
  
    [image: Winter Resurgence]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Chapter 61

      

      
        Chapter 62

      

      
        Chapter 63

      

      
        Chapter 64

      

      
        Chapter 65

      

      
        Chapter 66

      

      
        Chapter 67

      

      
        Chapter 68

      

      
        Chapter 69

      

      
        Chapter 70

      

    

    
      
        Thank You For Reading

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Kim McMahill

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        WINTER RESURGENCE

        The Beartooth Chronicles, Book 5

        by Kim McMahill

      

      

      In the shadow of a crumbling world, Ash and Caleb have helped build something rare: a community that thrives against the odds. High in the rugged Beartooth Mountains, they’ve forged a life with those they hold dear, far from the chaos of a society on the brink of collapse. But survival has never been simple.

      

      A volcanic eruption rains ash down on the community, the government’s desperate geoengineering plan threatens untold consequences, and the wilderness teems with predators both animal and human. To make matters worse, their nearest neighbors are an extremist faction whose ideology is as dangerous as their weapons.

      

      Ash and Caleb must make difficult choices and take desperate measures to protect their community and each other. As tensions rise and threats converge, they’ll discover just how far they’re willing to go—and how much they’re willing to sacrifice—to ensure their fragile community endures.

      

      Taut with suspense and driven by unbreakable bonds, Winter Resurgence is a powerful story of survival, love, and the fight to create a future worth living for.
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      An orange glow lit up the sky to the southwest of the small, isolated mountaintop community of Beartooth, Wyoming. After the volcano erupted, the heavens turned the color of worn asphalt, and volcanic ash drifted to the ground like dirty snow from a storm that had stalled overhead. A month later, the sky wasn’t as dark, but ash continued to fall toward Earth.

      The massive eruption a month ago, coupled with the government’s release of sulfur particles into the stratosphere just days before the event, had brought winter conditions to Beartooth like no resident had seen before. It hadn’t snowed, but the cold temperatures and biting wind were miserable.

      Nearly a month after the eruption began, the volcano was still sending fire and particles high into the sky. The community watched helplessly as the depth of fallout grew to six inches or more in some areas, smothering out much of the fragile winter vegetation they depended on to sustain their livestock and the nearby wild game herds over the colder months.

      A faint roar resembling a distant jet engine had become part of the natural soundscape. The land no longer shook as much as it had before the eruption, but the residents still felt the occasional tremor as the earth adjusted to the ongoing volcanic activity.

      The air smelled like a wildfire burning out of control, which was likely the case, with a hint of sulfur. Combined with the particulates, the air outside was unhealthy. Everyone stayed in their cabins as much as possible, but many residents had to venture out for food and to tend to the livestock.

      Ashley Solomon held her fourteen-month-old baby, Sara Olivia, as she stared out the cabin window.

      “What are you looking at?” Caleb asked as he walked up behind her, wrapped his arms around her waist, and placed a kiss on her cheek.

      “Just watching for your siblings and their significant others. Sara and I have been spending so much time inside since the volcano erupted that I’m really looking forward to game night.”

      “I know it’s been difficult, but I think we’re wise to keep Sara inside until the air quality improves. Let’s check with Mom and Miranda. I’m sure one of them would come over and watch Sara for a few hours. I’d love to have your help, and I’m sure Graham wouldn’t complain either.”

      Caleb’s younger sister, Miranda, took over most of the community nurse’s duties once she graduated from high school less than a year ago. Graham had come to Beartooth with two other geologists, Melora and Fiona, several years back to seek refuge as the rest of the United States descended into chaos.

      “I don’t want to ask your mom to come outside until things clear up a bit, but if Miranda is making rounds anyway, maybe she wouldn’t mind spending a little time with her niece.”

      “I’m sure she’d love it. And speak of the devil.”

      Miranda and her fiancé, Ryan Ferguson, entered the cabin and hung their coats in the mudroom.

      “Are Dillon and Evelyn here yet?” Miranda asked as she reached for Sara.

      “Nope, you’re first,” Caleb replied.

      “Good, that gives me more time with my niece before her aunt Evelyn arrives.”

      Caleb’s younger brother, Dillon, married Evelyn Adler last summer, and Miranda and Evelyn had a friendly competition going for the title of Sara’s favorite aunt.

      “Is it true that you’re making house calls rather than having people come into the clinic?” Ash asked.

      “Most of our patients are dealing with respiratory issues right now, so it seemed to make sense. I’m handling all but the worst cases myself since I don’t want Emily out any more than necessary. She’s really never engaged full-time since recovering from her ankle injury anyway. I think she’s in semi-retirement as the community’s nurse.”

      “Would you mind watching Sara for a few hours after your rounds?” Ash asked.

      “I’d love to. I think you’re wise to keep Sara inside until the air quality improves. Most of the respiratory issues have been in the babies, toddlers, and older residents. I start my rounds at nine each morning, so I could be here by about ten, unless someone has taken a turn for the worse.”

      “I’d really appreciate it.”

      “My pleasure. Just don’t tell Evelyn.”

      “Tell me what?” Evelyn asked as she and Dillon walked in.

      “Miranda is going to watch Sara for a few hours after her rounds so I can get out of here. I’m about to lose my mind being couped up for so long.”

      Evelyn chuckled. “In that case hand my niece over so I can have a little time with her before Aunt Miranda bogarts more of her attention.”

      Miranda handed the toddler to Evelyn. Ash smiled as she watched her sister-in-law cuddle Sara. Evelyn taught the four to eight-year-olds when school was in session, so Evelyn’s mom, Gretchen, could focus on the older kids.

