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    Chapter 1 
 
    Day 42 
 
    December 8th 
 
    Jonah 
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    The Miami Whitewater Forest lay shrouded in a veil of desolation, its once lush greenery now reduced to ashen monochrome. The bare trees stood like skeletal arms reaching for the sky, begging for salvation from the frigid nights that had claimed their leaves. In this new world, survival was a constant struggle; every breath felt earned rather than given. 
 
    The past few weeks had been quiet on the golf course, and the group had begun settling in. They gathered wood for the recently installed wood stove and organized their space. They also continued to lay cover at the entry to their compound, but the primary goal was to hide and secure it against curious eyes. 
 
    “Hand me that beam,” Jonah called out, his voice a stark contrast to the eerie silence that enveloped the forest. At twenty-six years old, he was a seasoned construction worker, and his shoulder-length light brown hair fell across one eye as he worked. His calloused hands spoke to his dedication. He labored tirelessly to fortify their home, a sanctuary amidst the chaos where his family and friends sought respite. 
 
    “Here you go, bro,” Nick, Jonah’s younger brother, passed the heavy wooden beam to him. Their hands brushed briefly, a fleeting connection that grounded them in the present moment. 
 
    “Thanks,” Jonah grunted, hoisting the beam into place and securing it with practiced efficiency. Despite the chill, he still worked up a light sweat, and he couldn’t help but think of the looming threat that seemed to follow them at every turn. 
 
    They were forced to flee from what they believed was a safe place, not once but twice. But Lucas was gone now and gone for good. Those who’d left their group did not know where they’d gone, and the forest surrounding the area hid them decently. Maybe this time, they could find true safety. 
 
    “Jonah, are we safe?” Donna, their mother, asked with a tremor in her voice. Though Jonah knew she tried to maintain a brave front, her eyes betrayed her fear. 
 
    “Mom, we’re doing everything we can,” Jonah replied, pausing momentarily to meet her gaze. “This is a good place.” 
 
    “Jonah’s right,” Nick chimed in, offering a small smile. “We’ve got each other, and we’re not going down without a fight.” 
 
    “Okay, boys,” Donna said, nodding. She smiled, but again, Jonah could tell it was forced. “Then let’s keep at it.” 
 
    A sudden gust of wind whipped through the remnants of the once-pristine golf course, carrying with it a cloud of leaves and debris. Jonah squinted against the onslaught, his hands gripping tightly to the salvaged metal sheeting he repurposed as a makeshift barricade. Temps had been in the high thirties and low forties for the past week, but the constant movement of his work kept him warm enough. If he’d been doing this during the unseasonably warm weather they’d had up until a few weeks ago, he’d be sweating buckets by now. 
 
    “Jonah, you got this?” Kevin called out from behind him. 
 
    “Y-Yeah, man,” Jonah managed through gritted teeth, straining to hold the unwieldy material in place. His muscles trembled, but he refused to give in. Their survival depended on his ability to transform this small part of the wide-open space into a defensible fortress. 
 
    “Good job, bro!” His brother’s encouragement bolstered him, and he focused on the task at hand, driving nails into the sheeting with steady, determined blows. 
 
    That he’d once been a roofer was evident in the ease with which he sank the nails, but this wasn’t roofing. “Screws would have been better,” he said. 
 
    “I agree, but without a working power tool, it would take forever to do it by hand. I’ll let you have that job,” Kevin said with a smirk. 
 
    They shifted to look at the other side of the barrier they were working on, and Jonah’s gaze landed on Amanda. She had scheduled some self-defense sessions and had those joining lined up in front of her. 
 
    “Alright, everyone, gather ‘round!” Amanda’s confident call cut through the sounds of hammering and construction. Her long blonde hair flowed in the wind, her eyes steely and resolute. “Let’s start our self-defense training.” 
 
    Kevin glanced at Jonah, his eyebrows raised and a grin on his face as the ragtag group assembled around Amanda. 
 
    Jonah continued watching her. Her presence was a beacon of hope amidst the chaos, her expertise in karate invaluable in this new world they were navigating together. 
 
    Kevin laughed. “Remember the first time you saw her?” 
 
    “Saw?” Jonah shook his head. “Shoot, I felt her before I saw shit.” 
 
    “Okay, first things first—we need to learn how to fall properly,” Amanda instructed, her tone firm yet patient. “It might seem simple, but knowing how to land safely can save you from serious injury.” 
 
    Lori crossed her arms. “Is this really necessary?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Amanda didn’t miss a beat. “If you don’t know how to protect yourself, you’re putting the whole group at risk.” 
 
    Jonah felt a surge of admiration for Amanda’s unyielding dedication to their safety. She was right; they had to be prepared for anything. She’d told everyone at dinner that while guns got the job done, what if you didn’t have one or were disarmed? Hand-to-hand training could save their lives. 
 
    He turned his attention back to the barricade, driving another nail into the metal with renewed vigor. 
 
    “Jonah,” Amanda called out after several minutes. “Take a break. Come join us.” 
 
    “Can’t,” he grunted, pushing the hair out of his face as he centered another nail. “Not yet.” 
 
    “Jonah.” Her tone softened as she approached. She placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “We need you strong and healthy. Your skills are vital to our survival, but so is your well-being.” 
 
    He hesitated, then finally lowered his hammer. “Alright. In a minute. But just a quick break. This will not only provide a barricade against people, but that damn wind, too. It’ll help keep us warmer.” 
 
    “Good.” Amanda offered him a reassuring smile before returning to the group. “Now, let’s practice some basic strikes.” 
 
    As Jonah observed Amanda’s instruction, he couldn’t help but marvel again at her skill and dedication. Together, they would face the dangers that lurked in every shadow, pushing through their fears and doubts to forge a new future for their community. 
 
    The wind continued to blow through the tattered remnants of what was once a lush golf course, now an improvised training ground. The sound echoed in the air like a distant scream. Amanda’s eyes narrowed and focused as she swiftly moved through her demonstration. “Remember,” her voice rang out sharp and clear, “speed and precision are key.” 
 
    Jonah watched from a distance, his hammer paused mid-swing. He found himself entranced by her fluid movements, the way her muscles flexed beneath her tattered clothing. He felt a sudden pang of worry—would he have the ability to protect her if they were attacked? Or any of them? His father had tried, and now the burden fell to him. 
 
    “Jake! Snap out of it!” Amanda’s shout caught him off guard, dragging him back from the memory of his father. She approached Jake, a stern expression on her face. “You need to pay attention. If you’re not present, you’re vulnerable. Jake, both of you boys—” She glanced at Matt, then paused to look at the ground a moment, “—know more than the others, and even some adults, exactly what happened. We can’t be caught unawares, and if you pay attention and learn, no one will be able to drag you off again.” 
 
    “Right.” Jake forced a smile. “Sorry, I was just… just admiring your skill.” 
 
    “Thanks, but admiration won’t keep us alive and flattering the teacher won’t get you any points.” Her tone softened. “But working together will. Now focus.” 
 
    “Got it.” Jake nodded, swallowing hard and punching Matt in the shoulder. “We want to be badasses just like you. I’ll pay attention.” 
 
    “Good.” Amanda turned back to the group. “Now, let’s practice some basic strikes. We’ll start with the jab. It’s quick, efficient, and effective.” 
 
    As the group followed Amanda’s lead, Jonah shook his head at her ability to break down complex techniques into digestible steps. She was a natural teacher, patient yet firm, guiding each person to improve their skills. And despite the chaos that surrounded them, she remained fiercely independent, relying on her intelligence to adapt to this brutal new world. 
 
    “Alright, everyone,” Amanda announced after some time, “let’s take a short break. Drink some water, catch your breath, and we’ll get back to it in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Hey.” Jonah set his tools down, approaching her with a hesitant smile. “You’re doing great. I can see the difference you’re making in everyone’s confidence.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She smiled back, her eyes softening and revealing a depth of care that made his heart race. “It’s important that we all feel strong and capable. We need each other more than ever.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” he said, rubbing his neck awkwardly. “I’ve been working on some ideas to reinforce the camp’s defenses. Wanna have a look?” 
 
    “Of course.” Amanda’s eyes lit up with curiosity as she followed him to the makeshift blueprints he’d sketched out. 
 
    As they stood side by side, their fingers tracing the lines Jonah had drawn, it was clear just how deeply connected they’d become. They shared an unwavering passion for the safety and survival of their community, and together, they were the heartbeat that kept it alive. 
 
    “Jonah,” Amanda whispered, her hand resting on his arm. “We’ll make it through this, won’t we?” 
 
    He met her gaze, recognizing the vulnerability in her voice. “Together, we will.” 
 
    And as the wind continued to howl through the desolate landscape, their commitment to one another—and to their people—only grew. He kissed her softly and drew her into his embrace. “As long as you promise not to kick my ass again.” 
 
    They both laughed at the moment they’d met. It seemed like so long ago. 
 
    “I won’t—unless you need an ass-kicking, that is.” She smirked and rose to go back to the training. 
 
    Returning to his own project, Jonah’s hands worked tirelessly, securing yet another plank of wood to the camp’s perimeter. He glanced over at Amanda. She was demonstrating a powerful roundhouse kick, her blonde hair whipping through the air like a golden banner. 
 
    “Remember,” she called out, “power comes from your hips, not just your legs.” 
 
    The group nodded, their eyes fixed on her with determination. Jonah felt a surge of pride for what they’d built together—a community united in their fight for survival. 
 
    The sun began to settle into position behind the tops of the trees, casting long, eerie shadows that stretched out from the branches of the barren trees across the camp. Jonah stood atop a makeshift watchtower set high in the branches of a large tree just inside their new perimeter, his eyes scanning the desolate landscape as he tightened a bolt on the last rail. The temps had begun to drop drastically, bringing winter and a biting chill that seemed to pierce straight through his bones. 
 
    A cacophony of hammering and sawing filled the air as Kevin directed the group in their construction efforts to try to finish the project before dark. He moved from one task to another, offering guidance and encouragement, his hands calloused and stained with dirt. The camp’s defenses had taken shape under their watchful eyes with reinforced walls and sturdy barricades. 
 
    “Jonah, where should I put these extra planks?” Drew asked, his arms laden with freshly cut wood. 
 
    “Go ahead and stack them next to the wall over there,” Jonah replied, pointing to the far corner. “It’s getting late. We’ll start fresh with them tomorrow.” 
 
    Meanwhile, at the other end, near the makeshift training area, Amanda led a group of them through a series of karate drills. Her commands were clear and concise, her movements swift and precise. The others struggled to keep up, but their determination was evident in their furrowed brows and gritted teeth. 
 
    “Remember,” Amanda urged, “Focus on your form and breathing. The power will come with time.” 
 
    As Jonah surveyed the scene, he couldn’t help but feel the weight of responsibility resting on his shoulders. They looked to him and Amanda for guidance, for reassurance that they could survive in this brutal new world. It was a heavy burden—but one he knew they must bear if they were to have any hope of overcoming the chaos that surrounded them. 
 
    “Keep up the good work, everyone,” Amanda called out as she offered a final word of encouragement to her training group. “Keep practicing what you’ve learned, and we’ll pick up again tomorrow.” 
 
    “Why are we only doing an hour?” Brianne called out. 
 
    Amanda approached her and glanced down at the other woman’s stomach. Brianne still wasn’t showing, but Amanda never allowed her to spar with anyone but herself. 
 
    “There’s no use in wearing yourself out. Short, intense bursts are better for learning and for the body. Plus, we all have other chores to do. Brianne, I…” 
 
    Brianne spun around before Amanda could finish her sentence. She was still angry over Seth’s death and more determined than ever to kill anyone who threatened her child.

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    Day 42 
 
    December 8th 
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    The sun dipped low on the horizon, encompassing the camp in the quickly advancing darkness of a night where lights no longer worked and the only sounds were those of the rustling trees and animals in the darkness. 
 
    Everyone gathered in the large center room and settled around the flickering fire of the wood stove. Candles cast a muted light on their faces which were etched with exhaustion but also determination. Their survival hinged on their ability to adapt and they all knew it. 
 
    The radio crackled to life and a familiar voice broadcast into the room. 
 
    “This is Prepper Dan’s World News Commentary and Critical Preparedness Talk Show, coming to you on The SHTF Radio Network on Thursday, December 8th.” 
 
    The room grew silent, and they sat to hear what little news they could get. After a pause, Prepper Dan began his broadcast. 
 
    “Folks, exactly a month ago on November 8, we brought you the shattering news that the West Coast of the United States of America had been invaded by Chinese and North Korean forces. In the past weeks we’ve done our best to provide you with any and all information about the war being waged on our West Coast by the United States military and fellow patriotic Americans. Citizen soldiers have risen to fight against the combined might of China and North Korea to try and stem the tide, buying our military precious time. Time to gather their strength and fight back, to push the invaders from our shores.” 
 
    Several murmurs arose, and Robert quieted them. 
 
    “Our broadcast today is perhaps even more appropriate, given that yesterday was December 7, Pearl Harbor Day. Over eighty years ago in 1941, another Asian country, Japan, led a similar unwarranted surprise attack on America, killing or wounding over 3,500 men and crippling a large portion of the US Pacific Fleet. This was in hope to prevent the United States from joining World War II and preventing the Japanese from projecting its influence in the Pacific region. 
 
    “Many parallels can and will be drawn between that attack and the Chinese and North Korean unprovoked attack on the United States on October 28.” 
 
    Hushed voices chatted about that day, reinforcing their drive to create their community and stand firm in the face of this catastrophe. Wildman again hushed them as the broadcast continued. 
 
    “…October 28, as with December 7, will be forever considered another day that will live in infamy. 
 
    “However, I believe, and I hope all of you listening believe it as well in your hearts, that our enemies have again miscalculated the will of the American people. That the sleeping giant lulled by years of prosperity can again awaken, to rise up and strike down the enemies gathered around our feet. American perseverance and ingenuity have led this country through hardships again and again throughout our history. It is time again for us to stand and fight for America. This will not be a quick and easy task. We first must rally and drive the invaders from our shores, and we must do this from a position of weakness and instability. Every citizen will be needed to do what they can to aid in this fight in order to persevere. America is calling, we must heed that call.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right,” Dexter called out. 
 
    “Those of us here at Prepper Dan’s World News Commentary and Critical Preparedness Talk Show will do our part. Bringing to you all the news and information we can, spreading the word and keeping the airwaves open. We send out our hopes and wishes to all of those men and women fighting each day to win our country back, both uniformed military and the civilians who assist them in any way they can. We all thank you and hope all of us victory. Good night.” 
 
    Once the broadcast ended, a moment of silence followed, each person looking down or off into the distance, lost in their own thoughts. 
 
    “Tomorrow, we’ll continue our efforts,” Jonah announced, his voice firm and steady despite his weariness. “We’re making progress, but there’s still a lot to be done. We’re almost finished with the inner barricade around the building. It will extend into the area where Amanda was training today, and will hopefully act as a windbreak and help keep us warmer. But if we stay, we’ll need room to spread out.” 
 
    As the fire crackled and the darkness deepened, the stew Donna and Minnie had made warmed them on the inside. Small groups chatted in the dimly lit room, listening to the wind pick up outside. Occasionally, small sticks or leaves slammed into the windows, making the silence even more present and reminding them of the fast-approaching winter. While winters were usually fairly mild in Cincinnati, temperatures had been known to drop down into the twenties at night and a foot or more of snow or several inches of freezing rain wasn’t unheard of. 
 
    Coupled with the other troubles the group had experienced, having to prepare for the coldest season of the year in a fashion similar to how their ancestors had wasn’t something they ever thought they’d have to do. 
 
    The clubhouse wasn’t perfect, but they were making it work and improving it every day. While Amanda and Jonah had claimed one of the offices on the main level as their own space, none of the others complained about having to share the large walkout basement as a sleeping area or having to sleep on pallets made of whatever they’d been able to scrounge to cushion them from the hard floor. After all the loss they’d suffered, they were grateful to have a roof over their heads and relative safety for the moment.
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    December 9th 
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    They’d found three canoes in a shed out behind the clubhouse and started fishing daily and smoking the catch overnight to hide the smoke from prying eyes. Despite the dropping temperature, they strived to stay hidden while strengthening their defenses. Their reburner wood stove made almost no smoke, which would make a huge difference in their stealth efforts through the cold months. 
 
    Yesterday, Dexter had made contact with another small group set up at the campground across the lake. Jonah and Clint planned to meet with them to gauge their intent and see how they had prepared for winter. 
 
    Jo and Amanda were more optimistic and joined them on the visit to discuss a mutual assistance plan. They also wanted to count how many people were there and see if there were any children. The talk of starting classes for the kids was one of the topics of late from both Erin and Jess. 
 
    “Hey, Amanda, how’s your mom? Didn’t you talk to her last night?” Jo asked as they approached the canoe. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s doing okay. I miss her,” Amanda said, dropping her gaze. 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll get to see our friends and family in other areas soon. Just think of it kind of like when you were in college and didn’t see her for months. At least now you get to talk to her.” 
 
    “That’s what Noel said, but it just doesn’t feel the same. I’m worried about her. There’s a lot going on up in the Pacific Northwest.” 
 
    “Oh, like Cincinnati doesn’t have issues?” Jo scoffed, then laughed uneasily. “Girl, we have to be in the here and now.” 
 
    “I know, and I am. I’m committed to getting this community up and running and making it safe. That’s totally my priority.” 
 
    Jo reached for her arm and gave it a squeeze. “Did you tell her about Jonah?” 
 
    Amanda smirked. “A little.” She felt her cheeks warm at the question. 
 
    A howling wind tore through the treetops, its ice-cold daggers piercing mercilessly through the layers of clothing Jonah and the others had donned. Their breath hung heavy in the air, a smoky specter that vanished as quickly as it appeared. 
 
    “Jonah,” Amanda called out over the wind’s wail, wrapping her arms around herself to help stave off the cold gnawing at her bones. “Are you sure we can’t just take the golf cart? I’m freezing and paddling on the water doesn’t exactly sound inviting right now.” 
 
    “I don’t think we want to show our hand quite yet,” Jonah replied. 
 
    “Well, fine then… We’re wasting time just standing here, so let’s get on with it.” She shivered and winked at Jo. 
 
    Jo winked back and helped shove the boat into the water. 
 
    While paddling across the small lake, they chatted about the prospect of creating their own small corner of the world to survive. Clint spoke of mutual assistance groups that could work together to ensure the survival of all, insisting that it would be the way to go. 
 
    “We can watch out for one another and help collectively. Isn’t that what you were talking about Amanda?” Clint asked. 
 
    “Did you talk to them?” Jo asked. 
 
    “I didn’t, but Dexter did, though only briefly. He said they seemed like normal folks, just trying to get by,” Clint replied. 
 
    “What were they like? Are they like us?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re going to find out,” Jonah said. 
 
    “No one has survived all this without some losses. We’ve all been on the losing end at one time or another. It’ll be good to have some allies,” Amanda said, pulling her oar through the water. The swirl it left behind captured her gaze as she pondered the new people and how they might help with what troubles could head their way. 
 
    That day upriver in Cincinnati still bothered each of them, but they rarely discussed it around the others, especially the children. They monitored the radio round-the-clock, but it all felt futile in light of what they’d seen. Vast areas of the city were burning or smoldering. People were being stopped on the bridge and forced into a work camp. Those they saw guarding the bridge were heavily armed, and according to what Forrest and Minnie had told them, it was worse downtown. Gangs ran the whole city, and Amanda was terrified at the thought of what the group might face from them. 
 
    Jo brought it up. “Do you think they’ll move out of the city into our area?” 
 
    Amanda shuddered at the thought but continued to paddle wordlessly. 
 
    “They might,” Clint replied. 
 
    “Probably not until at least spring,” Jonah chimed in. “I’d bet they have their hands full there. Remember? They hold all the bridges in the area and have to man the outposts. I think they can get what they need closer to them, for a time anyway. I doubt they’ll be sending people into outlying areas just yet.” 
 
    Amanda looked back at their small sanctuary, plucked right out of a large patch of woods. “I think we need to build this community up. Seek out weapons and even explosives—anything we can find. We should set traps and post sentries and make it a real compound. We can even fence it like we’ve done with the clubhouse if we begin now. There are others out there just trying to get by. We saw them when we got the supplies from the warehouse.” 
 
    Jonah looked a little surprised but had a smirk on his face. Amanda was one hundred percent invested in their community and, even after speaking with her mother, told him she could never leave them. His affection for her had grown over the weeks, and they’d become official only a few days ago. She wouldn’t let him listen to her chat with her mother last night but hoped she was happy for them. 
 
    Noel told him that it was about time, and Donna was over the moon, claiming they’d have weddings by spring. He’d told Clint he didn’t know about all that. Clint only laughed and said they probably didn’t have a choice in the matter. His mother would see him and Nick make what she called honest women of both Amanda and Noel. 
 
    The far shore grew closer as they chatted casually. They’d all seen the man in the bushes a while ago but pretended not to notice. 
 
    Clint jutted his chin toward the shoreline. “First thing we gotta do is work with them on camouflage. The entire camp is like a beacon screaming into the abyss. Like a loudspeaker repeating, ‘people here, people here.’” 
 
    “Let’s assess their needs and see how we can help. I don’t know if we have anything extra, but we could help them figure out what comes next,” Jonah said as they tied off the canoes. 
 
    He turned toward the others and whispered, “We need to make sure we watch what we say. We don’t know anything about them yet. Don’t let them know what we have or how many of us there are. Remember what Robert said—Operational Security.” 
 
    A man approached carrying an AR. It was tightly slung in front of him, crossbody-style, but he clearly had little idea what he was doing. He had his finger on the trigger. That was the first red flag. The charging handle was stuck back from where he’d tried to load it, but he never depressed the forward assist to seat the round properly. 
 
    Clint tipped his head toward the man, and Jonah’s gaze fell on the rifle, immediately understanding the issue. He smiled and stuck his hand out to the man. “Hi, I’m Jonah.” 
 
    Hesitantly, the man took his finger off the trigger, letting the gun fall across his body where his sling kept it tight against his chest. He gripped his hand and said, “Martin. Good to meet you.” 
 
    The man immediately started with a barrage of questions as his eyes darted between them. “How many of you are there? Do you have food? Weapons?” 
 
    Clint put his hands up in a halting motion. “Whoa, whoa, slow down. Let’s sit with your people and discuss things, as Dexter mentioned yesterday. We’re not a threat and only want to discuss mutual help.” 
 
    “Right,” Martin said, shifting nervously. “Where is Dexter?” 
 
    “He had another task to do today and sent us,” Jonah replied. 
 
    Martin looked around, and Jonah could practically feel the man’s nervous tension. “I don’t know.” 
 
    He gripped the gun again, seating his finger firmly on the trigger and lifting it. “Maybe today isn’t good. I don’t know you people.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Clint said, glancing at Jonah and spinning around toward his canoe. He gripped a small bag and handed it up to Martin. “We didn’t know how many of you were here but only wanted to see if you needed any help and to talk about mutual assistance. We’ll leave you alone, you have no worries from us.” 
 
    Martin rifled through the bag, his eyes widening at the sight of the rice, two large cans of beef, matches, a small first aid kit, some granola bars, and a few other things. He lowered the bag and looked at his feet. “Sorry about that. We haven’t been doing so well. We tried to stretch out what we had for supplies. Early on, adults only ate once a day, but now supplies are low, and the kids only eat once a day, too. Some of the adults are going days without any food at all. Even this small gift will help. Thank you.” 
 
    Amanda gasped. “Aren’t you fishing? The lake is overflowing with fish.” 
 
    “We have, but we only have a single pole and no tackle. It hasn’t been going well. Follow me,” he said, motioning them toward the small camp. 
 
    Jo whipped out a small pad of paper and jotted down some notes. They approached the rest of the group—people with hollow eyes full of fear. Inside their packs, Jonah and the others each carried a lunch Donna had packed. The first thing they all did was to pull them out and hand them to whoever was closest. 
 
    Amanda handed hers over and smiled at a young woman. “Here, can you make this go as far as it can? After we chat, we’ll see to it that everyone gets a good meal.” 
 
    Jonah looked at her with raised eyebrows. She just shrugged and elbowed him, then smiled sweetly at the woman. 
 
    The woman’s mouth opened wide as she dug into the small bag. She squealed with glee when she pulled out two sandwiches, various small snacks, and bars. There was also a container of pasta salad that she opened slightly and sniffed. She let out a sigh of appreciation. On the bottom was an apple, two jerky sticks, and a large bag of trail mix. Donna always said they needed to carry at least twenty-four hours’ worth of food, even for the shortest of trips. 
 
    Amanda smiled at her and nodded as the woman hurried off to hand it out to the children. She turned to Martin and asked, “How many children do you have here?” 
 
    Before he could answer, a gust of December wind tore through the ruined tents and makeshift shelters. Huddled around a dwindling fire, Martin’s group seemed to cling to the dancing flames as if their lives depended on it. Jonah stared at the small group, trying his best not to broadcast his thoughts. Each issue raced through his mind faster than the flickering shadows cast by the dying embers. He flexed his fingers, trying to ward off the numbing cold as Martin waved them over to sit on several logs placed around the small campfire. Once they sat, Jonah followed Amanda’s gaze to two young children peering at them from behind a tent. Their hollow blue eyes were filled with a sadness a child should never know. 
 
    She started to speak but seemed to choke on the words. Clearing her throat, she asked, “I’m sorry, but the children?” 
 
    Martin nodded and blew out a breath between pursed lips when he caught sight of the two tiny figures. “They’re the real issue, aren’t they?” 
 
    He waved at them to come out from their hiding places, and Jonah handed each of them an apple. They bit into them hungrily, dropping to the ground beside the fire, wordlessly but savagely attacking the apples. 
 
    “We found these two on the road about…” He paused, looking upward, his brow furrowed in thought. “About three days ago. They haven’t spoken, and we have no idea where their parents are. I’d put them at about five or six, maybe, but I’m not sure. We’ve been watching the road and haven’t seen anyone else. I’m afraid no one is looking for them.” 
 
    Jonah watched as Amanda lifted the young girl’s chin to look at her face. It was clear she’d seen more than a few hungry days. “There’s been no sign of their parents?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Martin said with a loud sigh. “I’m honestly at a loss; we can’t even feed ourselves, let alone children that come wandering into camp.” 
 
    Amanda turned to Jonah, her eyes glistening with tears. He didn’t even have to think about his answer. “We can take them with us and help lessen the burden on you.” 
 
    “That would be a huge relief. Some of the other parents that aren’t eating so they can feed their own children have been struggling with the moral question of caring for these two at the expense of their own.” 
 
    “What?” Amanda cried. “Who would…” 
 
    Martin cut her off. “Please don’t think they’ve begrudged them food. They haven’t. It was more that they were worried about them. Without parents to carry their burden… Well, you understand.” 
 
    “Got it,” Amanda said more softly. Her eyes scanned the hollow eyes and red noses of the group huddled around them. 
 
    “Do you think we could have a look around?” Clint asked. 
 
    “What? Why?” Martin stammered. “We really don’t have anything you would want.” His hand shifted to the weapon still hanging in front of him. 
 
    Jo held up her small pad. “Oh, no. It is not what you’re thinking. We want to help. See?” She handed it to him, waiting patiently as he took it gingerly. He deflated a little after a moment, so she continued. “We just want to assess your needs and see if we can help you prepare for winter and fortify. If you look toward the bottom, you’ll see I noted to gather some fishing equipment for you.” 
 
    Clint stood and asked Martin to do the same. He held his hand out, motioning to the AR. “I’ll show you how to make that thing work. I bet you already know it won’t fire, don’t you.” 
 
    Martin looked down at the weapon and sighed. “We’ve had a few run-ins with some others and even had a small group leave in the night, taking a lot of our supplies two weeks ago. We’re just a little gun-shy, I guess.” 
 
    Jonah stood and the others did as well. “Let’s have a look around. Jo will make a list, then we’ll meet with our people and get organized. What Amanda said earlier was true; we’ll bring back some of our people and a meal for your group. It won’t be much, but everyone will eat tonight.” 
 
    Before Martin could say anything more, Amanda asked, “Can you ask someone to get these ones ready to go? We’ll take them back with us right now.” 
 
    He nodded and the young woman who Amanda had given her lunch to herded the two children back to the small tent. Jonah and the others followed Martin as he showed them around the camp. The only shelters they saw were worn out tents, some of which had rips patched with duct tape. They did at least have the campground outhouses, and there was a pavilion with six picnic tables under it. The ragtag group needed everything, from food to clothing, and Jonah knew there was no way they would be able to provide what they needed. They had to make a plan. 
 
    After the tour, they said goodbye and took the two small children back with them to report back to the others. As they paddled away, they looked back at Martin standing on the shoreline watching them leave with a hopeful look and a hand raised in farewell. 
 
    The two canoes paddled close together, and once they were beyond earshot, Clint spoke. “Desperate people do desperate things. We need to get a handle on this before they decide to come looking for what we’ve got.” 
 
    “We’ve got to be cautious. But maybe…” Amanda started to say but stopped. 
 
    “Maybe what?” Jonah prompted, sensing the gears turning in her mind. 
 
    “Maybe we should consider forming alliances,” she continued, looking up to meet Jonah’s eyes. “Not blindly, of course. We’d have to vet them first, see if they have skills or resources that could benefit us. But even if they don’t, they can learn. And we’d need to set clear boundaries. ” 
 
    “An alliance could give us more strength, even if just in numbers,” Jonah mused, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “And better chances of finding food and supplies. But it’s a double-edged sword. We risk betrayal and inviting conflict.” 
 
    “True,” Amanda conceded. “But if we do it right, the benefits might outweigh the risks. The world’s changed, Jonah. We can’t afford to go it alone anymore.” 
 
    “Let’s bring this up with the group,” Jonah said. “If we decide to move forward with alliances, we need everyone on board.”
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    Donna and the others immediately took the two young children under their wings. They were obviously brother and sister with their striking light blue eyes and white-blonde hair. Like Martin, Donna estimated they might be around five and six. Clothes were gathered while Donna bathed them next to the heat of the stove. She checked them for lice or signs of any infection or injury, but other than being malnourished, they were in surprisingly good shape. 
 
    The little girl took to Amanda and clung to her wordlessly while her little brother was more lethargic and seemed to be in some kind of shock. While the others discussed the dire nature of things in the camp, Katie and Lydia, two of the younger girls in their group, tried to get the kids to come and play. The younger one, the boy, just cried, while the girl refused to leave Amanda. 
 
    “Give them time,” Donna admonished. 
 
    “We just wanna play,” Lydia protested. 
 
    Danny smiled at his daughter and put a hand on her shoulder. “Maybe after dinner.” 
 
    When he mentioned dinner, the two newcomers looked around the room, wide-eyed. Amanda gasped. 
 
    “Donna, all they’ve had to eat today was an apple!” 
 
    “Oh, good Lord!” Donna stood to get them something else to eat. 
 
    “Not too much. They’ll need time,” Wildman called out as he walked toward them from the radio room. 
 
    Donna stopped. “Shouldn’t we get them to eat all they can?” 
 
    “No, it has to be gradual, or it could do more harm than good. We saw it in the war. It is called refeeding syndrome and could have deadly consequences. Give them each half a protein bar, those gummy vitamins, and some Gatorade for now. They need protein and carbs but shouldn’t gorge themselves. Small meals, but often, with plentiful snacks.” 
 
    “Okay, we have some of those Rx Bars. Will those work?” 
 
    “Perfect!” 
 
    Donna hurried to get the food and returned quickly, handing each of them two gummies. They munched them quickly, then stared at her expectantly. Amanda sat them at the small table with glasses of Gatorade and their protein bar halves, which they hurriedly began to devour. 
 
    “Hey now, slow down,” she cooed. “You don’t want to eat too fast, or you’ll get sick.” 
 
