
In a world on the brink of chaos, a fragile truce is forged amidst brewing war and encroaching forest fires, balancing survival and control in the silence before the storm.
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CHARACTER LIST

As Daniel stood to leave, Reiner spoke again, voice low but pointed. “A word of advice, Wither.”

Daniel paused.

Reiner’s expression was unreadable, but his words carried weight. “In this world, people who can’t keep up get left behind. You’d do well to remember that.”

Daniel met his gaze. “I don’t intend to be left behind.”

Reiner’s smirk was humourless. “Then you’d better be ready for what comes next.”

Daniel turned and left the tavern, Reiner’s words lingering in his mind. Not even five minutes in and already I feel like I’m in a battle, he thought. And the real battle hasn’t even started... Fantastic...
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BETWEEN SILENCE AND FIRE

K.M. Cannon

Some changes are more painful than others, and the driest summer since the First Winter showed that further changes were inevitable.

We saw that coming.

The changes surprised us. The idea of a war on your doorstep is a nightmare, yet that summer it became our reality. We thought the First Winter brought the biggest change.

We were wrong.

—from the diary of the Regent of Walden
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​CHAPTER ONE
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Ghostly wisps, remnants of the inferno, clawed at Derek’s jeans and boots as a constant, stinging reminder. A grey dawn unveiled lingering evidence of the recent forest fire.

The pallid shroud of smoke clung to the valley floor. Between Panache and the river, the ground was a black scar, still whispering with the treacherous hiss of embers. A damp cloth couldn’t ease the fiery pain with each inhale. The stench of burnt earth, of everything lost, would fester here for years, a permanent stain. And beneath it all, the stubborn, malevolent crackle—the embers, refusing to surrender their final, venomous breath.

Derek adjusted the cloth over his nose and mouth, trying not to breathe too deeply, but the smoke found infiltrated through the fabric despite his efforts. His watering eyes scanned the devastated landscape.

Sheer force of will and a pre-WWI fire pump, drawn by the horses now snorting and stomping uneasily behind him, barely contained the fire. It had worked, but only just. The ground was a treacherous patchwork of ash and embers, the heat still radiating beneath his boots. Every step felt like walking the edge of a knife—one misstep away from disaster.

Behind him, the team moved in staggered lines, each pair responsible for a section of the ruin. They weren’t expecting to find anyone on this side of the lake, but there was no way to be sure. This wasteland might still trap injured survivors. Every delay could mean another life lost.

The thought clenched in Derek’s chest like a fist.

A sharp whistle cut through the still-smoldering air. Derek turned, catching sight of Sheridan emerging from the haze, her face streaked with soot. She pulled her scarf down, voice rough but urgent.

“We found someone!”

Derek didn’t hesitate. He motioned for Gina to follow as he strode toward Sheridan. She brought them to a small hollow by the remains of a fire-ravaged cabin. A man lay half-buried in ash, his breath shallow.

Sheridan crouched beside him, fingers pressing against his neck. 

“Pulse is weak,” she said, already assessing the extent of his injuries. His burns were severe, his clothes little more than scorched remnants fused to his skin. “We need to get him out of here now.”

Derek nodded. “Gina, help me with the stretcher.”

As he turned to look, he sighed, but it was one of relief and more at himself and he allowed himself a wry grin. As if I needed to say a word, he thought.

Gina was already moving, retrieving the folded canvas from one of the supply packs. Sheridan and Gina worked quickly, stabilizing what they could with the limited supplies they had. 

What we have, he sighed as he watched, unease settling into his bones with all the same weight as lead. But what we have and what we need... there’s already too much of a gap.

Once the stretcher was ready, Derek and Gina carefully lifted the man onto it. Sheridan kept close, monitoring him as they began the slow trek back through the ruin.

The horses shifted uneasily as they approached, their nostrils flaring at the lingering scent of smoke. Derek helped secure the injured man onto the wagon before giving the horse a reassuring pat before swinging himself onto his own horse. The animal trembled beneath him, its nerves still raw from the battle against the blaze. He ran a soothing hand down its neck, murmuring reassurances.