      Evelyn clearly loved children. Ash wondered if the world weren’t so out of whack, would Evelyn and Dillon try to have a baby of their own? She couldn’t imagine how frighting it would be. Evelyn was nearly blind. She had adapted well, but it would make caring for a baby much more difficult, especially when he or she started to crawl and then walk.

      “I’ve already fed Sara, but you can help me put her down for the night while the others set up the game,” Ash said to Evelyn.

      Evelyn followed Ash into Sara’s room. By the time Sara fell asleep and they joined the rest of the group, everyone was standing around the kitchen table.

      “Pick a button,” Caleb said, holding out a cup for Evelyn.

      The cup held six buttons, two of each were identical in size and color. After everyone drew, they held up their buttons.

      Ash smiled when she saw that she and Caleb had identical buttons. She walked over to him, wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed him. “Looks like we’re partners.”

      “Tonight, and always,” he said as he kissed her again and smiled.

      “Well, this isn’t fair,” Ryan stated as he held up the same button as Evelyn.

      “I can’t see very well, but I’m not stupid. All you have to do is guess the word on the card that I draw out of the bowl with fewer clues than anyone else.”

      Ryan stammered. “I, I didn’t mean you were stupid, it’s just Caleb and Ash practically share a brain, and Dillon and Miranda are about as close as siblings can get. They probably have their own made-up language so we wouldn’t even know if they’re cheating.”

      “We’ll just have to work twice as hard so when we beat them, our victory will be all the sweeter,” Evelyn replied.

      Dillon put his arm around Evelyn and pulled her close. “Just one of the many reasons why I love her so much. There’s no challenge she won’t tackle head-on, and she plays to win. Don’t let her small size and adorable blonde curls fool you, she’s a beast when it comes to winning.”

      They all took seats around the table across from their partner. A bowl filled with worn-out cardboard cards pilfered from other games was placed in the center of the table.

      “We’ll go first since apparently my partner thinks we need all the help we can get,” Evelyn said as she grabbed a card from the bowl and held it in front of her face nearly touching her nose in order to see the word.

      Evelyn looked up with an unreadable expression on her face. She set the card on the table and stood up.

      “What is it?” Dillon asked, concern lacing his voice.

      “I don’t hear anything,” she replied.

      “So?” Ryan asked.

      “I don’t hear anything. The rumble from the volcano has stopped.”
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      Ash looked in on Sara. The toddler slept soundly, so she backed out of the room, quietly closing the door behind her. By the time she reached the mudroom, everyone had their coats on.

      The moment they stepped outside, Ash knew Evelyn was correct. There was no orange glow in the night sky. Silence embraced them.

      They made their way to the center of the community and climbed on top of the flatbed trailer that served as a platform for community events. The higher vantage point allowed them to get a better view, less obstructed by the trees surrounding the community. Staring toward the southwest, they still heard and saw nothing.

      Before long, other residents began arriving. Dan Phillips, a member of one of the three founding families of Beartooth and the current chair of the Community Leadership Board known as the CLB, jumped up onto the trailer and joined in the silent vigil.

      After nearly ten minutes of staring in the direction that had been aglow for weeks, Dan turned to the group assembled around the flatbed. “It might just be a pause, so don’t get too excited yet.”

      “If the eruption is over, how long will this continue to drift down on us?” Emily Craig, another member of a founding family and the community’s nurse since its inception, asked while holding her palms skyward.

      “Depending on how much particulate is suspended in the atmosphere, we’ll continue to get a fine dusting for at least a few days. Go home, get some sleep, and pray it’s really over.”

      “I don’t see Mom and Dad. Ryan can walk me home. I’ll see you tomorrow,” Miranda said as she and Ryan left.

      Dillon and Evelyn also went home. Most of the other residents wandered off, leaving Ash and Caleb with Dan. As they climbed down from the trailer, Melora and her husband, Tyler Hewitt, a civil engineer in his life before Beartooth, joined them.

      “If it hasn’t started back up by morning, we’ll fly the drone and see if we can locate the deer and elk herds or any of the predators that follow them,” Melora said.

      “Let’s keep our fingers crossed that you find the herds. Eggs, mutton, and pork from Bob and Maggie’s ranch and goat cheese from the Fergusons is running low. I guess we didn’t appreciate how much we relied on Caleb’s hunting to supplement the meat in our diet until we’ve had to go without any for well over a month,” Dan added.

      Ash hated to leave Sara alone for long even though the toddler generally slept soundly once she was down for the night, so she and Caleb headed back to their cabin. After hanging up their coats, they went into Sara’s room. Their little girl was still fast asleep.

      “She looks like such an angel when she sleeps,” Ash whispered, while smiling down at their daughter.

      “Just like her mama,” Caleb replied as he placed his arm around her waist and led her out of the room.

      Ash left Caleb in the living room trying to find a station on the radio that might provide more information on the status of the volcano and the country, while she went to get ready for bed. He didn’t hear her when she returned, so she stood for a moment in the doorway between rooms and watched him.

      The Solomons moved to Beartooth not long before Ash and her mom. Caleb was five and Ash was three at the time. They had known each other nearly their entire lives. He had been her best friend growing up, and now he was her husband and partner in life.

      They got married just over three years ago, and so much had changed in that time. Shortly after the wedding, Ash’s mom died. She couldn’t have endured the sorrow without Caleb and the rest of the Solomon family.

      With the passing of her mom, she was suddenly responsible for the community’s apiary. The bees provided honey for the residents and pollinators for the gardens and crops. The bees were important, and she knew everyone was depending on her.

