the two-inch-high heels on her boots—even if those heels were on the chunkier side and not stilettos—Victoria had a few inches of height on him. 

There were not too many people who didn’t. Daniel Wither was on the shorter side of average, and the nearly five-foot-eleven Victoria was at least a few inches taller than he was.

Her heels made the difference that much more pronounced.

“Home, no, but to my daughter’s and son-in-law’s, yes,” answered Daniel, shaking his head as he had to almost jog to keep up with her. “My daughter has a huge holiday week planned for her friends and family. I think she’d have plenty for dinner or to drink if you went out to see her.”

“Thanks for the invite, and I’d love to see Sheri again, but I have plans as well—so long as I can get there first,” she answered as she dropped her purse on the hood of her car and shoved a hand to the bottom.

He forced a cough as he covered his mouth with one hand. Miscellaneous items clattered as they were shoved around by her questing hand, and her brows knit together. She blew out a breath and said, “Blasted keys. Why are they always at the bottom of my purse?”

Daniel tilted his head as he leaned against the heavy cement column.

“Merry Christmas, Dan!” shouted one of the local police officers. “Looks like more snow. Might want to get out of here while you still can. You too, Madam Mayor.”

Victoria waved in reply. Daniel gave a half wave as the other police officer drove by them. 

When the cruiser was out of sight, Daniel turned back to Victoria as she continued to search her purse for her keys. 

“Maybe if you had a smaller purse, you’d find them faster,” he suggested. “Maybe something that doesn’t quite resemble an overnight bag?”

Victoria’s eyebrows rose and Daniel smirked as he met her glare. “Are you trying to tell me my purse is too big?”

“I’d never presume to—” he trailed off, staring past her.

Victoria lifted a brow, and half-turned around to see what had caught his attention before she turned back to Daniel. He smirked as she looked up at the ceiling and breathed out a near silent, “Dammit.”

“Call of duty?” asked Daniel, ignoring her glare seconds later.

“Oh no, I am officially on holidays,” began Victoria. “Nicholas, this can wait until after…”

The assistant stopped, bending over to catch his breath before he stood back up. “I’m sorry, Ms. Piacentini, but there’s this Colonel from the Armed Forces insisting on talking to you. He said it was important.”

“Always is,” mused Victoria. She sighed and gave up her search for her keys. “Knowing my luck, I left my car keys up in my office.”

Daniel snorted and lifted a brow. “You wouldn’t be the only person alive to leave their keys on their desk.”

“I didn’t see them,” offered her assistant.

“All right, since I have to go back upstairs anyway, you way as well arrange for him to meet me in my office. Have him wait in—” began Victoria.

“He’s already waiting in your office,” answered her assistant. “I’m really sorry, ma’am, but he barged in.”

Victoria sighed heavily as she brought a hand up to pinch her nose. “Dan, I know you’re on your way out too, but I would really appreciate it if you could be there with me for this.”

“Why do you need me?” asked Daniel. “You’re more than able to tear a strip off of someone on your own.”

“Yes, that’s my point,” she answered. “I think I’ll need you to keep me from tearing too much of a strip off a pompous arse who thinks he can throw his weight around.”

“It’s not too late to run… I do have a car,” Daniel pointed out.

“Don’t tempt me,” she said, crinkling her nose. 

He followed her back through the underground garage below City Hall to the entrance. The plain white tile floor, while clean, was scuffed and worn by the thousands of footsteps that walked through here every single day for the nearly thirty years since the three towers comprising the square were built.

“What do you think he wants?” asked Daniel as he stepped inside the elevator.

Victoria was right beside him as she leaned on the wooden rail and stared out the glass as the elevator ascended to the Fourth Floor.

“I have no idea what he wants,” she answered with a shrug, staring down through the glass of the elevator and the wall of windows. She pointed to the snow-filled square just outside of these windows. “I’ll deal with it. I hope whatever it is can be handled quickly so I can just grab my keys and go before we’re socked in with snow and can’t.”

