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Dedication

Dedicated to God because it was written with
inspiration provided by him.

In memory of Dids, Little
One, Tabitha, Sammy, Max, and Adara who
await my arrival.

To my Cat Overlords Taj and Esther who fill
my life with demands to be fed on their schedule, taking over my
bed, insisting the door be open even when it’s cold, using my flip
flops as a pillow, and being jealous of the computer. They fill my
life with joy, giggles, and love on their terms.


Author’s Note

At a party I attended years ago, I met
someone who had been inside one of the most famous military bases
in the world. Many TV shows and movies have used the entrance as
part of their setting. So when I got the chance to talk to someone
who had been beyond the entrance, I grabbed the chance to gather
facts for my story. I don’t unfortunately remember the person’s
name, but I am forever grateful for their time and information.

Much of what is described inside the
mountain is based on fact. Some came from my imagination and even
folklore about a certain popular TV show during the late 1990s.

And yes, there is a well-known zoo close
by.

Many of the places in this story are real. I
destroyed them, covered them with snow/ice, and envisioned a frozen
world. My characters live here near the base of the mountains.

Two things crept into the
story. Moon, a feline of unknown origins, which will be revealed in
the final book of the trilogy, Winter
Moon. Shadow, a Chosen One who needed to
be in this tale since she appeared in a story called
Doing My Job and
informed me what she had been assigned to protect. Her full tale is
set in the far future and the distant past.

There are a few stories
about the future after the ice age Word Warrior, his mates, kittens
and others had to survive. There’s even a story about the little
girl mentioned in Winter Awakening
and her fate. They are featured in a short story
collection called Bast’s Chosen Ones and
other cat adventures.

Winter Awakening, Winter
Emergence and the yet to be
completed Winter Moon are set in the future. God’s
Gift is the prequel and shows all the
plans set in place to save the human race covering a century of
secretive plotting. Pack Rule
gives the fate of their parents as told through
the eyes of a wolf on the road to intelligence.

Homefall
Search, set to be released in 2024, is the
first book in a new series setting the stage for the arrival of the
long-awaited Messengers. The next two books are already in the
planning stages and have no titles yet.

The worlds of the Five Systems and Borders,
including the characters, have been around for years. They’ve been
waiting for their story to be told. The time has arrived.

These books are tied together in a
multi-layered tale spanning centuries. Of course, the Chosen Ones
insisted on being part of it and who am I tell them no?


Prelude

Mute thought long and hard about what he
wanted to communicate and decided a simple message was best. The
words appeared on the screen and he sat back proudly.

Hello? Is Anyone There?

Satisfied it was what he wanted to say, he
hit Send. Now all he had to do was wait.


Chapter 1

Kat

Red splattered white met her eyes while the
helicopter blade slowly churned overhead. Yips, ripping and screams
filled her ears. A bitter tang stung her nose.

Horrified, she floated above the scene.
Furred figures darted among the carnage. Her mouth opened, but her
shriek never sounded…

Kat awoke screaming, her heart pounding so
hard she felt as if it were going to explode. Vaguely it reminded
her of the old movie they’d watched a few nights back. It had been
filled with vile creatures that used humans to hatch their
young.

She shook her head trying to push away both
the horrific movie and her dream.

“Ned is out there
somewhere. He has to be. He isn’t…”

She couldn’t finish the sentence.

A soft beep finally pierced her dazed mind.
Kat glanced at the time and her heart sped up again. “By the
mountain,” she swore. “I’m gonna be late again.”

Her feet hit the cold floor and she
shivered. “I might just have enough time,” she said as she hurried
down the hall to the communal showers.

The hot water chased the last of her
nightmare away. She toweled herself dry and tossed on the ugly
green clothes almost everyone wore. Kat wasn’t sure why. Some of
their tradition’s reasons had been lost through the centuries.

Rushing back to her bunk, she looked
frantically for her boots. A brown toe peeked out from under the
steel chair and she grabbed it, finding the other not far away. She
also located her earpiece and plopped into her shirt pocket.

She glanced up at the mattress above hers.
Empty. Kat suspected Lin, her older sister, had spent the night in
hydroponics again. She’d been doing that constantly for the past
six months.