      Ash was afraid of entering adulthood without her mom, but together, she and Caleb had dealt with tragedy and grief. They were still learning about love and each other, while working to protect their community and find solutions to a rapidly changing environment and deteriorating world. They had encountered deadly predators and ruthless neighbors and experienced epic adventures. But the greatest change in their lives was the arrival of their beautiful baby girl.

      As she continued to watch Caleb, Ash realized just how much he had matured, physically and emotionally, since they married. He now had a lot of responsibilities. He played a key role in feeding the community and protecting it from animal and human predators, and he was a great father.

      She was eighteen and he had just turned twenty when they married. He was strong, lean, and handsome, but held the naïve look of youth and a physique not quite filled out. He had grown into an incredible man. He was stronger, even more handsome, and all traces of youth were gone.

      Caleb turned the radio off, having no luck finding any sort of broadcast. He turned and saw Ash watching him. “Everything okay?”

      She smiled and walked over to him. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him deeply. He returned her passion and held her tight. He kissed her until she was breathless.

      Ash stepped back and looked up into his warm, hazel eyes. “I was just thinking about how much my life has changed since we moved from best friends to husband and wife. We’ve faced a lot of challenges, and you’ve scared me to death several times, but I just can’t imagine my life any other way or with anyone else. I love you so much.”

      “You’ve scared me a few times too, and I agree. You and Sara have blessed my life. I pray every day that we can survive all the obstacles that keep getting thrown at us so we can give Sara a brother or sister or two and grow old together.”

      Ash desperately hoped that would be possible. She was an only child of a widowed mother. Despite being close to her mom, she had been lonely growing up. She wanted a large family, siblings for Sara, and a lifetime with Caleb. He was her soulmate.

      Caleb pulled her closer. She lay her head on his chest and listened to the steady beat of his heart, feeling content and safe in his strong embrace.

      “I love you, Ash,” he whispered into her ear as he continued to hold her.

      After several minutes, she took a step back. She could feel him watching her as she slowly worked each button on his shirt free. She ran her hands up his warm, muscular chest and slid the shirt off his shoulders. When she looked up, Ash saw so much love and desire in his eyes that it made her heart beat just a little faster.

      “Come, you’ll get chilled standing around like that,” Ash said as she smiled, took his hand, and led him to the bedroom.
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      When Ash emerged from the bedroom the next morning, she found Caleb holding Sara in one arm and trying to tune the radio with the other. She walked over to him, kissed him, and took Sara.

      “You’ll have better luck finding a station without this beautiful, little distraction,” Ash said as she nuzzled her baby girl.

      Ash put Sara in her highchair and handed her the fuzzy, stuffed bee that Caleb’s mom, Olivia, made for her a few months ago. It was still her favorite toy and kept her entertained while Ash made breakfast.

      By the time the oatmeal was on the table, Caleb had given up. He sat down next to Sara and alternated feeding Sara a spoonful of cereal and then himself. Sitting across from him, Ash dug into her oatmeal, drizzled with a small amount of honey.

      Her mom brought bee hives to Beartooth when they moved here. Ash grew up helping her mom in the apiary to provide pollinators, honey, and wax for the community. Now that the responsibility for the bees fell solely on her, she sometimes felt overwhelmed.

      Prior to the government’s stratospheric aerosol injection (SAI) program, they could grow food and harvest honey nearly year-round. Now, they had to ration to make it through the colder months. The government’s plan to introduce aerosols into the stratosphere to cool the planet worked in the short-term, but it had also severely impacted many parts of the world, pushing millions closer to starvation. At nearly 9,000 feet in elevation, Beartooth was especially vulnerable.

      “If the volcano has truly stopped, do you think the fallout will be too deep for us to plant crops and gardens in a few months?” Ash asked.

      “Dillon, Dad, and I plan to check the fields as soon as we can get out there. The plots are scattered in locations with different elevations, aspects, and slopes, so depending on where they are in conjunction with prevailing winds, maybe some fields will have shallow enough deposits to plow under once it warms up.”

      “If you can work the fallout into the soil, it’ll make the fields more fertile. Our thin soil here is on the acidic side, so the volcanic deposits should help neutralize the PH and add nutrients.”

      “According to your mom’s horticulture books, we can take advantage of the volcanic fallout by changing what we plant, like maybe more corn and beans. The books also mention that mountain wildflowers like volcanic soil.”

      “I hope so. The bees are good for now, but if we don’t have any nectar and pollen, we’ll lose the bees along with much of next winter’s food supply,” Ash replied.

      “Let’s not worry too much until we learn more.”

      Ash nodded. She tried to push the fears from her mind and focus on the positive—the volcano had gone silent, at least for the time being. Unfortunately, the massive eruption not far from their community was just one of many factors threatening Beartooth’s survival.

      Five days prior to the eruption, the government commenced with its fourth round of stratospheric aerosol injections. Shortly after the process began, the U.S. capital in Denver and other large cities were destroyed by a massive bombing campaign conducted by a multinational military force amassed south of the U.S.-Mexico border.

      Several years ago, they discovered dangerous predators living to their north and south. Their closest neighbor, Pryor, Wyoming, a resettlement city riddled with hate and violence, was controlled by a brutal faction calling themselves the Freedom and Morality Alliance or simply, FAMA. Pryor was made up of citizens relocated from the coasts when the rising sea levels forced cities to evacuate. It was sprawled out below the mountain on which Beartooth was located, less than a two-day ride on horseback. They had only encountered FAMA militia once, and it had taken the life of one of Beartooth’s residents and founders, Neal Yandell.