She paused and Daniel said, “Sheridan’s house is in Whitefish.”

“Like I said, don’t tempt me. I don’t get to see her often enough,” answered Victoria and she grinned. “She still as horse crazy as I remember her being since grade eight?”

“Yep, more so now that she actually has horses,” he chuckled as the lift opened and they stepped out onto the carpeted floor. “I’ll stay here. I’m sure you can resist the urge to murder someone. If not, well, I guess I’ll have to arrest you.”

She stuck her tongue out at him as she walked through the maze of desks to her office, motioning to her assistant to open the door. 

“May as well get this over with,” Daniel overheard her say from across the large open room as the door opened. “I’m sorry, didn’t catch your name…”

What else she could have said or what the other man said in response was lost as the door closed. Daniel leaned against the rail of the balcony that overlooked the main lobby four floors. As he stared down at the brown hexagonal tiles of the mezzanine, he saw a small group of uniformed soldiers milled near the security desk.

A group of armed soldiers—with their rifles in hand, he noted. The first inkling of worry slid into his veins. 

This isn’t a normal meeting, he thought. What the hell is going on?

He walked down the stairs, the carpeted steps silencing his steps. Daniel slipped around by the elevator behind the security desk, which hid him from their sight.

Daniel sighed heavily. 

While he had meant to see Victoria out, and remind her that one of her friends from high school was having a party over the holidays, there was one other he needed to meet before she headed out to her parents.

Daniel took out his BlackBerry and, keeping the camera lens aimed through a gap between his fingers but the rest of the phone hidden, he took a few pictures. He was not familiar with their patches—but he knew someone who was. Failing all else, Terrence or Derek will know what this is all about. Then again, so would Fitz.

 

* * * * *

 

Garrett watched as a set of headlights, barely visible through the driving snow, disappeared down the old highway heading into Whitefish. Garrett blinked and squinted as he looked in his mirror, but the green SUV vanished into the grey murk.

Looks almost like Derek’s Jeep… thought Garrett, but this train of thought disappeared as Garrett pulled up to the military vehicles blocking the road right where the four lanes ended. 

The lights were dark.

Garrett crinkled his brows. Strange, normally when lights stop working, they flash…

But these were off. Dark. With the blizzard making visibility murky, he would have never known they were even there.

Or the other trucks in the middle of the road.

He slowed the truck, noticing as one young man pointed at him, but didn’t stop. Looking back in his rear view, he could see others milling about.

They didn’t do anything to chase after him, though.

The snow fell in large flakes, and his headlights did little to dispel the predawn murk. Even as the sun rose, the thick clouds above blocked the warmth from reaching them.

The back roads are going to be lonelier than this, he thought, waving at the younger man as he drove by, and he was pleased when the younger man waved back.

The headlights on the truck were less than useless.

It wasn’t as if they didn’t work—the problem was Garrett couldn’t see the road, let alone past the hood of the truck. He had already felt the tires slide over one icy patch despite their deep tread.

No getting up there tonight, he realized. And barely a single soul in between.

Getting stuck in between High Falls and the highway had not been in his plans, but there it was.

Plans or no, it had happened anyway.

Garrett pulled the truck over. Not that he could go extremely far off the road—and not that it mattered much. He highly doubted that there would be anyone this way before morning, and he wasn’t sure if he were already off the side of the road. The road was so clogged of snow, the only reference he had was the clearing between trees with enough room for two vehicles to pass each other if they met each other.

He opened the door and sank to just under his knees.

“Jesus Christ,” he murmured.

A foot and a half of snow, if loose and fresh, had fallen on the road. His truck had left a distinctive track. Not only had his tires left tracks, but the snow was deep enough that the drag of the truck’s body over the road had also left tracks. His truck had modified suspension—lifts, as off-road enthusiasts liked to call them—and the tires had deep, aggressive treads. Seeing a path dragged through the snow by the bottom of the truck meant the snow was deeper than the clearance under it.