 Her stomach growled. She rushed to the dining hall to grab a
banana, a piece of cheese and a cup of what passed for tea.
Munching on her food and sipping the lukewarm liquid, Kat trudged
down the dull gray-green halls.

Taking a sharp turn, she entered the com
room. She plopped down in the hard chair, earning herself a glare
from the technician she was late relieving.

“Overslept again,” Olga
accused.

“Sorry,” she
mumbled.

The woman shook her graying head. Being the
oldest of the com techs Olga had little patience with the younger
ones. “Better learn to get up on time.”

“Why? It’s not like
anything happens.”

“With the exploration
teams out,” Olga lectured her—again. “You never know when they
might need help.”

“My brother never sent a
message,” Kat retorted.

“We expected losses. He
knew that.” The older woman glowered at her. “So do
you.”

Olga picked up the blanket she constantly
kept with her. Several times Kat had heard the woman complain about
the cold. Kat didn’t agree. Either it was because there might be a
problem with the heating system, or simply because of Olga’s age.
Kat would bet on the latter.

“See you
tomorrow.”

“As always.” Kat tilted
her head back and stared at the oversized ceiling.
er

She pulled her hair piece out her pocket, it
was something her mother said had been passed down since before the
ice age started, and pulled her long, straight black hair up into a
bun. She stuck the long wooden pin into it and hoped it would stay
out of her almond shaped eyes.

“Now, how do I entertain
myself tonight?” she muttered.

At first, she tried her brother’s frequency.
All she picked up was static. Next she flipped through the others,
trying to find out if anyone on the teams had tried to call in.

Nothing. Silence. Boring!

Kat got up and stretched her slender limbs.
She’d turned twenty only a few days before her brother left on his
mission. They’d taken the helicopter out to search for the first
one, which had vanished months before. The base hadn’t heard from
either since.

“Wonder if you found
them?” She’d gotten into the habit of talking to herself during the
long night hours. What else was she going to do? She had the worst
post in the mountain.

With a weary sigh, she
turned her attention to one of the neighboring computer monitors. The old machines weren’t used very
much. Mostly people accessed them when
something broke or they wanted to review the old news
files.

Although recently, one of the scientists had
been using them to try and contact other computers that might still
be working somewhere on the planet. He’d had limited success. Or so
he said.

“Feel sorry for anyone who
might have been near any of them.” From the rumors she’d heard,
he’d pinged a couple in the distant city. There hadn’t been any
type of answer. She guessed all the people were either dead or had
migrated to the warmer south long ago.

“Well, I have nothing else
to do.” She sat down in a slightly more comfortable chair and
switched on the power. They’d all been taught as children how to
use the computers and just about every other old machine as well.
The more they knew, the more they could operate and keep the base
running. Mostly.

The screen lit up and she went through the
various commands until she reached the main program. At one time
there had been a service called the Internet and from what she
remembered, sometimes they could still use it. Depended on what
server they reached and whether or not it ran on solar power
instead of the dead power lines. Most of those had been brought
down by snow and ice.

“Now what might I find
tonight and not think about…” she stopped herself. The long hours
alone allowed her mind to roam too much and remember how much she
missed her brother Ned. He’d held their family together after their
parents had died during a hunt. One of the polar bears had come
upon the group while they’d been sleeping in their camp.

“I will
not go there.” Randomly
she hit a button and saw the email option come up. Well, why not
check it?

Kat didn’t honestly expect there to be any
messages. Not with there being so few people in the world, or so
their leaders thought. Maybe their group had been the only
survivors. Or maybe those in the south had dropped so far back into
barbarism all knowledge of technology had been lost.

She opened email and stared in surprise. A
message! Out of habit Kat looked around the room even though she
knew no one else was there. She considered alerting one of the
scientists. She tapped her fingers on the desk. Maybe this was her
chance to make a major discovery—like the animals several of the
teams had brought back.

Kat moved the curser and opened the file.
The message was simple.

Hello. Is anyone
there?

“That’s it? No, Hi, this
is so and so and I’m in such and such?” It was sooo disappointing.
Their first contact with someone from the outside world and the
message didn’t give her information!

She pulled her hands up to her face and
rested her chin on her fingers. Did she dare answer without talking
to someone in charge? It might be fun. Her own personal secret no
one else knew about.