      Beartooth’s only connection to the outside world came from listening to a radio station located in the nation’s capital. When the capital was attacked, the operators of the station evacuated and have been broadcasting sporadically ever since. Ash, Caleb, and nearly everyone in the community who possessed a radio, continued to monitor the frequencies, hoping for news.

      All that the residents knew for sure was that the capital had been destroyed, and the SAI program had been terminated, but not until multiple releases over North America were completed, including a release near Beartooth.

      The last they heard, no one was able to verify if the President had been evacuated before the capital was razed. And, the security personnel who were manning the food distribution warehouses across the country before the attack, took over control, no longer reporting to the government. Each warehouse was now a mini-war zone.

      Unless they could get word from the radio, there was no way to know how far and deep the volcanic deposits fell across the country. Some areas likely fared far worse than Beartooth, but Graham believed the new east coast, Mexico, South America, and much of Canada probably received only a dusting from the volcano.

      Despite all of the hurdles stacked against them, Ash remained optimistic. They were survivors, and the community always pulled together to overcome the challenges thrown at them.

      “Hopefully, Melora and Tyler will find the herds nearby. As long as we have meat and the greenhouse, we can limp along for quite a while,” Ash said, breaking the silence.

      “I’m anxious to hear what they discover. Spring hunting has always been important for the community. With most of the mature ewes and sows set to give birth in the next month, that leaves only excess rams and boars not needed for breeding. Having to rely exclusively on those since the eruption to feed the community has left the livestock herds a lot smaller than normal for this time of year,” Caleb replied.

      There was a knock on the door. Before they could get up to answer it, Miranda walked in.

      “Hope I’m not too early. My rounds didn’t take long this morning. I think the mere thought of the eruption being over has had a miraculous effect on most of my patients. Diane Garland was hit pretty hard, but the rest seem to be over the hump.”

      “Can I get you some tea?” Ash asked.

      “That sounds great, especially if you can spare a few drops of honey.”

      “Sure, we’ve still got several jars but keep that to yourself. I imagine most people are running low.”

      “We’ve got a few jars too, but Mom rations like crazy. Honey in tea is a luxury at home since she needs it for her stress-baking.”

      While Miranda entertained Sara, and Caleb washed the dishes, Ash brewed another pot of tea made from herbs found around the community and dried. If the deposits were too deep, even that basic staple could be in jeopardy.

      “I haven’t mentioned Ryan and I getting married to Dad for over a month. Everyone has been so stressed with the volcano erupting that I haven’t wanted to add to it. How much longer should I wait?” Miranda asked her brother.

      “I’d give it another week. The volcano could come back to life at any moment, but a week will give us time to assess the damage. If it looks like we might have a growing season, Dad will loosen up.”

      “At this point, I’ll probably be nineteen by the time Ryan and I get married like Dad wanted all along, so it looks like I’ve been harping on him for the past year for nothing.”

      Ash chuckled. “Who could have predicted that a volcano would erupt just as you were wearing him down?”

      “I also fear we’ll need to do like Dillon and Evelyn and invite the entire community, so we’ll need to wait until the air clears and the temperatures warm a little. I’d like to do what you two did and just have our families, but now that includes the Adlers since Dillon married Evelyn and the Gallegos family since Ryan’s brother is married to Serena. Serena’s brother and sister are married. I just can’t figure out where to cut it off to avoid insulting anyone, so I guess it’ll be everyone.”

      “I’ll do what I can to help. I owe you big for all the babysitting you do,” Ash said.

      “You don’t owe me anything. I love spending time with my niece.”

      “In that case, Ash and I will get out of here,” Caleb said as he kissed Sara goodbye.

      “Should I be sad that my little girl hardly notices when I leave?” Ash said as she and Caleb walked toward the Solomon farm.

      “No, it means she’s comfortable with Miranda and trusts us to return.”

      When they reached the Solomon cabin and went inside, Dillon was already there.

      “Ash, wonderful to see you again. I’ve barely left the cabin in the past month, and I know you haven’t either. I hate that I haven’t seen my beautiful granddaughter in so long. Miranda said she is growing like a weed,” Olivia said as she hugged Ash and then Caleb.

      “I’ve missed you too, and so does Sara. I just hope the volcano is done and the air clears soon. I’ve been going absolutely stir-crazy being couped up.”

      They all sat around the kitchen table, and Olivia brought out warm scones and tea.

      “So, boys, do we venture out to the fields today?” Owen asked.

      “No sense in waiting,” Caleb replied.

      “Are you going with the guys or can you stay and visit for a while?” Olivia asked Ash.

      “I’d love to catch up, and then I’ll head over to the greenhouse and check in with Graham.”

      “That would be lovely. I’ve been working on some new outfits for Sara. I hope they won’t be too small already.”

      Ash loved her mother-in-law. Olivia helped fill the painful void left by her mother’s death. She leaned heavily on Olivia the first year of Sara’s life for advice, babysitting, and moral support. No matter how hard Caleb tried, there were just some things only another woman could provide, especially when Ash felt like an inadequate mother.

      “Should we just meet back home?” Caleb asked.

      “Sure, I’ll relieve Miranda in a couple of hours, so if you need to be out longer that’s fine.”

      Ash kissed him goodbye and watched him walk out the door with his dad and brother. She turned around and saw Olivia watching her.

      “I’m so happy that you love my son so much,” Olivia said as she hugged Ash.

      “I can’t help it. He’s so kind, smart, handsome, and he’s such a great dad.”