Garrett blew out a breath.

And it was still snowing—hard enough he could barely see his hand in front of him if he stretched it out. 

Like driving through milk, he thought. No going back, and no going forward.

He eyed the back of the truck. Even if he tried to stay in the truck, it would eventually run out of gas and truly leave him stranded. Also, the heat within relied on the engine kept at a certain RPM, not just idle. There would be some heat, but not a whole lot. Garrett had no desire to freeze to death, and he didn’t feel like walking.

He wasn’t prepared to go camping, but every work truck had at least the basics of survival—including for winter. The roads between mines were sometimes only dirt paths. A breakdown here, with no traffic to flag down, meant contacting the office by satellite phone, and waiting for help to arrive. Not the first time I’ve had to camp out on the side of the road, he thought. But I like to plan that sort of trip beforehand…

He took in a breath and slogged around to the other side of the truck.

He had to grab the side of the truck as he felt his foot slide and he gasped. Had he moved the truck mere inches to the side of the road, he would have been in the ditch. Other than the sudden sense of nothing but air under his foot, he couldn’t even tell there was a ditch under all the snow.

“Son of a…” he murmured, and then chuckled, his shoulders relaxing only marginally. “I’ve had some close calls, but this one was too damn close.”

He wouldn’t risk breaking an ankle, or soaked feet, if the ditch had water instead of solid ice. The area here was marshy and jagged cliffs where it wasn’t.

Garrett took out a long steel rod from the back of the truck.

It wasn’t meant as a ground prod, but it was better than nothing.

He poked the ground in the ditch and was rewarded with a solid thunk instead of the crumple of ice breaking.

The bottom was hard, unyielding.

It was solid—the water that may have been there earlier now froze like cement. The sides of the ditch felt like concrete, but given the mud was probably as frozen, he shrugged—a small sigh escaping his lips. He continued to poke the ground as he moved off the road and towards the bush, noting that the ground rose, and trees grew here.

Usually, trees meant dry land. It was unlikely that any serious growth, and these trees looked mature with trunks thick enough that his hands couldn’t encircle around them, would grow in truly marshy land. They also couldn’t get purchase in rocky land to grow without eventually falling over.

Some days, even I get lucky on that front, he mused. If I had to be stuck on the side of the road, at least I have some place decent to make camp and stay warm.

Garrett went back to the truck and retrieved the camping and survival gear from the truck. It took four trips, leaving him tired but not exhausted—even a bit exhilarated—to get what he needed from the truck to his camp spot. 

He grinned.

Camping had always been a favourite pastime in his family. It had been something his father had passed to his sons, and then his sons to their sons and daughters. Garrett had always taken his son and daughter out camping. His son had taken to it more than his daughter, but she liked it well enough.

She ended up liking horses and boating more, but he didn’t complain.

The outdoors was the outdoors—no matter how they chose to enjoy it.

A log windbreak and a roaring fire chased the darkness and the cold away, and Garrett finished it off by using some saplings as bracing to create pine and cedar insulation over the tent, using the shovel to create a snowbank where the wind was the harshest.

With a sigh, he crawled into the tent and onto the ground cover and insulation he had gathered before wrapping himself up in the sleeping bag. The warmth was no illusion, and the steam from his sweat soaked socks—left to dry in front of the fire—proved it.

Had it not been a life-or-death situation, Garrett would have enjoyed it more.

If I’m stuck like this, there will be others, he thought. On the actual highway in between towns. I’m prepared. I know what I’m doing.

They won’t.

Garrett rolled over onto his side, facing away from the fire so that the light didn’t sear into his eyeballs. He needed sleep. If he were stuck like this tomorrow, he would need every ounce of energy to get himself out.

Or he was walking on snowshoes the rest of the way.

Yeah, and I really want to do that… he blew out a breath as he closed his eyes.

The only sound to break the silence was the crackle of the fire.