For who? He didn’t know. So much lost in one year alone...

His gaze shifted from the charred ground and trees to the comforting green on the other side of a small gap, a gap over water that had barely managed to prevent the fire from spreading. A set of Rangers stood guard by the barge that had carried both horses and fire fighting cart across the river.

So much to do, but never enough time or resources for it all, he thought.

Sheridan mounted up beside him, her eyes scanning the horizon. “More fires could spark if the wind changes,” she breathed. “We’re far from done.”

Derek nodded, glancing back at the still-smoldering forest. “We never are.”

The team fell into formation as the wagon rolling forward with a creak of old wood and rusted metal. He winced, but followed behind as they retreated to the barge. Derek ordered Sheridan and the man back to the Manor, silencing any protest with a shake of his head. “You’re needed there now. Let the Rangers take care of this.”

“Marissa is going to lose her mind, you know,” said Sheridan, staring back at him, although, much to his relief, she listened and led her horse onto the barge.

Derek nodded. “Yep, I’m sure. But she’ll understand.”

“Ride well,” said Sheridan. “Fast and safe.”

Over the past year, the words had become a kind of blessing as they faced both real fires and metaphorical ones, repeatedly seeking refuge at the Manor. It was why the Rangers existed, and Derek grinned. “Don’t I always?”

He carefully ignored Gina’s snort from behind him.

Sheridan had also raised her brows, but she turned her attention back to the stranger on the stretcher. As she looked back, the barge had already made it halfway over the river, but she still waved, and Derek waved in return.

“She is right, though, mate,” said Gina. “Marissa is as like to have an actual bird. And I won’t blame her. I reckon you’ll have maybe five minutes before she descends on you once we’re back there.”

Derek nodded. “You’re not wrong, but we have a job to do... and Reese will understand.”

It didn’t stop him from glancing back to the North and up the hill across the narrow river. The Manor was a few kilometres up the ruined remains of the road. He sighed again, another wary glance toward the Manor, almost half expecting his wife’s voice to chase him on the wind.
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“I don’t find this amusing.”

Victoria Piacentini’s laughter continued as she remained bent over. Chewing his lip, and trying—and then failing again—to get his feet back where they belonged, which was on the ground and underneath him, Daniel Wither finally released a breathed, “Calice tabrenac.”

She said, “Hang on a second...”

“Absolutely not!” She stopped at his barked reply. “You’ll end up ass over tea kettle like I just did.”

“Then what is your suggestion, Dan? Leave you down there?” she asked.

Daniel sighed as escape from the ditch proved impossible.  Mud clung to him, offering no purchase among scrub and twigs. This trench, mostly dry, showed only dirt and grass, hinting at earlier moisture. All that remained was the hardened reminder of it, along with the rot at the bottom, which was also—thankfully—equally dried.

Admittedly, the landing had been painful after the slip and fall into the mud. He was lucky... nothing felt broken, but he knew he would be sore afterward. Extricating himself from that rut proved difficult. “Dammit,” he finally sighed. “Vik, can you pick your way down here?”

“I think so,” she replied, joining him a few minutes later, thankfully remaining upright. “I’ll help you untangle yourself.”

With the sound of wheels on the road, Victoria stopped her task of clearing the weeds around Daniel’s legs. As the wagons rolled by, she ducked down to hide. People pulled or pushed the small carts. Once the wagons had gone past them, Victoria began freeing Daniel. “What’s your take on that?” he asked.

With the final tendrils of the entangling growth releasing their hold, “I don’t know, but I’d certainly like to find out,” she responded.

As he escaped the ditch and brushed himself down, she followed, maintaining a safe distance behind the carts. Down the street, along the fork past the university, was a set of wilderness paths and more residential homes. It seemed that was their destination. That road, like most of the shore surrounding Lake Ramsey, and here too, had to negotiate treacherous inclines and steep, black cliffs to the water below. The lake itself was deep, but with islands and mountains jutting out. Some never broke the surface, which made this lake almost a nightmare for boaters in areas, but a dream for those who loved to fish.

Having once been a police officer and the city’s mayor, respectively, the two found ample cover to remain unseen while following.