    She reached for the glass to add more, and the little girl snatched it back and growled. Amanda pulled the bottle away, and the little girl hesitantly put the cup back on the table. 
 
    “We aren’t going to hurt you. Soon, you’ll start feeling much better. We’re going to take care of you,” Amanda said, trying to inject as much reassurance into her voice as possible. 
 
    The girl gave her a hesitant smile and slowly nodded her head as she took a small bite from her bar. 
 
    Amanda smiled back and kissed her on the top of her head, leaving her to eat and moving off toward Jonah. The girl cried, and she spun around. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere. We’re all right here,” she said, tucking a strand of hair behind the little girl’s ear. 
 
    She turned to Jonah and sighed. He nodded in agreement at her unspoken concerns. They sat on the sofas that had been placed in a semi-circle around the wood stove and chatted about the other camp while the kids ate. 
 
    Donna and Jess began organizing the meal to be taken to the camp later. They’d initially planned a spaghetti dinner, but after giving it more thought, they decided on stew instead, because of what Wildman had said about the kids. They knew they would need more dense nutrition. 
 
    They had plenty of venison, which would be good in a stew. The potatoes and carrots were canned, but the wild onions were plentiful and added excellent flavor along with the small bouillon cubes. Donna placed a huge stock pot on the wood stove and began to cook as the others chatted. 
 
    “Yes, but they can’t live in those tents all winter. For God’s sake, some of them were literally held together with duct tape,” Amanda said. 
 
    “I understand that, but we don’t have room here. We’re cramped enough as it is,” Kevin replied. 
 
    “I’m just saying they need basically everything. We need to look at this from a community standpoint. I really believe we can build up this place for the long haul. There’s no help coming, and we need to look past tomorrow,” Amanda insisted. She glanced at the children and extended a hand toward them. “These aren’t the only orphans out there, and sooner or later, we’re going to have a run-in with that gang in the city; we need to start thinking about this.” 
 
    “That’s not an issue right now,” Kevin protested. 
 
    “We need to talk about sustainability,” Amanda countered. 
 
    “Right.” Jonah nodded, grateful for her ability to keep them focused on what mattered. “We can’t just rely on scavenging and hunting forever, and they have nothing.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Amanda replied. “We need to plant crops and preserve food come spring, and they need to be part of it. We need to find long-term sources of water for all of us. We have to think ahead.” 
 
    “Any ideas?” Jonah asked, glancing around at the bleak looks on everyone’s faces. 
 
    “Actually, I was talking to Robert earlier about crop rotation,” Noel said, excitement creeping into her voice. “He told me about nitrogen-fixing plants like beans and peas that can help replenish soil nutrients. Because of all the chemicals used to keep the grass pristine, we may need to help it.” 
 
    “Sounds promising.” Jonah’s mind churned with possibilities. “And we can use repurposed materials from the nearby houses to build greenhouses. That should help protect our crops from the harsh winters and get us an early start on the growing season and make it so we can grow enough for everyone.” 
 
    “Smart thinking,” Amanda praised him, her eyes lighting up. “As for preserving food, Brianne mentioned she knows how to make pickles and jams, and your mom knows… well, everything about it. We could learn more, too, and teach them how to smoke meats and dry fruits.” 
 
    “Water’s going to be trickier.” Jonah’s brow furrowed as he pondered their options. “There’s the lake, but purification is going to be a major undertaking.” 
 
    “Maybe we can dig a well?” Amanda suggested. “Or set up rainwater collection systems?” 
 
    “Both good ideas,” Jonah agreed. “But we’ll need to do some research and figure out the best methods.” 
 
    “Isn’t there water in that bathhouse?” Jo asked. 
 
    “Perhaps, but without electricity, it won’t pump. We should look into that. Like we did here. 
 
    “Maybe Wildman knows or can find out on the radio,” Amanda said. 
 
    “Let’s gather everyone and discuss our options.” Jonah smiled at her and wrapped an arm across her shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t really know why we need to have more people,” Erin said, sniffling. “How are we supposed to help them when we’re barely hanging on?” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know if I like it either,” Danny said. 
 
    “I agree. We can’t help anyone else when we barely survived. Some of us didn’t,” Brianne said, tears welling up in her eyes. 
 
    “You didn’t see it,” Clint protested, narrowing his eyes at the others until they averted their gazes. “We’ve kept the full scale of what’s happening in the city somewhat low-key, but Amanda might have something here. A month ago, we were basically face down in the dirt after an attack from Lucas’s little gang, and they were nothing compared to the firepower we saw in Cincinnati. We won’t survive this if we don’t start working together.” He shifted to look at Amanda. “What did you have in mind for all this?” 
 
    “I don’t really know, but we can start with building up this whole place together. Small communities surround the lake. Without an airplane, I doubt many would even know we were here. We hide the entrances and take down signs on the roads. Start helping and training these new people and sharing information back and forth. So far, everything has been reactive. This is a good place… Safe.” Her eyes shifted to Brianne and the children. “For the children, and for all of us.” 
 
    Jonah could tell something had happened to Amanda when she saw the two children. She’d already committed to their small community and Jonah, but he knew the city worried her, and that the children of this mess broke her heart. “Jonah, please, you saw Cincinnati. You know. We need to be ready, and to do so we need allies.” 
 
    “She’s right.” Jonah gripped her hand and gave it a squeeze. “We’ve all been dancing around the truth. This,” he said, gesturing around his group and at the others across the lake. “This is reality, and nothing is returning to the way it was. The die-off is well underway. There are good people out there, and I believe Martin and his crew are some of them. We need to start there.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Jake said, nodding to Matt and then walking over to the sofa where Kevin sat. 
 
    “What’s that?” Kevin asked. 
 
    “They can’t stay in the tents, right?” 
 
    “We don’t think it will be possible,” Jonah replied. 
 
    “Why don’t we get some of those shed things?” 
 
    “What shed things?” Kevin turned to look at him, as did everyone else. 
 
    “You know, the giant ones that were in the Home Depot parking lot.” 
 
    There was silence as everyone thought about it. After a moment, Jake continued, “Remember Dad? When we went there once, and you said it was built better than our house?” 
 
    Several people nodded as the idea settled into their thoughts. Clint spoke up, “You know that’s not a bad idea. Home Depot is kind of far, but there were some not far up the road at that small hardware place. They were sitting there, right on the side of the road. There’s at least fifteen, but how would we get them here?” 
 
    “We have the wagon, but I doubt they would fit into it. For that matter, how would we even load them?” Jonah asked, scratching his neck. 
 
    “We have the golf carts. Could we put wheels on the sheds?” 
 
    Robert stood nearby, his hand rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “We need to discuss this more with their group this evening. I want to go with you and assess their skills and potential. I also have some handhelds to give them so they can communicate with us.” 
 
    Jonah, Clint, and Kevin huddled together, trying to figure out how to get the small cabins to the campground, while Amanda and Brianne sat with the children to see if they could get them to talk about what happened. 
 
    Robert and Wildman were having a heated conversation about what they called OpSec. 
 
    “Will you listen to me? We need to be careful. There are four of the single-channel walkies that will reach this far. I don’t want them to have access to other conversations yet.” 
 
    “What if they don’t reach? Then what?” 
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we get there, but I’m sure they’ll reach. We need to get some things straight first, and then we can start slowly. I just don’t want to give away the farm just yet.” 
 
    “What farm?” Robert asked, then turned away when the radio crackled to life. 
 
    It was Dexter calling in. “We’ve got a small band walking the road. They’re looking for the entry and climbing over the downed trees headed your way.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Clint said. “I knew we needed to add more dirt and debris to the bend.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Jonah said. 
 
    Robert keyed the mic. “You guys keep your heads down and keep Drew close. Backup is on the way.” He turned to the others. “Don’t take chances.” 
 
    Clint cursed as he grabbed his gun and small pack. “I knew we needed to work on security more. This needs to take priority.” 
 
    Kevin pursed his lips. “I don’t know what more we can do.” 
 
    “It’s something we’re going to have to work on, I think,” Jonah said. 
 
    Danny waved them off, grabbing his own rifle. “I’ll stand watch in the trees just outside the golf course and before the clubhouse, just in case.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    When the three men headed for the door, Amanda stood to join them, only to come to an abrupt halt. The little girl wouldn’t let go of her leg. 
 
    “You stay and keep watch with Jo,” Clint said. “Be on alert and get all the kids inside for now.” 
 
    She nodded, but Erin whimpered. Drew was not quite fourteen and had gone along with the men earlier in the day to learn to hunt. 
 
    “It’ll be okay. Don’t worry; they won’t let anything happen to him. It’ll be a good experience for him to see and also to share with the other kids.” Amanda gripped her hand with a tight squeeze and offered a lopsided smile. 
 
    Amanda wasn’t sure that her fears of the past would not return. All that they’d been through with Lucas still plagued her nightmares, and she sometimes waited up at night for an attack that never came. It was difficult to trust that they could actually be safe, though she’d been trying hard to believe it was possible. 
 
    There were indeed a lot of good people out there, but there were also some really bad ones. She thought back to the city and Abbie, who’d sworn she’d return for the kids. Danny would rather die than let them go, and they would all fight for them.
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    Jonah and the others made their way across the golf course and into the woods on the other side of the roadway from where Dexter and the rest of the hunting team were hiding. They planned to get the intruders into a crossfire before revealing their presence. 
 
    Jonah’s heart raced as he led the way, staying low to the ground as he kept his eyes trained in all directions. He could feel the adrenaline coursing through his veins, and a strange sense of purpose settled over him. He knew they would have the upper hand once they reached their position. 
 
    Dexter called out to the small group approaching. “Stop right there.” 
 
    The intruders paused and squatted, their eyes shifting from one direction to another, seeking the source of the voice. Three men and five women encircled an unknown number of children. Some appeared older, and others were very young. 
 
    Jonah radioed Dexter. “These look to me to be another set of refugees. Talk to them. I’ll radio back to base with an update.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Dexter replied. 
 
    “Stay aware,” Jonah warned, “things might not be as they seem.” 
 
    “You know it,” Dexter replied again. “Keeping the mic keyed so you can hear. Watch for anyone hiding.” 
 
    Dexter approached the small group. “Hold up,” he called out. 
 
    The front man spun around with a knife held out before him, his hand shaking as he pulled the others in close behind. “Back off, man,” he said, his voice cracking. “We don’t want no trouble.” 
 
    “Relax. I’m just looking to chat.” Dexter took a step forward, and the man lunged toward him. He was too far away to be a real threat, but Dexter stopped and threw up his hands. “Listen, mister, I get it, but chill, okay?” 
 
    “I said back off. I swear I’ll cut you. We just want to be left alone.” The small group began to argue amongst themselves as the man stepped forward again. “Look,” he started, “we don’t want any trouble—” 
 
    Dexter cut him off. “I think you do,” he replied. “You think you can take us on? Let me tell you something—we won’t go down without a fight!” 
 
    Chris stepped forward then and held up a placating hand. “Wait!” he said firmly. “Let’s talk this out like reasonable people. We don’t have to fight each other; let’s sort this out peacefully instead.” 
 
    Dexter sighed and spoke quietly into the open mic so that only Jonah and the others could hear. “He needs a little persuasion.” 
 
    Jonah and the others emerged from their positions to surround the intruders with guns aimed in their direction—none with any intent and fingers off the triggers. 
 
    “Now can we talk? You might as well lower the knife. You know the old saying about bringing a knife to a gunfight? Well, I’m gonna guess it wouldn’t go well for you.” 
 
    The women cried out, gripping the children and huddling in a small group. One cried out, “Please, they’re only children.” 
 
    Drew finally stepped out of his hiding place in the woods and said, “Ma’am, no one wants to hurt any of you.” 
 
    She looked up at him, tears rolling down her dirty cheeks. “What do you want?” 
 
    “We just want to know what you want,” Jonah said, stepping up next to Dexter. 
 
    “We’re just looking for a place to hide out and maybe camp or something,” the man said wearily, lowering the knife and looking at the ground. 
 
    The man seemed earnest enough. Jonah looked at Clint and then at Kevin, brows raised in question. They each gave him a slight nod. He knew it would be tough to accept two groups in one day, but kept thinking about what Amanda had said about allies. If they could work things out with this group and come to a satisfactory agreement to coexist peacefully, maybe that really was the answer. He sighed. “We’re gonna need more than fifteen of them sheds.” 
 
    Dexter let the AR fall to his side and extended his hand to the man. “Dexter Stanley. We can try and help you, but first you gotta relax a little.” 
 
    The man slid the knife back into its sheath and gripped Dexter’s hand. “Justin Marks,” he said, then gestured toward the woman who’d begged for the children. “This is my wife, Gina. I’m sorry about all that, but we’ve encountered some nasty folks.” 
 
    “I bet you have.” Jonah offered his hand as he took in the rest of the ragtag group. “Jonah Anderson. Where y’all from?” 
 
    “South of Miamitown.” 
 
    “Listen, we’ve checked all the houses along here, and there’s only one that isn’t burned out. It’s up the road a piece. How about you all land there? Justin and Gina, you can come with us to meet with our people. We were just about to meet with another group on the far side of the lake at the campground; it might be a good idea to introduce you to them.” 
 
    The relief on Justin’s face warred with another expression—hope. “I knew there were houses up the road and thought it was strange how it dead-ended.” 
 
    “Yeah, we took a piece of that guardrail from the end of the road and tore up the road a bit at the curve to hide it. On this side, it’s the only way into our little slice of peace. There are still a couple of other roads in. One topside from here and another over by the campground and some branch-offs, but we hope to change that,” Kevin said, stepping up to the small group. He turned to Jonah. “Let’s get them set up in that house and get back. Wildman said he had three of those one-channel walkies, right?” 
 
    “Three or four, but yeah,” Jonah said. “Drew, Chris, would you go back and ask my mom to put a few things together for them while we take them to the house? Get a walkie from Robert while you’re there, too.” 
 
    Drew looked a little disappointed, but Chris grabbed his arm and started back toward the clubhouse with a, “Sure thing.” 
 
    Dexter stepped out in front of the group. “Follow us.” 
 
    About a half mile in, they came to the aforementioned house. The windows had been broken, and it was trashed, but it had a roof and a door. 
 
    “We’ll have to scavenge some windows before too long, but it’ll keep you out of the weather for now,” Kevin said, swinging the door open and stepping back for them to enter. 
 
    One of the women put a hand to her mouth, shaking her head as she peered around with wide eyes. “What will we do? We have nothing.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, ma’am, we’ll help you find things you need. For now, please wait here for Justin and Gina to return,” Jonah said. 
 
    “We’ll be here with you,” Kevin stepped inside and began righting a bookshelf in the main room. “It won’t take long.” 
 
    Clint pulled Jonah aside and hissed, “We don’t know these people. How do we know this is safe?” 
 
    “We don’t, but they’d already stumbled upon us. We run them off, and they could become an enemy or threat. We put them here where we can watch them and maybe we can work together. Remember what Amanda said? That was all I could think of when they were explaining their situation. ‘Lots of good people out there.’ Like she said, this could bring us together to create a stronger community. We may as well start here.” 
 
    “You got a point, but I still don’t like it. We haven’t vetted them or anything.” 
 
    “Well, it ain’t like we’re inviting them in for tea. They’re holed up in a house without any windows. They didn’t even have a gun. If we’re gonna survive this, we need to start thinking about a community.” 
 
    Clint scowled. “Yeah. We’ll see.” 
 
    The group of strangers stood huddled just inside the doorway of the house, uncertain of their fate. Drew and Chris soon returned with a few bags of food and supplies, enough for a day or so, at least. They distributed these to the newcomers. 
 
    “We’ll need to find more food and supplies soon if we want to get through this,” Gina said, frowning as she took one of the bags. 
 
    “We won’t worry about that just yet,” Kevin said. “For now, let’s get you settled in. Winter is here, and we need to get through till spring. You can stay here together in this house for the time being. We’ll help you adjust and see what we can do to make sure you can find all you need.” He turned to Jonah and said, “Windows are a must. We need measurements.” 
 
    Gina took charge of finding blankets, pillows, and pots and pans or anything else suitable for cooking and storing water. Justin measured the window openings and made sure they were covered so no one could see inside. Dexter used his skills in engineering to rig up a few small LED lights using a car battery, while Jonah instructed them on the use of the walkie so they could stay connected with each other. 
 
    After everything was set up, they sat the kids down for some snacks and discussed what they should do next. 
 
    “We’ve already been planning to scout nearby towns for survivors or additional resources. Patrolling the area around the entry for any potential threats would be a great way for you to help,” Clint said. 
 
    “I know you’re not really all that settled, but I’d still like one or two of you to come with us to the other camp. We’re just beginning to establish a community and would like you to join us for the first meeting,” Jonah added. 
 
    Gina glanced at her husband, then around the mess the others were still working on, but nodded when Justin said, “Alright, that sounds promising.” 
 
    “We hope,” Clint said gruffly, then turned to the others in the room. “We’ll bring back a proper meal and any clothes or things we can spare. It’s not much, but moving forward if you’re in, we’ll find what we need together.”
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    By the time they returned to the clubhouse, late afternoon rays cast shadows of the defunct power lines on the walls of the building, almost like a dark strobe light, a reminder of their new lives. Robert had shown the two members of the newest group how to trap heat that would otherwise be lost with candles and clay pots. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do. 
 
    As everyone huddled around the wood stove back at the clubhouse, Amanda sighed. “What a long day it’s been. We met the group at the campground and averted what could have been awkward and dangerous with the other group.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jess asked. 
 
    “Think about it… These people come walking up in here, and suddenly, we could have ended up in a shootout or something. I’m just saying this was a wake-up call.” 
 
    Robert stood in the far corner of the room, listening to the conversation while keeping an eye out the window. A scowl contorted his face, wrinkling his brow and pulling his lips downward. When he glanced toward the area they now utilized as a kitchen area, Amanda could almost see his thoughts. They’d already prepared a meal for the campground, and now they were whipping up something for the newcomers to eat. 
 
    He’d been fairly quiet since that first attack, but his words held weight. “If we didn’t invite them in, they probably would have simply forced their way inside. Amanda’s right. No matter what, we need to get this new community, as you called it, on a paying basis. If we try to feed them all, we’ll run out of food in a week.” 
 
    As he finished his sentence, Clint walked in with Jonah. “The couple from the house are outside and ready to go if we are.” 
 
    Amanda hopped up, and the little girl clung to her waist, her small head nestled comfortably on Amanda’s hip while her little fingers gripped Amanda’s shirt like a tightrope walker holding their safety rope. She looked up, this time with curious eyes. Amanda stroked the girl’s hair like a mother to her child, she couldn’t walk away. Reaching down, she hoisted the child up to her hip. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Clint frowned. “Are you bringing her with you?” 
 
    “It seems there is no other way. But I do know I’m not just going to sit around here. We have things to do. I understand she’s frightened, but our first priority is keeping everyone safe and fed; she’ll have to go with us.” 
 
    The little girl focused her blue eyes on Amanda, eyes that seemed to pierce her soul. Framed by long dark eyelashes and delicate brows, the girl’s eyes seemed to plead with Amanda not to leave. Her pale skin, now clean and smooth, pulled at Amanda’s heart, and she kissed the girl’s small forehead. The child lifted her tiny fingers to cup Amanda’s cheek as if to say ‘it’s okay,’ then she stretched her legs to be let down, moving cautiously to sit beside her brother. She pulled him close and gripped his hand while looking up at Amanda with glossy eyes that were red around the edges from holding back the tears. 
 
    Amanda’s lips pursed in a sad smile as she knelt before her and choked when she spoke. “You sure you’re okay?” 
 
    The girl looked up at her, her eyes wide with fear and sadness and an understanding far beyond her few years, nodded, and pulled her brother closer. 
 
    Little Katie, who was just about the same age, climbed up on the sofa beside her and handed out small packets of fruit snacks to the siblings. “I’m gonna see if she wants to play with some of our toys.” 
 
    Amanda smiled and stood, kissing each of them on the top of the head. “We’ll be back soon. It won’t take long.” 
 
    A weak smile crossed the little girl’s face. Her eyes still filled with tears that now spilled down her cheeks. She swiped her arm across her nose, sniffing and smiling bravely. 
 
    Brianne hurried over with a tissue and wiped her nose. “See you soon, Amanda.” She raised her chin with a nod at her to go. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Amanda, Jonah, Jo, and Clint gathered the items for the camp and led Justin and Gina toward the lake. The harsher winds from that morning had died down, leaving a deceptively peaceful scene that shrouded the realities of life now. The water rippled lightly from the occasional splash of a fish as the late-day sun stole the bright color from the skies. It was a rare moment of beauty. 
 
    The canoes sat on the shoreline, only the very front bobbing with the small waves. Standing on the water’s edge, Forrest was showing Matt how to tie off a hook while Jake stood beside them, holding the fishing pole. Its line dangled in the water below, and a bright orange bobber floated on the surface. 
 
    Jonah called out as he approached. “Catching anything?” 
 
    Jake grinned and reached into the water for the long string filled with nicely sized fish, holding it up with a wide grin. 
 
    “He caught all those today?” Justin asked, brows raised. 
 
    Jonah nodded. “Do you fish?” 
 
    “Love to,” Justin replied. 
 
    “We’ll have to hook you up with some fishing gear. There’s a sporting goods store in town we’ve been meaning to check out.” 
 
    Gina turned to look at the group, her forehead furrowed in worry. “Do you think that’s safe?” she asked. 
 
    “Probably not, but when you see the camp, you’ll know why we’ll have to scout for more supplies,” Jonah said. 
 
    As they loaded the canoes with their supplies, Justin helped Gina climb in, ensuring she was settled and comfortable. 
 
    Paddling across the calm lake, they were surrounded by the sounds of nature—the gentle lapping of the water against the side of the canoes and the chirps and whistles of winter birds in the distance. It was a peaceful moment amidst the chaos. It almost felt normal again. 
 
    They approached the far shore to see Martin and two women standing at the water’s edge, their bodies angled partly toward the camp. Jonah’s hand went up, about to wave to get their attention, but they didn’t move. Jonah signaled the canoes to stop. “Something’s wrong,” he said. 
 
    The forest was calm, without a rustle of leaves or trees swaying. Even the sunlight that streaked through the trees suddenly seemed muted, as if the sky was filled with smoke or a thick fog. The only sound was the water lapping at the sides of the canoes. 
 
    Then Jonah noticed a low hum filled the air, a steady rumble like a distant engine idling as it awaited a command. The humming was off-key, a vibrato that filled the woods and chilled the soul. 
 
    Martin and the women displayed no emotion, facial expressions, or movement of any sort from what Jonah could see. Nothing to distinguish them from mannequins. Jonah felt a stab of unease. 
 
    Justin turned to Jonah, his anxiety reflected in his eyes. “What the hell is going on?” he whispered,his knuckles going white from his tight grip on the paddle. 
 
    Jonah kept his eyes locked on the three figures ahead. “I don’t know, but something’s not right. I don’t think they’ve seen us yet, so let’s stop here. ” 
 
    They pushed the canoes toward the shore about fifty yards from where Martin stood, the humming growing louder and more intense with every stroke. It was clearly an engine, and from the look on Martin’s face, it was not a good thing. 
 
    Silently, they crawled out and onto the shore and made their way toward the sound. In the middle of the camp sat an old pickup truck. It was a medium-duty off-roading truck; the kind built to go almost anywhere. It was dented, scraped, and worn with peeling paint and mud and dirt covering it as if it had driven straight through a jungle. Three men stood around it. They wore green uniforms of some kind, but not military. The one in front barked orders while the other two stood with guns at the low ready, their stances relaxed. 
 
    “Who are they?” Clint whispered. 
 
    “Dunno, but they don’t look military. Their uniforms kind of look like park rangers or something,” Jonah replied. 
 
    Amanda crawled up next to Jonah. “What the hell are they doing?” 
 
    “Looks like they’re evicting our new neighbors. Let’s spread out around them and see if we can diffuse this. Justin and Gina, stay here. I know you’re unprepared for a firefight, but hopefully, it won’t come to that.” 
 
    Jo circled around to flank them while Clint crept to the nearer side of the camp, both staying as concealed as possible. Jonah and Amanda slowly approached the men, trying to appear non-threatening. The lead man, who appeared to be in charge, turned to face them, his eyes narrowing as he took them in. 
 
    “What do you want?” he barked. 
 
    “We just want to know what’s happening here.” Jonah held up his hands in what he hoped was a peaceful gesture. 
 
    The man sneered at them, his hand resting on the butt of his gun. “We’re evicting these squatters from our land. They don’t belong here, and they’re causing trouble.” 
 
    “What kind of trouble?” Amanda asked, her voice calm but firm. 
 
    The man glared at her. “That’s none of your business. Now get lost before you get hurt.” 
 
    Jonah’s jaw tightened. They weren’t going to back down that easily. Whatever was happening here, he knew there was a good chance the men would try the same thing once they found the clubhouse. “We’re not leaving until we get some answers,” he said. 
 
    The man’s sneer deepened, and he started to pull his gun from its holster. Jonah was quick to react. He grabbed Amanda’s free hand—the one not reaching for her gun—and dove behind a nearby tree, pulling her down with him. 
 
    A shot rang out before the man could raise his gun, and he stumbled back, clutching his arm. 
 
    Everyone froze for a moment, unsure of what had just happened. The other two men raised their guns, aiming at the group. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that,” Clint’s voice rang out through the trees. 
 
    The men released their guns to hang by the sling straps, slowly raising their hands. Their gazes darted around the clearing as though trying to gauge how many others were out there. 
 
    Jonah and Amanda emerged from behind the large tree and approached them. Holstering her gun, she immediately treated the man’s wounded arm. 
 
    “Who the hell are you people?” the man asked, confused. 
 
    “We might ask you the same thing,” Amanda replied with a touch of sarcasm in her voice. 
 
    The man continued to glare at her but didn’t say anything. The tension in the air was palpable, and everyone stood in silence, waiting for someone to make the first move. Finally, the man spoke up. 
 
    “We’re the park employees maintaining this place. These squatters have been causing trouble for a while now, and we’re finally taking action.” 
 
    Jonah frowned. “Squatters? Causing trouble? What are you talking about?” 
 
    The man gestured toward the group of people standing nearby. “These people have been living on our land without permission.” 
 
    “We didn’t know this was your land.” Clint stepped out of the trees and brush. “The world ended, if you hadn’t noticed, and they’re just trying to survive out here.” 
 
    The man snorted. “That’s not our problem. We’re just doing our job.” 
 
    “Your job is to evict innocent people?” Amanda said, her tone incredulous. 
 
    The man shrugged. “They shouldn’t have been here in the first place.” 
 
    “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but your jobs don’t exist anymore, and this is public land,” Jonah said. 
 
    The man’s eyes widened in surprise at this statement. “What do you mean our jobs don’t exist anymore? When things get back to normal—” 
 
    Jonah sighed, knowing what he was about to say would likely cause even more tension. “The world has gone to shit. There’s no more government, no more laws. Your job as a park employee is no longer relevant and isn’t coming back… ever.” 
 
    The man glanced over at his colleagues, then back at the group. “We still—” 
 
    “We can all work together to survive,” Clint suggested. “We don’t have to fight over resources. There’s plenty of room around the lake. Where are you set up?” 
 
    The man appeared to consider this for a moment before nodding. “Okay, we’ll consider it. But these people have to leave our land,” he said, completely sidestepping Clint’s question of where they were located. 
 
    Jonah shook his head. “They’re staying. We all are. We’ll figure out a way to share the land and work together as a community.” 
 
    The man scowled, clearly unhappy with the idea, but knowing he had no choice. “Fine, but they better not cause any trouble.” 
 
    With that, the tense standoff began to diffuse, but Clint wasn’t satisfied. “So, where are you located? Are you just coming into work every day without pay and patrolling the grounds?” 
 
    The man’s eyes shifted, and he looked down and away. “No.” 
 
    “Okay, then…” Clint gestured for him to continue, but the man said nothing. 
 
    Amanda lifted her walkie from her hip, making a show of calling someone. “Amanda here, we need a patrol.” 
 
    “N-No, wait,” the man stammered. “It’s just our families. We’re settled in at the district building. Please don’t hurt them.” 
 
    “Why would you think we’d hurt them?” Clint asked as Justin and Gina walked up, each holding a handle of the stew pot between them in one hand and a grocery bag in the other. Jo followed a few seconds later. 
 
    “Others have tried. That’s why we came out here.” 
 
    “We’ve all had that experience, that’s why we’re out here.” Justin set the pot on the grate across the fire and extended a hand to help the man to his feet once Amanda patched him up. “These are good people who helped us just this morning. They have good ideas; we were coming to discuss them with the camp. They even brought food. You should listen to them.” 
 
    The man’s eyes widened, and he glanced from Amanda to Jo, then over to Jonah and Clint. “Is it just you?” 
 
    Jonah shook his head slowly and motioned for Jo and Amanda to go for the rest of the supplies they’d brought. “Let’s chat.” 
 
    The group made their way over to the bathhouse at the center of the camp. The man introduced himself as Henry and again explained that he and his colleagues were former park rangers who had moved into the district building when the power went out and so many things had quit working. They’d been living there with their families, hiding for the last four and a half weeks. 
 
    Jo and Amanda returned with the rest of the bags of food and supplies as they talked. Everyone gathered around, anxiously awaiting something to eat as they set the bags down and began serving dinner. 
 
    It quickly became clear that all their groups had much in common. They were all survivors of the world’s end, all trying to make the best of a bad situation. And as they talked, Jonah realized just how much they could help each other. 
 
    Henry and his colleagues had extensive knowledge of the park, and they could teach the newcomers how to live off the land. They could show them which plants were safe to eat. They also had two working trucks… and Jonah immediately realized they might be able to use them to bring in the cabins for those at the campground. 
 
    Amanda explained her ideas about building a larger community where each would contribute to the whole and keep each other safe. 
 
    Henry, Martin, and Justin all agreed to a larger meeting to go over resources and needs, plans for protection, and the rules of their new community. 
 
    Tomorrow, Jonah and Clint would go to the district office where Henry and his group were set up to make plans to collect as many of the sheds as they could find, considering the fact that more survivors might come in the future. 
 
    The day had lost much of its light as they talked. Sitting around the fire that now cast a warm glow over the camp, they continued their discussion, sharing stories of their experiences since the world as they knew it ended. It was a rare moment of camaraderie and hope in a world that had become so bleak. 
 
    Several gasps echoed from the small group as Amanda, Jo, Clint, and Jonah recounted their trip to Cincinnati and their fears surrounding such an uncertain threat. 
 
    They sat silently for a moment as the weight of the news settled in. They were all too aware of the dangers that lurked in the world, but hearing about such a large group and the horror stories Forrest and Minnie told when they’d finally made it home was unsettling. 
 
    Martin finally spoke up, breaking the silence. “What are we going to do about this?” 
 
    “We need to be prepared,” Clint said. “We’ll need to fortify the whole place and ensure we have enough supplies to last us in case of an attack.” 
 
    “We could also try to contact other nearby survivor groups,” Amanda suggested. “Strength in numbers, right?” 
 
    Jonah nodded. “Agreed. We’ll need to start scouting the area and see if there are any other nearby groups we can ally with, especially around the lake.” 
 
    The small group continued to discuss their options for a while before Jo stood up, stretching her arms above her head. “Well, as much as I hate to be the party pooper, it’s getting late. I don’t know about you, but I’m exhausted.” 
 
    They stood and shook hands. “Tomorrow?” Jonah asked Henry. 
 
    “We’ll watch for you. Signal when you’re coming in so no one shoots at you or anything.” 
 
    Amanda pulled the walkie off her hip, handing it to him. “It’s a single channel, but will reach each of the groups. We only have four of them, but for now, it will keep each group connected and provide a means of communication. In case of any issues, the walkies in each group will pick it up.” 
 