Chapter Three

 

 

Derek’s breath caught as the shock of the sub-zero air caught in his lungs and fogged in the air when he finally exhaled as he walked outside. Ice and frost crusted the bottoms of windows as the panes of glass failed to keep out the cold.

While Sheridan had not specifically asked him to head out and look for her neighbours, it certainly beat the alternative of sitting on his behind as he waited for news.

Jeremy walked around the corner in his heavy winter clothing. He nodded to Derek as he walked by and joined them.

“All right—we’ll be heading across the bridge and to the south first. There’s a small enclave of cabins and houses not too far from here,” said Derek.

“What’s past that?” asked Jeremy.

Derek shook his head. “A campground and marina. It’s normally closed this time of year. I mean, the owner could still be there, but it’s easily ten k’s down and at the very end of the road.”

“No chance they would have wintered there?” asked another.

Derek thought for a moment and then shook his head. “I doubt it. Even before all this, the drive down that way was nasty. You needed a four by four to make it, and half the time the plow never went that far. I think they shut it down at the first hint of snow—maybe after hunting season ends at the latest—and check on it from time to time, but after winter sets in its abandoned. Anyone still down there is more than able to handle this by themselves.”

“So, we’re not risking it,” finished Jeremy for him. “I’m guessing we’re going as far as the camps and homes that are probably occupied, and then we head back.”

Derek led them out into the driveway. One very bored Terrence had kept the driveway clear of snow despite no traffic on the road, let alone in the driveway. Fuel was simply too difficult to get and too precious to squander unless they absolutely had to. 

Derek’s breath frosted in the air, and he rubbed his hands together to keep them warm. “Damn, it’s cold out here.”

Jeremy was hopping up and down and shifting from side to side in same effort. “Oh my God, I think a certain part of my anatomy just shattered.”

Derek snorted and shook his head. He walked over to his SUV and slid into the driver’s seat. Jeremy moved over to the front passenger side and got in.

When Derek pulled out and headed down the south road, he came to two conclusions.

One, I was crazy to drive here.

And, moments later, Two, I still have no idea how Sheridan’s drove that little Smart Car from Lively to Panache Lake Road and then down to the farm in at least a foot of snow, even if it had still been loose and fluffy.

The first conclusion… well… if he had not made it here, the point would be moot. With the power out and the general infrastructure collapsed, he was quite happy with where he was. He would have never made it home in Garson. Instead, they would have been still in Blind River. Outside of a few friends who were likely gone for the holidays anyway, they would have been alone and separated from the family that had practically adopted the both of them.

And I’m definitely not going to complain about the relative comfort of Sheridan’s home.

He hoped others would be as lucky.

If they were not, then he had an ugly feeling that they wouldn’t find very many survivors. Assuming we find any survivors at all…

As the little SUV pulled into the closest subdivision full of year-round cabins and small houses, the first thing they all noticed was the smoke rising from the chimneys of most of the homes. And that was a good sign, although the other two houses were cold and seemed deserted.

When he stopped, a few people came out of their houses. One man walked right up to the driver’s side window and Derek rolled down the window. “How are you doing out here?” Derek asked.

“Could be better… but definitely could also be worse,” he answered. His eyes grew wide as he noticed who it was. “Derek! Seeing you just made my day.”

“How much in supplies do you have?” asked Derek, racking his memory for the man’s name.

“Not a lot,” he answered. “Why?”

“I’ve a bad feeling this might last awhile. Why don’t you take what you need and what we can share and come up to our place?” Derek looked around. “We can send a sleigh… and forgive me, I can’t seem to remember your name.”

“You never do. It’s Rick. Give me the night and we’ll pack it up. Come back out early tomorrow,” Rick answered. “If you had Terrence with you, he’d have told you that.”

“He did,” answered Derek, and Rick rolled his eyes. “We’ll come out tomorrow. Stay safe… wish I could stay and talk, but we have other places to check out.”

“No other houses that way but that camp, and they locked it up before heading south for the winter. We’re at the end of the road here. The others who were farther that way—” Rick pointed down the side road that branched off. “—came up here to stay with us.”