      “I doubt his siblings would agree with the first three, but no one will argue with the last,” Olivia said as she led Ash into the kitchen and poured tea.
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      Ash wasn’t surprised to find Graham in the greenhouse when she entered. “Good morning. I thought maybe you could use some help since I abandoned you once the eruption started.”

      “I’d love help and some company. Don’t worry about the absence. It was wise to stay inside as much as possible.”

      “Hopefully, the eruption is really over and not just paused as Dan suggested might be a possibility.”

      “Without any current data, only time will tell if we’re done or in a lull, but I’m happy to see it stop, no matter how long it lasts. Even though I’m keeping busy, I know others are suffering from cabin fever.”

      “Have I told you lately how fortunate this community is to have you, Melora, and Fiona? When you three showed up on horseback, leading six llamas packed with so many essentials, it was truly a blessing. You all are wonderful additions to our community, and this greenhouse kit you brought may just save Beartooth.”

      Beartooth’s young history flashed through Ash’s mind. The community was established roughly twenty-eight years ago when three families, the Yandells, Phillips, and Craigs, purchased a mountain resort to build a sustainable community. They wanted to live a simple life and escape the division, corruption, violence, political unrest, and hatred plaguing the country. For the first ten years, settlers came and went until most of the roads and all of the bridges were damaged or destroyed by earthquakes, floods, and tectonic shifting, cutting the community off from the outside world.

      After Beartooth became isolated, there were no new arrivals until Graham, Fiona, and Melora rode up a couple of winters ago seeking refuge. The community had been nervous about the possibility of introducing pathogens none of the residents had been exposed to but the transition had gone smoothly, and the new arrivals quickly became part of the community.

      “We think it was you all who saved us. I have no doubt Melora would have been pulled back into the military immediately when things started getting out of control in the rest of the country, and who knows what would have happened to Fi and me.”

      After Ash and Graham finished watering the plants and sowing seeds in every vacant speck of soil, they harvested the ripe produce. Prior to erecting the greenhouse, the community had limped along over the winter with just salad greens for fresh vegetables. They now were able to grow tomatoes, squash, beans, peas, green onions, and cucumbers year-round.

      “I’ll help you carry all of this to the storehouse, and then I’d better head home. I don’t want to take advantage of Miranda’s generosity,” Ash said as they headed toward the storehouse, laden with produce.

      The storehouse had originally been a restaurant, gift shop, convenience store, and back-of-the house support for lodging operations. The restaurant kitchen’s commercial ovens were still functional and used primarily for baking large quantities of bread for the community. The refrigerated cooler in the back was used to hang meat to be processed. Opposite the kitchen was a large room that had been the laundry and lodging support area. They kept the commercial washers and dryers, though they seldom used them, and installed a mill to turn the grains grown on the Solomon farm into flour. In the front of the building, the dining room, gift shop, and convenience store, complete with refrigerated coolers, were now used to store and distribute goods to the residents.

      When they entered the storehouse, they were hit by the aroma of bread, fresh out of the oven.

      “It smells like Serena has been up to something wonderful,” Ash said.

      “My daughter has become quite the accomplished baker if I do say so myself,” Tony Gallegos replied as he grabbed a heavy canvas bag full of produce from one of Ash’s hands and set it on the counter.

      “You may, since everyone agrees,” Ash added.

      “We were getting a little low on veggies. I harvested greens and herbs out of the cold frames alongside the storehouse yesterday to help tide us over, but this will be a welcome sight,” Tony said as he began unloading the bags.

      Ash looked around. The shelves were emptier than usual for this time of year. The storehouse was getting low on a lot of items, but the biggest concern was the lack of meat. If Melora couldn’t locate the deer and elk herds with the drone, things were going to be tight.

      “Glad I caught you two,” Dan said as he walked in the door. “Let’s have a CLB meeting in five days. That should give everyone time to assess the situation out there. Graham, I’d like you to come too since you know more about the volcano than I do, and you can give us an update on how the greenhouse is holding up.”

      “I’d be happy to come to the meeting even though I probably won’t have much to add as far as the volcano. As you know, without access to any of the data from the monitoring equipment we had in place, we’re kind of just guessing on what will happen next.”

      “True, but your guess is better than most. We’ll meet at 4:00 p.m.” Dan said.

      “Caleb is in the fields with his dad and brother as we speak, so he’ll have an update on their condition for the group,” Ash added.

      “I hope the news is promising,” Dan said.

      Ash said goodbye to Dan, Graham, and Tony and quickly made her way home. It felt good to get outside and visit with other adults besides Caleb, but she already missed her little girl.

      After Miranda left, Ash fed Sara and put her down for a nap. She pulled a chair up to the radio and tried to find a broadcast. She was about to give up when a scratchy voice came over the air. She recognized the newsreader’s voice as the one who usually did the broadcasts from the nation’s capital before the bombing.

      “Found some new digs not far from…old capital. Hopefully we’ll be on air more regularly…try to increase signal…not piss anyone off to avoid being shut down.”

      Despite the words cutting out, Ash understood the gist of it. She was trying to tweak the frequency a little more to get a clearer reception when Caleb walked in the door. Before he could speak, she placed a finger to her lips and pointed to the radio.

      Caleb kissed her cheek and then pulled up a chair. He sat quietly next to her as the newsreader began the next story.

      “So far…unable to contact…verify if the volcano…erupting. Communications severely damaged…bombing…south of the border. Confirmed President did not survive... Vice President, Vivian Steele…assumed…and appointed army general, Nathan Nevins, as Vice… According to…priority is to stop fighting…for food. Reports from Pryor and… closest to the eruption, indicate…foot of ash…smothered out… Other news out of Pryor suggests...”