Before Kat changed her mind, her fingers
flew across the keys.

Hello
yourself.

She hit send and held her breath to see if
there might be an immediate answer. ‘Message waiting’ appeared. She
opened it.

Where are
you?

Far
away. She returned. Are you warm where you are?

Not really. We keep warm
by cuddling together in wool.

Now that was strange. She tapped out her
next message.

Cuddling together? Don’t
you have your own beds?

No.

Definitely odd. Everyone she knew had their
own beds even when they shared quarters.

I live
underground. No harm telling whomever
that. It wasn’t like they’d be able to locate her position.
My people have for a very long
time.

How
long?

Years. Safe enough reply. I’ve never been
outside. Have you?

Cold. Wet. Snow
everywhere. Do you know when it will end?

No.

At least the other didn’t seem to know
anymore about when the constant cold would end then she did. Every
time she asked the older adults she was told, ‘soon’.

Where are
you? Kat wondered where the other might
be.

Don’t know. Must
go.

The emails stopped. Disappointed, Kat waited
to see if the person would come back. After thirty minutes or so
and no more messages, she resigned herself to being bored for the
rest of night and shut off the computer.

She sat back down before the com and waited
for her dull shift to be over.

~ * ~

At least her relief arrived on time. Kat
rose, stretched her cramped muscles from sitting still for so long,
and hurriedly exited out of the com room. Other people trudged down
the dimly lit hallways, some opening doors to their quarters,
others turning down side corridors to various departments and a few
heading towards the cafeteria.

Whiffs of pancakes and eggs tickled her
nose. Kat decided not to retreat to her bunk. She followed the
enticing aroma, grabbing a tray and filling her plate with eggs,
pancakes, and some sort of meat. At the end of room stood the
coffee and tea machines. Kat filled a large mug and chose a table
in the far back corner.

Sipping her weak tea, she felt its faint
jolt revive her, which would help keep her awake for the next
several hours while she struggled through the various lessons their
teachers expected their students to study. Not that knowing history
or some of the other subjects would be very useful in her
day-to-day life.

“Hi, Kat.” Her sister Lin
primly sat down on the other side of the metal table.

“Plants no longer
thirsty?” Kat took another sip. She grimaced. What she wouldn’t
give for a nice hot cup of tea.

“I needed a break.” Lin
nibbled on some toast. “Did you hear from Ned?” Her sister’s oval
face flashed a not so hopeful look.

“Not a peep.” She wasn’t
exactly lying. There hadn’t been any noise on the coms.

“You think he’s
dead?”

“I don’t know, Lin.”
Secretly, Kat hoped he still lived.

“If he was alive he would
have come back already.” Lin paused before
she added quietly, “Maybe we should have a memorial
service.”

“And maybe we shouldn’t!”
Kat snapped back. “We have no idea what is out there. He might have
had to walk.”

“Ned went to the city,
Kat.” Lin sighed, pushing her short black hair behind her ear.
“There’s probably all kinds of danger we don’t know
about.”

“They never reached anyone
there so I doubt it.” She felt a tug of guilt about her secret
conversation the night before. Kat ignored it. “Besides, Doc Pat
didn’t see anything dangerous about the animals the other missions
brought back.”

Lin shivered and grabbed her mug, taking a
huge gulp. “They aren’t normal animals though. Have you been to the
observation room and looked at them?”

“No. Been too busy trying
to catch up on my lessons.” Truth, she’d chosen not to keep caught
up. Ms. Hoffman, the base teacher, was forcing her to or else she
wouldn’t get her certification and be able to bid for other shifts
or positions.

“You just don’t want to do
them.” Lin knew her too well. “You think we have no need for any of
it.”

“Let’s not talk about it.
We’ll just end up arguing like always.”

“Fine.” Lin peeled her
orange. “Want a slice?”

“Sure.” She accepted the
slice and nibbled on the tart yet sweet fruit. “How are these
growing?”

“Okay. We’re still not
sure if the nutrients are right. I think they’re supposed to be
bigger.”

“As long as we can eat
them, does it really matter?”

Lin’s serious chocolate brown eyes studied
her. “If we don’t,” she stopped. “Never mind, it doesn’t
matter.”

Kat couldn’t help the snort. “You take
everything so seriously, Lin.”

“So should
you.”