A park, or more accurately, a preserve with trails, was in the lowlands between the lakes; the small parking lot, though, appeared to be used for something else. “Looks like a staging area,” whispered Victoria.

Daniel nodded his agreement. A closer look was tempting, yet the risk of being seen prevented him. But... he really wanted, no... needed, to know what they were doing.

Despite believing it could be part of someone else’s ongoing study, his instincts pointed to a different conclusion.

Breathing in through his nose, Daniel looked towards Victoria. “Did our new friends say anything about this?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Never a word. This area is deserted,” she whispered.

Everything had changed. Laurentian, on the surface, did not differ from it had ever been. At least it did not appear any different. As a university, it had lent itself as a hub of learning—experimentation in the field in more hands-on lessons. Anything happening in this moment could have been, even before civilization fell, explained off as a social experiment spanning multiple disciplines.

Now small-scale farms for survival, grassy areas once served as student gathering spaces, producing food and other products.

Before that first winter, Robert Kaine, Niala’s father, had been a renowned professor, a leader to many; however, Daniel’s experience revealed a different side to him, leading to Daniel’s imprisonment in the medical school and the discovery that the true Professor Kaine was also a prisoner and the man introduced to them by Niala as Kaine was in fact an imposter—put there by Harnet.

Niala betrayed them all.

After she fled, not a soul ever saw her again.

Probably bolted straight to Harnet, he thought.

Victoria waited for his answer.

Before releasing his breath, Daniel inhaled. “I realize this may be something you’re used to in some level of government, even a collegiate one. But I’m not—and to him we’re just pawns in a game,” he finally answered, and he shook his head. “And this is another chess piece, if I had to guess.”

Victoria’s silence caused him to chew his lip. I know I technically don’t need to answer her, he thought. What authority she really had is gone, like City Hall. But, considering who she was, the Mayor before all this, she’s the closest thing we have... and I’m not letting that go that easily.

“Everything is different,” she admitted, her finger then pointing at Daniel. “But don’t let that be an excuse to antagonize the man. He still has City Hall and the hospital, and that’s not too far from the university and, for now, this is your home.”

“Nothing else in the entire university gives me the same gut feeling as watching what we just saw,” said Daniel. “And that says something.”

“I get the same sense,” she answered, but she touched Daniel’s arm—one of the few places not covered in mud—and he sighed. “Things about him have been reaching my ears from others.”

“In what way?” he asked, her touch on his shoulder not soothing him at all. “Victoria, if you suspect anything—even for a second—don’t you dare handle it on your own.  Come get me.”

“I will,” she reassured him with a pat. “I am not so silly as to overestimate what I can do on my own. My training is far less extensive than yours.”

He answered, “Good.”

Beside her, Daniel fell into step after stepping out of the way. The mud on his clothes was slowly drying, and he felt itchy. A hot shower would feel fantastic, although there was another hill to climb up to the residences.  

“Why aren’t we living in the abandoned houses?” he asked. “It’s not like people are using them.”

As Victoria’s brows shot up, her eyes widened. “Easier to consolidate your power base if everyone is within reach, I’d imagine.”

“Our imposter was a real piece of work, wasn’t he?”

A heavy sigh escaped her lips. “Yes, and unfortunately not an isolated case if what we saw back there was anything to go by.”

Nodding, he brushed away some dried mud. “We need allies. Resources.”

“No argument there,” she agreed. “What did you have in mind?”

He said, “If Harnet is using the water to circumvent us, then I think we should, too.” If the tracks were Harnet’s, it was possible they were from other survivors, but his intuition disagreed. “Perhaps head up by my old union hall and the hardware warehouse stores near Silver Hills.”

Her brow rose. “That’s a long trip, Daniel. It isn’t like we can hop in a truck and drive there. You’d have to get across the water and then be on foot.”