    As the fireside group broke up and everyone headed back to their own camps, Jonah knew their minds were full of the same concerns for survival his was—but also ideas enabling them to work together as a community. There was so much to plan and so much more to do to make it all work and keep everyone safe.

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Day 44 
 
    December 10th 
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    That night, Amanda and Jonah had two new additions to their bed, making sleep less than restful. Jonah was already up when Amanda crept from the room, rubbing her eyes and yawning, careful not to wake the kids. She paused to glance outside through the slider door. 
 
    An early layer of fog had settled across the once-manicured greens and spaces, a dismal gray shroud that blanketed everything and made it look like a gloomy wonderland where the end of the world could only be imagined by those who’d been living it. She squinted. Was that frost on the grass? She shivered. Winter was well on its way, and even though the early snow last month had given way to a couple of pleasantly warm stretches of weather, yesterday’s biting wind and this morning’s frost coating various surfaces were grim reminders the cold and snow would soon return. 
 
    Amanda made her way to the table where Robert and Jonah sat nursing their steaming mugs. Robert handed her an empty cup. “The world is shit, but at least we still have coffee… for now.” 
 
    She stepped forward and smiled as she accepted the cup and filled it from the slowly perking pot on the wood stove. A pleasant warmth radiated from the crackling fire, and she turned her back to it, sipping the robust and hot liquid and rubbing her backside. The coffee was strong, earthy, and bitter, but it warmed her insides. The warmth helped chase the cold out of her as it traveled down her throat. 
 
    Her attention was drawn to the windows as a gust of wind rattled the panes. She frowned, her eyebrows drawing together as she gripped the cup tightly, its warmth radiating into the palms of her hands. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Jonah asked. 
 
    She winced. “Nothing.” 
 
    “C’mon now, don’t give me that.” He stood to move beside her, then leaned down and kissed her on the forehead. “Spill. What’s got you all troubled so early in the morning?” 
 
    “It’s just that… When I stood next to the stove and heard the wind, I wondered how the people in the tents were doing. The air has a bite and outside looks like an icy fog settled in across the field.” 
 
    Jonah sighed. “We had a hard frost last night, and it’s pretty cold this morning.” 
 
    Amanda nodded, her eyes still fixed on the window. “I can’t help but worry. They’re out there in tents, exposed to the elements. And if things get worse, we don’t have enough supplies to keep everyone fed and warm.” 
 
    Jonah wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. “I know. But we’ll figure something out. We always do.” 
 
    Amanda leaned into him, grateful for his comforted embrace. Keeping things together was exhausting, and she sometimes felt overwhelmed by the weight of the responsibilities. 
 
    She let her head settle on his shoulder, soaking in the moment and enjoying being wrapped in his arms for a few more minutes of quiet reflection. Robert moved quietly toward the radio room so as not to disturb them. All too soon, however, the rest of the small building began to stir. The sound of people moving around and talking could be heard from the other room, and she knew it was time to start the day. 
 
    Amanda turned to Jonah and smiled. “Well, I guess we better get to it.” 
 
    He nodded and kissed her one more time before releasing her. “We’ll see about those cabins first thing today.” 
 
    She sighed, nodding. “I think some oatmeal for everyone would help warm them up. We have a lot of it and it will stick with them at least. We also need to search for supplies. Another warehouse would be sweet right about now.” 
 
    “Yeah, but at this point, I won’t get my hopes up.” Jonah released her and jutted his chin toward Robert. “Let’s see if there’s been any word on roving gangs or the like.” 
 
    While Jonah and Robert discussed the possible threats that might come their way, Amanda’s mind wandered to the newcomers at the campsite. She wanted to ensure they were safe and warm, especially with the cold weather settling in. 
 
    They’d met three groups in the area yesterday, but those in the tents were the ones she felt a need to help most. The others had buildings to stay in, but the tents were ragged and flimsy. 
 
    She went to the small supply room where they’d stored the extra blankets and warmer clothes. As she rummaged through the pile of blankets, she came across a storage box in the corner that she hadn’t noticed before. 
 
    Curiosity got the better of her, and she checked it out. When she lifted the lid, her eyes widened in surprise. Inside were several bottles of liquor, all sealed. Whiskey, vodka, gin, and even a few bottles of wine. They must have been in storage for the small bar in the clubhouse. The find made her think of all the unexpected places they might find more supplies. 
 
    Amanda’s eyes sparkled with excitement as she carefully picked up one of the bottles and studied the label. It was a vintage bottle of red wine. She smiled to herself, knowing that this could be a great morale booster for the camp. 
 
    Lost in thought, Amanda didn’t notice the figure standing at the doorway until she spoke. “What have you found there?” 
 
    Startled, Amanda whirled around to find Jo standing behind her, a small smile on her face. “Oh, just a few bottles of liquor. I think they were from the bar that used to be in the clubhouse.” 
 
    Jo nodded, her eyes scanning the contents of the box. “You know, a little drink might not be a bad thing, especially with the cold weather coming in… But it can just as easily be a bad thing.” 
 
    Amanda nodded. “I was thinking just that, but not exactly about the liquor. If we found this in here after we’d been through the place, where else might we find supplies, even in places that have already been scavenged?” 
 
    Jo chuckled. “You’re starting to think like a scavenger. Always looking for hidden treasures.” 
 
    Amanda blushed a little. “I guess I am. It’s just that we need to be resourceful if we’re going to survive out here.” 
 
    “Absolutely. And who knows what other treasures might be hidden away in some of these abandoned places?” 
 
    Amanda smiled at Jo’s enthusiasm. She was glad to have her as an ally in this harsh world. 
 
    They made their way back to the main room. The weight of responsibility was still there, but the idea of finding unexpected supplies added some spring into her step. She was determined to keep their little community thriving, no matter what challenges they faced. 
 
    As streaks of sunlight penetrated the gray fog and melted the remaining frost, Amanda and Jo talked about searching through the buildings in the area while the others loaded the small sheds. Jonah and Robert both raised their brows at the bottle in Amanda’s hand, but didn’t interrupt. 
 
    “We can get extra help from the other groups. They need to participate in the work for all the tasks. No free rides,” Amanda said. 
 
    Jo nodded in agreement and started to speak, but the small radio crackled to life, and a female voice filled the room. “Hello? Is anyone listening?” 
 
    Jonah picked up their single-channel radio and responded, “Good morning, this is Jonah.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you so early in the morning, but Martin asked me to radio and ask if someone would be coming to get them for the meeting this morning, or if you’d at least let him know about an hour ahead of time, so he has time to walk.” 
 
    “Yes, we’ll pick them up,” Jonah replied. 
 
    “I’ve started a large pot of oatmeal for you to take to them,” Donna said from the doorway. “We should check on our house occupants, too. They could probably use the hot meal after the cold night. Heat needs to be a priority.” She continued as though it were an everyday conversation as she walked over to the wood stove with another large pot of water. 
 
    Dexter joined her with a cup in hand, glancing over to the others. “Donna and Amanda are right. Winter is coming fast, and we need to get organized if everyone is to survive. At the meeting, we need to outline a list of needs and prioritize them. And organize teams and patrols.” 
 
    Once the oatmeal was ready and prepared for transport, Kevin and Clint headed over to grab Justin and Gina, taking a batch of the hot and lightly sweetened breakfast for the house occupants. At the same time, Jonah and Amanda slipped out of the clubhouse before the little ones woke up. Donna and Noel promised to look after the younger kids while Nick and the boys got ready to head to the lake for the daily fishing and to check the smoker. Everyone seemed to pick up the slack, automatically doing what was needed without being asked. 
 
    Sheila insisted on going to the campsites with Jonah and Amanda to see to any medical needs while the others were in the meeting at the district building. With the growth the community was experiencing, the ever-present medical needs had to be a priority. The chance of an outbreak of some kind or another grew with each new group member, and she wanted to give them the once-over before too much contact. 
 
    The sunrise flickering through the trees marked the beginning of another day and new hope for the survivors. The lake reflected the early morning pale blue sky, and the water rippled with the occasional gusts of wind as they emerged from the warmth of their own building to the oaky smell of wood smoke floating on the crisp morning air. 
 
    The chill in the air made Amanda shiver and quicken her steps and they made their way to the canoes, occasional frosty patches of grass crunching underfoot. 
 
    As they paddled across the still lake, she couldn’t help but think about the meeting ahead. It was important to discuss the future of their small community, but Amanda couldn’t shake the feeling of unease in her gut. The world had changed so much, and they were barely holding on. Their resources were limited, and there were threats around every corner. 
 
    Jonah’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “You okay?” 
 
    She turned to him and nodded. “Just nervous about the meeting. We need to make some serious decisions.” 
 
    “Hopefully, we’ll do just that.” He smiled at her as he dragged the paddle through the water. 
 
    Amanda smiled back, grateful for Jonah’s reassuring presence. They reached the shore, pulled the canoes onto the bank, and made their way to the camp, the hot breakfast wrapped in extra blankets and a large bag of warm clothes in hand. Sheila, Justin, and Gina slid their canoe onto the shore beside them and disembarked with a bundle of other things, including medical supplies and vitamins. 
 
    Amanda halted in her tracks, stunned to see shredded tents and personal items strewn about when they reached the camp. The area was empty except for the debris. She quickly scanned the area, as did everyone else, hoping to see the small group somewhere, but there were no signs of anyone. 
 
    She turned to Jonah and Sheila, panic rising in her chest. “What happened here? Where could they have gone?” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Jonah’s expression morphed to a mask of seriousness as he looked around. “Let’s search the area and see if we can find any clues.” 
 
    They split up, each scouring the campsite and the surrounding area for any sign of the inhabitants. They searched frantically through the trees, those who had been there before calling out the names they knew, but there was no response. 
 
    Finally, Justin spotted something—a small scrap of cloth caught on a branch. Jonah watched as he hurried over to it and examined it. He called the others over to him, and they talked, trying to figure out what had happened. 
 
    Jonah spun at a sudden rustling in the bushes, his gun raised toward the noise. The others followed suit as he called out, “Who’s there?” 
 
    “Jonah?” 
 
    “Yes, come out,” he demanded. 
 
    Martin emerged from the trees, followed by the others, looking around nervously. 
 
    “What happened here?” 
 
    “A group of young men hit the camp just after I had Isla call you on the radio. Our lookouts saw them coming, and we were able to hide everyone. We turned off the radio in case anyone tried to reach us, but I think we need to hurry up and warn the others at the district building. They headed off in their direction.” 
 
    It was a stark reminder of the harsh reality they were living in. “Did anyone get hurt?” Gina asked, her voice shaking slightly. 
 
    Martin shook his head. “No, we were able to avoid them. But we need to make sure the others are safe.” 
 
    Jonah nodded in agreement. “Let’s get over to the district building and warn the others. We need to be prepared for any attack.” 
 
    He reached for his radio and keyed the mic. This one had a much wider reach and would send the message to Robert and Wildman, but anyone could listen, so he was careful with his words. “Attack, check on all, moving to meet… sentries all around.” 
 
    “Will they understand what you said?” Martin asked dubiously. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve been at this long enough to filter things. Someone will be coming to help keep watch with the others. We have to get to Henry and his people. Give a shout-out on the single channel, will ya?” 
 
    The small group quickly built a fire for the camp residents to warm themselves while also passing out the few blankets they’d been able to spare. Sheila and Gina helped gather the bowls that had been strewn around and get the young ones fed before the oatmeal got cold—and to distract them from the chaos caused by the raiders. 
 
    Sheila offered to stay behind to keep watch and wait for the others while Jonah and the others quickly paddled the canoes across the lake, hoping to make it to the district building before the young men attacked. It was a sobering reminder that they couldn’t let their guard down for even a moment. 
 
    As they approached the building, Jonah heard the sounds of activity. They hurriedly climbed out of the canoes to find people rushing around, frantically packing up supplies and getting ready to defend. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Amanda asked as one of the rangers they’d met at the lakeside camp approached them. 
 
    “Our scouts have spotted the raiders Martin radioed about, and we’re preparing to defend.” 
 
    “Where do you need us?” Jonah asked. 
 
    “Think you can paddle around behind them and cut them off?” 
 
    “You got it,” he said as they returned to the canoes, pushed off, and headed along the shoreline to work their way in behind them. 
 
    They paddled hard, trying to get into position before the raiders arrived. As they rounded a bend in the shoreline, Jonah saw the raiders ahead on a trail that led to the district building. They were a group of young, scrappy-looking men armed with guns and knives and moving quickly as if they knew exactly where they were going, which only added to the sense of urgency that Jonah and the rest felt. 
 
    Jonah signaled for them to stop paddling and get down. They waited as the raiders moved past them, completely unaware of their presence. Once the coast was clear, they started paddling again, working their way to shore to get into position behind the raiders. 
 
    They quietly pulled the canoes halfway out of the water and slipped onto the land with hardly a sound. They carefully navigated through the trees, trying to get as close to the raiders as possible without being detected. 
 
    As they got closer, the voices of the young men rang out, taunting and laughing as they approached the building. They weren’t even trying to be quiet. Jonah spared a quick glance at Amanda. Her face was the epitome of cold rage, and she drew her weapon, ready to defend the community. He blew out steadying a breath. All of this only proved how important her idea of community was and how desperately needed it was by everyone. 
 
    Jonah signaled for them to split up, each taking a different position to surround the raiders. Amanda and Gina moved around to flank them, ready to take the raiders by surprise. 
 
    As they crept closer, their movements were noticed. The raiders’ eyes rounded in surprise as they realized they were the ones under attack, which bolstered Jonah and the others. One turned to run, but Amanda quickly took him down with a sweeping roundhouse kick, sending him reeling backward and landing on his back, letting out an ‘oof’ when the air was knocked from his lungs. 
 
    The others quickly surrendered, dropping their weapons and putting their hands up. Amanda and Gina approached them, dragging the now bloody-nosed man from one side. Jonah, Martin, and Justin each closed in from their positions on the other sides. 
 
    “What do you want from us?” Amanda demanded, before Jonah could speak. He was okay with that; these raiders had no idea what they were in for. 
 
    The leader, a cocky young man with a sneer on his face, spat at her. “We just want our due. We’ve claimed this area as our land, and since there’s no government, you’re squatting and need to pay us rent.” 
 
    Amanda raised an eyebrow. “Your land? This is everyone’s land now. We’re all just trying to survive.” 
 
    The young man scowled. “It doesn’t matter. We’ll be back with reinforcements to make you pay.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up.” Amanda shoved past him, knocking him to the ground. “Do you have any idea how sick and tired we are of wanna-bes and their bullshit?” 
 
    Justin looked at Jonah. His eyebrows went up, and the corner of his mouth quirked into a smirk as she continued to the entrance to the building to check on those inside. 
 
    He didn’t see the man’s hand slip behind him, pulling a gun from his waistband and aiming at her back until he was ready to fire. 
 
    Before they could move, a shot rang out, and the man fell limp to the ground, dead. His friends gasped and dropped to their knees as Henry came around the building, nodding toward Jonah and keeping his gun trained on the invaders. 
 
    “I’d say this meeting is quite timely, wouldn’t you?” Martin moved to shake his hand. 
 
    Henry’s head dipped in agreement. “What do we do with them?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but we’ve made the mistake of letting someone go in the past, and it cost us more than I care to think about,” Jonah said. 
 
    “We can’t hold them,” Amanda insisted, her frustration evident. “We can barely feed ourselves. I’m not about to give ‘em three squares and a room for being assholes. Shit don’t work that way no more.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Martin agreed. 
 
    “We can’t just shoot ‘em,” Justin argued. 
 
    “Why not?” Martin growled. “They’d have killed us if we hadn’t hid.” 
 
    Jonah put a hand on Martin’ shoulder to try to calm him down. “We can’t just go around killing people for being assholes, Martin.” 
 
    “Well, what do we do with them then?” Martin asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but we’ll figure it out.” Jonah looked around at the surrendered raiders. “For now, let’s tie them up and keep them here. We’ll deal with them later.” 
 
    The group quickly set to work, tying up the raiders and locking them in a room in the district building. Jonah knew it was a temporary solution, but it was the best they could do for now. They were living in a world where violence was a constant threat, and they would have to be prepared to defend themselves at all times. 
 
    Amanda stepped over to Jonah, and he could hear the unease in her voice when she said, “We’ve handled the situation for now, but we’re still vulnerable.” 
 
    Johan surveyed the rest of the group. They all had the same thoughts. He knew, because he had them, too. They wondered how long they could keep surviving like this. It felt like they were constantly on the brink of destruction, always fighting for their survival in a world that had gone mad. 
 
    “We can’t keep going on like this forever; we’re going to have to make some hard decisions,” Amanda said, as if reading their minds. “We’ll have to take things one day at a time, but also keep fighting and hope things will improve one day.” 
 
    Henry stepped forward. “I’m sorry, but Amanda is right. The only way things will get better is if we make them better. This meeting is a good idea, and we need to work together. I wasn’t so sure yesterday, but this situation made it clear that we all need each other. It seems there are more bad guys out there than good, and we each can’t fight them alone.” 
 
    Henry’s words rang with truth. It was time to stop chasing fires and start making changes; they all knew it. 
 
    As the sun rose higher in the sky, the group sat around a small fire outside the district building, each bringing up topics and chatting. They shared ideas and more of their stories of survival with one another. They’d all seen firsthand how dangerous the world had become and knew they would have to band together if they wanted to survive. 
 
    Jonah knew they had to start thinking about the future and what that future might look like to each of them. It was time to start planning for the long term rather than just living day to day. 
 
    “What does everyone think?” Jonah asked, breaking up the individual conversations. 
 
    “I’m thinking about what comes next,” Martin replied. “We can’t keep living like this forever. We need to start building something more permanent, something that can last. As of right now, we don’t even have tents anymore.” 
 
    Jonah nodded in agreement. “I’ve been thinking the same thing. We need to start planning out how we can rebuild some semblance of society and make things better for everyone. We already have an idea for your problem. We knew the tents wouldn’t make it through the winter and wanted to get a bunch of small sheds for each family. Set them up like a real community around the bathhouse. You already have outhouses there; we’re still digging ours. Each shed will need insulation, all of which we can get at Home Depot.” 
 
    Gina gazed around the fire, her forehead furrowing. “But how do we do that?” 
 
    “That’s part of what we’re here to discuss more with Henry. They have two running trucks that we can use to haul them back here. We touched on that yesterday, but still need to work out the details,” Jonah replied. 
 
    “I also thought about getting people from each group together on tasks. We all need more food and supplies, so that means scavenging teams. We also need help with hunting and food preservation. We have a Ham radio and the handhelds and need to set up a communication system. There’s a lot to do and organize, so we also should task one person from each group to be part of a logistics team to work together on scheduling patrols and other work details,” Amanda said. 
 
    “No one can survive with the mentality of every man for himself. The threats are too great,” Justin added. 
 
    “We can look for other communities and people doing the same thing, and see if we can organize a meeting. Maybe we can form an alliance,” Jonah said. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Martin chimed in. “We’ll need to make sure we have enough supplies to accommodate anyone who might be alone or in small groups that need to settle here. And we’ll need to figure out a way to defend ourselves against raids like today.” 
 
    “We’ll work on that too,” Henry said, his voice steady. 
 
    The group continued to discuss their plans for the future. They knew it wouldn’t be easy, but they were all willing to put in the work. They talked about everything from agriculture to education, from healthcare to justice. Organizing their community would take some time and effort, but they were all up for the challenge. 
 
    The sun beat down on them as the late morning air warmed, reminding them that they had much to do if they were to get at least some of the sheds in by nightfall. 
 
    Jonah stood and brushed off his pants. “We’ve been through a lot already, but I think we’re finally on the right track. We’ve got a good group of people here, and I think we can make something great.” 
 
    “Let’s get going,” Justin said. He turned to his wife. “Gina, are you okay with going back to the camp to see if you can help Martin’s people gather anything still usable and prepare some areas for the arrival of the sheds?” Nodding to Martin, he added, “If you’re good with that, that is.” 
 
    Martin ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “I’d really appreciate that.” 
 
    “Good idea. We have a trailer in the maintenance area that’ll hold at least two, maybe even three, if we position them right. Let’s load up some straps and hook it up.” Henry hopped up and turned toward the building. 
 
    “Can each of you take one of the canoes so we can use them to get home later?” Jonah asked, looking first at Gina and then at one of the young men standing around. 
 
    When they both nodded, Amanda said, “We also need to address the issue of the raiders. We can’t let them go, but we also can’t just kill them. Are they secure here?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that,” Henry said, his eyes scanning the group. “I have a suggestion, but it’s not going to be an easy decision to make.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Jonah prompted. 
 
    “We could make an example of them. Hang them in the middle of town, letting everyone know we don’t tolerate this behavior. It would be a warning to anyone else who thinks they can come in and take what’s ours.” 
 
    The group fell silent, each lost in their own thoughts. The idea of hanging someone was brutal, but they all knew that something had to be done to protect themselves. 
 
    Finally, Martin spoke up. “I don’t like it, but… I think it’s the only way.” 
 
    “Can’t we think about it? We’ll have to make another trip anyway. We can think and talk it out for a bit. Bring it back to the others in our settlements and vote on it or something?” Justin asked. 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea,” Amanda replied. “We’ll take a vote in our own groups, meet tomorrow, and bring the consensus of each.” 
 
    “It wasn’t you that was attacked,” Martin snapped. 
 
    “Not this time, but we’ve been there and worse. I think Justin is right; we need to involve everyone.” 
 
    “I don’t like it, but I guess you’re right,” Martin blew out a long breath between pursed lips. 
 
    Everyone moved to get to their assigned chore or set the truck up for the sheds. The trailer was quickly attached, and before long, they were in the truck headed for the sheds and supplies.
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    As they entered the town, the sun was high in the sky, but the clouds shrouded it, making shadows move as they passed. Buildings were burned and marred, windows shattered, and their insides looked like looters had scooped them out. Broken glass and debris littered the roads, and what was left looked like it had been abandoned for years rather than weeks. The air carried the scent of smoke and melting plastic that burned their nostrils. 
 
    The town, hell, the entire world felt completely abandoned, but the group knew better. They knew there were still people out there, still fighting to survive just like they were. And they knew now, more than ever, they had to stick together if they would make it. 
 
    The truck turned onto Main Street, and Henry stopped in front of the hardware store. Everyone climbed out and surveyed the scene. The shelves inside were practically bare, and the floor was cluttered with debris. The smell of decay lingered in the air; dust and grit had collected on the floor and shelves, but there were still a few things that they could use scattered about. 
 
    “Why did we stop here? I thought we were going to Home Depot,” Martin asked. 
 
    “We don’t know what’s left there. We’ll need to be quick,” Henry said, grabbing a shopping cart. “Grab what you can, even if you don’t know how we can use it yet, and then we’ll head over for the sheds.” 
 
    It was cold and dark inside, and several in the small group couldn’t contain the shivers the tomblike sight brought on. They quickly dispersed through the store, grabbing everything from nails and screws to hammers and saws. They also managed to find a few tarps, which they could use to cover the sheds. As they rushed down each aisle, the rattle of the shopping carts and the crunch of glass under their feet echoed throughout the store. Once everything useful was collected, they hurried back to the truck with their bounty, loaded it up, and left. 
 
    When they arrived at the Home Depot, they each went about their assigned duties. Some immediately began loading the sheds while others searched for insulation and other supplies they would need to make their community a reality. As they worked, they talked more about their plans for the future. 
 
    “We need to start thinking about defense,” Justin said as he lifted a case of nails into the truck. “We can’t rely on just strength by numbers. We need to start building walls, fortifying our borders.” 
 
    “The store is practically untouched. I guess people didn’t think they’d need building supplies. All of the registers are empty and broken, as well as the soda machines, but as for the wood and other supplies?” Jonah shook his head. “We need to come back over and over again to get whatever we need before someone discovers its value.” He rolled up to the truck with a flat cart packed high with insulation rolls. 
 
    “I agree,” Henry said. “But we also need to be careful not to isolate ourselves completely. We need to be able to trade with other communities, learn from them, and grow together.” 
 
    “Create a trading post of sorts; that’s what we should do,” Martin replied as he stuffed roll after roll of insulation into one of the sheds they’d loaded. 
 
    “We also need to think about education,” Amanda added. “We have to start teaching the children, preparing them for the future. We have to make—” 
 
    Her words were cut off by the sound of breaking glass in the distance. 
 
    “Guys, we need to hurry,” Justin said, his voice anxious. “I think we have company.” 
 
    They quickly finished their loading, careful not to leave too many signs they’d been there or where they were heading, and jumped in, pulling the load around the corner and onto a small side street to avoid being seen. 
 
    Parking behind the next business over, they waited to see who was heading their way. A small group of young teens smashed windows as they walked down the street. Their laughter and mocking voices floated through the air. Each carrying a weapon of some sort—bats and pipes and even shards of broken glass. They picked up merchandise and used it to smash into display cases before tossing them to the ground and stomping on them. It appeared their goal was simply to smash things in some post-apocalyptic child’s game. 
 
    There was no real threat from them, but they didn’t want to find out where the parents were. Henry pressed down on the gas pedal, speeding away from them, their escape drowned out by the sound of breaking glass and laughter. 
 
    As they drove past the empty streets and abandoned buildings, the group kept a watchful eye on their surroundings. The near run-in with the teens reminded them that they were not alone and that danger lurked around every corner. 
 
    Both Jonah and Amanda had seen it all firsthand in the early days, and Amanda remarked, “Something has to be done. Something to stop this insanity.” 
 
    The others jumped when she broke the silence in the truck’s cab. “We can’t keep running forever.” 
 
    Jonah nodded in agreement. “We need to be proactive. We may need to take the fight to them, whoever they may be.” 
 
    “But how?” Justin asked. “We don’t even know who they are or where they’re coming from.” 
 
    “We’ll have to do some reconnaissance,” Henry said, stiffening in his seat. “The guys this morning probably aren’t alone. They even stated that, even though it could have just been bravado. We’ll send out some scouting parties to gather information. That’ll be one of the things for the logistics team. We can’t have our scavenging teams run into groups like the raiders this morning.” 
 
    “And we’ll need to fortify our defenses,” Martin added. “We can’t just rely on sheds. We need to be prepared for any attack. We should look at traps and alarms and build fences.” 
 
    The group continued to discuss their plans, each offering their own ideas and suggestions on the drive back to the campground. 
 
    As they drove down the narrow, partially paved road to the campground with the truck and trailer jostling and clanking on the bumps, the children cheered and the others waved. The children’s faces were painted with dust and dirt, clothes torn and ragged, but their eyes were wide with wonder and excitement. 
 
    The campground group had been busy gathering any still usable supplies and cleaning up. The scene was chaotic, and the campground looked only slightly less like a disaster zone. There were tents and canopies still scattered in disarray, sleeping bags and bedding in piles waiting for placement, the remains of fires still smoldering, and a large pile of trash for stuff unsalvageable. They’d found an abandoned SUV and somehow pushed it near the bathhouse. Supplies were placed in the front seat, and the smaller children played in the back with the rear seat laid down for space. 
 
    People rushed back and forth to make space for the truck and trailer. They all looked exhausted, but the excitement of the new community kept them going. 
 
    Once they found a place to park the truck and trailer, they immediately began unloading and organizing the supplies they’d gathered. Clint and Jo had arrived just before the sheds did and suggested they find a camping store for some tent stoves to heat the sheds with, along with cooking equipment and whatever other supplies they could find for outdoor living. The sun had completely set by the time they finished, and the group was exhausted. 
 
    There were only three sheds so far, but they placed them close together in the beginning of a semicircle on the one side of the bathhouse, with the fire pit in the center. 
 
    Jonah explained to the campground group that there were six more at the Home Depot. They’d already decided on the drive back to make two trips early the next morning, this time using both trucks and bringing more people to gather supplies, especially fuel. 
 
    The children were soon bedded down and fast asleep in a pile inside the back of the SUV, with one woman dozing in the driver’s seat. The rest of the adults gathered around the fire, passing around a bottle of whiskey Amanda had brought from the clubhouse and sharing what they knew about the local area and what they might find close by for scavenging supplies. 
 
    The fire crackled and popped as the group relaxed around it, with their tales of the day’s struggles and triumphs. Amanda took a swig from the bottle and passed it to Henry, who took a long pull. 
 
    “I never thought I’d be living like this,” Sheila said, her voice soft. “I was a nurse, you know. I never imagined I’d be building a community from scratch. I think I’d gladly take back those sixteen-hour shifts at the hospital.” She let out a rueful chuckle. 
 
    “It’s amazing what humans can do when we’re pushed to the limit,” Jonah said, his eyes scanning the group. “But we have to remember that we’re not just building a community. We’re building a future.” 
 
    With that, they rose and bid everyone good night, and each headed back to their own camps to discuss the agonizing topic of what to do with the raiders. 
 
    Jonah and the others paddled across the lake toward the clubhouse in silence, the calm water black beneath the canoes. The crisp night air and clear skies only highlighted the bright moon that lit their way back to the clubhouse. Their breaths came out in puffs in the frosty night. 
 
    Clint said, “I hope they’ll be alright for the night. It’s going to be a cold one.” 
 
    “I know; I worry about the little ones especially. They were smart to bundle them all together in that SUV to keep warm,” Amanda responded. 
 
    “We should bring something hot over in the morning again for them to eat,” Jo added. 
 
    “We will. We have an abundance of oatmeal and need to get an early start tomorrow if we’re going to get their camp up and running. We still don’t know what to do with those guys or even what they might need at the district building.” Jonah turned to Gina, who sat in the center of their boat. “Did anyone spot windows that might fit that house?” 
 
    “There were all kinds of them, but we didn’t have the list of measurements with us. We just didn’t know what sizes to grab.” 
 
    “I don’t think we need to worry too much; close enough will do. Kevin and I worked construction, and I can’t even count how many windows we put in. We can teach some of the others how to install them.” He paused and turned to Justin in the other canoe. “I’ll grab a tape measure and we can double check the measurements you took before you covered them. We’ll get a count before we go tomorrow and try to find what you need.” 
 
    Justin’s shadow danced on the lake as he nodded. “We’ll also go over what happened with the others and get the vote from our crew, but I can almost guarantee they’ll want them hanged as an example. We’ve had a pretty bad run and lost some good people.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s going to be how the vote goes,” Amanda said. “So many have lost so much to people like this that they’re looking for a little payback. I’m honestly at a loss for what to do. It isn’t like they killed anyone.” 
 
    “This time,” Jonah said. 
 
    “Right?” Justin asked. 
 
    “I don’t know; we can’t jail them or feed them. We’re barely feeding ourselves, and now, with all the added needs, I can’t see feeding some criminals that would slit our throats in the middle of the night either,” Clint responded. 
 
    “We’ll just talk it over with everyone. Justin?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Will you guys at least ask for alternative ideas? Maybe we can think of another way to handle this,” Amanda said as their boat ground into the shoreline. 
 
    “That we’ll do,” Gina said.
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    The morning was cold again, and the frost had returned. Light glistened off of the thin sheet of ice on the lake, floating in areas that could be seen like islands in the still, dark water. A small patch of mist settled on the surface of the lake like a great white blanket, casting a soft, eerie haze over it all. The only sound was the birds flitting through the trees and the air smelled dank with moisture and burned-out fires. Overhead, a flock of geese sailed across the sky, headed south, their wings ruffling the air as a gentle wind whispered through the trees—their honking heralding a lonely goodbye. 
 
    Amanda broke the silence, standing on the deck, wrapped in a wool blanket with a cup steaming in her hand. “The camp needs at least a main shelter before the snow flies.” 
 
    “It looks like it rained some last night,” Jonah replied, sipping from his mug. “We’ve been lucky with the lack of snow so far. I agree we need to get a lot more done before it returns.” 
 