“And why is that? We’ve
been down here for a long time. We’re fine.”

“Not really.” Her sister
spoke so softly Kat wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly. “I have to
get back.” Lin got up and left, still carrying her mug and
half-finished orange.

Closing her eyes Kat muttered, “Ned, I sure
wish you were here.”


Chapter 2

Mute

Even if he’d never heard them, it was still
strange to Mute to have all the other cats gone, except for during
the day when Word Warrior and others held classes. At night, he and
Sasha slept in the library, while litter mates Neutron and Sapphire
denned in a closet.

Mute padded to the door, twitching his tail.
He saw Algier dart into one of the classrooms. The other male had
never gotten over the fact Sasha had chosen him, the deaf cat,
instead of a strong Tom. Yet, it had been Mute and Word Warrior who
had battled Midnight to protect the females and kittens, even if in
the end, Tomura and the females had chased the rival away.

Algier had not been part of the challenge,
nor had he tried to help defend what had also been his home. Mute
simply couldn’t understand the other. Not that he really wanted to
as long as the other male stayed away from him, his mate and their
kittens.

When the other didn’t emerge from the
classroom, Mute went back and jumped up on the counter. He sat
before the computer, which glared white in the dark room. Once
again he opened the email program and waited to see if there any
messages. There weren’t. Earlier, he’d contacted someone, but he’d
had to stop when Sasha needed to go relieve herself.

He kept hoping he would soon learn his
kittens’ names. They were still too young to be left alone so he
had to wait. They had two males and one female. He’d watched them
being born and now, when necessary, he helped keep them warm.

Cocking his head to study the various
functions, he decided he’d send out another message. Perhaps
whomever he’d contacted would answer again. He raised his paw and
typed yet another message and hit send.

There was no immediate response, which he
found disappointing. He jumped down and nosed through another
manual to discover more computer secrets.

He paused in his study when he sensed he was
not alone. Slowly his head came up. In the doorway Algier stood,
his gray striped tail violently jerking.

Mute took a step toward the other male,
automatically puffing up his white fur to make him seem bigger.
Something rubbed against his side and he hopped to the side,
turning to face a new enemy.

Sasha stood beside him. Algier took a step
inside. Suddenly she leapt and racked her claws over the other’s
nose. The intruding male darted back into the hall.

His mate came to him and
gave him a friendly lick before returning
to their nest to care for their kittens.

He wasn’t insulted she’d intervened. The
Right of Challenge, Sasha had told him, had already been changed by
the females of this den. Algier probably had needed to be
reminded.

Once again he took his place before the
computer screen and waited for a response uncertain it would
come.


Chapter 3

Nan and Jojo

“Jojo, hurry!” Nan bounced
through the snow, her feet leaving prints any predator could
follow.

The young wolf growled. He lifted his leg
and peed against the odd metal structure marking his territory. His
and Nan’s.

She vanished around the corner of the busted
blue and white building. Jojo trotted behind watching for any
predators or smells of the wolf packs who no longer sent their pups
to the school.

“Isn’t it wonderful!” She
stood under the partly hanging door. Her tan tail slowly moved back
and forth, barely brushing the snow.

“Far from school.” His
instincts said they should have stayed with the pack. Being away
made him uncomfortable.

“We can watch for the
others.” She turned her head to look at him. “See if anymore
flying…helicopters come.”

He remembered the death brought by the
renegade packs. The two-legs had been killed after a cub’s death.
They all feared when the humans, if indeed that was what they had
been, returned. There would no doubt be retribution.

“Come on,” Nan urged. She
vanished into the dark hallway.

Jojo cautiously followed. Dank mustiness met
his nose and he sneezed. His back barely cleared the door and he
decided they would have to find another way out. Otherwise, it
would be easy for a predator or a territorial wolf, to trap them
inside.

“I wonder what this used
to be?” Nan’s question floated back to him.

He hurried on long gangly legs to join her,
his large feet leaving imprints on the wet dust and snow-covered
floor. He joined the young cat standing in a huge room with walls a
dingy orange. Along two walls odd gray structures lined them.

“I wonder what those are?”
Nan asked.

“Not know.”

“I guess we’ll have time
to find out.” She padded back to him. “Do we want to den here or
above?”