“I know,” he said, his gaze fixed on Lake Ramsey. “But it’s better than leaving ourselves open.”
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​CHAPTER TWO
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Diane Sinclair stood rigid in the dimly lit war room, the musty smell of damp wood and lingering cigar smoke filling the air. Harnet presided at the head of the rough-hewn table, his restless fingers tapping a staccato beat on its weathered surface. A map sprawled out in front of him, anchored by odd weights—a depleted radio battery, a rusty blade, and a spent bullet casing. His intense gaze darted across the marked paths and hurried annotations, his mind clearly adrift despite the focused facade.

It always was these days, ever since the Mayor, Victoria Piacentini, and everyone in Tom Davies Square had not only escaped but exposed their false Professor Kaine.

Two blows that shattered his hold over the city.

Her eyes flicked to the paper in front of her.

Dr. Sheridan Wither. The de facto leader of Walden, who had somehow fended off Kovach to her west and, by all reports, orchestrated Cecelie’s defeat.

And then there was the second name.

Constable Daniel Wither.

That can’t be a coincidence.

She glanced at Harnet. His fingers had stilled against the tabletop, his breathing slow, controlled—but she recognized the tension coiling beneath it. She saw his jaw clench each time someone spoke their names.

Harnet exhaled sharply through his nose, shoving back from the table with enough force to make his chair scrape against the floor. “She’s getting bolder. You see this?” He jabbed a finger at a report, its pages creased and smudged from too many hands. “More people are flocking to her little kingdom. That hospital of hers—it’s not just patching up the sick. It’s uniting them.”

Diane exchanged glances with the other lieutenants. No one dared speak. They had seen this spiral before.

Harnet pushed away from the table, the sound of scraping chair legs filling the room. He strode to the corner, passing by the faint scent of musty books. In the dim light, he reached a small desk, its surface cluttered with papers. Among the disarray, an old brass compass caught his eye, its dulled casing reflecting the dim light. He picked it up, feeling the cool metal in his palm, and turned it over, tracing the intricate engravings with his fingers. A slow, humourless chuckle escaped his lips, the sound echoing in the quiet room.

“My father used to say this would always point me home,” he murmured. “But what did he know about home? About loyalty?” He set the compass down with more care than he had for anything—or anyone—else in the room. “He doesn’t even call his own house home anymore.”

Diane cleared her throat, keeping her tone even. “The problem isn’t just her influence. It’s her reach. People have seen her Rangers and Derek Moss near Long Lake, Lively, and as far away as Nairn Centre. And before we lost all contact with the Colonel, one report suggested one of her Rangers infiltrated Kovach’s territory—made it all the way to McKerrow and assassinated him. On his own damn train.”

“If she makes inroads there—”

“I know what she’s doing,” Harnet cut in, voice tight. “She’s undermining me. Again. She’s always thought she was better than me.” His fingers curled into fists. “Back in high school, she barely acknowledged me. Wouldn’t even give me the time of day. Now, she thinks she can carve out a piece of my territory and play saviour? Like she owns the moral high ground?”

Diane swallowed her distaste. She had heard this before—Sheridan’s supposed rejection, the perceived slight, the way Harnet twisted the past to justify his resentment. It was dangerous to question him, but it was growing harder to ignore how his personal grudge was clouding his strategy.

One lieutenant, a wiry man named Jansen, shifted uncomfortably. “Sheridan’s well-defended. Her people are armed, trained. Her cousin is ex-military, her husband was also ex-military. Rumour has it that the Ranger who infiltrated Kovach’s territory was ADF. No one knows what Moss was before all this... but it adds up to one thing. They’ve got the closest thing to a proper army, and it’s building fast. A direct attack could cost us more than it’s worth.”

“And then there’s Daniel Wither,” Diane added.

“No coincidence there,” Jansen muttered. “She’s got the city’s cops. The reserves back her now. The risk outweighs any reward.”

Harnet’s head snapped toward him, eyes narrowing. “Are you saying we should let her continue? Let her spread her poison?”

Jansen hesitated. “I’m saying we should consider the risks.”

The silence stretched thin. Then, in a flash, Harnet grabbed the rusted knife from the table and slammed it into the wood, inches from Jansen’s hand. The man flinched but didn’t recoil.

“Risk is letting her continue unchallenged.” Harnet leaned in, voice dropping to a near whisper. “And it’s not just me you need to worry about.”