    They stepped back inside to get ready for the day and found Nick and Noel sitting on the sofa, cuddled under a blanket. Noel smiled at Amanda. “Brianne and I would like to go to the district building today. We want to discuss school ideas. Could we organize a meeting with someone from each camp for the kids?” 
 
    The little girl they’d brought back from the camp came running out of the little kid’s room with a wide smile when she spotted Amanda. Practically leaping into her open arms, she wrapped her arms around her neck, and Amanda hoisted her up to her hip and nodded to Noel. “I think that’s a great idea,” she said, poking the little girl in the tummy. “Cause someone needs to get her little butt to school.” She tickled and nuzzled the little girl who had yet to speak to her. 
 
    She giggled and wrapped her body tightly around Amanda. Once they’d calmed, Amanda tried to set her down, but she clung to her, whining, “Nooooo.” 
 
    Amanda looked at her, surprised, but smiled and eyed her playfully. “Well, now, I guess someone does have a voice. How about we find out what to call you?” 
 
    “Amelia,” she whispered in a tiny voice. 
 
    “I like that… Amelia,” Amanda said. “It’s like Amanda.” 
 
    The girl squealed with glee and gripped her neck. Amanda asked, “And your brother?” 
 
    “His name is Andy.” She looked at her little brother sitting in Noel’s lap. “It’s actually Andrew, but Mom always calls him Andy.” 
 
    Her bright blue eyes went dark, and she looked down. Amanda glanced at Noel before giving her a small squeeze. 
 
    “We have another Andrew here, but we call him Drew. How old are you?” 
 
    “I’m seven, and Andy is almost six. Mom always said that Santa Claus brought him.” 
 
    Amelia smiled and looked at her little brother. Amanda steeled herself for the emotional question, but had to ask, “Where is your mom?” 
 
    Tears welled up in the little girl’s eyes, and she buried her face in Amanda’s shoulder. The muffled voice of the child crushed Amanda’s heart. “She told us to run and hide in the woods when the bad men hurt her.” 
 
    Amanda gripped the child, who was now shaking with sobs. It all came out like a faucet had been opened as she told their story between bouts of tears. “They took all her clothes and she screamed a lot. After they left, we went to her, but she wouldn’t wake up. We tried, but then it got dark, and some more people came. We ran into the woods like she said, but got lost. We saw a fire and were really hungry.” Her voice trailed off into hiccuping sobs. 
 
    “It’s alright; you don’t have to tell us anything more,” Amanda said, her eyes welling up with tears as she looked around the room at the others, who all sat stunned at the child’s story. 
 
    Jonah’s head dipped, and he left the room to talk to Robert and Wildman. They all knew exactly what happened to their mother and didn’t want to upset the children further. 
 
    “Well, you’re safe here.” Amanda hugged her tightly, then pulled back. “Let’s see what’s for breakfast, shall we?” 
 
    ~ 
 
    In the kitchen prep area, Jonah’s brow furrowed deep in thought. Like the others, he knew that the raiders had to be dealt with, but also that the community wasn’t prepared for a war. They needed to devise a plan that would minimize the risk to their people while eliminating the threats. 
 
    Today would be filled with retrieving the rest of the sheds, scouting, and meetings to set up perimeter patrols, defensive measures, and gathering supplies. 
 
    “Morning, sleepyheads,” Donna said as she entered the little space off the main room. She’d claimed the ‘kitchen’ as her domain, and everyone respected that. “I already made oatmeal, and there’s coffee, too.” 
 
    Noel grabbed a bowl. “Thanks.” 
 
    Amanda still held Amelia, who clung to her like a lifeline. 
 
    “Is there anything we can do to help?” Clint asked. 
 
    “We need to head to Home Depot and get more supplies,” Jo said, taking the chair beside Amanda. “We could use some help with that.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Nick said, setting down his bowl. “I need to start looking for more baby stuff for our two mamas.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Robert said. “If they’re okay with it, we can take the other truck for supply runs while they get the sheds.” 
 
    “I’ll go with Brianne and Noel today to discuss the children. There needs to be more than traditional schooling.” Amanda scowled and looked down at the little cling-on in her lap eating hungrily while gripping her arm so tight it cut off the circulation. 
 
    They finished breakfast quickly and radioed the other camps. 
 
    Justin and another man from the house walked up, along with Gina and another woman with three children in tow, waving to them as they approached. 
 
    They motioned them over as they stepped outside and the discussion continued. 
 
    Donna offered the group from the house coffee and bowls of oatmeal while the others got ready to go. Amongst themselves, they discussed the best course of action, and Noel piped up, asking, “Could we use the golf carts today and just drive around to the others? The lake looks mighty cold, and we only have the three canoes.” 
 
    “I think that’s a good idea,” Robert said. “They’re still fully charged, and I wanted to address this anyway. We’ve got the panels we brought from the farmhouse, but it would be nice to figure out a bigger solar setup, or maybe even a wind turbine, especially with winter coming. With the EMP frying everything, finding components might be difficult, though.” 
 
    “It didn’t fry all the solar panels? I know where there’s a whole field of them,” the guy who’d come with Justin said. 
 
    Robert perked up at that news. “No, most of the panels themselves are fine. Ours are good, we just need more of ‘em. The charge controllers and other components are what need replacing.” 
 
    Amanda couldn’t escape this time without Amelia. Andy wanted to go fishing with the other boys, so she bundled her up and walked outside with a notebook in one hand and the little girl’s hand in her other, ready to go. The woman who’d come along with Gina took the three children over to meet Jake and Matt, and they stayed at the clubhouse. She’d brought them to learn to fish, and Donna welcomed her, saying they’d do a little of their own planning as the rest loaded into the golf carts and headed out. 
 
      
 
    As they approached the district building, Martin walked up from the other direction with a woman, his hand high, waving at them. Jonah had already spoken to Martin via radio this morning and everyone was ready to take on the day. 
 
    The lists were long from each group, and the needs were many. The immensity of it all was overwhelming. 
 
    “Let’s make a master list of everything that we need, what needs to be done, and then prioritize it to get crews working on things,” Jonah said, taking charge. “The solar panels and wind turbines are definitely important, but we also need to focus on getting everyone warm clothes, shelter, and food. Then there’s the immediate threat of the raiders. We have to figure out how to protect ourselves and our community.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s move out.” Robert waved the others over to the trucks that Henry had already pulled around and had the trailers hooked up to. One was the flat trailer they’d used yesterday, the other was a long boxed-in one. 
 
    Jonah approached Amanda and pulled her into his arms. “Please be careful, babe.” He kissed her softly and pulled away, turning to head toward the other truck. 
 
    Amanda gripped his arm, pulling him back to her. “You better be careful out there. You and the others. Don’t take any chances.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    He wriggled out of her grip and walked toward the truck with a giant grin on his face, and Amanda scowled after him. Worry etched her brow, and Noel laced her arm through hers. “They’ll be okay, or Nick is a dead man,” she said, grinning. “I told him if he died, I was gonna kill him.” 
 
    Amanda laughed at her terrible joke and turned toward the building. “I guess we best see about what kind of setup they have. We still need to go to the camp too.” 
 
    The guys whistled at them as they drove past, and Jonah smiled warmly at Amanda, dipping his head to let her know he’d heard her and would be careful. 
 
    They bumped down the dirt section of the road and around the lake near the camp, waving to the guys on the way by. The trip only took about fifteen minutes and there wasn’t a soul in sight. 
 
    Once the scavenging team arrived in town and offloaded, they milled around a moment to get organized. Robert said his crew could head for the supplies while Jonah and the others could begin loading the next set of sheds up onto the trailer. 
 
    Jonah agreed and said, “Meet back here in an hour.” 
 
    The group waved in agreement and split up to tackle the various tasks at hand. Nick and Robert pulled around to the front of the store with a couple of guys from each of the other camps in the second truck to gather supplies. 
 
    Justin handed over the list of window measurements, mentioning how cold it was last night and that the rain had soaked the carpeting—and that he’d promised to get some things to help keep the weather out. Jonah had another idea, though. 
 
    He shouted, “Grab all the rolls of carpet and pad you can get. Then we’ll shove them into and around the sheds; tie them on top if you must. This is going to be a crucial element in keeping warm.” 
 
    The others caught on quickly and hurried to find the things they were tasked with finding. Jonah was determined to make two trips today and wanted to utilize every inch of space to make the most of it. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Back at the lake, Amanda, Clint, and Jo took one of the carts to visit the other camp for the children’s needs and see where they were at with security while Noel and Brianne headed into the district building to discuss the children’s education options. 
 
    The ride was bumpy and cold, but the sun soon broke through the clouds and warmed them with its rays. As they drove, Amanda couldn’t help but be preoccupied with Amelia and Andy. She knew they needed more than just a safe place to sleep and food to eat. They needed comfort, stability, and a sense of belonging. Amelia’s fit at being left behind this morning bothered her deeply and she looked down at the little girl on her lap, pulling her closer. 
 
    The listmaking at the campground was quickly finished and they returned to the district building within about an hour. Amanda and Jo began correlating all the children’s ages and sizes into a single list. They all needed warm clothing, some at the camp didn’t even have shoes and needed everything, while none but the ones at their clubhouse even had winter coats. 
 
    “Where can we go to get a giant haul of kid’s clothes and outer gear?” Noel asked. 
 
    “There’s a Dunham’s and a Big Lots in Harrison.” 
 
    “Wait, what about the Tractor Supply next to the Home Depot? We should clean that place out, they’d have Carhartt outerwear for everyone.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea. If there’s anything left.” 
 
    “I’ll head to the camp to see if they’re back with the first run of sheds and if we can send a couple of people in there with some lists for kids’ items and whatever else on the next run,” Clint said. 
 
    He pointed to a row of paddle boats that had been pulled up near the building. “Mind if we take a couple of these across to leave with them at the camp? It’ll be a whole lot quicker than the carts, and I don’t want to take a chance on missing them.” 
 
    “Absolutely. There are so many, we should have at least four or five to send over; I’ll grab a couple of the teenagers to help out with that,” one of the women said before turning and hurrying into the building. 
 
    Within a few minutes, two boys and a young girl stood before them. While Clint bent over to take his shoes off, he looked up at the grinning young man with waders on that went all the way up to his waist. Clint pointed to Jo. “Add waders to the list.” 
 
    Jo scribbled quickly before kicking off her shoes and rolling up her pants. “This is gonna be cold.” 
 
    “We’ll meet you over there.” Amanda hefted Amelia into the seat beside her, while Brianne and Noel each took a cart and followed behind. 
 
    As they drove along the small path, Amanda continuously looked on either side, feeling as though they were being watched. They arrived at the camp only moments before Jonah and the others were headed back out for their next run for more sheds. 
 
    “Hold up there.” Waving them down, she caught him before they could drive away. “Hey, listen, while you guys are traveling in and out, can you keep an eye on the woods and along the roadway? I don’t know what it is, maybe it’s only my own nervousness, but I get the feeling we’re being watched.” 
 
    “You’re not alone, I’ve been feeling like that too, all day long,” Noel said. 
 
    Jonah hopped off the back of the truck and walked over to them. “Are you sure you guys are okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure it’s nothing. But the feeling sent shivers up my spine on the way over here.” 
 
    Clint glanced from Brianne to Noel to Amanda and said, “I’d trust your nervousness more than anything else.” 
 
    The scavenging teams loaded up and headed out for the last run of the day. Amanda and the others stayed in camp to help set up the small shed cabins, laying down carpet and pad, then adding insulation with a plastic vapor barrier to hold the heat. 
 
    Amanda emerged from one with sweat on her forehead and grabbed a seat near the firepit to rest and drink some water. 
 
    While the others continued to work, Amanda leaned back into the camp chair, closing her eyes momentarily. Then, enjoying the gentle breeze—a far cry from the on again, off again wind they’d been getting—she sat in silence, watching the children play like nothing had happened to tear apart their world. 
 
    One of the other ladies approached, offering her a glass of tea, and Amanda motioned for her to sit down. “What’s your name?” she asked. 
 
    “Isla Graves. Martin is my husband,” the woman replied. 
 
    “Oh, what a pretty name.” Amanda smiled and inclined her head toward the children. “To look at them, you’d never know the world has basically ended.” 
 
    “If only we all had that kind of resilience,” Isla said, “I’m amazed at the change in the little girl. You’ve done wonders.” 
 
    “Her name is Amelia.” Amanda frowned and looked off into the distance. “Bad things happened to their mother.” 
 
    “Oh no. So many have seen things no child should ever have to witness.” 
 
    “We have some at our camp that have seen some things and…” She cut off her sentence and quickly turned her head to look over her shoulder at the woods behind them. 
 
    “I’m sorry, they what?” Isla asked. 
 
    “Shh,” she said, standing up and spinning around to face the direction where she’d heard a rustling in the nearby bushes. Her hand instinctively went to her gun as she signaled for everyone to be quiet. Once they all fell silent, the sound of footsteps coming closer had everyone scrambling to grab their weapons.
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    A man dressed in camo emerged from the far side of the site. Amanda was shocked at his appearance and how well he’d blended into the woods. His hands remained raised as he approached, but he said nothing until he got closer. 
 
    “I don’t want any trouble and don’t want to harm you. I come with a warning.” 
 
    “A warning?” Amanda narrowed her eyes at him. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve been watching you all and there’s too much activity going in and out of here. There are some that have taken notice. Like the ones you captured yesterday.” His eyes darted to little Amelia and he continued, “I’d get rid of them, and fast.” 
 
    Clint stood next to Amanda and glared at the man. “You’ve been watching us?” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear me?” The man growled at them. “You’re painting a giant target on this camp and need to be ready. I’m not here to harm you, only to warn you.’ 
 
    He spun on his heel to leave, and Amanda called after him, her tone steely. “Hold it.” 
 
    He turned back to her, and from somewhere unseen, he’d produced a gun and sneered at her. “Listen, little karate woman. If I’d wanted you dead, you’d have been dead already. I’m warning you to take care and get ready.” 
 
    He made his way back to where he came from, and she asked, “Who are you?” 
 
    “Vincent,” was all he said before he completely disappeared, blending into the woods once again. 
 
    “What the hell was that all about?” Clint asked. 
 
    Amanda strained to see the man through the trees, but he was either gone or his camouflage worked far too well. “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Should we take it seriously? Do you think he’s a threat?” Isla asked. 
 
    “Oh, I think we take it very seriously,” Amanda said. She turned and glanced at Amelia before walking up to Clint. “We need to get back to the district building. You good here?” 
 
    “Yeah. We’ll keep watch and come back with the trucks later.” 
 
    “I have an icky feeling about all this and the way he looked at Amelia. I need to check something out.” 
 
    Amanda took a cart and returned to the district building, watching the woods as she drove. Amanda felt jittery, filled with nervous anxiety. He had been watching them, but the question rolling through her mind was had he seen her kick the shit out of the raider, or was he watching them at the clubhouse? The silence was drowned by the crunching of gravel beneath the small wheels of the cart, and the trip seemed to take forever. Once there, Amanda hopped from the cart, picked up Amelia, and then hurried into the building to check on Noel and the others. 
 
    “Is everything alright here?” she huffed, slightly out of breath and in a near panic. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re fine,” Noel said, gripping her arm. “Come take a look.” 
 
    Her friend pulled her into what had been a classroom. On the whiteboard were grids and lists of all the things they’d discussed, but Amanda barely spared a glance at it. 
 
    “Where are the prisoners?” She didn’t try to hide the urgency in her voice. 
 
    “Locked up in a closet,” the woman standing with Noel said, glancing at Noel in question. “Why?” 
 
    “Take me to them.” 
 
    With Amelia on her hip, she pulled the child closer and whispered, “Hang on to me, no one will hurt you.” 
 
    Noel glanced at the other woman, whose name Amanda hadn’t even bothered to ask. Brianne ran inside to join them. “I have the young men keeping watch. What’s wrong, Amanda?” 
 
    “Something in what that guy Vincent said about these guys.” Her arms gripped Amelia tighter as they fast walked to the closet where they were tied up. 
 
    Noel reached out for Amanda’s arm. “Amanda, what about…” She cut off and glanced at Amelia. 
 
    “It’s fine. I need her to see.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    They were standing in front of the door. “Perhaps we should…” 
 
    “Just open the friggin’ door, Noel!” Amanda snapped. 
 
    Noel recoiled in shock, then slid the deadbolt aside. 
 
    The door opened, and Amanda stepped inside. The men were still tied, but they all glared at her with sneers. Amanda watched Amelia carefully as the child clung to her and looked from man to man until settling on the one that had been so mouthy and was obviously the leader. He had a tattoo on his neck of barbed wire wrapped around a knife. When Amelia’s eyes landed on the tattoo, she practically climbed over Amanda’s head, as though trying to get as far away from him as she could. 
 
    “Listen, girlie, you better let us go if you know what’s good for you. My brother’s comin’ and you’re a sweet-looking piece.” 
 
    Amanda scoffed and turned away, slamming the door shut behind her. She took the now sobbing Amelia outside to talk and calm her down. She hadn’t wanted to do it, but she’d needed to see the reaction of the little girl. She quietly asked Noel and the other woman to sit nearby to make sure Amelia felt comfortable and to also listen to the conversation. 
 
    If the child said what Amanda thought she might, she also needed the others to keep her from killing those men herself. They sat on a bench out in the sunshine, and Amanda held the child until her sobs quieted. 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    Amelia wiped the sleeve of her jacket across her runny nose and looked up at Amanda with red-rimmed eyes, but didn’t speak. 
 
    Worried that the encounter set her back, Amanda assured her, “You’re safe, I just wanted to check on the bad men in there. I would never let them hurt you.” 
 
    Amelia straightened and coughed before speaking. “They’re very bad men. They hurt my mommy.” Her eyebrows knitted together in an angry scowl. 
 
    “How do you know?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “The mark on his neck… He was the meanest one of all,” Amelia said through sobs. 
 
    “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll keep you safe.” 
 
    “They want to hurt you,” she said, sniffling. “They will take all your clothes like they did to mommy.” 
 
    “No, they won’t do that. They’re tied up, and Jonah and the others are going to make sure they go far, far away when they get back.” 
 
    “I don’t want them to hurt you-u-u-u,” Amelia wailed. 
 
    Amanda pulled her close and wrapped her arms around the child. Tears filled her eyes as she looked at Noel, whose expression showed how horrified she was. Amanda mouthed silently, “I had to know.” 
 
    Noel’s eyes crinkled in concern as she nodded. Wordlessly, she pushed herself up from the cracked concrete steps, motioned to the other woman to follow, and the two vanished into the dimly lit building, leaving Amanda and Amelia to share a moment of quiet companionship. 
 
    Amanda couldn’t help but study her friend’s face as the door closed behind them. It was easy to read the fatigue etched into the lines around her eyes, the way her shoulders sagged just the slightest bit under the weight of the world. But there was also an undeniable strength that seemed to radiate from her core, like a beacon in the darkness. 
 
    “Everything will be okay,” Amanda whispered to Amelia, trying to convince herself as much as the child. 
 
    Before long, the scuffed door creaked open again, revealing Noel, now burdened with a worn backpack slung over one shoulder. She quietly returned to her spot on the stoop, the pack landing with a soft thud on the ground beside her. 
 
    “Here,” she said gently, rummaging through the bag before producing a small juice pouch and a packet of fruit snacks. The bright colors on their labels seemed almost garish against the muted backdrop of the world around them. “Thought Amelia might be hungry.” 
 
    Amelia relaxed her hold on Amanda just long enough to eye the treats, curiosity piqued. Her tiny fingers reached out hesitantly, before retreating back to their tight grip on Amanda’s shirt. 
 
    “Thank you,” Amanda murmured, taking the offerings from Noel with a grateful nod. “She’s been through so much; I think she just needs a bit more time to feel safe.” 
 
    Noel sighed, her gaze drifting to the distant horizon, where the last remnants of daylight clung stubbornly to the sky. “I understand,” she replied softly. “We all do.” 
 
    Amanda nodded in thanks and pried Amelia from her chest. “Here, Amelia, take a sip.” 
 
    Amelia eyed it suspiciously, unwilling to release her grip, 
 
    “I won’t put you down, you can have it. Just sit on my lap. I’ll hold on tight for you.” 
 
    Amelia slid down to her lap, releasing her choke hold on Amanda’s neck to munch down the gooey sweet treat and sip the juice. 
 
    The sun had begun its slow descent, casting long shadows around them before Amelia finally eased off her lap to sit beside her. While she ate, Amelia’s eyes remained glued to Amanda, a storm brewing behind those intense blue irises. When Amanda stood and walked away, it was clear that Amelia wasn’t about to let Amanda out of her sight anytime soon. That was fine. Amanda herself felt like an overprotective mother bear guarding her vulnerable cub. 
 
    Amanda moved to speak to Noel. The woman from the classroom had rejoined her. “Hey, Noel,” she greeted, keeping her voice low. “Did you see what happened?” 
 
    Noel raised an eyebrow, her expression unreadable. “I saw,” she replied, her tone measured and cautious. “Is she alright?” 
 
    “Y-Yeah,” Amanda stammered, her mind reeling from the events that had transpired. She shook her head, trying to rid herself of the confusion that clouded her thoughts. 
 
    She glanced at the other woman. “Thank you for your help, I’m Amanda.” She reached a hand toward her. 
 
    “Helen,” the woman replied, gripping her hand. “What was that all about?” 
 
    “A man came out of the woods, gave us a warning, and then just disappeared. He said we were in danger and made a comment about the guys we have in the closet, all the while looking at Amelia. Obviously, he’s been watching us, and if that’s not creepy enough, he knew things.” 
 
    “What did he mean, and why Amelia?” 
 
    Amanda lowered her voice even more. “She’d told us what happened to her mother and now verified that it was these men that raped and killed her, leaving her and her little brother alone in these woods. What’s worse is that the guy she recognized said they’re not alone. The man in the woods said his name is Vincent, and told me we were being too obvious and needed to be more careful.” 
 
    “What? Are we safe?” Helen’s eyes darted around them. 
 
    “For now, yes, I think so. Clint and Jo are still at the camp and will bring everyone to meet when they’re done with the runs.” 
 
    “How did you know it was Amelia’s mom?” Noel asked. 
 
    “I didn’t; it was just a gut wrenching feeling. I didn’t want to ask her and risk having her shut down. It was heartbreaking, and I didn’t expect her reaction. Now I feel terrible for bringing her into that room. I just wanted to see if she recognized them at all.” 
 
    “Well, I’d say she did,” Helen replied. 
 
    “Yeah, but, I don’t think I thought it through very well. I was angry that some objected to executing them, especially now that we know what they did. To think these kinds of animals are walking the road right outside our perimeter. At that moment, I just wanted to kick that man to death. Just kick him until he stopped breathing. The level of rage that was building inside me at Amelia’s pain actually terrified me.” Amanda’s eyes filled with tears as she glanced at Amelia, who was now playing quietly in the sand with another little girl. “We have to make this place safe.” The tears rolled down her cheeks and she hung her head. 
 
    “Amanda, don’t feel bad. I still want to rip them limb from limb. They would hurt any one of us or the children if given the chance. They will answer for this.” 
 
    Her head bobbed, but she didn’t look up, the sobs escaping in waves as she stood with the two women.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    Day 45 
 
    December 11th 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Not long after Amanda’s discussion with Noel and Helen, the two trucks returned. Jonah and the others hopped out. Martin and Isla had come along with them to meet on the issue and find out what was going on with the man in the woods. 
 
    They inundated Amanda with questions as they approached, and Amelia raced to her, practically climbing her body. She clutched the child and backed away from them, swiping tears from her cheeks. 
 
    Jonah hurried to her side, drawing them in, and held up a hand for everyone to calm down. “Hold up.” 
 
    “Is everything alright?” Amanda whispered. 
 
    “Yes, it’s fine, but we need to meet. Let’s get the things unloaded, then we can have a meeting. We need to unload and sort the warm clothing for the children and families at the camp. They don’t have heat yet.” 
 
    Martin and Isla planned to take supplies back to the camp for their people, and Henry promised to drive them back. They’d filled both trucks’ tanks with fuel and had another thirty gallons left over, thanks to Martin finding a tanker. They’d grabbed all they could carry and had plans to empty it in the next run. 
 
    With everyone pitching in, things were unloaded, sorted, then reloaded into the two trucks. One would go to the camp and the other would take the windows and other supplies to the house and clubhouse on the other side of the lake. 
 
    The logistics lists made it easy to disseminate what had to be where. They pulled out folding tables onto the large cement deck area and set one up with the clothes that Helen, Noel and two other women sorted through and shifted into bags labeled for each camp. The windows were left inside the enclosed trailer that would go to the house with Justin and Gina’s group, along with a wood stove and insulated pipe they planned to rig up in the fireplace. 
 
    Coats and clothes were passed out immediately to the children and families at the district building. There were also boxes and boxes of food. A head count was taken earlier, allowing them to fairly split the supplies between the camps. 
 
    “We don’t need that much,” Jonah said, walking up to the food organization area. “We still have some supplies, along with deer and fish we’re going to divide up and give to each of the other camps. Initially, I think we need to go on a need-based split. The camp and house have almost nothing, and they’re pretty malnourished there. We are not starving at the clubhouse, and the district building isn’t either. Let’s send most of this to the other two.” 
 
    A few objections arose from some of the men at the district building about how fair was fair and they were not the welfare system and couldn’t afford to just give things away. Henry thoughtfully considered what Jonah said and held his hands up. 
 
    “Our new friends didn’t hesitate to come to our aid when the men attacked our camp. Because of their quick thinking, we didn’t suffer any losses. That included help from Martin’s camp, who suffered a devastating attack. If we’re in this together, we’re all in.” He turned to Jonah and nodded his affirmation. “Let’s leave the food till the end and then discuss it as it’s distributed. I think you’re right, but everyone needs to be on a work detail if this is going to work. I hate the thought of ‘share the wealth’ when our people worked so hard, but I’m all for a hand up.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Let’s get this done so we can talk to Amanda and the others about what happened today.” 
 
    The work progressed quickly. Every person received coats and winter boots. There were hats, gloves, and scarves to share, and even bib overalls for outdoor work in the cold weather. Construction materials were available to fix the windows in the house and carpet to cover some of the floors in the district building. They still needed a secondary heat source, but for the moment, the propane was still more than half full. 
 
    They took a break to chat about the food and the men in the closet. Then Amanda, Noel, and Helen recounted what had happened earlier with Amelia. They were all convinced these were the men who’d killed the children’s mother and, as Vincent stated and one of the prisoners hinted, were part of a larger group. 
 
    “We can’t let them live!” Amanda stood, her fists clenched. 
 
    “I think we all agree on that,” Henry said calmly. 
 
    “I don’t think the idea of the hanging as an example is a good idea, though,” Clint said, his eyes shifting from one person to the next looking for affirmation. “I think it will paint an even larger target on us. One we are not ready for.” 
 
    “He’s right. We can’t let them go. The bottom line is, what do we do?” 
 
    “Put them to death and bury them. Get rid of them and the threat,” Martin said, his tone metered and without emotion. “We’re going to have to make these hard decisions. It’s easy to fire at people and watch them die when they’re attacking us, but when it comes to justice like this, it’s not so easy. We have to be resigned to the world we live in and the hard things that must be done if we want to make it a better place. This small place is a home, a refuge for our children. We have to eliminate the threats against it.” 
 
    Noel sighed loudly, and Brianne, who’d been silent, looked at her, then stood. “This is not the same world. The rules are different now. The father of my unborn child died at the hands of men like these, and I refuse to let them continue on while my child won’t have a father. I say we do it, and do it now, before we start to feel some kind of disdain for the task and try to work something else out. They had no issue with,” she swallowed hard, “hurting and killing a mother and leaving her children to die in the winter. No mercy for those who would see us die.” 
 
    “No mercy,” the others repeated. 
 
    Jonah, Amanda, and Henry stood, resigned to the task. Clint, Nick, and Martin put shovels in the back of the truck. 
 
    “Amanda, you don’t have to go,” Jonah said. 
 
    Her eyes were still red from earlier, and she said through clenched teeth, “Yes, I do. Earlier, I was so angry I could have beat the man to death. Kicked him until all life left his body. I will see him ended, so that I can assure Amelia that these men will never come back.” 
 
    Jonah’s arm encircled her shoulders, and he pulled her close. “I understand.” 
 
    They went to retrieve the men and dragged them out before all the people who jeered and spat on them. They were loaded into the back of the truck and taken out along the service road behind the large shed. 
 
    When they were lined up on their knees, Jonah passed their sentence. “For the rape and murder of the young girl Amelia’s mother, we sentence you to death.” 
 
    The man with the tattoo sneered at them, while the others sobbed and begged for their lives. “They’ll come for you, and this time they won’t leave the children alive, either.” 
 
    Something about this man made Amanda’s blood boil. She stomped up to him and kicked him in the chest, knocking him to his back. “They might try, but they’ll suffer the same fate as you.” 
 
    “Oh they’ll like your spunk. You won’t die quickly.” He cackled and got back to his knees. 
 
    Amanda spun around, kicking him in the jaw and knocking him face down in the dirt. Jonah grabbed her and pulled her back, then nodded to Martin. The camp’s leader ended the man with a single shot. 
 
    The bodies were quickly buried while Amanda sat on the tailgate, her anger festering. Once they were done, the others piled into the back of the truck and headed back to the building to finish with the supplies. 
 
    A watch and patrol schedule had been established while they were gone, and each person over the age of thirteen was included. Starting tonight, they would patrol in pairs. For now, a single patrol would check in with whoever was on watch at each location. As they moved from location to location, they’d change one person at each location who would stay on until returning to their home location for another. It was the best they had for the moment, but it would have to do until they could establish a better perimeter. 
 
    With the division of supplies complete, they all headed to their respective bases with their loads to inform the others what had happened. A larger meeting to address concerns was also in the plans. 
 
    Back at the clubhouse, Amanda carried a sleepy Amelia inside and Donna hurried over to help with the child. Jonah just looked at Robert and then the others. They had winter wear for them and a few other supplies that Noel passed out, but the air was filled with the anxiety of the day. 
 
    Amanda laid Amelia in the bed with Andy and rubbed her forehead, cooing for her to go back to sleep. 
 
    Amelia fussed and whined. “Don’t leave me.” 
 
    Amanda kissed her forehead and glanced at Jonah standing in the doorway. “I’m not going anywhere, and you’re safe here. No one will get in.” 
 
    Amelia continued to fuss, but Amanda said softly, “I know you’re afraid and everything looks dark. Darkness is scary, but my mom always told me that when we’re afraid of the monsters, even those who look like people, that hope returns each day with the sun. So now you rest and in the morning, things will be bright and all the scary things will be gone.” 
 
    As Amanda spoke, Amelia’s eyes closed, and she faded off to sleep. 
 
    Amanda rose and turned to see Jonah still standing with his mother behind him. She smiled at them and let out a long breath through pursed lips. “It’ll be a long road for her.” 
 
    “She’s in good hands.” Donna smiled at her with a bit of a mischievous glint in her eye. “I have hot chocolate.” The words came out almost melodic. 
 
    “Oh, you are an angel,” Amanda whispered as she moved toward the door.
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    The past two days had been a flurry of activity in the small community. Every able-bodied person had been working hard to make sure that they were as prepared as possible for whatever might come their way. The limited supplies that they’d found after the original sweeps of the area were put to good use. They’d already installed the windows for Justin and his small group and worked to hide the entries to the small refuge on all sides. Those they could not hide, they barricaded. At least they felt sure no one could roll up on them en masse. Patrols were organized, and that very morning, in a full sweep around the lake, they found yet another group at a nearby youth camp, each family in an RV or camper. 
 