      Ash stood and frantically tried to get the broadcast back, but it was gone. “Darn. I wish we could have heard what the other news out of Pryor is.”

      “Me too. Hopefully, they’re focused on digging out from a month’s worth of fallout and not terrorizing its citizens or neighbors. Anything worthwhile before I walked in?”

      “I believe the radio station is set up somewhere close to the old capital. They hope to broadcast more regularly, strengthen their signal, and will try not to anger those in charge to avoid being shut down.”

      “That might be difficult if they actually report the news. Those in charge never like to hear the truth.”

      “Well, some news is better than no news.” Ash stood, placed a light kiss on Caleb’s lips, and then turned to check on Sara.

      He grabbed her arm and pulled her into his lap before she was out of reach, wrapping her in his embrace. “I need a little more than a peck,” he said as he captured her lips in a deep kiss.

      When he finally let her go, Ash was breathless. She stood up and smiled down at him. “But often when you kiss me like that, we end up missing lunch, and I’m starved.”

      “Can’t blame a guy for trying. I would happily forgo lunch for a repeat of last night,” Caleb replied with a sly smile.

      “As tempting as that sounds, I’m anxious to hear what you found while inspecting the fields this morning. Get washed up. I’ll check on Sara and then whip up some lunch.”

      While Caleb cleaned up, Ash assembled salads with fresh herbs, cucumbers, and tomatoes, and dressed it with a honey-vinaigrette dressing. She made grilled goat cheese sandwiches with sourdough bread.

      “Wow, no wonder you opted for lunch.” Caleb picked up the sandwich and took a bite.

      “Serena had just pulled the bread out of the oven when Graham and I walked in with a load of produce, and the Fergusons had brought in a small supply of goat cheese earlier.”

      “Our window boxes provide regular greens, but it’s nice to have some variety. How is Graham holding up without you?”

      “He has everything under control.”

      “Good to hear. Did you run into anyone else? I didn’t talk to anyone other than Dad and Dillon.”

      “Dan came into the storehouse while we were there. He’s scheduled a CLB meeting in five days.”

      “That should give us time to assess all of the fields. We made it to those on the windward-facing slopes. Depending on the terrain, the ash was only about four to six inches deep, but we suspect the leeward fields will be deeper since the deposits might have been protected from the wind and settled in place. We think we can plow the ash into the soil on the windward fields and plant if the temperatures warm up enough. Unfortunately, the irrigation ditches are nearly full of deposits which might be the biggest problem if we don’t get enough rain and need to irrigate.”

      “The news could be worse. How many of the fields are windward?”

      “About half.”

      Even though the initial assessment could have been worse, it still wasn’t great. If it got warm enough to have a growing season, the Solomon’s arable land could be half of what it was the previous year.

      “I suppose we shouldn’t panic until you get eyes on the other fields, and we see if the temperatures warm up enough to grow anything,” Ash said while finishing her salad.

      “That’s what we thought. Did you get enough time outside for the day?”

      “Yes, I had a great visit with your mom. She’s almost done with a few new outfits for Sara, and just in time. Her current wardrobe is getting a little snug.”

      Caleb reached over and took Ash’s hand and smiled. “Sometimes when I look at you and our baby girl, I think I must be dreaming. You’re both perfect.”

      Ash still had a hard time knowing how to respond when he said such things, but she agreed with his opinion of Sara.

      “She is a miracle and a blessing, and she is currently fast asleep. Do you need help with anything?”

      “Well, since you shot down my earlier idea, I guess I could use a little help fletching the arrows I have shafts for. If Melora and Tyler find the deer and elk herds with the drone, we’ll need to go hunting as soon as possible.”

      Ash enjoyed building arrows with Caleb. He taught her to shoot and make arrows before they got married. Both were activities they’d shared ever since. She hadn’t hunted since she realized she was pregnant with Sara and she missed it, but it was a small price to pay for her little girl.

      She relished spending time with Caleb out in the woods and hated to stay behind. She had been unable to shake the fear she felt every time he went without her. She had nearly lost him in the wild. Somehow, they survived the ordeal, but the thought of him leaving and not coming home always haunted her, no matter how hard she tried to push the thoughts from her mind.

      Caleb stood and walked around the table. He reached for her hand and eased her out of her chair. “You’ve suddenly gotten mighty quiet.”

      “I understand the community needs wild game to supplement the meat from our small livestock herds, but I hate you going away without me. Maybe someday Ryan or someone else can lead a hunting party, but for now, I know it has to be you.”

      Caleb wrapped his arms around her and held her tight. “I know you don’t like being left behind, but I can focus more on any danger we encounter knowing you and Sara are safe. And, there is no one I have more confidence in than you when it comes to protecting yourself and Sara in my absence. You’re my life, Ash, I can’t bear the thought of ever losing you or our little girl.”

      Ash just nodded as a tear slipped down her cheek. She never knew her own father. He died when she was a baby. She wanted Sara to know hers. Whenever Caleb left, Ash couldn’t keep her fear at bay, especially when he was far from home and at the mercy of the wild and all the predators that called it home.
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      In the days leading up to the CLB meeting, Miranda stopped by every morning to watch Sara so Ash could get out of the cabin. Despite the cold weather, gloomy skies, and the ground being covered with a gray layer of gritty fallout, it still felt good to be outside again.

      Ash enjoyed catching up with Emily, Fiona, and Melora. She also made several trips to Bob and Maggie’s ranch to visit Luna. She had ridden Luna into the wild, and the little mare had performed admirably in several terrifying instances. Ash had been a novice rider then, but Luna took good care of her. They formed a special bond, and she loved the gentle horse.