Denning above was not a good choice, but it
would allow them to do what they’d planned to accomplish. He pushed
through the busted open door and trotted up the creaking wooden
stairs. Although he couldn’t hear her, he knew Nan followed.

On the next level the windows were busted
out and most of the furniture covered in snow and ice. Hadn’t been
like that the first time they’d been here. He found the next set of
stairs and climbed even higher.

“Oh, this is wonderful!”
Nan bounded over and put her front paws on the low set windowsill.
“You can see everything!”

Jojo joined her, having to admit the view
gave them the advantage. However, he knew they could get trapped
with only one way out. “Not sure.”

“Why?” She didn’t look at
him.

“Could get
trapped.”

“Maybe.” She slowly walked
around the smallish room. He watched as she stopped beside a half
broken out window. “We might be able to escape here.”

He went to look over her shoulder. Nan had a
point although it would be a very tight squeeze for him. If they
were both careful, they might be able to jump to the slanted
snow-covered roof, traverse it and slide down on the far side.

“Good find.”

“I think so,” she agreed.
“There’s more stairs.”

“Explore later. Need to
make warm.”

“I know.” Reluctantly Nan
followed him back down the stairs and they explored the structure
for anything they could drag upstairs to make their den warm and
cozy.

In one of the destroyed gray things, they
found a coat and Jojo dragged it out. After he pulled it upstairs
and under a desk, he rejoined Nan who hunkered down, her tail
jerking.

His sharp ears heard the skittering noises
and he realized he was hungry. A small shape erupted from behind
some broken timbers. Nan pounced, expertly snapping the neck.

“At least we won’t go
hungry,” she shared.


Chapter 4

Kat

I should have skipped
class. Instead I’m stuck here trying not
to fall asleep. And Holz’s voice just drones on and on. Where did
he find this poem anyway? It’s not like anyone actually remembers
who wrote it.

Kat shifted in her hard seat and tried to at
least pretend she was paying attention.

“Really concentrate on the
images in this poem,” Holz droned.

“One claim still
staked,

rooted in the sandy ground.

Proud lodge pole pine giant

fallen, dead, decayed.

Pale gray,”

Like some of the
hallways, Kat silently groused.

“branches busted, termite
eaten,

licked black on the edges by an old
fire.”

Fire at least I
understand. Her finger followed the
initials of a previous student. The letters R. M. scarred deep into
the wood. My parents told me there was
fire in their grandparents’ time. I wonder what would have happened
if the base had been evacuated. Would I have even been
born?

“No new life springing from
its brown cones,

no twigs of Osprey nests or fish bone
remains,

no legacy left of its ringed trunk
history.

Wind topped by the asphalt road,

ignored by hungry bulging Elk,

forgotten by the black bear searching for
bees’ lairs,

overlooked by rushing Yellowstone
tourists.”

Like Yellowstone was ever real. I don’t
believe most of the old stories. And a place with scalding water
shooting up in the air and boiling mud pots. Yeah. Right.

And just what is an Osprey
anyway? Is a lodge pole pine like the ones I see
outside? All
green and spiky with snow pulling the branches to the
ground.

Bees she knew about because they used them
in hydroponics. The bees helped keep the plants pollinated and
provided honey to sweeten the coffee and tea. The medics even used
some for various illnesses.

“So,” Holz continued, “who
can tell me what images the poet used?”

Scrunching down in her seat, Kat hoped he
ignored her.

“Terry?” Holz called on
one of his favorites.

She sneaked a glance at
the time. Just a few more minutes. Then I
can escape down to the pond and feed the ducks.

~ * ~

Kat really wanted to know how those who had
built the place, managed to get a lake inside a hollowed-out
mountain. For that matter, how had they built the base to begin
with?

A few drops landed on her head and she
grimaced.

“Rain. At least I know
what it is.”

Years ago, she’d asked Ned how it could rain
inside. He explained the snow overhead melted and trickled down
through the gray granite, escaping through cracks.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

Very annoying.

Slowly she worked her way down the narrow
rock path to the E shaped lake. Ducks quaked and the geese honked
at her. They knew she always brought them treats.

Taking a seat on the worn wooden deck, she
pulled off her boots and socks. Gingerly she immersed her feet into
the frigid water. Something nibbled at her
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