    That evening, the community members gathered at the clubhouse to talk about all the projects each group had been working on to improve their corner of the lake. Dexter and Clint were with the patrol that discovered the newest group and introduced the two men they’d brought back with them to the rest. Everyone was eager to tell the newcomers about each of the camps, what they’d been doing to improve their lives at the camps, and their agreements with the other camps. The newcomers, Emery Strauss and Joel VanRoth, were thrilled to find others to band together with and only a few offered protests. Their concerns were quickly addressed, reminding everyone of where they each were only days ago. 
 
    It was late in the afternoon when Martin stood to leave. He’d brought a surprise earlier and wanted to make sure it was alright to leave it with them. A cat had stowed away inside the small flat-bottomed boat they’d found on the last run. He’d noticed the fluffball as he was pulling up on shore. He wasn’t sure why, but as soon as he saw the animal, he plucked the undernourished thing from the bottom of the boat and brought it inside with him. It looked so pathetic and scared that he somehow felt as though he could relate to it. 
 
    Amelia immediately scooped up the fluffy, meowing animal, carrying it under its front legs, the rest of the cat dangling from the little girl’s arms as she ran to Donna to find food for it. It was scared at first and hissed at Donna’s hand as she reached to pet it. Donna immediately saw the connection the fluffy little cat had made with Amelia and felt it was good for her to have something. She nodded to Amanda, who smiled and returned the nod. She gave a bowl to Amelia for the animal with some tuna fish from a packet. Amelia placed it in front of the gray-striped, long-haired cat, and it ate hungrily. When finished, the cat curled up on Amelia’s lap next to the woodstove and began to purr. Amelia gently stroked the silky soft fur of the animal, a wide smile on her face. 
 
    It warmed Amanda’s heart to see her smiling and she leaned over to Jonah and whispered, “Hope returns with the sun… Or in this case… a cat.” 
 
    Jonah laughed and agreed she could keep the cat. 
 
    As they sat chatting about the next day’s work details, the radio buzzed to life with a burst of static that grew into a loud squelching before Wildman adjusted the dial lowering the noise to a comfortable level and tuned it to listen. 
 
    The familiar voice of Prepper Dan came through the speakers. 
 
    “This is Prepper Dan’s World News Commentary and Critical Preparedness Talk Show, coming to you on the SHTF Radio Network on Day 47 since The Event—Tuesday, December 13th. Tonight, friends, Americans, and patriots—we have reason for celebration! Now that it’s over, it’s safe to report a victory against the Russians! Not total victory, but a single, decisive one—well, in two parts. 
 
    “What? Russians?!” Joel exclaimed. 
 
    “Shh, we’ll bring you up to speed after the broadcast,” Nick replied. 
 
    “On Saturday, November 26th, thirty days after the EMP, Russian military forces began their invasion into Canada and Alaska. It was thought all along that their doing so was simply opportunistic… 
 
    Joel gasped and spoke over the broadcast. “Did they attack us? Is this what they know?” 
 
    “Shh…” the others admonished him. 
 
    “They know how damaged we are. Their intelligence is believed to still be as strong as ever, and we have every reason to believe they’ll try to control the land south of us, Cuba and Mexico, too. Meanwhile, they know our military has their hands full with the Chinese and North Koreans on the west coast. 
 
    “On Wednesday, November 30th, Russian Spetsnaz, along with regular ground troops and hospital personnel, were airdropped from planes and helicopters into Spearfish, South Dakota, where they seized the local hospital and set up a base of operations under the guise of ‘being there to help.’ Then word came about a convoy headed their way to bring troop reinforcements and supplies of all kinds, led by armored troop carriers. 
 
    “Communications through Ham operators such as yourselves, and I’m proud to say—this SHTF Radio Network, enabled armed citizens to rise up, band together, and follow the battle plans laid out by a prior veteran guest known only as Marcus to fight back! On Sunday, December 4th, North Dakota patriots executed that plan against that convoy successfully in a battle that went exactly as Marcus predicted it would. Hearing of that defeat and knowing their reinforcements were dead seemed to sow uncertainty among the Russians at the hospital, who we learned were there to spearhead an operation against the airbase in Ellsworth while most of their might was reallocated to the coast, fighting there. 
 
    “On Saturday, December 10th, South Dakota patriots, organized and led by a hero we only know as Derek, attacked and completely defeated the disheartened Russians who occupied the local hospital and surrounding high ground and took it back! Food, weapons, supplies of all kinds, and vehicles came under the control of both sets of patriots and were shared with the citizens of both states, making them much stronger than they had been before. 
 
    “On this day, Tuesday, December 13th; 47 days after the EMP that devastated our country, we call on all Americans, Canadians, and Mexicans if it applies, to RISE UP! Take up arms and piece together the largest, most dangerous army on the face of this planet to FIGHT BACK! Let other heroes rise to lead the way. The patriots in the Dakotas have proven that WE THE PEOPLE… Can kick. Their. ASSES!” 
 
    Prepper Dan signed out and everyone started to chat amongst themselves. It took another thirty minutes to bring the men from the RV camp up to speed on what they knew from previous broadcasts and their trip up the river. 
 
    Both men sat speechless, in shock at all they’d heard, and explained how they were headed for a campout with their families when everything stopped working. Emery said, “We knew immediately what had happened. We ventured out to find supplies, but have pretty much been isolated since it all began.” 
 
    “You’re lucky. We lost some good people in the early days,” Jonah said with a sigh. 
 
    “Are we in danger here?” 
 
    Justin clamped a hand on the man’s shoulder. “We’re in danger everywhere. We’re trying to work together to set up a space that will offer us not just protection, but a community and a future for our children. These are good people, all of them.” He nodded to Jonah, who dipped his head. 
 
    “What can we do? Are you going to make us leave?” Joel asked. 
 
    “No!” Amanda stepped forward. “The opposite! We want you to join us. You’re actually in a great position to help provide an additional level of safety. We’ll be meeting again tomorrow to assess the logistics. It would be great if you could send someone to represent your people.” 
 
    The men nodded but said nothing. 
 
    “Now that we’ve got that out of the way, let’s get you back to your people and chat on the way,” Jonah said. 
 
    What should have been a short ride in the golf cart proved to be more involved than they thought it would be. Jonah and the others were not the only ones obscuring their camps from prying eyes. 
 
    Impressed with the ways that the small group of families had set things up, Jonah and Clint asked questions about where they got their ideas. 
 
    “Robert, one of our radio guys, has been into this prepper thing for a long time, but after the first attacks, we lost all connections and supplies,” Jonah said. 
 
    “We weren’t in great shape ourselves, but avoided most of the places people would initially go in favor of camping and sporting supplies,” Joel replied. 
 
    “We’re happy to pitch in and build a community, but we need some assurances. We’ve stayed out of the way and had no issues so far but also know winter is closing in fast, and so far, it’s mostly been luck. Do you people share everything? Or is it every group for themselves?” Emery looked from Jonah to Clint suspiciously. 
 
    “We’re still working out logistics and other aspects of this arrangement, but I will say for now we have been going on a need-based scale for what supplies go where.” 
 
    “You’re not splitting everything equally?” Emery said, scoffing and turning away. 
 
    Joel grabbed his arm. “Hold up there, buddy. Don’t you think we should at least hear the reasoning?” 
 
    “You know we can make it on our own. We don’t need this kind of bullshit.” 
 
    Jonah nodded and looked down at the muddy ground. He spotted the tennis shoes Emery wore—they had holes in the sides. He brought his gaze back up to the still-complaining man and cleared his throat loudly. 
 
    Emery stopped mid-sentence, and the two men stared at him. Jonah looked around the small encampment and saw a woman with a blanket around her shoulders held together with a tie in front. Two children were sharing a box of raisins, and a man was sharpening a long stick. He sighed. 
 
    “I see you have some well-loved shoes on,” Jonah said. 
 
    “What?” Emery asked incredulously. “What the hell do my shoes have to do with anything?” 
 
    “A lot, actually. In two minutes of chatting, you’ve shuffled from one foot to the other in shoes that have holes, making your feet cold. Those children over there counting out each of the raisins aren’t as well fed as you might like us to believe. There’s a woman with no coat and another man with some skills, though I’m not sure what. You didn’t know anything of the world around you or the threats in Cincinnati. You’ve stayed sheltered, but you certainly don’t have the supplies to make it through the winter.” 
 
    “Well now, aren’t you smart for a twenty-something know-it-all?” Emery snapped. Joel merely smirked and crossed his arms, waiting for more. 
 
    “Actually, I am,” Jonah said, then looked at Clint. “Officer Moore here had many dealings with people like what will eventually come this way before the world went to shit. We’ve seen more than you know in only forty-seven days, and from the looks of you, I can see why you’d want to make sure to get a cut of things.” He paused as Emery shuffled his feet, looking at the hole-filled tops of his not-very-warm shoes. 
 
    Jonah continued. “‘We decided on one of the early runs that the goal was to bring everyone up to a place in their respective camps where we’re not hungry and at least have the clothing to stay warm. We’re sharing work, skills, supplies, and whatever anyone is capable of to ensure the safety of all. I know it doesn’t sound fair, and it might not be, but we agreed. Each person contributes.” 
 
    His eyes shifted to the children. “Our kids fish, collect wood, help cook, or watch the younger ones. Everyone helps out. When we first started working together a few days ago, Martin’s camp was attacked and they lost what little they had. Justin and his people came with nothing and had no shelter. We’ve been working on the house they’ve set up in. Because Robert was one of those preppers, we were better off than some and brought hot meals to get people started. Was that fair to our people?” 
 
    Neither of them spoke, but just looked around their own camp. 
 
    “We can see you need help and hope you will join us in creating the community, but I also need you to understand something. If you become a threat we will not hesitate to eliminate it… One way or another.” His words were thick with meaning and a warning. 
 
    Joel jutted out his hand to Jonah. “He didn’t mean anything. We’ve had it kind of rough and appreciate your invitation. Just tell me what we need to do.” 
 
    Jonah looked at Emery, then cast his eyes downward to Emery’s shoes and said, “About a size eleven?” 
 
    Emery’s eyes widened. “Ten and a half.” 
 
    “Come back to our place tomorrow early and bring a couple of extra people.” He went to the golf cart and grabbed a duffle, handing it to Joel. “We knew before we even left that although you tried to look unfazed, you had needs. You watched the cat eat the bits of tuna like a vulture waits for an animal to pass. This’ll get you through tonight.” 
 
    Joel opened the bag. Jonah already knew what he’d find—Spam, instant potatoes, three boxes of macaroni and cheese, a few cans of vegetables, and a baggie filled with packets of coffee, creamer, hot chocolate, and tea. There were some packs of the smoked fish they’d caught and a large roast from the deer they’d bagged a few days ago. Tears filled Joel’s eyes. 
 
    “Need based,” Jonah said, looking directly at Emery. He turned to Clint and walked toward the golf cart with a wave. “See you in the morning.”
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    With the addition of the RV group to the south, near the runoff dam at the lower end of the lake, all the sides of the community were covered. Patrols moved around the area continuously throughout the day and night. Four people were on patrol at all times. This rotation was how they’d discovered their friends with the RV camp last week, and over the past few days, it had slowly become more organized. 
 
    Each person would take a watch. With so many now available to take on the task, they’d created a rotation where each person would only need to make the full perimeter walk once every three to four days. 
 
    Initially, one person began the walk from two of the camps. They began with Clint at the clubhouse and Martin from the sheds’ location. Clint moved southeast toward the RV camp while Martin moved northwest to the district building, where another joined the patrol. They moved through the area and around the lake until each person reached their home camp, and then another would take the place of the one coming off duty. Each person made one circle around the lake. It was just about a five-mile walk, during which they not only looked for threats but also game to hunt or weak spots in their perimeter. 
 
    During one of the patrols, they found a couple camped in a small tent along one of the hiking trails. They were relocated to the shed camp after being interviewed. Another patrol came across two teens who were half-starved and injured from a raid on their home just south of Harrison. They were fixed up and settled in at the district building. 
 
    To Robert’s delight, they found a small solar field on a run to the north side of the lake and immediately sent some of their people to check it out. The team arrived at the field and started to scavenge for the components they needed. Jonah and Robert worked on finding anything still usable to make charge controllers, while Amanda and Nick scouted the area for any other useful items they could bring back. Henry brought the large flatbed trailer to load the panels onto. 
 
    In only a few hours, they’d disassembled the panels and collected all the wire and other components they’d found, tying it all down onto the trailer or in the back of the truck. 
 
    “How are these going to work?” Henry asked. 
 
    “We’re going to need more parts and batteries. We have some with the golf carts, but we’ll need a lot more. Big ones would be nice, like the ones in the big diesel trucks and buses, but anything will do for a time. The problem is controlling the charge so they don’t overcharge,” Robert said, brushing his hand down the long beard he’d grown over the past few months. 
 
    “Where will we set them up? Who gets the power?” Henry asked suspiciously. 
 
    Some of the allocation decisions had been met with disapproval over the past few days. Emery had new boots, and a wood stove had been installed in the district building, yet Jonah still had to keep reminding people it was a process. 
 
    “If we can get our hands on parts, we can set up a small power system at each place, adding to them as we go,” Amanda said. 
 
    “Finding components that aren’t burned out to build controllers will be the issue, but it will come… in time,” Robert added. “There’s no shortage of car batteries, so we can set something up at each camp. We just need a system to monitor it all. And we need to figure out the output of each panel to make sure it’s not higher than the battery can handle. It’ll take some work, but I think we can get each area some level of power.” 
 
    Emery, who had come along to help with the panels, asked, “You don’t mean to allocate all of it to one place or unevenly like the food and other things?” 
 
    Jonah stepped up, Amanda right beside him. She looked irritated, so he placed a hand on her arm before he spoke. “I’ll admit, it is tough to decide where things go when everyone is working. But think of it this way… It’s like a job. You’re not working for your pay, but you’re doing the job. At a job, it doesn’t matter where your work goes as long as it makes the company run well. The same works here. We all work. Our kids are sharing and teaching your kids to fish. My mother is teaching your group how to can and preserve food. Robert and Wildman are keeping all of us informed through the radio. Each part keeps the whole working. For the work done, you needed boots, and the families at the campground needed food. We needed very little, yet all our people are out there helping. It isn’t about splitting everything, or you and me. It is about us. All of us.” 
 
    Emery looked at him, then glanced toward the others with a suspicious glance. “Well, we have an electrician, so we can help with the panels. We should get set up first and maybe get more power.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” Amanda blurted out, taking a step toward the man. “I can kick the shit out of you right now. Does that mean I need to be your boss in this company? Should I get more food than you because I’m a better fighter and can beat your ass to take it?” 
 
    “You could try, little girl,” Emery said with a scoff. 
 
    The others sighed, rolling their eyes as Amanda took a step in his direction. Jonah stepped in to diffuse the situation. 
 
    “Amanda, please,” Jonah said. 
 
    Robert came walking up and situated himself between them. “Technically speaking, we have the only radio set up that can warn us of danger, so we should get all the panels.” 
 
    Emery looked at Henry, who stood off to one side smirking and apparently couldn’t resist joining in on the lesson. “Well, if we are getting technical, I have the only working trucks and you can’t even haul them back, so we should get them… even though we don’t even know how to set them up.” 
 
    Amanda, who’d paused to take a sip from her water bottle, choked, spitting the water out. His was the best example yet, and it made her burst out laughing. 
 
    Jonah didn’t laugh, but his lips tilted up a slight smile before he turned to Emery. “I understand being suspicious of others after what we’ve all been through. I lost my father because of a traitor, so it’s understandable to be cautious. I hope you can see the logic. And if not, since your group has offered nothing, yet received warm clothes, food, and shoes…” He paused to glance down at Emery’s feet. “At this point, you all are in the red and need to pay for the things you’ve already been given. If we operate on your idea of how things should work, y’all owe for the things others have found.” 
 
    Emery stared down at his feet for a moment. They’d given him warm socks and sturdy boots that were insulated and his camp had been given many things. 
 
    He looked back up at them, his face a mask of embarrassment. “I don’t know why I keep acting like that. We’ve been near starvation and too afraid to venture far or even out of camp for fear of being discovered. You’re right, of course.” 
 
    Amanda stepped up beside him, offering him some water. “We’re not angry or upset. We were just like you after the first attack.” 
 
    “Attack?” His eyes widened at her words. “The first… attack?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s a long story and goes back to the very beginning. We’ve lost people and had traitors in our midst that caused it. Both times, we fought them off. If anyone has reason to be suspicious of newcomers, we do. But after what we saw in Cincinnati, we just knew that what we really needed was a community. A mutual assistance group that could help defend and preserve us all.” 
 
    “I do get it. I’ll try to be more open to ideas. But I have one question. You don’t really think you can kick my ass, do you?” he asked, tipping the water bottle up. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Jonah said. 
 
    Robert laughed, and Henry, who’d only seen her in action once, shook his head. “He asked…” 
 
    “Wha…?” Emery glanced at the others and didn’t notice Amanda had moved away slightly. 
 
    She spun to a crouched position, sweeping his leg out from under him. He fell to the ground, but before he could get up, she’d jumped on top of him, her fist positioned over his head, clearly ready to strike. 
 
    “Yes, I believe I could kick your ass.” 
 
    She climbed off of him and reached her hand out to help him up. He stood, looking at the others, who laughed. 
 
    Jonah patted his back urging him toward the truck. “Ask me sometime how she and I met.” He then hurried ahead, catching up to Amanda and slinging his arm across her shoulders as they walked over to the truck. 
 
    “Brave man,” Emery said, shaking his head. 
 
    “You have no idea.” Robert chuckled. “Be sure to get the story out of him someday. These are good people. I hope you’re starting to see that.” 
 
    “Everyone keeps saying that, but I’ll have to decide for myself.” 
 
    “That you will; just keep an open mind and look at the big picture. Everyone so far, not just them, have given all they can. Working together benefits everyone. Your camp is actually the most vulnerable with that road going right by it. Frankly, it’s your camp and the one at the campground we’re all focused on at the moment.” 
 
    Emery seemed stunned at that statement but said nothing, hopping into the back seat of the truck. 
 
    “Alrighty, now that we have them, where to?” Henry asked. 
 
    “Well, you have those workshops, right? I think we should take it all there and work on getting the systems together, then we can begin setting them up when we have all the components together. What does everyone else think?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “Sounds better than trying to do it outside,” Robert replied. 
 
    The rest nodded, and Emery tipped his head to the side. He’d apparently expected them to say the clubhouse, because that was where Robert was, but found it curious that they chose the district building. Before he could acknowledge them, Robert turned to him. 
 
    “Can your man come and help with this project? We can get started first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    “Uh, sure. I’m positive he’d want to help with it.” 
 
    “Great! Let’s go get these unloaded. I’m starved!” Henry exclaimed. “I’ll get some of the older boys to help us unload so we can get done.”
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    The work on the main solar setup began at the workshop, where there were power tools they could charge and they’d have lights for the fabrication of things they needed. Small solar setups were cobbled together for each group, enough to operate a few twelve volt items, mostly for things like lighting and charging their radios and other small things. Care had to be taken with the batteries and charging until they could secure enough parts for charge controllers. Since most electronics had been wiped out with the pulse, they hadn’t found much available to power beyond these few things, but they hoped to find other items in the future. 
 
    Strangely enough, the things in the workshop had been protected by the metal buildings. They surmised that was why the two trucks from the district building still worked. They planned to get more vehicles working and do some fabricating as needed. 
 
    Rob Evans, the electrician who had come to work with Robert on the project, had crafted an inverter capable of charging the batteries for the power tools. That went a long way toward helping the work go faster. 
 
    When Amanda, Jonah, and a few others came into the shop to collect things for each camp, Robert lit up a string of lights for them to see. They ooh’d and ahh’d at the sight. 
 
    Amanda said softly, “Hope returns with the sun.” 
 
    Jonah smiled, recalling that she’d said it to the children and found the little mantra more relevant now than ever as he thought about what all they have accomplished recently. 
 
    Over the past two days, the building crew had built a cover over the central area at the campgrounds, extending the roof out from the bathhouse at the campsites to provide a sheltered area outside of the small cabins. The cabins were then fitted with insulation and carpeting, and the ones without camp stoves were provided with small candle heaters. They were finally getting into a good spot. The ultimate goal was to surround the ring of cabins and enclose the area completely, creating an inside community space where they could operate and keep warm. 
 
    At the district building, they’d installed a wood stove in the big room where they prepared meals and hung out. Each room had their own small candle heater and, like the sheds, had also been fitted with carpet and padding to help retain the heat better. 
 
    The house where Justin and Gina’s group had settled was in much better shape now that they had windows. They wanted a fireplace insert or wood stove when one was found, but were fairly cozy in the large house. 
 
    Those in the RVs were not doing as well, and Emery voiced his displeasure at every opportunity. Jonah wasn’t sure what to do for them, since they were so far out from the rest. He suggested moving the camp, but the group vehemently objected, reminding them that they were the southern camp to watch for any intruders. It was Dexter and Clint who motivated everyone into action. 
 
    “Dexter and I have been talking about this, and we agree the camp needs to move. We understand that the southern point is an issue, but we can block the road on either end,” Clint said. 
 
    Dexter continued the thought. “The golf course is wide open and there are other loops in the campground. I know you want to keep your camp and families together. That’s great, but we can’t defend this much area. Not yet, anyway. If we’re going to build barriers and fences, we can’t surround this place the way it’s set up now in the time we figure we have before spring. We think priority should be given to this task, and we can’t do that until we settle the RV camp.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what the issue is,” Joel objected. 
 
    “We’re worried about you. We can get to any of the other four camps in minutes. You’re too vulnerable and too far out. Before we build anything for this camp, we need to know it’s defensible,” Jonah said. 
 
    “Would you at least have a look at some of the places we’ve been thinking would be better and safer?” Dexter asked. 
 
    Joel looked from Martin, who’d been helping them with their outhouse, to Henry, and then across the small group to Justin, who nodded. 
 
    “Okay, we can at least look. I’ll gather a few of our people to have a look this afternoon.” 
 
    “I have some ideas to help keep the campers warmer,” Henry said, clapping a hand on Joel’s shoulder. “And I agree with the others; you’re just too far out. Once we decide on things and get you moved, we can hopefully get some kind of windbreak under each and a covering.” 
 
    As Henry chatted on, Joel’s head dipped in acknowledgement, but his expression was filled with doubt. The likelihood that the others would want to be moved was not promising, and Jonah was sure it would take some work to convince them. 
 
    Once they made it back to the district building and unloaded the supplies, Robert, Rob, and Henry remained at the workshop to work on organizing and creating a list of needed items for the solar setups. Amanda, Jonah, and the others headed out in one of the trucks to return to their homes or work on other tasks. 
 
    When Jonah and Amanda reached the clubhouse, Donna and Jess had already prepared a warm lunch for everyone. It was much appreciated by all since the temps had been dropping all day. 
 
    “It smells like snow,” Jonah said, scooping a spoonful of chili into his mouth. 
 
    “How can you even smell,” Amanda made air quotes, “snow?” 
 
    “How can you not? It is like smelling the earthy scent before a rain, snow smells… I don’t know. It smells cold,” Jonah replied. 
 
    Donna laughed. “It is a thing. I looked it up one time and there’s some nerve that’s triggered. But the most interesting part is that it’s actually a lack of the normal odors that triggers this scent we associate with snow.” 
 
    Jonah looked at Amanda with a mouth full of crumbly cornbread. “See?” 
 
    Amanda’s face twisted, one eyebrow raised at the sight, and Jonah immediately wiped his face, the embarrassment blooming in the red flush rising up his cheeks. Donna laughed, followed by the rest in a moment of sincere revelry. 
 
    Amelia came in from the back room and spotted Amanda and ran over to her. On her heels was the cat that had been ever-present since the day Martin brought it over. The animal had done more to ease the young girl’s anxiety than almost anything. Jonah and Amanda had pretty much adopted the two kids. They’d made bunks for them in their room, but had to install a couple small landings and carpet so that the cat could reach the upper bunk to sleep with Amelia. They’d found out the first night the kids slept in the bunks how crucial it was, because the cat howled until she was placed in the bunk with Amelia. 
 
    They’d also discovered the cat was with kittens and would likely give birth in January. At that news, Amelia had promptly named her Mama Kitty. 
 
    “How’s your Mama Kitty doing today,” Amanda asked the clinging child, kissing her on the forehead. 
 
    Amelia’s eyes darkened and she glared at Matt. “She scratched Matt and he said he was gonna cook her for supper.” 
 
    Jonah burst out laughing, but caught himself and pretended he was actually choking on his cornbread, turning to hide the laughter. 
 
    “Oh, now, that’s not very nice. He’s not going to cook her.” Amanda’s head snapped to look at Matt. His gaze fell to his feet as she said, “Are you?” 
 
    “No, Miss Amanda.” 
 
    “See? It’s okay. Why did Mama Kitty scratch him?” 
 
    “Cause he pulled my hair.” 
 
    Erin glared at her son with a classic ‘mom stare’ and Jake laughed, punching his best friend in the arm. Jess shot her own mom stare at Jake, and he backed up, whispering to Matt, “We should probably go fishing or practice our bow skills.” 
 
    “Yes, you should,” Jess scolded, now standing with her hands on her hips. “Boys!” She huffed and picked up some of the dishes from the table. 
 
    “Oh, hun,” Kevin started to say. 
 
    “That means you, too,” she said, spinning back to him. 
 
    Kevin laughed and looked at Jake. “Sorry, guys, you’re on your own. Ain’t no way I’m gettin’ on your mom’s bad side.” 
 
    The others giggled, and Amelia stuck her tongue out at the boys. Amanda rolled her eyes and scolded her for it. The room was roaring with laughter when Justin came in. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Kids,” Jonah said. 
 
    “Gotcha. What was that old show? They say things or something.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the truth. What’s up?” Jonah stood and offered him some chili. 
 
    “Naw, I just ate. Gina made chili, too. Musta felt the cold and thought it would be a good lunch. I was wondering if I could ride along when you take the guys from the RV camp to look at some of the areas that might work for them. I figured I could help look at things and get some ideas for our place from some of the others.” 
 
    “Sure, we were just getting ready to head out. Kevin and Dexter are coming along. Amanda has a self-defense session this afternoon at the district. If anyone wants to head over with her, she’s taking the horse and wagon.” 
 
    “That would be great; I’ll run over and let the others know.” 
 
    With the weather that would soon be upon them as winter settled in, relocating the RVs was a priority. Joel, Emery, and an older woman they’d not met yet, Anita, set out to survey the best place to set up. The first place they looked was across the road and down a small access to the golf course. Holes four and five were at the southernmost point of the lake, and Emery announced this would be the place. Less distance to go and less work, he was settled on the idea. 
 
    The others sighed, and Anita asked to see the other locations. They drove the road around the course, right by Justin’s place and up to the clubhouse. When they slowed, Emery complained it was too close to them and wouldn’t work. 
 
    “I didn’t intend for your group to land across the road. Forrest has already laid out the garden and animal pens in that area, due to the small pond. How about we see the ideas and you can take notes or make mental imagery of each location as we go?” 
 
    Joel’s head dipped slightly, and Jonah took it as a sign of guarded agreement, deciding it was better than nothing. 
 
    Dexter explained a few of his ideas as they rolled up the small roads through the golf course. They continued south to the lower numbered holes, and he noted that using a green as a common area might reduce muddy times. Still to the south of the other groups, but further up from the first places they looked and across from where they currently were, were a couple potential sites. But they were still pretty far away from the others, and Joel frowned and commented that the whole reason to move was to bring the groups closer. 
 
    Two pairs of holes were on the water. Holes eight and nine were just south of the clubhouse, and sixteen and seventeen were between the district and clubhouse. Anita surveyed the area, pointing out that these would provide fishing access as well as protection and put them at the top of her list. 
 
    The point where hole ten met the tee from hole eleven was just north of these other sites but away from the water, still between the district and the clubhouse. Joel liked this one because it was closer to the woods for hunting. 
 
    Other places were in the loop for camping, along with the very large parking lot up by holes fourteen and fifteen. Emery liked this, since the RVs could be leveled and they would not have to deal with mud. 
 
    No one liked the idea of spreading into the campground’s RV sites and wanted to keep the trailers all closely circled in and possibly build a center cover moving forward. 
 
    Kevin had come along with Jonah to chat about just this idea with Emery, while Dexter talked hunting with Joel. By the time they were done with the tour, Amanda had been well into the class, and they stopped by to watch them in the big room of the district building. 
 
    Anita watched for a few moments. When Amanda swiveled and spun away from a large man attempting a frontal assault, bringing him down, she said, “Now this is what I want to see. Can we all learn this?” 
 
    “Absolutely, we’ve been trying to encourage everyone, especially women and the children, to attend self-defense. We also want people to learn fishing, food preservation, and farming, so that together, we can all make things work,” Dexter replied. 
 
    The RV camp members decided to take their list of potential locations back to the others. They could make a decision and begin the move in the morning. At least they all now agreed that a closer, more dense compound would be a better idea. 
 
    Anita watched the activities at each of the locations as they passed by them on the way back. Impressed with the circle of shed buildings in the camp and how they’d made a central covered area, she asked, “Is that what we’re thinking of for the trailers?” 
 
    Kevin nodded. “I think we can do it real easy, and maybe get them set up at the new site quick enough, before snow even falls.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that. I think we got snow coming. I can smell it,” Joel said. 
 
    “Yes!” Jonah said, pumping his arm. 
 
    Anita gave him a quizzical look, and Jonah chuckled. “I was just explaining to my girlfriend how we could smell snow. She didn’t believe me.” 
 
    The small group laughed. Even Emery, who’d reached forward to tap Dexter’s shoulder, gave a nod. He was finally beginning to see the wisdom. 
 
    They dropped the others off and headed to the clubhouse. Amanda and the others were just returning from the district building as well, and the sight that greeted them stunned them all. 
 
    Amelia was running across the tenth hole green with a racoon hot on her heels. Jonah hopped out of the cart in a panic, racing toward her. Before he reached her, Mama Kitty raced across the green and attacked the animal, rolling it over before racing to Amelia. 
 
    Dexter was right behind Jonah and shot the racoon, then hurried over to look at it. Gasps escaped each of them when they saw the foaming mouth of the animal. It clearly had rabies. 
 
    Quickly, Amanda stripped Amelia’s jacket off and lifted her pant legs, checking for bites. Jonah checked Mama Kitty for any sign she’d been bitten or scratched, but neither showed any marks. 
 
    Amanda pulled the child to her chest and sobbed into her hair, lifting her and carrying her into the building to get cleaned up. 
 
    “This is a problem,” Dexter said. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Jonah acknowledged grimly as they followed the others inside.
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    Everything felt surreal as each group worked with the others to organize projects. Christmas was right around the corner and much was being done to improve the community as well as plan for the holiday and a much needed celebration. Donna had formed a committee to gather items for Christmas presents for the children. Gina and Isla joined her in the task. They started by gathering a list of names, ages, sizes, and interests from each child in the camps. Dexter and Joel, who preferred hunting and being in the woods, organized a hunt for turkeys to cook for the big meal on Christmas day. 
 
    Helen, from the district building, continued to work with Noel and Jess to set up a school room, which was another good reason for the RV camp to move in closer. They planned to start classes after the first of the year. There would be academics, but also hunting, fishing, and self-defense, as well as weapons training. They’d need all the skills long forgotten if they were to thrive in this new world. The ladies even organized classes for the adults who’d previously had jobs and skills that were no longer viable for the community. 
 
    Those in the RV camp finally decided on a place for them to move to. Before the decision was made, there was discussion with members from each group about safety, plans for the future, and even laughter while each person had their concerns for the move heard or fell into their own niche for the community. 
 
    All in all, the morning was getting off to a great start with everyone gathered to work out the jobs assignments for the day. The two trucks were fitted with hitches, ready to move the trailers. Jonah approached Amanda as she watched the action all around. 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts?” he asked. 
 