“You sure there’s no one else?” asked Jeremy.

“All accounted for,” he answered.

Derek’s eyes thinned. Rick owned the marina, and he was definitely not ‘south’ like he claimed to be. That he was standing there in front of him and lying through his teeth, and seemed more nervous than he should have been. But Derek nodded and then turned to Jeremy. “Let’s head back to your farm and we’ll draw up a plan to come get them for tomorrow. I don’t want to use too much of my gas. With the way things were in town, I don’t have the foggiest when we’ll be able to get more.”

“We’ll come up when we can,” said Rick. “But do yourself a favour. Don’t head farther down the road.”

Derek shifted in his seat, and without turning his head, following where Rick was looking.

There was a shadow. He couldn’t see it clearly, but it was enough to make Rick more than a little jumpy. Derek looked closer at him and finally recognized what he was seeing on the man’s face.

Fear.

Derek took a breath, not dropping the smile, but the quick double blink in Rick’s direction hopefully told the other man that he understood the message Rick was trying to tell him. Whoever was behind that building was trouble.

On our doorsteps already, thought Derek. Goddammit.

“All right then,” said Derek. “We will see you tomorrow, then. I’m pretty sure Terrence will want to check up on you himself.”

Help is coming. Read between the lines, Rick, thought Derek.

Rick visibly relaxed. “Great, fantastic.”

Derek rolled up the window, and while he hated to leave the others without help, he knew there was absolutely no way to help them with only Jeremy and nothing but their bare hands and an old Jeep.

He reversed and turned around.

As he drove back up the road, he kept one eye on the road and the other in his rear-view mirror.

A blonde woman walked out and straight to Rick. Judging by the others with her, she wasn’t there to just chat.

He lost sight of them after we went around the corner.

He blew out a breath.

“Okay, what the hell was that?” asked Jeremy.

“Trouble,” answered Derek as he stopped the Jeep. “Real trouble—the kind that crops up when there’s no one to stop it.”

 

* * * * *

 

Daniel leaned on the desk, tapping keys on his BlackBerry to encourage the tiny dragon on the screen to move through the level when the screen went black. Moments later, the screen lit up again but a message on it said, We’re sorry, we’re experiencing an issue with your connection. Please try again later. 

He tapped on the app again.

His brow crinkled as the same message popped up. Daniel closed the app and slid his phone into his jacket pocket, looking around with a sigh.

One janitor had left a bucket on the floor with some caution tape and orange cones to warn people away from a slippery patch on the floor from a leak in the skylight above. Each drop of water dripping from four stories to the floor into the bucket echoed off the spartan cement and brick walls.

A blizzard howled outside City Hall. The snow piled into drifts, changing and shifting as the wind drove the snow into dunes. If not for how cold it was outside, and that the drifts were pure white or black dark of frozen ground, it could be mistaken for a desert just past the floor to ceiling windows.

The first pop, more like an abrupt crack from above, thundered through the open lobby. Daniel stiffened, the sense of icy fingers on his spine having nothing to do with the weather outside.

That couldn’t be… ran through his mind first.

And then it repeated.

It was.

Gun fire, his eyes widened. Repeating, semi-automatic…

“What are you—” Daniel recognized the shocked cry of Victoria’s assistant before the man cut off in a scream as more gunfire met his question.

Daniel flattened his palms on the counter of the security station and, using his arms to give himself momentum, vaulted over to stand behind the counter. 

He peered into the computer screens, flicking his gaze from one camera feed to another.

The soldiers were sweeping each floor, each room, and… to his horror as it played out on different screens… shooting everyone they encountered. Police, office worker, one hapless city councillor in their office. It didn’t matter. 

My God, why? 

Daniel couldn’t answer his own question, but there was a clatter of footsteps to his right.

Pressing himself into the space between counters and underneath where the cabinets had this tiny space just out of sight, Daniel struggled to calm his panicked breathing. He knew, if he looked into a mirror, the whites around his irises would be obvious. 