Diane kept her expression carefully neutral. She knew exactly who he meant. The Colonel. Should she discover one of Harnet’s lieutenants was thinking of withdrawing their support, the response would be far more dramatic than a mere knife plunged into a table.

Diane measured her words before speaking. “An ambush. If we hit them when they least expect it, we minimize losses. She’s planning a caravan to Lively. Take it out, send a message.”

Harnet considered this, his grip on the knife easing. “A message,” he echoed, turning the word over in his mind. He straightened, nodding to himself. “We’ll strike when they’re most vulnerable. We’ll make her see.”

Jansen exhaled, shoulders relaxing slightly. Relieved to have direction, even if unconvinced, the other lieutenants murmured their agreement.

Harnet dismissed them with a wave, his gaze already distant again. Diane lingered only long enough to see him return to his desk. He picked up a tattered photograph, thumb brushing over it with a tenderness that didn’t match the sharpness in his eyes.

Under his breath, almost too quiet to catch, he murmured, “She’ll finally understand her place.”

Diane had one foot out of the room when his voice lifted, this time addressing her.

“She’ll learn, Diane. I won’t waste her.” His fingers traced the edge of the photo, almost thoughtful. “Killing her would be easy. But making her kneel? Making her acknowledge me? That’s power.”

Diane paused, then nodded before leaving the room, the weight of what was coming settling in her gut like a stone.
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Gina stood at the edge of the clearing, arms crossed, scanning the assembled Rangers. The early morning light filtered through the trees, casting long shadows over the frost-kissed ground. Most of the Rangers were already awake, moving through their warm-up routines, murmuring among themselves. A few glanced her way with skepticism, their expressions unreadable. She exhaled slowly, rolling her shoulders to shake off the lingering stiffness from the previous night.

“All right, listen up,” she called, her voice cutting through the quiet. Conversations died down as eyes turned toward her. “We need to be better prepared for what’s coming. Defense isn’t just about fortifications—it’s about coordination, communication, and adaptability. We can’t afford sloppy mistakes.”

A few nods, some murmurs of agreement, but also arms crossed over chests, the universal sign of skepticism. She expected it. These men and women had been fighting their own way for a long time. Derek’s endorsement got her in the door, but respect wasn’t freely given.

“We’re running through ambush scenarios today. You’ll be setting traps, learning fallback positions, and working in squads. If this feels excessive, think about what happens if we get hit unprepared.” She let her gaze settle on a few of the doubters, lingering just long enough to make them shift their weight uncomfortably. “Let’s move.”

The Rangers split into groups, heading to their designated areas. Gina walked among them, offering corrections where necessary. A few of the more seasoned Rangers worked with silent efficiency, but others fumbled with knots or hesitated over placement. She crouched beside one young Ranger, adjusting the tension on a snare. “This needs to be tighter,” she murmured. “Otherwise, it won’t hold under pressure.” The boy nodded, swallowing hard, and adjusted his grip.

Not all the feedback was as easily received.

“You really think this’ll make a difference?” The voice came from Warren, a grizzled Ranger who had been with Derek since the early days. He leaned against a tree, arms crossed, one brow raised in mild defiance. “Traps like these won’t stop a determined force. And fallback positions? We don’t run.”

Gina straightened, brushing dirt from her hands. “No, we don’t run. But we don’t fight fair either. If you think brute strength wins wars, you haven’t been paying attention.”

A few chuckles from nearby Rangers, but Warren wasn’t amused. “And what would you know about fighting here? You didn’t grow up in this mess.”

Gina’s jaw tightened, but she kept her tone level. “No, I didn’t. But I survived raiders and war zones long before I got here. If you think I don’t know what I’m doing, you’re welcome to sit this one out.”

Warren’s eyes narrowed. A challenge. For a moment, she thought he’d push back harder, but instead, he scoffed and turned away. “Just don’t get anyone killed.”

The words sat like a weight on her shoulders as the training continued. The Rangers moved through the drills, executing coordinated ambushes, setting up traps, and retreating in an organized manner when signaled. Slowly, efficiency improved. Even Warren grudgingly participated, though she could feel his gaze on her, watching for failure.