    Amanda turned and smiled at him. “Good morning. I was just watching all of this and thinking about the possibilities. Are any of the trucks that parked the RVs still running?” 
 
    “No. Three of them are class C motorhomes; neither one will start, and the two trucks are dead. One is out in the field, and the other about three miles up the road where it died from the EMP.” 
 
    “Wow, we really are lucky to have these,” she said. 
 
    “I think so.” The exclamations from the small group of boys fishing at the water’s edge as one of them caught something drew his attention before he glanced over to see Jess and Helen chatting. Then he followed Amanda’s gaze to the parking lot, where the trucks were nearly ready. “You’re right,” he said, turning to face her. “So much possibility. This was your idea.” He kissed her on the forehead and pulled her into an embrace. “It was a good idea.” 
 
    “I hope so,” she sighed. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Last time we were comfortable and building a community, it all went up in flames… So many didn’t make it.” 
 
    “That was different, and Lucas is dead.” 
 
    “But those in Cincinnati are worse. What if they find us?” 
 
    “Amanda? What’s really wrong?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing really, I guess. I was watching the community working together, and suddenly felt like I shouldn’t be as pleased as I was. As though if I let myself be happy with all of this, something bad will happen.” 
 
    “In all likelihood, something is coming. It’s inevitable, I believe. Wildman has had reports of war and fighting in the west and major cities in ruin. We haven’t seen the worst of it, but no one can go it alone. We have a better chance working together, just as you said, Amanda. Don’t go second guessing yourself now,” Jonah admonished. 
 
    “I know, and you’re right. I just hope before anyone finds us, we can be ready. The man in the woods hasn’t been back, and for some reason I can’t put my finger on, his warning won’t leave me.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’ve seen the last of him, but I also don’t think he’s a threat. He warned us about those guys, and I believe if something bad is coming, he’ll do it again. Then… maybe we’ll learn more. Stop being such a worrier.” 
 
    “I know. There are just so many threats. I was terrified over that raccoon and couldn’t get to Amelia fast enough. Cincinnati, strange guys in the woods, rabid animals… It feels so overwhelming.” Amanda sighed and buried her face in Jonah’s chest. 
 
    “What impressed me was that cat of hers guarding her. We should call her Guard Kitty instead of Mama Kitty.” 
 
    Amanda laughed and looked up at him with a smile. “It was pretty incredible.” 
 
    Martin, who hadn’t been part of the site selection meeting, approached them and asked, “Have they decided on a spot for the new camp yet?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jonah replied. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a map of the golf course. “At first they thought of the parking lot up on the far side of the district building here.” He pointed to a location on the map at the fifteenth hole. “But Anita wasn’t pleased with the proximity to a road because of threats, and they finally decided on the twelfth. They’ll be up near the road, behind a hill that will make a nice windbreak. Not too exposed, with lots of room, and a good solid green to try and level the trailers.” 
 
    “Good choice. I thought they might choose the campground, but they wanted to stay in a circle. It made me think, though. We’ve dragged over a few of the picnic tables to the common area, but there are still lots of them. I know the district building has plenty, but I bet the RV campers could use some, and so could you all at the clubhouse.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Amanda said. 
 
    “We hope to build them a common area like you have at the camp; it would sure go a long way to helping them. I’ll set up a crew with the horse and wagon to get some tables,” Jonah said, clapping Martin on the shoulder. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Just trying to help.” 
 
    “How are things over your way?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “Much better. The kids are warm and playing happily. Some of the sheds had room for a loft for sleeping, and the ones with the camp stoves are warm as toast. I’d like to try and find more. The smaller ones with the candle heat are still warm, thanks mostly to the insulation and carpet, but could use the small stoves, too. That was something I wanted to add to the list if we go back out on another run. We cleaned out the camping store for those, but I wondered if we got stovepipe and the fixtures if we could build some. I bet the RVs could use them, too.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea.” Amanda’s eyes lit up, then quickly darkened. “But that means more of us have to go out and each time could potentially give us away. That was something the guy in the woods said.” 
 
    “We can’t avoid it,” Jonah said, waving to Kevin as he joined them. “We’ll still need food. We’re seriously low on supplies and have been talking about looking for another warehouse.” 
 
    “There’s a food processing warehouse not too far from here,” Kevin said. “I used to work there back before we started the construction gig. A lot of it was frozen before everything happened and will be spoiled for sure, but there are a whole lot of cases of canned stuff kept there. Cincy chili for one, along with other sauces, beans, and such. It’s off the beaten path, but will smell pretty bad from the rotting food and may not have been touched.” 
 
    “I know the place. You’re right, that could be a great place to find supplies. Maybe find stuff to at least supplement the wild caught fish and deer,” Martin added. 
 
    “What about the corn fields?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “That’s just field corn, not much good for eating.” 
 
    “Does that make it poisonous or not edible? Maybe we could grind it and make cornmeal or something?” Amanda looked from Jonah to Kevin, then back to Martin. 
 
    “You know, that’s a thought. Right now, it’s just being eaten by the deer. There are a few things we can do. Hunt in the fields, for one, since they tend to gather in the unharvested fields. Besides cornmeal for breads and such, those fields will offer feed for any animals we can find to put into our farm plans. At the very least, it will help feed the horse.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve got some stuff to think about. Let’s get these trailers moved and set up,” Jonah said. 
 
    “I’ll bring enough people to help set them while you guys go tow them,” Amanda replied, hopping on a bicycle. They’d started using them in order to conserve golf cart battery power until they got the full solar charging system set up. 
 
    Within a couple of hours, the small camp of RVs was set up in a circle encompassing the outside edges of the large green. A shallow outhouse was constructed outside the circle and a fire pit dug dead center. The camp was pleased with the new setup, feeling less exposed and better situated. 
 
    ~ 
 
    That evening, Donna and several others prepared a big pasta meal at the clubhouse, and everyone crowded into the lower bar area. The chatter was lighthearted and hopeful, but Amanda couldn’t help but dwell on the farm. They’d thought they were building a community which was why she had suggested it. John had been so helpful to so many by taking in nearly everyone they found—and many of those had been with them since, like Robert and Clint. But there were those who had also betrayed them, and her anxiety over that took the joy out of the dinner for her. 
 
    She took her plate upstairs. Donna looked up from what she was doing in the improvised kitchen prep area and paused at the sight of her troubled expression. 
 
    “Are you alright, sweetheart?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. Just feeling like we might be getting too comfortable. I was thinking about…” Amanda’s words trailed off. She didn’t want to bring it up to Donna, who’d lost her husband a month ago. 
 
    “Me too. John would have been impressed with what you all—we all—are doing. He believed that a community would be the only way to survive, and he was right. And so are you.” 
 
    “I know, but I worry. The children… Will they have parents? Look at Brianne. She’s going to have to raise their child without Seth, and Amelia and Andy, who lost…” 
 
    Donna cut her off. “Who gained strong parents in you and Jonah.” 
 
    “I don’t even know if I’m doing it right.” Amanda’s eyes filled with tears. “What if—” 
 
    “What if nothing. Look at Amelia and her cat over there playing with the other kids. Look at her smile. A week ago we couldn’t get her to let go of you. We adapt; we have to. I miss John every day, and Brianne misses Seth. Danny’s kids miss their mom, but she chose to leave. All of this will seem like a bad dream once spring comes and we can start planting. Remember what you told Amelia? Hope returns with the sun.” 
 
    “My mom used to tell me that when I was little and scared of the dark. I miss her. I don’t know if I’ll ever see her again.” 
 
    “Well, you might not see her, but you could. We don’t know what the future holds. At least you can talk to her on the radio. This is the dark night and hope will return. I have to believe that. Noel is going to have my first grandchild, and I believe in that.” 
 
    Donna hugged her, and Amanda wrapped her arms around her gratefully. “I don’t know where I’d be if it hadn’t been for John and you all.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    Day 58 
 
    December 24th 
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    It was Christmas Eve, and the air was thick with the warmth of friendship and the excitement of the upcoming holiday as the groups united to share a meal and rejoice in their collective accomplishments. 
 
    The Christmas Eve gathering was filled with twinkling LED lights, shining tinsel, and colorful decorations. The smell of a delicious holiday meal filled the air; a mix of savory roast, buttery mashed potatoes, and sweet cranberry sauce. Cinnamon and nutmeg wafted from freshly baked pies, and the scent of pine mingled with the warm aromas of the food. The families sat around the table, their faces glowing with joy and warmth as they shared a meal and exchanged small gifts. They’d gathered toys and held back a few things from the prior runs to be able to have something to give the kids. Noel, Brianne, Helen, and Isla made sure that every child had at least one present that would be placed under their Christmas trees for the morning, but during the party, each was given a gift. 
 
    They felt it was vital for them to have that. The older children got crossbows or fishing poles, things they could use in this new world. In contrast, the younger children were given coloring books, dolls, and trucks. All of them got candy, and there were many board games spread throughout each smaller community to keep them busy during the cold winter months. 
 
    The children’s faces lit up with delight as they opened their gifts, colorful toys and games spread out before them, joy filled laughter and excited chatter filled the air. 
 
    The children sang Christmas carols, their voices ringing out in the cozy room as they gathered around the Christmas tree. The adults share drinks, toasting to their survival and the hope for a better future. Donna had saved the stash Amanda found in the back storage room and held it for just such an occasion. Robert cracked open a bottle of aged whiskey, and glasses were passed around as they all enjoyed a taste of luxury, even in this new world. 
 
    As the evening wore on, Jake suddenly called out from the doorway, “It’s snowing!” The group rushed outside, marveling at the white flakes falling from the sky. 
 
    Excited, the kids all ran outside, faces up and tongues out to catch the flakes in a game they’d made up. But the adults looked at it with sober faces. Winter was really here. 
 
    Wildman called out for them to quiet. “It’s time,” he said, switching the audio to the speaker. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings everyone, this is Prepper Dan’s World News Commentary and Critical Preparedness Talk Show, coming to you on Saturday, December 24th. We bring you good tidings on the eve of this important Christian holiday. I’m afraid we can’t usher in much comfort or joy, as the traditional phrase would suggest, but we’ll do our best. 
 
    “With that goal in mind, we wanted to use this broadcast to focus on the positive, those glimmers of hope that shine in the darkness, bringing warmth and solace. While darkness persists, there is still light to be found.” 
 
    Murmurs from the group and small hugs were followed by Robert shushing them as the broadcast continued. 
 
    “On the national level, we’ve heard that American citizen soldiers are making a difference. We have rumors and reports from locals in the Dakotas, Minnesota, Florida, and on the West Coast in both California and Washington, that citizen-patriots are joining the fight for our freedom from invasion by multiple enemies. You are making a difference! Keep up the good work, and we ask everyone to support any activity going on in their regions in any way they can. With our transportation and travel network severely impacted by the EMPs, our military continues to struggle to move forces into positions to oppose the enemy, but slowly and surely, we will push them all back into the sea and off our shores. 
 
    “Perhaps just as important, are the acts of help and kindness being reported to us through radio relays from around the country. We certainly get a good number of updates emphasizing the horrible impact the EMP strikes continue to have on our lives. Those, however, are for another day. Tonight we want to remember that Christmas is the season for giving. Not the commercialized version we all have known for years, but rather the giving of yourself to others. 
 
    “Earlier this week we had a report of a group of young people, in their early teens, who had been out scavenging for food and useful items as so many do these days in order to survive. They came upon a house that was burning unchecked and had spread to an adjacent home. They heard a baby crying in the second home and ran up and pounded on the door, waking the parents in time to allow them all to escape. A small thing perhaps, but in today’s reality, it would have been all too easy for the youths to just shrug their shoulders, say ‘not our problem,’ and move on with their own troubles rather than reaching out and helping.” 
 
    Donna looked at Amanda and smiled with a knowing nod. Amanda smiled back and dipped her head in acknowledgement. Donna had been right. Just like her own mother had said. Hope would return when the darkness was pushed aside for the light and they finally let go of some of their worries and fears. 
 
    “These small kindnesses add up. Check your family, check your neighbors, and lend what help you can. Maybe it’s only a hand to hold while the tears fall, or sharing misery over a shared can of cold soup. Maybe it’s sharing a blanket or some old clothing you had stored with someone in need. There are thousands of ways you can help. Once thing is certain, while we must all learn to help ourselves, we must also all relearn to help each other. We will survive this ordeal only by standing together, family by family, neighborhood by neighborhood, and town by town. Reestablish community, pick up the shattered remains, and when the dust settles, we will forge a new country. 
 
    “We wish each and every one of you the best Christmas possible, hoping you have food, warmth, and comfort from family and friends. God bless us all, and stay safe listeners.” 
 
      
 
    After the broadcast, the kids played in the mounting snow while inside a warm fire crackled in the fireplace as more drinks were poured and stories were shared. They reminisced about past holidays and cherished memories with loved ones who were no longer with them. But there was also talk of hope for a new beginning in this harsh world. 
 
    The night ended with hugs and well wishes for a Merry Christmas before everyone retreated to their new homes for some much-needed rest. The two trucks loaded up, packed to the point of overflowing with those from the district building and the camp. Justin, Gina, and their group waved as they walked down the snowy road to their house, and those in the RVs moved across the way to their own locale. 
 
    Tomorrow was Christmas, and the spirit of the holiday seemed to brighten their hopes for the future. 
 
    As Amanda and Jonah settled the kids into bed that night, surrounded by warmth and love despite all odds against them, they couldn’t help but feel grateful for this unexpected Christmas miracle—being alive together in this new world as long as they had. 
 
    Jonah smiled at her. “As long as we have each other, we can face whatever challenges this new world brings. I love you, Amanda.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” she replied and nuzzled into his arms. “Let’s go sit with the others and let the kids sleep.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    Day 59 
 
    December 25th 
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    Amanda yawned, pretending to be asleep as Amelia and Andy shook them awake. Mama Kitty kneaded her claws into the soft blanket on top of them. Amanda tried to hide her face as she grimaced from the razor sharp pricks through the blanket. Jonah refused to lift his head from beneath the pillow that covered it but giggled, shaking the whole sleeping mat. 
 
    “C’mon, guys, Santa came!” Amelia whined. 
 
    Amanda flipped down the blankets in a swift movement. She and Jonah each grabbed a child, pulling them into the bed between them and snuggling down, pretending to go back to sleep. 
 
    “Get uuuup… It’s time to go see what Santa brought.” They wanted no part of the tickling and fun this morning, desperately wanting to see what was under the tree… And the rule was, no one was allowed to open anything until everyone was awake. Amanda had stressed that before tucking them in. 
 
    Finally giving in to the children’s complaints, they climbed from beneath the cozy warmth of the blanket. Grinning and winking at one another, they lazily reached for slippers and rubbed their eyes while sitting in place. 
 
    Amelia tugged on Amanda’s arm, dragging her, still giggling, from the mat. Neither of the children were impressed with their antics, but Jonah and Amanda both found their annoyance funny and laughed all the way out into the main room as the two children shoved them along from behind. 
 
    The morning was full of surprises. It had continued to snow most of the night, and the whole area was blanketed in an undisturbed cover of white that seemed to take the edge off the gray their lives seemed to represent these past few months. The snow sparkled in the early morning light, giving it a magical look. 
 
    The coffee was hot and even tasted fresh, despite having been a resource left over from the very start. The warmth from the fire and cozy feel made this Christmas morning that much more pleasant as the children ripped through the paper that wrapped their gifts. 
 
    There were games and mittens, sleds and snowsuits. Most enjoyed the gifts, even though many were more survival related than anything. Amelia got a large Barbie set, complete with car and wardrobe, and Katie also received the same, only with different accessories and dolls for them to play with and interchange. Andy got a real kid’s bow and arrow set and a large tub filled with connector sets. The older kids, like Jake and Matt, were presented with their very own .22 caliber rifles and boxes of ammunition, along with a promise from Dexter that he would take them out to hunt for small game. 
 
    Overall, the morning was joyous, filled with squeals and happy smiles. Amanda leaned back on the sofa with her hot coffee in hand, grinning at the scene before her. Pleased with the strides they’d made and the way their community was coming together, she sighed with contentment. 
 
    Jonah approached with a small gift bag for her, and she smiled up at him, her brow furrowing slightly. “I thought we weren’t going to do gifts.” 
 
    “This is different. Open it,” he said with a smile, nodding to his mother. 
 
    Amanda reached into the bag and pulled out a small box. When she opened it, inside was a ring. A diamond ring. One she recognized from Donna’s finger. Amanda looked up at Jonah, who’d dropped to one knee, and then to Donna, who held the hand missing the ring to her chest, her eyes brimming with tears. 
 
    “Amanda, I don’t know how much time we have or what life will be like, but I want to spend it with you. Will you be my wife?” 
 
    Amanda sobbed, her head moving up and down as Jonah slid the ring on her finger. The room was silent and she caught a nod from Donna to Nick, who dropped to one knee in front of Noel. Amanda wrapped her arms around Jonah’s neck. 
 
    Jonah turned to Amelia and Andy, who sat by watching, clearly confused about why Amanda would be crying over such a pretty gift. He stepped closer and asked them both, “Is it okay with you?” 
 
    “Us?” Amelia asked. 
 
    “Yes, you. Since we’ve adopted you, I think it’s only right that I check with you about if we should make us an official family.” 
 
    Amelia leaped up and clung to him, and Andy followed suit right behind her. “Oh, yes, yes,” she cried. 
 
    Brianne sat quietly on the sideline with a sad smile. Amanda’s gaze fell on her and her heart went out to the other woman, knowing she missed Seth desperately. As her child grew inside her, and the movements of the baby became more pronounced, she was sure to be reminded of that day each time the baby moved. 
 
    Amanda disentangled herself from Jonah and the kids. When Jonah raised his brows in askance, she tilted her head toward Brianne. With a slight nod, he scooped up Amelia and Andy and settled them on his lap while she went to sit with Brianne. 
 
    “Hey, how are you feeling?” 
 
    “I’m okay,” Brianne said, moving her hand to touch her stomach. “I wish Seth could have been here.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Amanda said, hugging her. 
 
    “Listen, Amanda…” Brianne started, then paused. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “If anything ever happens to me…” 
 
    Amanda cut her off. “Nothing’s going to happen to you.” 
 
    “But listen,” Brianne protested. “My dad, Forrest, and Minnie… They’re older and may struggle with a baby. Who knows what will happen? Promise me you will take care of…” Her eyes filled with tears. 
 
    Amanda didn’t wait for her to try to choke out the rest. “I promise. But no more talk of bad things. It’s Christmas, and we’re all family here.” 
 
    Robert had been listening nearby, and Amanda glanced at him, dipping her head to him as she took Brianne’s hand and led her to the table for the breakfast buffet that Jess, Erin, and Donna had laid out. 
 
    The morning moved into early afternoon, and it was time to go to the Christmas feast hosted at the district building. Kevin had attached several sleds to the back of the golf carts for the kids, who were thrilled and squealed in delight. Justin and Gina’s group, along with those from the RVs, joined them in the procession toward dinner. 
 
    As they moved along, Amanda caught sight of movement in the trees near the district building. She leaned over to Jonah and whispered, “We’ve got company.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Jonah cursed under his breath. “What the hell? Can’t we even have Christmas?” 
 
    “Let’s stop for a moment and make a big deal about resettling the kids in the sleds and watch,” Amanda suggested. 
 
    Jonah put his hand up and came to a slow halt. “You go tell the others while I fix the rope.” 
 
    They both saw the single figure move from one tree to another, and Amanda spotted something familiar. “It’s him.” 
 
    “Him who?” 
 
    “The man from the woods. I’m sure of it.” He’d told her his name, but for the life of her, she couldn’t recall it. 
 
    “Should we wave to him to come out?” 
 
    “He has to know we’ve seen him,” Amanda scoffed, glancing toward the trees where he hid. “I don’t know what’s with all the cloak and dagger. If he has something to say, he should just say it.” 
 
    Irritated, she marched toward the wooded area where the man remained still behind the tree. “Well,” she called out as she drew closer. “What message of doom do you have for this fine Christmas Day?” Her voice carried across the way to the trees, and he stepped out from behind them with his hands high. 
 
    “I… I don’t have any message,” he said hesitantly. 
 
    “Why the hell are you just gawking at us from the trees then?” 
 
    “I was curious. That’s all. I saw you all moving along with sleds and found it… I don’t know… comforting.” 
 
    “Well, why the hell are you lurking about in the woods, anyway? Why not just come out and communicate with us? You already told us about those other guys. You might as well just come to Christmas dinner.” 
 
    “W-What?” the man stammered. “I, uh, I don’t know what to…” 
 
    “Oh, good grief,” she huffed. “It’s getting cold, and I’m hungry. Either come and meet the rest of the community or lurk around in the woods. It doesn’t matter to me, but it’s warm inside and the food is hot.” 
 
    “Why would you?” the man asked. 
 
    “Why would you tell us about the men who ravaged the camp? There are good people and bad people. Sometimes good people act like bad people. You saved them at the district building, so you can’t be that bad.” 
 
    Amanda turned away from him, but the others in the group still had their guns leveled at the man. He remained where he was, his hands raised. 
 
    She paused, looking back at him. “Well? Are you coming?” 
 
    He took a few steps forward, pausing when Clint and Kevin stood in his way. They relieved him of his weapons. 
 
    “You understand, right?” 
 
    “Uh… Yeah, sure.” He looked around at the bunch uneasily, but furrowed his brows when he saw the children on sleds. He took a half step toward them, and twelve guns followed his movement. His hands went back up quickly, and he took a step back. “I didn’t mean…” 
 
    Brianne approached him. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “What?” he asked, his head snapping to look at her. 
 
    “Your name? You do have one, don’t you?” 
 
    His eyes were wide, and he looked very different than he’d looked on their first encounter. Amanda walked up next to him, and placed a hand on his shoulder. He cringed away from her. 
 
    “What happened to the man in the woods?” 
 
    His hands began to shake, and he started for the woods, only to be stopped by the others surrounding them. With jerky movements, his gaze moved from one person to the next. “I didn’t mean to… I mean, I was watching, but wasn’t going to harm anyone. Please don’t hurt us.” 
 
    “Us?” Amanda asked suspiciously. 
 
    Tears rolled down the man’s face. “I, uh, I think I should go.” 
 
    Amanda slowly shook her head. “I think you need to come clean and tell us what is going on. For God’s sake, we just invited you to Christmas dinner. We’re not going to hurt you! We just want to thank you for your help a few weeks ago. What the hell, dude?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. We had a run-in with more than we could handle. Most of my friends are gone, and we’re just trying to stay out of sight. I saw you all walking and the kids laughing and it caught my attention, is all. We wouldn’t hurt any of you. I did help back in the campground. We’ve been looking for someplace to lie low, and that was why I was there that day. I’ll just go. Can I have my things back?” 
 
    “Where are you staying?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Oh, never mind,” Amanda huffed. “Give him his stuff. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he replied. 
 
    Jonah, who stood beside the man, asked, “One thing?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “How many of you are there?” 
 
    “Well, I can’t really… Well, you know, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it,” Jonah said with a sigh. “Come with us, and we’ll give you dinner for your crew. Well, as long as it isn’t fifty people or something.” 
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “C’mon, man, it’s Christmas. You got kids with you?” 
 
    His gaze fell to the snowy ground, but he didn’t speak. 
 
    “Listen, I just want to send along some warm clothes if there are kids in your group. You don’t have to hide out. We’re trying to build a strong community here, and the only way to do it is to work together. I mean, seriously, you can just stay out there, or you and your people can join the cause. Work with us and gain from all the benefits.” 
 
    The man looked at him again, but still remained silent, rubbing his hands in front of him to keep them warm. 
 
    “Damn, dude, this guy has had it rough,” Kevin said, stepping up and pulling his gloves off. “Here.” 
 
    Either his confusion or the warmth from the group must have done him in, because he said, “There are eleven of us. Yes, we have some kids with us—five of them. I’m Vincent Walker; my wife died in the early days of the first attack on us. We had a farm, and it was overrun. I’ve met a few others, and we’ve been working together, but we just keep getting knocked down. At one point, there were thirty-five of us, but a small group left on their own a month or so ago.” 
 
    “Why did you stick your neck out at the campground?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to see anyone hurt. I’d been watching for a day or two and saw your group helping them.” 
 
    “Then I think you know we’re not going to hurt anyone. Let’s get the others, get them warm and fed, and talk. Okay?” 
 
    His head dipped uneasily, and Amanda helped unload the people from the wagon, sending them ahead to the celebration. She told Brianne to tell them they’d be bringing the others and to remind Henry of what Vincent had done to save them that day. 
 
    Amanda and Jonah, along with Clint and Kevin, hopped into the wagon with the stranger and drove the horse across the field toward where the man had been hiding in the tree line. Once they stopped, he jumped down, and the others took up positions on the far side of the wagon just in case. 
 
    “Let me speak to them first.” 
 
    “Do you want someone to go with you?” 
 
    “No, it’s best you just wait here,” he said. 
 
    Some time passed, and they could hear angry words from the trees. They’d almost given up and decided to leave when the small group emerged. Four men, two women, and five children hesitantly stepped out from behind a hedge of honeysuckle. 
 
    Amanda holstered her sidearm and put both hands in the air as she moved around the side of the wagon to lower the gate. “I’m Amanda; don’t worry, we don’t want to hurt you. Hop in and let’s get you to Christmas dinner.” 
 
    One woman stepped up to her and eyed her. She looked tired, and her face and lips were chapped. She pulled a small piece of material around her neck tighter and asked, “Why?” 
 
    Amanda paused. “Why what?” 
 
    “Why do you want to help us?” 
 
    A small boy peeked out from behind her, and she shoved him back. 
 
    “Please, just come to dinner and get some warm clothes. We have some extras put aside. We’re trying hard to become a community. Things aren’t going to get better anytime soon, and we have news we can share about the rest of the country. We have to start banding together, because the trouble in Cincinnati isn’t going to just go away. We’d have no chances on our own against people like that. If you still want to go out into the woods and go your way afterward, that’s fine. Merry Christmas and we wish you luck. Your man there helped us when we were being attacked. It is the least we can do.” 
 
    The woman’s head dipped, and she hoisted the small child into the back of the wagon. The others stepped up, lifting the children and climbing into the back. Amanda hopped up into the seat between Jonah and Kevin while Clint sat on the back edge. 
 
    Amanda whispered, “I think they’re really struggling. I don’t know if this is a good idea, but I do know if we do nothing, some of these children won’t make it through the winter.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Jonah said. 
 
    “I know, but it doesn’t take away the feeling of anxiety prickling up the back of my neck,” Kevin replied. 
 
    Amanda glanced back several times as the horse slowly pulled the wagon through the snow. Some of them sat huddled together, shivering and trying to block the icy wind. Deep down, they all knew this was a risk. But as Amanda had explained, the man had taken a risk warning them of what was to come back at the district building. They knew they had to repay that kindness. 
 
    As the wagon pulled up near the entrance to the district building, Henry came out, waving. “Welcome!” he exclaimed, and Amanda was grateful he was trying to offer a pleasant welcome to their new guests. 
 
    Clint began helping the visitors off the back of the wagon while Noel and Brianne ushered them inside to get warm. Once everyone had dismounted and gone inside, Henry hung back to talk with Amanda and the others. 
 
    “Noel explained what happened. I’m not sure how we feel about it, but we have to agree that we can’t let the children freeze. Do you have any ideas beyond this dinner?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Amanda said. 
 
    “But one thing is for sure, they’re going to need more than a meal and a few coats,” Kevin added. 
 
    “Well, let’s eat and introduce them to the rest. We’ll try to work it out while we celebrate Christmas.” Henry reached his arm around Amanda, and he ushered her and the others into the building. 
 
    The scene immediately warmed them. The air was rich with the smells of pies and turkey, and sounds of laughter echoed throughout the building. Helen and Noel were already sizing up the children and digging through the extra outerwear that they’d collected. 
 
    One of the women stood clutching a coat, scarf, and mittens, the tears streaming down her dirt-covered face leaving light-colored tracks in the filth. Another woman from the district building approached the woman, leading her into the area they’d set up for the meal. 
 
    “I think we did the right thing,” Amanda said. 
 
    “I have to agree,” Brianne said, standing beside her with tears of her own.

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    Day 62 
 
    December 28th 
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    The air was filled with the scent of burning wood and cooking food, mixed with the crisp scent of winter air. The faint smell of damp earth and pine trees lingered in the background. Laughter and chatter filled the air as everyone worked, the occasional clang of metal against metal or the snap and crackle of the fire breaking through their conversations. The soft whistling of the wind carried the chill in through the air and nipped at their skin, making their fingers numb as they worked. But they’d all pitched in to secure shelter, heat, and other necessities for Vincent’s small group. It was too much to try to set up their own space before spring, especially since they already had a shelter to build for the RVs. Everyone agreed it would be best to settle the new people in with some of the others, at least for the winter. 
 
    One of the women and her two children went to stay in the house with Justin and Gina’s people. The woman had dark hair that fell in soft waves down her back, and she wore a thick sweater over her shoulders to help keep out the cold. Each of her hands held tightly onto the small hands of her two children as they walked down the road. The young boy and girl hugged their meager belongings tightly as they followed Justin and Gina towards the house. 
 
    The children tugged on their mother’s hand, at first uneasy about entering the house with strangers. Their fingers, cold and numb from the winter air, looked white. As they entered the house, they were greeted with a rush of warm air enveloping them like a cozy hug, and a small smile emerged on the woman’s lips when she looked back at them. 
 
    A husband and wife, with their child in tow, and one of the men opted to stay in rooms available in the district building. They were met with welcoming smiles from the group inside, who offered them the few spare rooms to stay in apologetically. The rooms were small and simple, but the newcomers assured them they were grateful for the warmth and shelter. 
 
    Vincent and his two kids were invited to squeeze in at the clubhouse. Weary from their journey, their faces dirty and flushed from the cold, they followed Amanda and the others inside. They each had a small backpack containing what few belongings they had. Wonder crossed the children’s faces as they scanned the room. The clubhouse was a bustling place. The radio squelched in the background and children’s laughter from the room below carried to them. Jonah tried to see it through their eyes; it really was a hive of activity, with people moving about, performing various tasks, cooking food, and chatting in groups. The smell of hot food wafted through the air, mingled with the scent of wood burning in the fireplace. Despite the crowded space and the multitude of people, there was a sense of warmth and home. Vincent and his children were offered hot bowls of stew made from whatever ingredients had been found, and they ate gratefully. 
 
    The last man was offered the sofa in one of the RVs occupied by a man and his wife. The sofa was worn and well-loved, its patterned upholstery faded from years of use, but it was still comfortable. The man and his wife smiled warmly at the last man, inviting him to make himself at home. 
 
    As a whole, Vincent’s group wasn’t exactly happy with the prospect of being separated, but they all agreed it was better than sleeping out in the cold. Even their tents were worn and tattered, and Jonah was sure they could integrate into each of the other groups and become members of the growing community. 
 
    Once all the arrangements were made, they settled into their new spaces and began fitting their skills into the work details. It was a negotiation of warmth and survival, a delicate balance of space and resources as they banded together in the face of uncertainty, their intertwined lives now bound by the common goal of making it through the winter. 
 
    One of their most significant projects was securing the perimeter. Vincent suggested they not try to go all the way around the lake but simply string tripwires to sound alarms if anyone tried to approach by boat from the unused segment of the lake. The new people were all grateful to have been pulled from the clutches of the frigid weather that had rolled in, and they all found new determination to help make the community work. They worked hard, each new person striving to contribute and be helpful. 
 
    As they worked on strengthening the perimeter, the group could see the glimmering surface of the quickly freezing lake. Their fingers were numb from the cold as they carefully tied tripwires between trees and posts, the lines creating a web of protection against potential intruders. 
 