Daniel pushed himself to draw slow, even breaths.

Forced himself to work through the facts.

The first one was that he was alone. He was off duty, so didn’t even have his side arm. He was only one person against a large squad of trained soldiers.

Secondly, he had no idea who they were. Who sent them? Were they even who they had claimed to be to get access to Tom Davies Square? His gut told him, No, they can’t be.

No Canadian soldier, if legitimate, would fire on their own people for no reason. They had no reason—even if they had orders to, they would question the legitimacy of shooting unarmed Canadians especially those representing duly elected official positions.

That meant they weren’t who they claimed to be.

And if they weren’t who they claimed to be, then he had nothing to predict their next move.

Also, since he had come to that conclusion, as an officer of the peace sworn to protect the citizens of the city and enforce the laws, he had a duty to fight them.

And die in the process, without making a dent on their numbers, he thought. Small consolation there. The best idea would be to lay low, gather intel, and then make a plan.

He silently blew out a breath.

His priority was to find Victoria Piacentini. If she still lived, as Mayor of Sudbury, she was the last and highest ranked duly elected official in the city unless he found one of the members of parliament. He had no idea where to look, or if anyone still lived, so that meant Victoria had to be protected. As far as he knew, she still lived. He had not heard her scream—and he would have since her office was close to the ledge on the fourth floor—nor had he heard any other gunfire since those soldiers moved off the fourth floor.

That meant she was alive… for now.

He crinkled his brow. Why would they leave her alive and not others? She’s the Mayor.

Daniel let his head fall back gently to the back of the cabinet.

Rescue the Mayor from lunatics with guns, he thought. Not how I thought I would spend my Christmas at all.




Chapter Four

 

 

Vince brought Gina a coffee and sat down beside her. The dining room and table in their house had a large picture window overlooking the lake. The view was often spectacular, especially in the autumn, when the leaves changed to fiery reds and oranges and reflected off the lake.

“Are the emergency channels all still down?” asked Vince, and Gina nodded. “That’s not good.”

“No, you’re right there. Makes me wonder what’s happened. I’ve got a gut feeling winter is going to be far worse than we’re used to and that this is only the start of our problems.” A shiver started at the base of her spine before running up her back like electric fire. “I’ve got a really bad feeling something is going to happen this winter.”

“What type of thing?”

“I really don’t know. The land feels wrong, it feels like it’s in pain. Oh, I can’t describe it,” she put a palm on the window overlooking Middle Lake.

Vince’s eyes never left her. “Well, I hope it gets feeling better.”

“So do I.” She took a sip of coffee and pushed away from the window. “The emergency network really worries me, though. It’s supposed to survive cold weather. I’ve tried ringing the station captain, but the station phones are down and the radio’s just not picking up anything. I can’t get in touch with even the Lieutenant through his mobile. I—Oh, I don’t know what’s happened. I’m sure we’ll find out soon.”

Can’t help but wonder if some of my neighbours are safe, wherever they are, she thought. She liked them, if she had to be honest. From a distance—but she still cared enough to be concerned over their welfare. 

“So… circling back to the emergency lines still being down,” said Vincent, and Gina fought to keep herself from rolling her eyes. “How long has it been?”

“Too long. But I can’t get in touch with anyone to find out what’s going on. I really don’t think smoke signals or mirrors are going to work,” she added, earning a light-hearted snigger from Vince. 

Both fell into silence after that.

“What the hell? There are people on the lake,” said Vincent.

Gina crinkled her brow. “People?” She looked up, widening her eyesight to take in the lake before her.

Vincent pointed across the lake. Gina blew out a breath as she saw the two snow machines heading from the other subdivision on the other side of Middle Lake and across the lake to them.

“Is it me or does something feel wrong about this?” asked Vincent, and he shrugged. “Correct me if I’m just jumpy as hell, though.”

“No, you’re not wrong. I’ve got the same feeling,” she replied as she put the got up from the table.