      Everyone was relieved when they received a small amount of rain each afternoon. It didn’t fill their rain barrels, but it was enough to wash off the roofs and other surfaces that had collected volcanic fallout over the past month.

      Even though it was still far too cold to plant anything, Caleb, Owen, and Dillon hitched Thor, the older of the two studs at the ranch, to the plow and made a few passes across one of the fields. The dirt and volcanic deposits created a rich mixture. They were confident that if the temperatures warmed enough, the crops would thrive in the enhanced soil.

      Ash was anxious to check on the bees. The hives were located a short walk from her cabin in a storage shed they built last fall in the Ferguson’s orchard to protect the bees from predators and cold temperatures. Prior to last fall, the hives were spread out in three clusters between the Solomon farm and the Ferguson orchard and vineyard, but that no longer seemed feasible.

      Caleb stowed his 9mm semiautomatic in its holster at his hip, and Ash retrieved her bear spray. She thought he was being overly cautious with the gun but understood his concern after her run-in with an aggressive grizzly while he was away over a year ago.

      “I don’t want to keep you from your work if you’re needed at the farm,” Ash said.

      “I’d rather you not check on the bees alone, at least until we scope out the area better.”

      “I suppose the latest SAI coupled with the eruption may make the wildlife behave even more unusual than they have in the past, but so far, we haven’t seen any.”

      “Better safe than sorry.” He smiled, kissed her, and strode out the door.

      Ash followed him outside. The air quality had cleared considerably over the past few days, but the sky was still a grayish-white due to the effects of the stratospheric aerosol injection. She missed the blue skies that once dominated overhead and hoped they would return soon.

      While most of the world was overheating, Beartooth had never been unbearably warm. The aerosol injections were not needed or welcome here. So far, all the procedures had done was shorten their growing season and threatened their survival by bringing a slow resurgence of winter.

      When they reached the shed, nothing looked disturbed. They unlatched the door and stepped inside. It was reasonably warm since most of the normally empty space was filled with wheat stems that could be used to feed livestock if they ran out of better-quality feed before the grasses returned.

      Ash listened closely. Before long, she heard a faint hum coming from all of the hives. She let out a sigh of relief.

      They removed the thin board they had installed over the gap near the roof line when the volcano erupted to keep out the falling ash. If, and when, the bees decided to venture out of their hives, they would be able to leave the shed.

      “Feel better?” Caleb asked as he took her hand and brought it to his lips.

      “Much. Even if wildflowers and weeds can’t poke through the volcanic deposits, if the temperatures warm enough, the fruit trees will blossom, providing the bees with a source of nectar and pollen. I’m more optimistic about our growing season now that I’ve heard life inside the hives.”

      They continued walking further from the community toward where the hives had been located prior to last fall.

      “The volcanic deposits are deep here. Maybe we should wait and see what blooms before we move the hives. No sense bringing them back to their old locations if there are no pollen sources,” Ash said.

      Caleb agreed. They hiked until they reached the original location of hives one and two. They walked over to where the grizzly that attacked Ash was buried. The deposits on the ground camouflaged the predator’s final resting place. It was the only positive Ash could see here.

      “It kind of looks like a bomb went off and destroyed everything. Yet, given time and the right conditions, the vegetation should come back, maybe even better than before,” Caleb said as if reading her thoughts.

      Ash nodded. Caleb was right, but it still didn’t change the fact that she barely recognized the place where she had spent so much of her life tending bees with her mom. The sky was gray, and the ground was a darker shade of gray with no signs of life poking through. Many of the needles on the pines had turned an orangish-brown, and the deciduous trees had lost their leaves. She didn’t spot a rabbit, which was once very common in the area, or even a track from a small mammal. She used to tease Caleb about bringing home what she called ‘creative cuisine,’ but she now wished for a rabbit to jump out and prove that life would return.

      “Have you heard how Melora and Tyler’s drone flights are going?” Ash asked as they headed back towards the community.

      “Last time I talked to Melora, it didn’t look promising. They plan to fly near the lake and further north and east.”

      “Hopefully, they’ll have the flying done by the CLB meeting tomorrow. I’m also anxious to see what things look like around the lake. If the herds have moved off, maybe we can at least start fishing again.”

      “I’m curious to hear what our biologist and geologists have to say about water quality in the lakes and streams, and if the fisheries will be impacted.”

      “Let’s keep our fingers crossed that the water hasn’t been polluted,” Ash said.

      “If the water hasn’t been impacted and there aren’t any predators hanging close by, let’s see if Mom can watch Sara for a few hours and try our luck at fishing soon.”

      “Nothing would make me happier. If we could go fishing, that would be one thing that would make life feel normal.”

      Caleb chuckled. “After everything we’ve been through in our first three plus years of marriage, I don’t even know what normal is anymore.”

      “True, but you have to admit our life hasn’t been boring.”

      Caleb put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close as they continued the walk. “No, it definitely hasn’t been boring.”
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      It was the first time Ash took Sara outside since the eruption began. The volcano had been silent for nearly a week. Very few particles continued to fall from the sky, but she was still nervous about exposing Sara to potentially unhealthy air.

      Ash put Sara’s hat on with its protective brim and handed her to Caleb. With Caleb holding Sara tight to his chest, shielding her from the elements, they left the cabin and made the short walk to the Solomon farm.

      The moment they started up the front porch steps, Olivia opened the door and raced out to greet them. She snatched Sara from Caleb’s arms.