The breaking point came during the final drill.

A young Ranger, eager to prove himself, misjudged his position. He triggered a snare too early, causing the weighted log to swing down in the wrong direction—toward him.

Gina moved on instinct, grabbing his collar and yanking him sideways. The log crashed inches from where he had stood, kicking up dirt and splintered wood. The clearing went silent.

The boy—Jesse—was breathing hard, his face pale. Gina steadied him with a hand on his shoulder. “You all right?”

He nodded, swallowing thickly. “Yeah. Sorry, I—”

“No apologies,” she cut in. “Just learn from it. This is why we drill.”

Warren stepped forward, expression unreadable. “That could have killed him.”

Gina met his gaze, refusing to flinch. “And if he’d done that in a real fight, it would’ve. Better he mess up here, where we can fix it.”

A tense silence stretched between them. Then, slowly, Warren nodded. “Fair point.”

Gina turned back to the rest of the Rangers. “Mistakes happen. That’s why we do this—to make them here, not when it counts. If you don’t want to train hard, if you want to act like this is just a game, then you’re going to get someone killed. It’s your choice.”

Something shifted in the air. It wasn’t full acceptance, not yet, but it was close. She saw it in the way the Rangers squared their shoulders, the way they nodded with more conviction.

As they reset for the final run-through, Gina rolled her shoulders, forcing a slow exhale through her nose. Her pulse was steady, but beneath it lurked the familiar, restless edge of always having to prove herself. Well, Grandma, I’ve clawed through worse. What’s a little more? Gina thought as she looked around at the Rangers. A battered, stubborn bunch—but mine to protect now. 
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The great room of Walden Manor hummed with quiet energy, the scent of wood smoke and old books settling into the warm air. Children of all ages sat in mismatched chairs or cross-legged on the thick rugs near the stone fireplace, their faces lit by the crackling fire. The manor’s great picture windows framed the distant river beyond, golden in the afternoon light. Lorraine, ensconced in an old armchair, led a lesson on practical survival, weaving in stories of Walden’s past to root the children in their history.

The murmur of voices stilled slightly as Sheridan entered from the kitchen. She carried no grand presence, but something about her quiet authority always caught attention. Lorraine glanced up and smiled knowingly, pausing mid-sentence. “Well, here’s someone who might have a few words to share.”

A ripple of excitement moved through the gathered children. Sheridan returned their eager looks with a warm smile as she moved to stand near the fire. “I don’t mean to interrupt,” she said, her voice carrying the practiced steadiness of someone accustomed to soothing worries. “But I wanted to see all of you before I leave.”

A few of the younger children frowned, but most listened attentively, soaking in her presence. Sheridan let her gaze sweep over them, memorizing their faces. “You’re all the heart of Walden. You, and what you learn, will shape our future. So keep asking questions. Keep looking out for each other.”

A small hand shot up. “Where are you going?”

Sheridan crouched slightly to meet the child’s curious gaze. “Just to help some people. But I’ll be back before you even miss me.”

That earned some dubious looks, though she softened them with a playful smile. “Now, before you start worrying too much, let me tell you something.” She straightened and crossed her arms, tilting her head as if sharing a great secret. “Did you know that when Shiloh and I were your age, we nearly burned down the summer kitchen because of a very unfortunate cooking experiment?”

Giggles bubbled up from the group. Even Lorraine arched an eyebrow, waiting for the story to unfold. Sheridan chuckled. “We were determined to make our own bread, but we got impatient. So, naturally, we thought adding more heat would make it cook faster. It did not.”

Laughter rose as she mimed the flour explosion, warmth lingering after amusement. “The point is,” she finished, “we survived our own foolishness because we learned. Just like you will. Just like Walden always has.”

Lorraine took that as her cue and stood, resting a hand on Sheridan’s arm as the children continued to chatter. “A word?”

Sheridan followed her a short distance away, where the fire’s warmth didn’t quite reach. Lorraine’s expression was calm, but her fingers tightened slightly on the fabric of her sleeve. “You don’t have to go yourself.”