Gina checked her weapon and headed down the now-cleared driveway as the first person stepped foot on land. The first snow machine stopped, and the man waved, and she blew out a breath in relief. “Relax, Vincent, it’s just Paul,” said Gina as she removed her hand from the holster on her hip as she waved back at him. “I’ll go check out what he’s come to see us about. Maybe he knows something that we don’t.”

By the time Gina walked down the length of the driveway and to the road, Paul had ridden across another neighbour’s yard and to the road to meet her. “Gina, it’s good to see you,” he said as he held his hand out to her.

“You as well,” answered Gina she shook his hand.

“I’m trying to reserve my gas for important trips,” he answered, climbing off the snow machine, and he hopped up and down to keep warm. “No offense, but it’s colder than hell out here. Could we talk somewhere warmer?”

“Yeah, come inside and have a cuppa with us,” she nodded and swung around behind him on the snow machine as they rode up the hill to the house. 

As she climbed off, rubbing her face to get the blood circulating as even the quick trip had whipped the freezing cold air against her face, he killed the engine. She led the two men from their snow machines into the house, and Paul removed his helmet. 

“Much nicer in here,” he said.

With a snort, Gina nodded over at Vincent. As Vincent made a fresh round of coffee, the two men stripped off their sledding gear and hung it so that any snow would melt off but not leave it soaking by the time they had to get back into it. Gina handed them both a set of slippers, and they joined her in her dining room.

“Thanks for the hospitality, Gina, Vince. This is Noah,” Paul introduced his companion as he accepted the coffee from Vince.

“Have you heard anything?” asked Noah.

Gina shook her head. “Not a word.”

The two men looked at each other. “Nothing?” asked Paul, his eyebrows rising. “Not anything?”

“Not even static, Paul,” answered Gina.

Paul blew out a breath and leaned back in his chair. “That shouldn’t even be possible.”

“I know. I’ve tried everything I can think of. I’ve radioed the station, I’ve radioed the water bombers’ base, I’ve even tried calling my lieutenant on his mobile. I get nothing from the radios and a message saying the mobile service is out of service and they hope to bring it back online soon.” She turned even more serious. “And our power is limited. I don’t know how long it will continue for without degrading either further.”

“Yeah, we noticed the same thing with the power. So, now what?” he asked.

Gina shook her head. “The best I can figure is that we just survive. Maybe it comes back. Maybe it doesn’t. But I’m not about to roll over and just give up because my radio died and my heater stopped working. That’s why we’ve got a fire.”

“She has a point,” mentioned Noah, as he also sighed. “And those of us with fires can house those who don’t. Keep everyone warm.”

They stood up. No point in worrying about it now. Gina blew out a breath. Better to look forward and survive it—me and everyone here—so, if we’re about done talking about it let’s just get it done, she thought before she said, “I’ll get Vince to continue monitoring the channels. If it comes back on, he can tell me. In the meantime, I think we should turn our focus onto just how we are going to survive the winter.”

Paul’s eyebrows rose again. 

“Okay,” he said. “We’ll follow your lead on this. What’s our next step, then?”

“First, we’re going to be working together—a lot—on this,” she pointed out, and she pointed towards the lake that they could see through the window beside her entry door. “We need a way back and forth across the lake that isn’t relying on gas burning snow machines or vehicles. The easiest way would be to use one run of gas right now to clear off and pack down what we can in the way of a path between the two sides of the lake.”

“I think I see where you’re going with this.” Paul nodded. “Okay.”

“What about what the others may think?” asked Vincent. “I know we’re not panicking, that we have a focus. What about others? Won’t they ask why?”

“If they can clear a skate path on Lake Ramsey every year for funsies then we can do it here and say it’s for the same reason,” said Gina. “And why the hell not? Skating on the lake and getting the ice huts back on it will give us all a sense of normalcy we’d be lacking if we didn’t.”

“Not to mention the fish we might catch from the lake may be our only, and best source of food, for a while,” said Paul.