    At the clubhouse, Amanda held her self-defense classes for the children, and two of the new ones joined her. The others watched as she demonstrated moves, and one of the new ladies asked, “Can she teach us how to do that?” 
 
    Jonah smiled at her, his eyes following Amanda’s movements. “She’s been doing the classes for a little while now and anyone can learn. She holds this one for the children, but she has others. You should join.” 
 
    “Do all of you know this stuff?” 
 
    Kevin scoffed and laughed, and Jonah pulled his gaze from Amanda and shot him a dry look. The woman looked between the two of them curiously before Kevin punched Jonah in the shoulder and laughed harder. Jonah shook his head and grunted, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “First time he ever saw her, she laid him out flat,” Kevin said, bursting into a fit of belly laughs. 
 
    “Oh, that must have been terrible for you,” the woman said, gripping Jonah’s arm. 
 
    “Yeah, so terrible they’re engaged,” Kevin said. 
 
    Jonah cast him a grateful look as he tried to move away from the woman’s proximity inconspicuously. 
 
    Just then, Andy came running up to him and raised his hands for Jonah to lift him. “What’s up, little buddy?” Jonah asked, hoisting him into his arms. 
 
    “Jake is gonna teach us fishing, but said I had to ask you first.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    “In the boat,” Andy replied. 
 
    “Oh no they’re not,” Kevin said, spinning on his heel and making his way over to the boys. 
 
    “Why not?” Andy pouted. 
 
    “It’s not safe. You fish from the shore.” 
 
    “But Jake says it’s frozen and we can’t.” 
 
    “No boat,” Jonah said firmly. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Fine.” Andy sulked and wriggled to get down and Jonah released him. “Where’s your sister?” Jonah called after him. 
 
    “In class with Manda.” His tone was dejected and sulky as he kicked a small pebble across the decking. 
 
    Jonah glanced back at the children working with Amanda, and sure enough, Amelia was right there. “Well, can you ask Gramma Donna if she has some food for the cat? Mama Kitty is looking a little hungry.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Please, Andy. You wouldn’t want those babies of hers to starve, would you?” 
 
    The boy’s eyes widened, and he turned racing back inside, the cat hot on his heels. 
 
    “He’s cute. Is he yours?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking. They’re orphans, and honestly, I think they adopted Amanda and me.” 
 
    “You all have really turned things around here.” 
 
    “Well, we’re trying. 
 
    “Thank you for helping us,” she said. 
 
    As they chatted, Amanda came over after the class and kissed Jonah. “They’re fast learners,” she said. “I noticed the boys didn’t come. Jonah, we need to speak to them. They go out on the hunts more than anyone. They should know how to defend themselves if they’re disarmed.” 
 
    “I know, and I think Kevin is on that right now. They wanted to go fishing and take Andy in the boat.” 
 
    “I was thinking about adding it as one of the classes for them at school.” 
 
    “You have school?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Just starting, but yes. The children in your group should go. It’s more like in the 1800s, where all ages were in one class, but just because the world went to hell doesn’t mean they should all be illiterate.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” she said. “My name is Lynne. I taught seventh grade math before this all happened. I’d love to help with it. I was wondering where I could contribute.” 
 
    “Oh, how wonderful! We would be so grateful for your help. We were planning to see if we could find some books at one of the schools. The high school in Harrison was on my list of places to look into for supplies, like books and maybe a whiteboard or paper and whatever else we can find.” 
 
    “I’m happy to help in any way I can.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, we have things to do and will be heading out soon. Can you write up a quick note on what we might look for?” Jonah asked. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Lynne said, hurrying to make some notes. 
 
    Ever since Vincent’s warning at the campground, they’d refrained from going out in search of supplies, and instead tried to take care of things on the home front. But now there was no way around it; they needed to go. 
 
    The night before, in a meeting of people from each camp, they’d discussed some needs and decided that a trip searching for things would need to happen, so this was perfect timing. 
 
    They retrieved the notes from Lynne, and the small crew headed over to the District building. 
 
    “Did everybody bring a list?” Henry asked. 
 
    A question arose, and Jonah turned to Vincent. “What was it that prompted your warning about our scavenging trips?” 
 
    His face drawn, Vincent’s eyes darted around, as if searching for any signs of danger before he spoke. “Nothing specific, exactly. It was just that if we were observing you, then others would be, too. We’d seen another group out there as well. They are where the three men you encountered had come from, and they’re a bad bunch,” he said, shaking his head. The crackle of the recently lit fire served as a backdrop to Vincent’s words, the loud pops and occasional hisses adding an eerie soundtrack to the tense atmosphere. 
 
    His words were like a cold breeze, carrying with them a chilling reminder of the dangers that lurked outside their small community. Vincent’s gaze was filled with a dark knowing, a burden of past encounters with this mysterious group that loomed over them all like a sinister shadow. 
 
    Amanda let out a long sigh that broke the uneasy silence. “Okay, then… I guess we need to take this into account and be careful. Also, we’re very happy to have a seventh grade math teacher who will help with the schooling. She offered some notes on what might be good to have if we can find it. “ 
 
    The group nodded in agreement, their faces etched with determination and a touch of fear. They knew that venturing out into the unknown carried risks, especially when there were dangerous people lurking nearby. But they also understood that they couldn’t survive solely on what little they had within their makeshift community. They needed to scavenge for supplies, to find food and medicine to ensure their survival through the long winter. 
 
    With Vincent’s warning still echoing in their minds, they gathered around the flickering fire, huddled together for warmth and support. Jonah took charge, his voice steady despite the apprehension coursing through his veins. After the encounter with the raiders that forced them to take harsh action, he wasn’t at all sure about the mission. 
 
    “We’ll form small teams,” he declared, his eyes scanning each face in the dim light. “We’ll go out in pairs and keep a watchful eye for any sign of trouble. No unnecessary risks, no heroics. Our priority is to bring back what we need without drawing attention to ourselves.” 
 
    “Don’t you think we need to take the trucks?” Henry asked. 
 
    “Yes, but I think they need to be staged somewhere to load what we find. We have the short-range walkies if there’s any trouble, but I think we can stay out of sight better on foot and in smaller groups. A running truck rolling through the streets will definitely draw attention,” Jonah replied. 
 
    “I have to agree with him,” Vincent said. 
 
    “Me too,” Kevin interjected. “I think in smaller groups we can watch around us unseen. We need to know what is going on just as much as we need supplies.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Clint said. “I agree with everyone except for one thing. I think two is too few. Teams of three or four would be better. One or two to keep watch, while the others gather.” 
 
    The others nodded in agreement, and the plan was set in motion as they set up four teams of four, since they had four of the short-range walkies and could communicate. They’d pile into the trucks and park them in an old barn near the shopping areas and spread out from there. 
 
    It was time to head out, and each person collected their gear. Anxiety rose, with an air of both anticipation and unease. The teams gathered outside, their breath visible in the chilly winter air. As they loaded into the truck, whispers of encouragement and nervous laughter were followed by silent contemplation. 
 
    Amanda, Vincent, Dexter, and Jonah made up one team, their faces determined as they settled into the truck’s worn seats. Clint, Henry, Justin, and Joel made another group, their expressions a mix of determination and caution as they climbed into the back of the first truck. Kevin, Jo, Martin, and Nick formed the third team, squeezing into the cab of the second truck, their backpacks filled with empty containers and tools for gathering supplies. The final team, comprised of Emory and Rob from the RV camp, along with Chris and Sheila, who desperately wanted to find medical supplies, climbed into the back of the second truck. 
 
    Moments later, the engines roared to life, breaking the stillness of the winter morning as they set off towards the abandoned barn. 
 
    Upon reaching their destination, they parked the trucks discreetly inside the large barn and split into their respective teams. Their senses sharpened as they stepped onto unfamiliar ground. They moved stealthily through streets lined with dilapidated buildings, eyes scanning for any threats as they made their way toward the commercial section of town. 
 
    The landscape was a haunting reminder of a world that once thrived with life and bustling activity. Where now, buildings stood like silent sentinels, remnants of what already felt like a distant memory. 
 
    After the past few weeks of working so hard to rebuild their community, what they saw now looked like a desolate shell, where nature had already slowly started to reclaim its territory. The wind whispered through broken windows, carrying with it the weight of memories and the ghosts of what once was. 
 
    “Ever think, where are all the people? Where did they all go?” Sheila asked. 
 
    Vincent replied, “I saw truckloads of people going somewhere in military vehicles early on. Refugee camps maybe?” 
 
    Sheila looked around at the empty storefronts, many of them sporting smashed displays and windows. “Not that it’s a pleasant thought, but do you wonder how many of these apartments have people hiding in them watching us?” 
 
    Amanda shuddered. “I don’t think I want to know what else.” 
 
    They split the lists for goods to find and areas to look in, and each group set off in their own direction. 
 
    “No more than four or five blocks or so apart. Let’s keep it tight, just in case,” Clint called out to them as they waved one another off. 
 
      
 
    Amanda’s team moved cautiously, their steps deliberate and silent. Vincent, ever vigilant, scanned their surroundings with an intensity that made the hairs on their necks stand on end. Dexter, always the optimist, cracked a small smile as he spotted a grocery store up ahead. 
 
    “Looks like our lucky day,” he whispered, the excitement evident in his voice. 
 
    Vincent held up a hand, and they halted in their tracks. His eyes narrowed as he pointed out a group of figures huddled near the entrance of the store. They wore tattered clothes and appeared malnourished. Something about them seemed off. 
 
    “We need to be cautious…” His words suddenly cut off, and he tossed his hand up for silence. 
 
    Footsteps. 
 
    Someone was approaching. 
 
    Amanda motioned for them to hide quickly in a small shop on the side street. They ducked into the shop, their bodies pressed against the cold brick wall as they strained to hear the approaching footsteps. The sound grew louder, echoing through the empty streets like a steady drumbeat. Amanda’s heart thudded along with it, her mind racing with possibilities. 
 
    The footsteps drew closer until finally, a figure emerged from around the corner. It was a young woman in threadbare clothing, clutching a tattered backpack tightly to her chest, with tears streaming down her dirt-streaked face. 
 
    Without hesitation, Vincent stepped forward, his voice calm but filled with empathy. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked gently. 
 
    The woman flinched at his sudden appearance but quickly composed herself. Her eyes darted suspiciously between the people in their group, her wariness almost forced. Almost like she’d been looking for people. 
 
    “I-I’m just looking for supplies,” she stammered, her voice quivering. 
 
    Amanda wasn’t convinced. Something wasn’t right about her look. She appeared dirty, but her fingernails were perfectly painted. “Us, too. We’re starving. Where were you going to look? Can we come along?” Her tone turned almost desperate. She nudged Jonah, hoping he’d get the hint. 
 
    Jonah eyed the woman, then blurted out, “The others in our group are sick. There’s some kind of illness going around killing us. We need food and medicine. Can you help us find some?” He coughed violently into his hand and wiped the imaginary sputum onto his pants before stretching his hand out toward her. 
 
    The woman’s lip raised in a sneer, and she backed away. “I don’t know any place. I have to go.” She turned and darted down the alley. 
 
    They exchanged worried glances, the tension in the air nearly suffocating. Vincent asked, “How did you—” 
 
    A low, gruff voice pierced through the silence. 
 
    “Keep your eyes peeled,” the voice said. It was raspy and filled with a dangerous edge. 
 
    Vincent’s eyes widened. He leaned in to whisper urgently to Jonah and the others, “That voice… It’s one of them. The group I warned you about.” 
 
    Fury mixed with fear had them on edge. If there was one thing they all knew, it was that they needed to gather as much information as possible on this other group without getting caught—knowledge was power in this new world. 
 
    “Hurry. Inside,” Jonah whispered. 
 
    The team quickly slipped back into the small shop, their hearts pounding in their chests. They huddled together, their eyes never leaving the entrance of the alleyway. The tension in the air was palpable as they strained to hear any indication of their enemies’ presence. 
 
    “We can’t stay here,” Dexter whispered, his voice filled with urgency. “We need to find a way to gather information without putting ourselves at risk.” 
 
    Amanda nodded in agreement, her mind racing with thoughts of strategy. They couldn’t afford to make any mistakes, not when their entire community’s safety was at stake. 
 
    Vincent leaned closer, his voice barely audible. “I saw their leader once. Mason, I thought I heard was his name. He’s cunning and ruthless. We have to be careful.” 
 
    Jonah clenched his fists, his anger seeping through his words. “Just like Lucas, a two-bit criminal turned apocalypse war lord. I’m not waiting for them to kill us in our sleep,” he said through gritted teeth as he began to stand. 
 
    Amanda gripped his wrist, pulling him back down. “We can’t do anything today. Today, we watch and listen. If there’s anything I’ve learned through all we’ve dealt with, it’s to not become a target right off the bat. If he doesn’t know we exist, he can’t target us,” she said as she peered through a crack in the broken window, trying to catch a glimpse of the thugs. 
 
    Amanda watched and strained to listen through the shattered window. She caught sight of movement in the adjacent doorway and slid down behind the counter. Figures emerged from the shadows, their faces obscured by makeshift masks. One appeared to be a woman, but she couldn’t tell if it was the one they’d encountered on the street. They were armed, holding weapons that glinted ominously in the bright sunlight. It was clear that this group meant business. 
 
    “We do need to find out what they’re planning,” Amanda whispered urgently. “If they’re a threat to us, we need to be one step ahead.” 
 
    Vincent nodded, his eyes narrowed as he observed the group through the crack between the door and jamb. “Agreed. But we have to be careful not to draw attention to ourselves. We don’t want them knowing we’re onto them or, worse yet, finding the community.” 
 
    As they continued their surveillance, it became apparent that the enemy group was preparing for something big. They were organizing, discussing strategies with hushed voices that carried on the wind. It seemed they had set their sights on a neighboring community, one that had managed to survive and thrive amidst the chaos. 
 
    “We can’t let them take over another community,” Amanda whispered in a near panic. 
 
    She looked out through the small opening to the band of would-be gangsters and her heart sank; this was worse than she’d anticipated. Not only were they planning something her group was all too familiar with, but they were trapped and unable to help. 
 
    “We’re outnumbered,” she whispered to the others. “We need to find another way out of here.” 
 
    Vincent nodded; his face etched with determination. “There’s an alleyway behind this shop,” he suggested. “If we can navigate through it quietly, we might be able to escape without being noticed.” 
 
    The team silently agreed, and they cautiously made their way to the back of the shop. The narrow alley stretched out before them like a labyrinth of uncertainty. Trash and debris cluttered the path, making it difficult to move silently. 
 
    Dexter took the lead, gracefully stepping over discarded objects as if he were playing a game of hopscotch, and the others followed. 
 
    Dexter’s nimble footwork proved invaluable as they maneuvered through the cluttered alleyway. Each step was taken with utmost care, their ears attuned to every subtle sound that echoed through the narrow passage. 
 
    As they neared the end of the alley, a faint glimmer of hope washed over them. Amanda’s heart pounded in her chest, anticipation mixing with adrenaline as they approached the potential exit. 
 
    Suddenly, a series of loud crashes erupted behind them, followed by raucous laughter and harsh voices. The small gang of bandits were coming their way. Panic surged through Amanda’s veins, urging her to run faster, but she knew that any sudden movements would only draw attention to them. 
 
    With each passing second, the noise grew louder, closing in on them like a predator tracking its prey. Their only chance now was to reach the other side of the alley without being seen. 
 
    Dexter gestured for them to hurry, waving at them from the end of the block. A narrow stairway led into a large apartment building, and they ducked inside, hurrying up the stairs as quickly and quietly as they could, making their way toward the rooftop. 
 
    “We can see them from here,” Dexter said, panting. “We need to warn the others.” 
 
    Jonah immediately pulled out the radio and keyed the mic a few times without speaking to signal a warning to all.

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    Day 62 
 
    December 28th 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The small group sat on the rooftop, watching the area for threats while Jonah worked the walkie with a series of clicks. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Vincent asked Dexter in a whisper. 
 
    “We’ve been learning Morse code over the past month for just this reason. He’s communicating silently with the others. Every click means something. There are long and short ones, which spell out words.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Vincent looked around at the others, his head dipping and lips pursed in thought. “This is good. You all know what you’re doing.” 
 
    Dexter sighed and said, “This isn’t our first rodeo. We’ve been down this path before, with disastrous consequences.” 
 
    “Aww man. You lose people?” 
 
    Dexter simply nodded and returned to scanning the area with the binoculars. 
 
    Vincent’s heart sank at Dexter’s confirmation. Losing more people was the last thing they needed in this already dangerous world. He couldn’t help but sigh as they all thought of their community, their friends, and their loved ones. Those people depended on them for protection and survival. The weight of responsibility settled heavily on them. 
 
    As they continued to monitor the area, Jonah’s fingers clicked away on the radio, transmitting vital information to the rest of their group. Vincent strained his ears, trying to interpret the code. He whispered to Amanda, “This is a skill I need to learn.” 
 
    She nodded. “We all do.” 
 
    Amanda smiled, trusting in Jonah’s expertise; she knew that their allies would receive the message. 
 
    Amanda sat, close by, her gaze fixated on the distant figures below. Her face was a mask of concern tinged with fear, her thoughts filled with the encounters early on and racing with strategy and contingency plans. 
 
    She turned her attention back to the streets below, a heavy weight settling in her chest. She couldn’t help but feel a sense of responsibility for the safety of not just their group but also whoever might be in need. As she scanned the area, she caught a glimpse of movement in the shadow of a nearby building. Squinting through the binoculars, she focused on a figure dressed in tattered clothing, trying to sneak past the gang of bandits. She eyed the person, trying to make out more details. They looked like one of those they’d noticed earlier in front of the grocery store. Her heart sank as she realized it was probably a survivor, just someone trying to find supplies. The very kind of person or people they’d hoped to connect with—and the others they watched would prey on. 
 
    Without hesitation, she tapped Jonah on the shoulder and pointed down at the figure. Jonah’s eyes widened in response, understanding the urgency of the situation. He swiftly relayed the message through Morse code, warning the others about the incoming danger. 
 
    Amanda’s eyes darted towards Vincent, her expression mirroring his concern. “We need to help them.” 
 
    Vincent nodded; his jaw clenched. “We can’t just let them be captured or worse. We have to intervene.” 
 
    Amanda scanned their surroundings, her mind racing to find a solution. “We need to create a diversion,” she suggested. “Something that will draw the attention of the bandits away from them.” 
 
    Vincent’s eyes narrowed in thought. “I think I have an idea. There’s an abandoned car down the street,” he said, pointing in the direction of the vehicle. “If we can get it running, we could drive it into the heart of their group.” 
 
    Dexter raised an eyebrow, uncertainty flickering across his face. “Are you sure that’s wise? It could put us all at risk.” 
 
    Vincent shook his head. “We don’t have any other choice. We can’t just stand by and watch innocent people suffer.” 
 
    Dexter grinned mischievously, his eyes glinting in the sunlight. “I’ve got just the thing,” he whispered, reaching into his backpack and pulling out a small canister. 
 
    As he handed it to Vincent, he explained, “Smoke bomb. Once you throw it, it’ll create enough chaos and confusion for us to get the person out safely.” 
 
    Jonah’s fingers clicked urgently on the radio, signaling their plan to the rest of the group, then glancing at Vincent with a nod. 
 
    Vincent nodded back, gripping the smoke bomb tightly in his hand. He took a deep breath, preparing himself for what lay ahead. With a swift motion, he pulled the pin on it and hurled the canister toward the ground in the group’s center. 
 
    They waited and watched as Dexter took the stairwell two and three at a time to reach the figure who’d been walking into the other group’s midst. 
 
    Billows of thick smoke engulfed the group of bandits and thugs, leaving the way clear for Dexter to snatch the person and disappear back into the building. The thugs yelled, their coughs and words making their way up to the group on the roof. 
 
    “What the—” 
 
    “Where did that come from?” 
 
    “Spread out and find whoever—” The words faded into fits of coughing as the thugs ran, trying to escape the choking smoke. 
 
    Amanda peered down the stairwell from the top rail to see Dexter holding his hand over the mouth of the writhing figure. He whispered something, and the person stopped struggling, allowing him to lead them upward toward the others. 
 
    As Dexter emerged onto the rooftop, the rescued figure stumbled forward, gasping for breath. It was a woman, her face smeared with dirt and tears, her clothes torn and bloodied. She looked up at the group with wide eyes, a mix of fear and gratitude shining through. 
 
    Vincent rushed to her side, helping her sit down as she continued to catch her breath. “Are you alright?” he asked, concern lacing his voice. 
 
    The woman nodded weakly, her voice barely above a whisper. “Th-Thank you,” she managed, tears streaming down her face. “I thought I was done for when your man grabbed me.” 
 
    “What were you trying to do down there?” Amanda asked sternly. 
 
    “Kill them,” she said, her face twisting into an angry mask. “I wanted to kill them, but you stopped me. Why did you do that?” 
 
    “Uh... Because you were about to get yourself killed instead,” Amanda said with an irritated scoff. 
 
    Amanda leaned back on her heels and studied the newcomer, recognizing the desperation that mirrored their own struggles. It was a reminder that they were all fighting for survival in this unforgiving world. “Listen, we get it,” she said with a sigh. She handed the woman a flask of water. “You have to know that there are better ways to do this. Are you alone out here, or are there others with you?” 
 
    The woman’s face went stone cold. She said nothing and looked away. Amanda continued, “We’ve seen first-hand what these types can do. We can help you, but not if you’re just going to sulk and be uncooperative.” 
 
    “Really?” the woman practically spat out. “How can you help? By hiding up here? I’m trying to end the problem.” 
 
    “Holy hell, woman,” Dexter said. “Relax, will ya? We thought you were walking into danger unknowingly.” He emphasized the word as he spoke. “If you wanna go off and get yourself killed... have at it. Just wait until we vacate.” 
 
    “Go easy,” Vincent said. 
 
    Amanda raised an eyebrow. “We don’t want to see you hurt, but Dexter is right. You wanna go off and kill yourself? We’re not gonna try and stop you. But if you take a minute to hear us out, maybe you won’t have to. If you have others, we’d like to chat with them. We all face these threats; you’re not alone.” 
 
    The woman burst into tears, and her voice hitched as she looked around at them. “We can’t trust anyone.” 
 
    Jonah pulled Amanda aside. “I don’t see anything that immediately sends up red flags about this person, but something still doesn’t sit right. I feel like she is not telling us something.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too.” 
 
    “This is two inside an hour. The first one was obvious, but now I don’t know if this is just another ploy or a real issue.” Jonah pinched the bridge of his nose as he considered their situation. 
 
    “Including the woman, there were only five of them. I think we can take them out without any issue,” Dexter said from behind Amanda. 
 
    “I agree, but who are they? She knows more than she’s saying, and I am not about to get us into something here. I just spoke with Robert back home; he hasn’t picked up any chatter from this area. So, where did they come from? The others are on their way, moving in our direction. They’ll contact us when they’re close enough. I say we wait and watch for now.” 
 
    Vincent nodded. “You’re right, Jonah. If anyone understands the importance of caution, it should be me. We can’t risk anything right now. Let’s regroup and wait for the others. We’ll come up with a plan to either help her or leave her somewhere.” 
 
    Amanda turned back to the woman, who was still sobbing quietly. “Look, we’re not here to judge or dictate your actions. We’re just trying to survive in this world like you are. If you have others, let’s at least talk and see if we can work together to stay safe. If not, we’ll leave you all alone, and you can make your own way. I just think we all need to stick together if we’re gonna survive this.” 
 
    The woman sniffled, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “I don’t know what to do,” she said quietly. 
 
    “I get it. How about just starting with your name.” Amanda took a seat beside her on the roof. “We’ve got a couple minutes before the others get here anyway.” 
 
    The woman sat straighter and replied, “My name is Sophie.” 
 
    Amanda smiled and clamped her hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Well, I’m Amanda, and we’re not going to hurt you. Dexter only nabbed you because he wanted to save you, and that’s all.” 
 
    It wasn’t more than a few minutes before the small radio began to click again. “The others are close,” Jonah said. 
 
    “Alright, let’s get ready to move,” Dexter said, grabbing his pack and hoisting it onto his shoulders. 
 
    Vincent stretched his hand out to Sophie. “Nice to meet you, Sophie. My name is Vincent.” 
 
    She hesitantly took his hand, and he helped her to her feet. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, too,” Sophie said, her voice still shaky. “You all seem... different. Not like the others we’ve met.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve been struggling just like everyone else. We’ve had our ups and downs,” Dexter said, coming over to join the group. “We’ve had to learn how to survive and protect ourselves. It’s not an easy life, but we’ve managed to stay alive so far. As have you.” 
 
    Sophie nodded, looking around at the group. “And can I ask... Where are you from?” 
 
    Amanda exchanged a glance with Jonah before turning back to Sophie. “We were all from different places to begin with,” she said. “But we’ve come together to try and make a life for ourselves in this messed up world.” 
 
    The sound of footsteps approached, and Vincent looked towards the stairwell, listening for any signs of danger. “I think the others are here,” he said. 
 
    Clint, Justin, Henry, and Joel waved from the street below, and Dexter waved them up. When they emerged from the doorway Jonah immediately pulled Clint aside. “Did you run into any of that gang? Where are the others?” 
 
    “No. The others have taken up positions in nearby buildings to keep watch.” 
 
    “Okay, good,” he said, motioning him over to where Sophie stood. 
 
    Her eyes had widened when she saw the others exit the stairwell, but Amanda assured her she was safe. 
 
    “Well, now,” Clint said, recognizing their new friend. “Miss Sophie Young. What an unexpected surprise. 
 
    “Clint?” Her eyes widened and filled with tears again. “I can’t believe it,” she said, sobbing and launching herself at him. 
 
    Amanda’s brows rose. “I take it you know her?” 
 
    “Indeed, we go way back.” 
 
    Her expression changed and she stepped back, eyeing him. 
 
    He just smiled enigmatically. “She was a big help to our team on a case back before...” He paused as though trying to think of dates and then sighed. “Well, just before.” 
 
    Jonah smiled, and the others immediately let their guns lay slack. She stepped back from him, ducking her head. 
 
    “Well, let’s have it. What’s going on? Are you alone or are there others?” 
 
    She glanced nervously at the others, and Clint nodded to her. “They’re cool,” he said encouragingly. 
 
    “I am part of a larger group,” she said, biting her lip. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll talk to us?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “I can take you to meet Vanessa. She’s our leader.” 
 
    “Vanessa?” Clint looked up and snapped his fingers, his face perplexed. 
 
    “Vanessa James? You might remember her.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right. She was married to that Randall guy?” 
 
    “That’s the one,” Sophie said. 
 
    “What about...” 
 
    She cut him off and answered before he even asked. “He’s not with us, but bad news. He was one of the men I was stalking before your friends grabbed me.” 
 
    “No shit? What happened?” 
 
    “I’ll let her tell you,” she said, waving for them to follow her. 
 
    Justin had proclaimed all clear a few moments earlier and said that the men had moved off and were now headed south. Jonah squeezed the button on the walkie and said, “Let’s move.” 
 
    By the time they reached the street level, the rest of the groups were there, watching in every direction. 
 
    Sophie led them straight to the grocery store they’d been watching earlier. 
 
    “These are your group?” Amanda asked as they made their way across the large parking area. 
 
    “Yeah,” Sophie said. 
 
    “We saw a few people outside earlier. They looked like they desperately needed help. Torn clothes… and dirty. Are you all doing okay?” Amanda’s tone was laced with genuine concern. 
 
    “You’ll see,” Sophie smiled. 
 
    As they approached, a man stepped out and barked, “Stop where you are. What do you want?” 
 
    “It’s me, Pete. Can you go get Nessa?” 
 
    The man’s head dipped, and he slipped through the door and out of sight. A few moments later, a woman with two other men stepped outside the store, walking toward them. 
 
    “Sophie, you can’t just...” 
 
    Clint spoke before she could finish. “Hey, Vanessa.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be. If it isn’t Detective Moore. What brings you to our little slice of hell?” Her guard was immediately lowered, and she hugged him, clearly pleased to see him. 
 
    “Same as you, just trying to survive.” 
 
    “Can you vouch for your companions?” 
 
    He nodded, and she waved them all inside. 
 
    Jonah hesitated, but Dexter offered a half head shake, and Clint turned back to them, tilting his head in a motion for them to follow. Clint, Jonah, Amanda, and Dexter followed her into the building while the others took up positions outside to wait.
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    Hesitantly, they stepped into the large grocery store, and Dexter whistled at what they saw. The shelving had been moved to create a maze at the entrance, a barrier of sorts. Beyond it, in the large, open space, tents were set up around the perimeter. Barbeque grills occupied a central area, and picnic tables littered a small section, surrounded by some of the other shelving that housed food supplies, dishes, utensils, pans, and other needs. In a far corner, a small playground contained a number of outdoor-style playsets, sandboxes, and toys. Shelving had been used to cordon off other areas, and the whole store was one big community. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Dexter said. “You’d never know this was here from the outside.” 
 
    Vanessa cocked her head to the side and smirked. “That’s the point.” 
 
    In the midst of this makeshift sanctuary, Vanessa led them to a large picnic table where her people had gathered. “I’m glad to see you again, Clint,” she said, her voice filled with relief. 
 
    As her gaze shifted to meet each of their eyes, they could tell she was appraising them, trying to determine whether they could be trusted or not. After a moment, she turned to Sophie and gave her a warm embrace. “You too,” she whispered, her voice full of affection. 
 
    Amanda, Dexter, and Jonah exchanged uneasy glances, unsure of how Vanessa and her people would react to them. It was Clint, however, who spoke up first. 
 
    “We were out on a scavenging trip and ran into Sophie. But now I think it’s more important to discuss other things.” 
 
    “Like?” Vanessa’s voice was laced with skepticism. 
 
    “Well, from the looks of it, you’re in the same boat as we are. Good setup, but in desperate need of supplies.” 
 
    She began to object and his hand went up to stop her. “We don’t want to take anything you have or need. I was thinking more along the lines of trade. We have some fish and meat, but we desperately need other things. Do you have a radio?” 
 
    “We do, but it hasn’t been able to reach far. We thought we heard a guy last week, but he never responded when we called out.” 
 
    Jonah and Clint exchanged glances, and Jonah pulled out the walkie and called for Robert, who immediately answered. 
 
    “That was the voice,” Vanessa said excitedly. 
 
    “Can you take us to your radio?” Clint asked. 
 
    They walked to the far side of the store, and she introduced them to their radio operator. “This is Jodi.” 
 
    “Hi, Jodi,” Jonah said. “Can you adjust to this frequency?” He handed her a small piece of paper with the digits 857.2625 on it. “It is part of the Fire Department’s repeater system.” 
 
    “Sure,” she said, twisting the dial. 
 
    She handed Jonah the mic, and he pressed the key, saying simply, “We’re on.” 
 
    Robert’s voice came through the speakers loud and clear, but the woman looked puzzled. “Vanessa, you’re mistaken, this isn’t the voice we heard.” 
 
    “Wildman? You listening?” Jonah said. 
 
    “Indeed,” he replied. 
 
    Her eyes went wide and she gasped. “That’s the voice. How did you…” She paused and glanced at Vanessa, who dipped her head. “How did you contact him?” 
 
    “He’s part of our group,” Clint replied. 
 
    “We really should be getting back,” Amanda said. “But let’s schedule a day to do some trading.” 
 
    Vanessa nodded in agreement. “That sounds like a plan. We could definitely use some fresh supplies, and I’m sure we have things you might need as well.” 
 
    Jonah glanced at his team, silently communicating their readiness to leave. “We’ll come back in a couple days to discuss the details,” he said. With one last look around the grocery store turned sanctuary, they made their way back to the entrance, and they couldn’t help but be awestruck by the resourcefulness and resilience of Vanessa’s group. 
 