“I do,” Sheridan said softly, understanding the concern Lorraine didn’t voice outright. “This is what I can do.”

Lorraine exhaled, her grip loosening. “Just come back.”

Sheridan nodded once. “I will.”

Before she could step away, a quiet voice pulled her back. “Sheridan?”

Eric Wither stood at the edge of the gathering, his hands clenched at his sides. He was young, not quite into his teens, but his eyes held the weight of too many goodbyes. Sheridan’s heart ached at the sight of him. She touched his shoulder. “What is it, Eric?”

His voice was quiet, uncertain. “What if you don’t come back?”

Sheridan inhaled slowly, steadying herself. He had already lost so much—his father, his certainty in the world. She wouldn’t lie to him. “There’s always that chance,” she admitted. “But you’re strong, Eric. And no matter what happens, you have a place here. People who love you. People who need you.”

His jaw trembled slightly, but he didn’t look away. Sheridan reached out, resting her other hand on his other shoulder. “You’re going to do great things. I believe in you.”

A long silence stretched between them before Eric finally gave a small nod. He didn’t say more, but the tension in his frame eased slightly.

Sheridan stood and let out a quiet breath. She lingered a moment longer, taking in the sight of the room—the golden glow of the fire, the low hum of conversation, the children lost in their own world of warmth and learning.

She turned to the door, pausing only once to glance back. She saw, through large windows, Lorraine return to her lesson, Eric draw nearer the others, and the distant river flow on.

She carried that image with her as she stepped into the uncertain dusk beyond.
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​CHAPTER THREE
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The wind whispered through the tall grass, carrying the earthy aroma of rain and wet soil. Derek stood outside Walden’s storage barns, his eyes locked on the ominous storm clouds advancing from the western horizon. The atmosphere was heavy with anticipation, sending a shiver down his spine and making his skin tingle with electricity. It was not just the storm brewing in the sky that filled the air with tension.

From fire to rain, he thought. And probably back to fire again.

The gentle patter of raindrops filled the air, offering a welcome relief to the parched ground. The earthy scent of wet soil mingled with the fragrant aroma of overgrown bushes. As the rain fell, the once neatly trimmed lawns and roadsides were now obscured by rampant overgrowth. The roads, once clearly defined, were now vanishing under a sea of grass. Small cracks in the pavement had transformed into gaping chasms filled with dirt and tangled weeds.

Garrett stood beside him, arms crossed over his chest, his sharp eyes scanning the busy scene. The people of Walden moved with practiced efficiency, securing supplies, herding livestock into safer enclosures, and boarding up windows. A well-oiled machine. And yet, it never felt like enough.

“This won’t hold forever,” Garrett muttered, nodding toward the manor. “We can reinforce, prepare, stockpile all we want, but we’re one bad storm away from losing more than we can afford.”

Derek didn’t argue. He knew the truth when he heard it. “That’s why we stay ahead of it,” he said. “We prepare for what we can control and expect the rest.”

Garrett exhaled sharply, rubbing a hand over his weathered face. “I worry about Eric.” His voice was quiet, barely audible over the rising wind. “He’s tough, but he’s still just a kid. I don’t want him growing up thinking this—” he gestured to the storm, the people moving with quiet urgency, the ever-present weight of survival—“is normal.”

Derek glanced at him. He understood the unspoken part of that statement. I don’t want to lose him. The world had taken too many sons from their fathers, too many fathers from their sons.

Here, a grandson from a grandfather.

“We’re doing what we can,” Derek said, his voice steady. “But you’re right. Walden can’t standalone forever. We need allies.”

Garrett let out a bitter chuckle. “Allies are in short supply these days.”

Derek nodded. “That doesn’t mean we stop looking.” 

His mind turned over the options they had, what few they were. The smaller outposts, the scattered settlements barely hanging on. Even if they weren’t strong now, they could be—given time, given help. 

But help always came with risks.

“You really think it’s worth it?” Garrett asked, reading the direction of Derek’s thoughts. “Sending out scouts, opening trade? It’s a long shot, and we’re already stretched thin.”

Derek exhaled. “It’s a risk, but so is standing
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