“Nah, we’d fish it out too fast, assuming we caught enough in the first place,” Gina answered, but she pointed her thumb behind her. “However, there’s another lake close to here that can be reached easily enough. Might even find a few other survivors capable of helping us out while we do the same for them. Bigger lake, more likely to have fish.”

“We can’t survive on fish all winter,” said the other man. “We’ll fish out both lakes.”

“There’s small game,” said Vincent. “May be a little gamey, but we’ve always had rabbits and jackrabbits in the area. There’s lots of bush tea as well to avoid scurvy. It won’t be easy, but we can survive.”

“Might be worthwhile taking a chance at Walmart, too,” said Gina, but then she sighed. “Not that I want to. If things are falling apart in the city like I suspect they could be, that is the first place anyone is going to head. Assuming it hasn’t already been looted.”

Paul took in a deep breath before releasing it. “You really think that’s happened?”

“I have no idea,” answered Gina. “But I’ve also never lost my radio and server connection for so long before. Maybe once we’re over that hill things will be all normal and all—and I hope so—and this is just an exercise in emergency preparedness.”

“We could check it out,” suggested Paul, and Gina felt her eyebrows raise. “From a distance. If it looks normal, then we know we’re just jumping at shadows. If things look off, we know what we’re up against.”

Gina nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

Paul nodded to his friend. “Okay, Gina, get suited up. You can ride with me across the lake and then we can each take one of my machines up the hill to see what’s going on.”

Paul and the other man went outside, and Vincent grabbed Gina’s arm as she was getting into her snow gear. “What do you really think? Are we just overreacting?”

Gina shook her head. “I hope so. But I don’t know. Can’t hurt to hope.”

“Never hurts to hope,” agreed Vincent.

 

* * * * *

 

Garrett yawned and pushed open the flap to the tent, one hand scratching the back of his head and his other holding back a second yawn.

He grinned.

The sky was a shade darker than periwinkle, and the east was a fading purple and pink. Not a true red sky in the morning—and that boded well. With how clear it was, it meant no more snow for at least a few days.

The problem was how cold it likely would be.

More like frozen—enough to break even toughened plastic like brittle glass.

He blew into the ashes of the fire and fed it a few bits and pieces of branches and wood chips until it returned to a cheery fire.

No use wasting a good fire… may as well make some proper tea, he thought. Or to warm up a bit with while packing everything up again.

Tea and breakfast consumed, Garrett fed the fire more wood and stoked it to an aggressive, and good size, fire. He wouldn’t have done this while breaking down camp in the summer. There wouldn’t have been a need for it, and the chances of it jumping from fire pit to bush were too great. However, in the winter, everything was soaked and frozen. He would need the fire to keep himself warm and to dry off again. Perhaps even cook food.

He returned to the truck and swore.

Four by four or not, there was no using it. It started fine, but now the snow was too deep to gain any purchase. With no sign of any traffic, or even tracks in the snow at all, that meant no chance of rescue. 

Snowed enough to erase even my tracks. Garrett sighed again and reached into the truck to try the satellite again. The blizzard was too heavy for a signal. It’s like that at camp with the damn TV, too. 

Garrett turned the phone on and waited for the acknowledgment of the signal. While it turned on, and the screen showed he had a connection to a satellite, there was no connection from the satellite to the other side. It was like the service provider had vanished. Garrett blinked, and looked up, and he forced himself to remain calm.

He knew enough.

No service… on a satellite phone.

The network was down on a network that never went down.

It was impossible but, yet, there it was.

“Well, I guess that leaves it up to me to get myself out of this mess,” he said aloud, and then he sighed. “So, what have we got?”

Garrett opened the back of the truck and rooted around in the back and then laughed. Half of it was nervous tension—but the rest was relief.

Snowshoes.

“Where the hell were you last night when I could have used you, eh?” he grumbled. “Would have saved me the soakers.”

He leaned against the truck, and strapped the titanium
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