      “I’ve missed my precious granddaughter so much.” Tears slid down Olivia’s cheeks as she cuddled and kissed the toddler.

      Sara looked at her grandma with wide eyes, not sure what to make of the emotional outburst. She reached up with a chubby finger and wiped away one of Olivia’s tears, which made the woman cry even more.

      After several minutes, Owen walked over and plucked her out of Olivia’s arms and held her up in front of him. Sara seemed a little confused over Olivia’s reaction but smiled at Owen.

      “Boy, have you grown in the past month,” he said as he set her down on her feet.

      “Grampa, up,” Sara cried, reaching for Owen.

      He picked her up, and the family went inside the cabin and sat down in the living room. As Owen bounced his granddaughter on his knee, the door opened and Dillon and Evelyn walked in.

      “Eflin,” Sara exclaimed.

      Owen set her down, and she toddled over to Evelyn, who scooped her up.

      It filled Ash’s heart with joy to see how much the excited greeting meant to her sister-in-law. It was obvious that Sara was just as happy as everyone else to be out and around others again.

      “What about me?” Dillon asked as he placed noisy kisses on her cheeks.

      She giggled and burrowed in tighter to Evelyn’s chest.

      “I can take a hint. I’m not the flavor of the day. So, what’s the plan?”

      “Caleb and Ash are heading to the CLB meeting. Even though we don’t know if it will warm up enough in a month or two to plant, we might as well keep plowing any field that looks promising. Turning soil with a horse-drawn plow is time-consuming, so it wouldn’t hurt to keep at it so we’re ready if we get the conditions we need,” Owen explained.

      “After the meeting, I’ll come and help,” Caleb added as he and Ash stood to leave.

      “I’ll walk to the schoolhouse with you so Dillon can get to work,” Evelyn said, joining them.

      “How soon do you and Gretchen plan to resume classes?” Ash asked as they headed toward the schoolhouse.

      “Dad is going to bring it up at the meeting, but if everyone thinks it’s safe for the kids to venture out again, we’d like to start back up the day after tomorrow. Mom, Dad, Lauren, and I have already cleaned the classrooms and have everything ready to go. I miss my students. I hope it won’t take long to get them back in the rhythm of learning after over a month off.”

      “I’m sure they miss you too and will get back into the groove quickly,” Ash replied.

      Ash was happy to see the sky was less gray. With the little bit of rain that had fallen and efforts with targeted clean-up, the area around the community was starting to look less desolate.

      They walked Evelyn to her cabin and then backtracked the short distance to the schoolhouse for the meeting. Ash and Caleb were the last to arrive. Glancing around, they spotted two vacant seats between Ryan and Melora. Dan sat at the head of the table with Graham next to him. The remaining members consisted of Tyler, Bob, Heath Garland, Henry Adler, and Maria Gallegos.

      “We haven’t heard a peep out of the volcano since it stopped. It doesn’t mean we’re out of the woods, but it looks promising,” Dan said to open the meeting.

      “I wouldn’t have offered to move into one of the small, one-bedroom cabins last year if I’d known I would be confined indoors for a month,” Maria joked. “Tony was thankful he needed to go to the storehouse each day to manage food distribution, but I didn’t have any excuse to go traipsing around outside.”

      “And we appreciate everyone’s good sense. Miranda and Emily had their hands full with respiratory issues as it was. It sounds like most are pretty much recovered. Heath, how’s Diane doing?” Dan asked.

      “She is recovering but slowly. Miranda and Emily have been watching her closely, but with no antibiotics, there is only so much they can do. Lexie and Joy have taken good care of their mom.”

      “If there is anything we can do to help, just say the word,” Dan replied.

      Heath nodded.

      “I’ve asked Graham to join us since he, Fiona, and Melora are the most knowledgeable about the volcano. I wasn’t working in the field like they were when we were all employed with the U.S. Geological Service, so what they know is nearly thirty years more current than what I know,” Dan said.

      “Based on the data we had before moving here, I’ll give you my best guess, but without current information, that’s all I can do. Melora, feel free to jump in anytime.”

      Melora nodded, and Graham continued.

      “The caldera has been monitored for hundreds of years. Historical data about past eruptions combined with mathematical models of volcanic ash dispersion have given us a decent idea on where and how much ashfall could occur. During the three caldera-forming eruptions that occurred between about 2.1 million and 650,000 years ago, volcanic ash covered much of the western half of North America and was likely over a foot deep up to a hundred miles away from the eruption zone. Wind carried sulfur aerosols and tiny ash particles around the planet and likely caused a notable decrease in temperatures around the world. Fortunately, this latest eruption was not a caldera-forming super eruption. However, it was big, it lasted quite a while, and only time will tell what the impacts will be on our growing season.”

      “If it was a super eruption, we wouldn’t be sitting here having this conversation right now,” Melora added.

      “So, what does that mean and where does that leave us?” Henry asked.

      Graham rubbed the stubble on his chin. “Fi, Mel, Dan, and I have discussed this at length. Based on historical eruptions, we believe the pressure has been released and the eruption is over, not just paused. But we honestly don’t know if the eruption coupled with SAI will create conditions that might threaten our survival at this elevation.”

      “With what we’ve seen since the eruption stopped, I think we can weather the fallout, but coupled with the latest SAI release…Heath, do you have any thoughts?” Dan asked.

      “Like Graham and the other geologists, climatologists can only predict so much without current scientific data, but I’ll give you my two cents. I believe we’re near a SAI release zone by the way things played out after the previous releases. Even though the U.S. wasn’t
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