    “Did you see how they’ve transformed this grocery store?” Dexter marveled. 
 
    “It’s incredible,” Amanda replied. “They’ve managed to create a little oasis in the midst of chaos.” 
 
    Jonah glanced around, taking in the sights and sounds of the bustling community. “It’s a testament to what people can achieve when they come together.” 
 
    As they stepped out into the street, long shadows signaled the coming evening. Clint couldn’t help but feel a mix of excitement and relief. Finding Vanessa and her group was like stumbling upon an oasis in the middle of a desert. It gave them hope in this harsh post-apocalyptic world. 
 
    The others keeping watch joined them. Luckily, the thugs seemed to have moved on. 
 
    The journey back to their own hideout was filled with anticipation. They were eager to share the news of the trading opportunity with the rest of their group. Perhaps this alliance with Vanessa’s community could be the beginning of something greater—a network of survivors working together to rebuild society. 
 
    “Barter day!” Amanda called out from the front of the truck. 
 
    “What?” Vincent asked. 
 
    “We should get some kind of barter market going. Like that big flea market up off the highway. A place where communities and people can come together to trade and deal.” 
 
    “Traders World,” Jonah replied. 
 
    “That might be dangerous,” Vincent cautioned. 
 
    “We can’t just live in fear. Together, we are much stronger than in small pockets of survivors. We’re building a community, not just ours, but all of us.” 
 
    She sat back, thinking, and they were quiet as they rode on toward home. 
 
    The idea of a barter market lingered in their minds as they traveled through the desolate landscape. The more they thought about it, the more they realized how essential it could be for their survival. It wasn’t just about trading goods; it was about fostering trust, building relationships, and creating a sense of unity among survivors. No one could deny that Amanda’s vision had merit. It would not only create a space for trade and commerce but also forge connections between different survivor communities. It was a step toward rebuilding civilization. 
 
    When they arrived back at their community, the news of their encounter with Vanessa and her group spread like wildfire. Excitement filled the air as everyone gathered around, eager to hear about the potential alliance. Jonah stood before them, his voice filled with conviction. 
 
    “We’ve stumbled upon something remarkable,” he began. “Vanessa and her group have transformed a grocery store into a thriving community. They have resources that we desperately need, just as we have resources that they could benefit from as well.” 
 
    Whispers of anticipation and hope circulated among the crowd. Vincent, though still cautious, raised an important point. 
 
    “While this alliance may bring us benefits in terms of resources, I still recommend caution.” 
 
    Preparations began in earnest. Clint organized a small team to scout potential locations for the barter market, ensuring it was not only easily accessible, but also had the ability to be secured. Jonah and Dexter helped organize some of the others to collect various items that could be traded, ranging from tools and clothing to canned goods and medical supplies. 
 
    Sheila wanted to set up a small area for treating anyone in need of medical help and find out if there were any other medically trained people. 
 
    Meanwhile, Amanda took charge of spreading the word about the upcoming barter market. Vincent had scouted a number of small groups in the past several weeks and outlined their locations on a map, and she wrote notes that messengers would take to nearby survivor communities, inviting them to participate. 
 
    Around the fire that evening, Amanda sighed. “What a day!” 
 
    Jonah nodded in agreement. “It’s been a whirlwind, but I believe we’ve made a great start. We can’t afford to stay in our little pockets of safety any longer. We need to join hands with other groups to have a better chance of survival.” 
 
    Dexter chimed in, “I agree. The more people we can help and be helped by, the better. And a barter market would be a great way to start building those relationships.” 
 
    Vincent’s pensive expression softened. “You’re right, Amanda. We can’t hide forever. I would know. That was what we were doing up until a few days ago when we decided to trust you all. We need to face this new world and adapt to the challenges it presents. A market would be a good stepping stone.” 
 
    “Security is going to be a big question, and I think this needs to be on the top of the list of priorities. If those guys find out, and there’s no way they won’t, they’ll come looking to make trouble or take what people have. Safety has to be our number one focus,” Dexter said.
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    It had only been three days, but they were ready for the first trading day. As the sun began to rise, the community members gathered at the designated location for the barter market. The air was filled with a mix of excitement and anticipation, along with more than a little trepidation and caution. No one really knew what to expect. 
 
    The market was set up in an abandoned storage facility located in the outskirts of Miamitown, nestled up to the banks of the Great Miami River. This would allow for trade to operate along the river route. 
 
    The first one was uneasy, but it had a bustling energy, with people from a number of different communities haggling over the prices of goods and exchanging stories. 
 
    Amanda grinned from ear to ear as she watched the scene unfold. Word of the market had spread, and while people came with an uneasy curiosity, they still came. 
 
    Vanessa and her group arrived in a cargo truck, looking relieved and excited. They had come prepared to trade for fish, meat, and fresh produce; all things they desperately needed. They’d brought many things with them, like tools and medical supplies. 
 
    Amanda approached Vanessa and shook her hand. “It’s so great to see you again, Vanessa. I’m glad our communities can come together like this. The barter market is just the beginning, I believe we can create something truly amazing if we work together.” 
 
    Vanessa gave her a tight smile, but her expression remained skeptical. “I agree this could be something, but we’ll see.” 
 
    There had been news of several small raids, and many had no idea about the gangs in downtown Cincinnati. Martin tried to compile a list of the attendees and their locations, but most refused to offer any information other than a general direction. Many did, however, choose to take the slip of paper with the frequency on it, which they took as a sign that there were other operating radios and they could communicate with the other communities. 
 
    This made Amanda think, and she added notes in her small notebook to pass on to Robert and Wildman. Perhaps a weekly newscast offering some information about what was going on around the country and locally might help foster good relations and a sense of community. 
 
    Overall, their first barter day was small, but productive. They managed to get their hands on some components that might help with their charge controllers, along with school books, some canned goods, and… a puppy. 
 
    “What the hell are we gonna do with a puppy?” Martin asked. 
 
    Amanda looked indignant and said, “Train it.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Protection, alarm, hunting. Who knows? I just thought she might be a nice addition to the team. Dogs have valuable duties they can perform. Once we get some livestock, they can herd or protect them. Play with the kids, maybe?” 
 
    Martin laughed and scruffed the head of the lolling dog. “You take in strays of all kinds. Stray campers like us, cats like your attack kitty. Funniest thing… I’ve never seen anything like the way that cat follows Amelia around and went after that raccoon. And now a dog.” 
 
    Amanda scowled at him and pulled the puppy closer. It licked at her face. “I’m not taking in strays. It’s called…” She paused for a moment, looking up and thinking. “It’s called strategic asset acquisition of allies.” 
 
    Martin burst out laughing and the rest joined him. 
 
    ~ 
 
    A few days later, on a calm and sunny morning, Jonah, Clint, and Amanda returned to town and met with the representatives from Vanessa’s community to discuss the details of the trade and the market. It was evident that the barter market had brought about a new sense of togetherness and cooperation among the survivors, and Amanda wanted to work on making it both secure and a valuable resource. 
 
    As they sat on that rooftop where they’d first met Sophie, the atmosphere was tense, but hopeful. They were all cautious, knowing that trust had to be earned. Clint, Jonah, and Amanda voiced their concerns and thoughts first. 
 
    “We’ve gathered information about the state of things in the world, our country, and even locally. We want to set up a news board for the next trade day,” Clint said. 
 
    “Also, a central area where goods and supplies can be cataloged. Groups check in and list what they have, so it’s easier to navigate. I honestly didn’t expect so many, and we thought, since you were part of the inception, you might like to help with these things,” Amanda added. 
 
    “Thank you. I’ve been thinking about it, too. We also need a security force for this. Each community has to bring enough people with them to help keep it safe. But more so, I believe we need to limit weapons at the market to those handling security.” 
 
    “I agree with that,” Clint said, nodding at Vanessa. “There were a couple of skirmishes we had to break up.” 
 
    “There was one issue I feel needs addressing, and soon,” Vanessa said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Jonah asked. 
 
    “Price gouging.” Vanessa pursed her lips. “We tried to trade some tools for some canned vegetables with a small table, but they wanted way more than what one can was worth. There has to be a system in place to discourage this.” 
 
    “Do you think they were just desperate?” Clint asked. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I might know which one you speak of. They traded away the few cans of food they had, then went out to swap their goods for more food and set up their table again later in the day. It was actually one of the kids who noticed it. Jake, one of the teenagers in our group, said they’d been doing it all day and left with way more than they’d arrived with.” 
 
    “How do we make this fair?” Vanessa asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Dexter scratched his neck, “but I do agree that we need some hard, fast rules set up for the next one.” 
 
    “This is all very promising,” Vanessa said. “But I want to be clear about one thing. We are a self-sustaining community. We are here for a common goal, but at the same time, we need to ensure that we’re not being taken advantage of.” 
 
    “I understand that,” Jonah said. “We just need to establish some guidelines for trade so that everyone is on the same page.” 
 
    “I agree,” Clint said. “Maybe we can set up some rules, like a set price for certain items, or a system where both parties agree on a fair trade before exchanging goods.” 
 
    “I like the idea of setting up a clear system of trade. Perhaps we could have arbitrators who could oversee things and decide if a group is taking advantage,” Amanda mused. “It would make things a lot more organized and fair for everyone.” 
 
    “I’ll work on drafting some proposed rules,” Vanessa said. 
 
    Amanda scribbled several more notes as Jonah said, “I am thinking about a table with a sign behind it showing all the news of the week. People can submit what they know and it can be added for everyone to see.” 
 
    “I like this idea,” Vanessa said excitedly. “You’re pretty good with this.” 
 
    “Nahh, I got the idea from an old TV show and thought it might work for us.” 
 
    “Well, I like it,” she replied, winking at him, a little too flirty for Amanda’s liking. 
 
    “Sweetheart?” Amanda asked, tucking a strand of hair behind his ear for him. 
 
    “Yeah?” He looked at her and smiled, picking up on her twinge of jealousy. 
 
    “What should I call it in the notes? A news board?” 
 
    “Oh, that sounds good,” Clint said. 
 
    After they tossed a few more ideas around, they agreed to work on the details with their groups, then meet up early for the next market. Jonah and Clint would prepare a news board to be set up, while Amanda agreed to get the latest information from Robert and Wildman. 
 
    As they made their way back to their own community, they realized they were being followed. Clint caught sight of someone watching them from another rooftop and made a quick left down a street leading to the north side of Harrison and away from their friends. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “I don’t exactly know, but we can do some scavenging or something. We’re being watched, and I don’t want to lead anyone back with us.” 
 
    “I saw them, too,” Jonah said, glancing around, but trying not to be too conspicuous. “Do you think it’s that Randall guy?” 
 
    Clint pursed his lips and tilted his head. “I don’t know. I’d think they would have attacked if they wanted to; it’s only a few of us. They also haven’t followed Vanessa, that we know of. It’s something else. They may have picked us up after the meeting.” 
 
    “Well, there’s a Goodwill just up ahead. We can stop there and have a look around and see if we can figure out what is going on. It’ll give us an opportunity to watch and see. From there, we can just scoot across New Haven Road to come in on the topside. We can call ahead and have the others meet up at the district building in case of issues.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Clint said, pulling the truck into the parking lot of the thrift store. He hopped out and tried the door, which was surprisingly intact. It opened. “Huh.” 
 
    They cautiously entered the Goodwill store, their eyes scanning the dimly lit interior for any signs of danger. The musty smell of old clothes and something putrid filled the air, adding to the eerie atmosphere. 
 
    As they made their way through the aisles, their footsteps echoing against the worn-out linoleum floors, Amanda couldn’t help but feel a sense of unease. She clutched her knife tighter, ready to defend herself if necessary. 
 
    “Keep your guard up,” Clint whispered, his voice barely audible. “We don’t know who or what is following us, so even though we’re looking for anything useful, remember to keep an eye on the door.” 
 
    They moved stealthily through the store, checking every nook and cranny for any potential threats. The racks and shelves were filled with an assortment of items—threadbare clothing next to those that still had tags, dusty books, and miscellaneous trinkets from a world long gone. It was a stark reminder of how drastically their lives had changed. 
 
    Amanda’s anxiety hung in the air like a ground fog; something just felt off. The store was filled with rows upon rows of discarded items, each one holding a story of its own, but much of it untouched. Amanda’s heart raced as her eyes scanned the space, searching for any signs of danger. 
 
    “Split up and cover as much ground as possible,” Clint whispered, his voice barely audible over the creaking floorboards. Jonah nodded in agreement and motioned for the door. He pointed two fingers at his eyes and then to the door, signaling he would move to the front to watch their followers. The others set off in different directions, their footsteps echoing throughout the empty store. 
 
    Amanda’s senses heightened as she moved through the aisles. She reached out, running her fingers over an old vinyl record, hoping to find something valuable that would distract her from the suffocating smell that hung heavy in the air. Suddenly, she heard a rustling sound coming from behind a stack of dusty books. Her grip tightened on her knife. 
 
    Amanda cautiously approached the source of the noise, her heart pounding even harder in her chest. With every step, the anticipation grew, filling the quiet space with a palpable tension. As she peered around the corner and neared the stack of books, a figure emerged from the shadows, causing her heart to skip a beat. It was a young girl, no older than maybe fourteen. She stood there, wide-eyed and clutching a tattered backpack tightly against her chest. 
 
    Amanda’s initial fear turned into sympathy as she noticed the desperation in the girl’s eyes. She had seen this look before—the hopelessness that came with surviving in this new world. The girl’s eyes filled with a mixture of fear and cautious curiosity. It was clear that she’d been hiding, seeking refuge within the confines of the abandoned store. Amanda’s initial sense of unease melted away. 
 
    “Hey there,” Amanda said gently, lowering her knife and trying to appear less threatening. “It’s okay. We’re not here to hurt you. Are you alone?” 
 
    The girl flinched at the sound of Amanda’s voice, clearly startled by her presence. Her eyes darted between Amanda and the exit, as if contemplating whether to run or stay. The girl hesitated for a moment before nodding silently. Her tattered clothes hung loosely on her small frame, a stark reminder of the harsh realities they all faced in this post-apocalyptic world. But also, a contrast to the store they stood in, filled with clean clothing. 
 
    She coaxed the girl closer, then led her to meet the others. Jonah smirked at her as she rounded the corner of the endcap. 
 
    “What?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “Only you could go out scavenging and bring home another stray. How many is this now?” 
 
    Amanda scowled at him. “We can’t just leave her out here alone.” 
 
    “No, we can’t,” he said, smiling and kneeling before the girl. “Don’t you have anyone? Where are your parents?” 
 
    The girl hid behind Amanda and refused to speak. Amanda asked again, “Where are your parents? We can help them, too.” 
 
    After a moment of hesitation, the girl finally spoke, her voice filled with uncertainty. “No, you can’t,” she said, breaking out into gasping sobs. 
 
    She pointed to the back corner beyond where she’d been hiding. Amanda moved in to console her and then gathered some clean clothing for her into two large bags while Clint moved to investigate. 
 
    “It’ll be alright,” Amanda said, holding up and sizing a hoodie for her to put on. 
 
    Clint gasped, the sound echoing dully in the store. He stumbled over some things in the aisle and turned back around the corner, expelling the contents of his stomach onto the shelving unit. 
 
    “What? What is it?” Amanda demanded as she started toward him. 
 
    “It’s bad,” Clint said, putting up a hand to stop her while he regained his composure and wiped his mouth. “I don’t recommend looking any further. We need to get out of here. Now!” 
 
    “Why? What’s...” 
 
    Amanda was cut off by a loud clang behind them, near the entrance to the store. They hurried to see what was going on and found Jonah standing over a man with a cast iron pan in his hand. A slow, rolling pool of blood oozed from the motionless figure on the ground. 
 
    They rolled the unconscious man over, and the girl gasped, trying to wriggle from Amanda’s grip. 
 
    “What is it? Is this who hurt your parents?” 
 
    The girl nodded and cried out. “Yes, they’re horrible and there are lots of them. Let me go! I have to get out of here.” 
 
    “Come with us,” Jonah said, lifting her off her feet and racing to where the truck was parked. The others followed, and he hoisted her into the back seat with Amanda. Clint hopped into the passenger’s seat as Jonah turned the key and the vehicle roared to life. They raced from the parking lot and zigzagged up and down a few side roads. 
 
    As the truck sped away from the Goodwill store, Amanda held onto the young girl tightly, her heart aching for the pain she had endured. The girl buried her tear-streaked face into Amanda’s shoulder, seeking solace in the midst of chaos, while the low rumble of the engine filled the silence. They continued to turn left and right on their way home in hopes of shaking any tail they might have. 
 
    Their minds raced with questions. Who were those men that had attacked the girl’s parents? How many more innocent lives were at risk? And most importantly, how could they protect themselves and this young girl from the dangers that lurked in the shadows? 
 
    As they reached the outskirts of town, Jonah finally slowed down and pulled over. The group huddled together for a moment of reflection. 
 
    “We can’t stay here,” Clint said, his voice laced with urgency. “Those men are dangerous. If you’d seen...” He shuddered. 
 
    “Did you see that tattoo on the man’s face?” Jonah asked. “I think this is what we’ve been fearing. They’re already moving out of the city. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Amanda asked. 
 
    Clint nodded in agreement with Jonah. “That tattoo is a gang tat. I’ve seen it before, although I can’t quite figure out which one it is, but it’s bad news for sure.”
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    As the truck raced through the desolate streets, Amanda glanced over at the girl huddled in the corner by the door from time to time, her tear-streaked face buried in her hands. The realization of the girl’s desperate situation weighed heavily on Amanda’s heart. She knew they couldn’t simply turn away and leave her to face the horrors that awaited her alone. 
 
    “We need a plan,” Clint said, his voice filled with urgency. 
 
    “We need to warn Vanessa’s group. They’re right in the middle of things.” 
 
    “They have a great setup, but a dangerous location. We need to try to get them to move,” Amanda said. 
 
    Jonah keyed the mic and called to Robert, giving him a quick overview of what happened and telling him to reach out to Vanessa’s people ASAP and warn them of what they’d found. 
 
    Within fifteen minutes, they pulled into the garage area near the district building, and the others had hurried to meet them. 
 
    “What happened?” Henry asked, his voice laced with worry. 
 
    Amanda quickly shuttled the girl off with one of the ladies and then joined Clint and Jonah to recount the events at the abandoned store, emphasizing the danger posed by the unknown gang with the ominous tattoo. As she spoke, Henry frowned, processing the severity of the situation, and his expression grew grave. 
 
    “We can’t afford to underestimate this threat,” he said resolutely. “We’ve worked too hard to build this community, and we won’t let anyone come in and destroy it.” 
 
    They brainstormed, the ideas flowing like a rapid river. They would fortify their defenses, strengthen their patrols, and organize a network of communication to warn other nearby settlements about this growing danger. 
 
    A flurry of anxious voices filled the air as others from each of the small groups in their community joined Amanda and her companions in the dimly lit garage. Their expressions reflected varying emotions, ranging from anger to worry, their eyes darting back and forth as they exchanged information and ideas. The urgency of the situation hung heavy in the air, pushing them to act swiftly. 
 
    “We can’t waste any time,” Amanda said firmly. “We have to make sure Vanessa’s group is prepared for what’s coming. Did Robert get a hold of them?” 
 
    “We tried, but there was no response. Are you sure they know the frequency?” Robert asked. 
 
    “I thought so, but if they didn’t write it down... Well, who knows?” Clint said. 
 
    Jonah nodded, but his brow furrowed with concern. “But how do we know it’s not already too late? Those men could be on their way there right now. They could have already discovered their location.” 
 
    Clint stepped forward, a determined look in his eyes. “We’ll have to split up. Some of us need to stay here and fortify our defenses, while the rest go warn Vanessa’s group.” 
 
    Vincent chimed in, a hint of malice in his voice. “And we need to gather as much information as we can about these gangs.” 
 
    “We saw some of what they are capable of, but hoped they’d just stay in the city,” Jonah said. 
 
    “We can’t go into this blind,” Vincent insisted. “We need to know who we’re up against and what they’re capable of.” 
 
    “From what we just saw, I think we know what they’re capable of,” Clint said, his voice tinged with disgust. 
 
    Jonah nodded in agreement, his mind already strategizing the next steps. “I’ll go with Clint to warn Vanessa’s group,” he said firmly. “Henry, stay here and coordinate the fortifications with Martin, Nick, and the others. Joel and Vincent, perhaps you can gather as much information as possible about these gangs back where we were. Stay out of sight, but see if anyone else comes looking for that guy. Robert can get on the radio. Maybe he can find out their territories, their strengths, anything that will give us an advantage.” 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Amanda protested. 
 
    “I can take care of myself,” Jonah said, “And besides, between the two of us, I don’t know who might know more about the area than I do. Clint knows the tattoos if we run into anyone, and Vanessa will listen to him. It has to be us. She won’t trust others she hasn’t had dealings with. What if they need to evacuate?” 
 
    Henry sighed and said, “We need to think about a location to hide the children and others if we are attacked.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of that,” Chris said, looking at Erin. “We’ve been discussing a bug-out location ever since we got here after being overrun at the farm. We’ll go through some of the locations we marked and see if there’s a good place for them.” 
 
    Erin stepped forward, lacing her arm through Chris’s. “I think the youth camp might be good. We can provision some supplies and it’s like a mile into the woods on foot.” 
 
    “Good. Get my mom to help,” Jonah said, his voice less sure than it had been. 
 
    “And Brianne and Noel, too,” Amanda said. 
 
    The group dispersed quickly, each person taking on their assigned role with a sense of purpose. The dimly lit garage buzzed with activity as everyone set to work, motivated by the urgency of the situation. Jonah and Clint, along with Vincent and Joel, set out on their missions. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Jonah and Clint approached the store quietly from the side street. No one moved, and they exchanged glances. Clint shrugged and shook his head, but Jonah noticed a glint of some kind of metal in the moonlight. 
 
    “Look, over there,” Jonah whispered, pointing at the entry to the store. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” Clint said. 
 
    “Just wait and watch. You will.” 
 
    Clint nodded when he saw what Jonah was talking about. “Do you think it is Vanessa’s people? Or…” He stopped short of saying it. 
 
    “They’re guarding. I’m guessing it’s Vanessa’s group, but they’re keeping a low profile, which means something is up,” Jonah said. 
 
    “Let’s move up and see if we can tell before making ourselves known.” 
 
    The first step Jonah took ended that plan. An empty tin can clanged and went sailing out into the parking lot after he tripped on it. A shot rang out and the pew sound of the bullet ricocheting off the pavement sent a shiver down his spine. 
 
    “I thought I said quietly,” Clint gritted out. 
 
    Jonah shrugged as they moved from the shadows, calling out to whoever was at the door. 
 
    “It’s Clint. Is Vanessa available?” 
 
    As they approached, loud clanking and grunting sounded in the dark. “Stop and put your hands up!” a man called out. They did, and Clint asked for Vanessa again. 
 
    “This might have been a bad idea,” Jonah whispered. 
 
    “I ain’t gonna argue that,” Clint replied. 
 
    A few moments later, Vanessa hurried out the door and ran to them. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “We came to check on you because we saw some gangbangers on our way back. We tried to call you on the radio, but there was no response.” 
 
    “We couldn’t find the frequency again,” she admitted with a sigh. “We wanted to call you guys. Those bangers were here. We’re packing up, but don’t know where to go yet. We thought you might have room or know of a place.” 
 
    “Whichever you prefer,” Clint said as they walked into the large center space that was now filled with wagons and carts. The area was a hub of activity as tents were broken down and everything was packed up. 
 
    “We know we can’t stay here. They’ll be back with more guys.” 
 
    “Have you been to the school?” Jonah asked. “The high school has a lot of windows, but it is pretty defensible and there isn’t much around it.” 
 
    “You know you’re welcome to come with us, but we have no shelter at the moment to house your people. We could start stacking people on every inch of the floor if we need to, though.” 
 
    Vanessa smiled at Clint. “I don’t think that’ll be necessary. The school will do just fine. I can’t believe none of us thought of it.” 
 
    “Well, let’s do it,” he said. 
 
    Over the next couple of hours, Vanessa’s people managed to relocate their entire community into the high school and waved Clint and Jonah off back toward home. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll be alright?” Clint asked as they left. 
 
    “Yeah. I also wrote the frequency down and stuck it to the radio for them. If they have issues in the future, they’ll be able to contact us.” 
 
    “I was thinking about that,” Clint replied. “Maybe we should put it up on the news board for the next trade day.” 
 
    “I was thinking about that, too. Good thinking. We’ll add it to the board. Right now, it’s just an old painted billboard, but it won’t take long before covering and repainting it gets old. We need to think of something for it.” 
 
    “We could snag a couple of those whiteboards at the school,” Clint said. 
 
    “We’ll test out the radio when we get back and ask Vanessa if they could bring a couple to the market.” 
 
    As they finished their chat, they’d pulled into the small garages that housed the trucks, and the others hurried out to meet them. Vincent and Joel had news, and they were chomping at the bit to talk to them about it.

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    Day 69 
 
    January 4th 
 
    The Boys 
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    “Shh, I hear them,” Jake whispered to Matt. 
 
    They were sitting outside, in the lookout blind off the side deck of the clubhouse. A group of deer had made their way onto the fairway along the lower part of the lake—an area that was outside the perimeter fence and off-limits to the children without the supervision of an adult. 
 
    They planned to creep out early in the morning and nab one of the deer while they were nibbling on the taller grasses and watering at the south point of the lake. Of course, being boys, they rarely thought things through and only saw the glory of bringing home a large deer. 
 
    The two boys, after their adventures and perils, found life spent fishing and watching little ones like Andy boring and decided to show the adults how much help they could be. 
 
    Once Clint and Jonah had gone inside, they continued with their plan. “We’ll go along the road on the south point, where the RVs were, then we can sneak up on them quietly,” Matt said. 
 
    They hadn’t considered how they would get the deer back to the clubhouse, never mind that the gunshot might alarm the others in the community. Their immaturity was dangerous, yet they couldn’t see it. 
 
    Yawning animatedly and loudly announcing they were going to bed, the two winked at each other and headed to their sleeping areas for some shut-eye. 
 
    Neither could sleep, and they emerged long before sunrise to head out on their hunt. They quickly dressed and crept toward the door. Jake grabbed their guns, then the boys slipped out into the darkness. 
 
    The sky was beginning to turn a light gray with the quickly rising sun as the boys strolled down the street, toward where Justin and Gina’s crew were still sleeping. 
 
    As they approached the house, they could see the person on watch pacing the porch with a lit cigarette. The small red dot glowed brighter as the man took a long drag. 
 
    Matt and Jake squatted behind a bush until the man finally flicked the glowing ember into the yard and turned to go back into the house. As soon as he closed the door, they darted past, sticking to the edge of the wooded area. 
 
    Once they’d gotten far enough away, Jake burst into a fit of laughter. “Did you see him pissing off the porch?” 
 
    “No way, I didn’t see that. The bush was in my way. All I could see was that red dot.” Matt laughed and kept walking. 
 
    As the sky slowly lightened, Jake snickered. “I gotta piss. Let’s see who can make it the farthest.” 
 
    “I don’t gotta go yet,” Matt protested. 
 
    Jake sighed and agreed to wait until they reached the dam. It took the boys about another thirty minutes to get to the spot and find the deer they’d seen the night before. They were still in the area, right near the edge of the woods where they met the lake and the green. 
 
    Once they settled in behind a large fallen tree, Jake said, “I gotta go, so keep an eye out.” 
 
    “I thought we were gonna see who could go the farthest. The snow will show it.” 
 
    Matt scrambled to his feet, and the two aimed in the snow, making squiggly lines and giggling. As the steam rose from their competition, neither of them paid attention to their surroundings… until a loud snap echoed behind them. 
 
    Jake spun around to see three men watching them and sneering. His rifle was leaning on the tree behind him, and he lunged for it. 
 
    Matt hurried to where he’d left the rifle behind the tree, and the two boys screamed. The men laughed at them and gave chase, and the biggest one roared in frustration when the boy he made a grab for evaded his grasp. 
 
    Jake fired his rifle as one of the men closed in on them, hitting the man in the leg. Right after, Matt fired and struck another in the chest. That man fell to the ground, crying out and grasping the growing red spot on his right side. 
 
    The boys panicked and stood to run, but the big man grabbed Jake by his hair, yanking him flat on his back to the ground so hard it knocked the wind from his lungs. 
 
    Jake gasped out, “Run, Matt! Get my dad!” 
 
    “Yes, let’s get your dad,” the man sneered down at him. 
 
    Jake rolled over and tried to crawl away, but the man gripped his ankle with such force that he thought it might snap. He howled in pain as the man flipped him onto his back again, holding a large knife against his cheek. Its metal glinted in the emerging sunlight and the steel was cold on his skin. Jake closed his eyes in silent resignation. 
 
    The third man kicked him in the side. The impact made him flinch, and the knife sliced deeply into his cheek. Warm blood trickled down into his ear and mixed with the tears now rolling freely. 
 
    “You got a mama, boy?” the man who’d kicked him hissed. “How many women are in your group?” 
 
    Suddenly, Jake remembered what Amelia had described, and rage shook him. His eyes snapped open, and he hissed through gritted teeth, “Get away from me.” 
 
    The big man whose knife had cut him sat back on his heels, laughing a full belly laugh. “The little tough guy.” 
 
    “Let’s just kill him and go find the other one.” The other man leered at Jake with a look that made him fearful. A look that wasn’t malice, but something else. Something worse. 
 
    Jake snapped his foot out, catching the laughing man in the groin as hard as he could kick, and the man fell back, gripping his crotch as Jake scrambled backward. 
 
    The man who’d made him feel so uneasy closed in on him as Jake crab-walked, trying to skitter back from him. As the man leaned forward to grab him, his head snapped back and he fell to the ground. Dead. 
 
    Jake looked around frantically, trying to find who’d shot him, when two more shots rang out. The man Jake had kicked was still gripping his balls when he suddenly fell back, splayed out on the ground with a giant hole in the center of his chest. The other man scrambled on his hands and knees, trying to get away. 
 
    Jake tried to scurry away, but before he could figure out what had happened, Matt knelt at his side. “Jake, Jake, it’s me! You’re okay. Your dad, Jonah, and the others found me, and I brought ‘em back.” 
 
    Kevin reached down, picked him up, brushed him off, then leaned in to look at the long gash on his face. He reached up under his jacket, and with his knife, cut a chunk of his shirt away, pressing it to his cheek. “You’ll be okay, son. We’ll have Sheila look at it.” 
 
    Clint and Dexter already had the other man tied up, and he wailed as Clint pressed a finger into his wound. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Jonah approached Jake. “What were you two doing out here?” 
 
    Matt sniffled. “We wanted to hunt for the deer and bring back food for everyone.” 
 
    “With your .22? Do you even know what it takes to kill a deer?” Kevin asked. 
 
    “We only wanted to be helpful,” Matt said, tears rolling down his cheeks. 
 
    Kevin scoffed and turned away from them to talk to Jonah, but Jake followed, his hand holding the piece of torn cloth to his cheek. “I don’t think they were alone,” he said. 
 
    “What? Why do you say that?” Jonah asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. It wasn’t anything they said. I just think so.” 
 
    “Okay, Jake, I know you were scared,” Kevin said, as he turned his boy toward home. 
 
    Jake shook off his grip and angrily turned back to Jonah. “They wanted to do bad things to me… Bad things. They asked how many women there were. I’m telling you, they didn’t care about how many guys we had.” He spun back toward his father. “Dad, listen to me. They want to hurt Mom!” Panic rose in his last words as he pleaded with them to hear him. 
 
    Clint walked up, wiping blood off his knife. “The boy is right. That one didn’t tell us how many there were, but he said the others would come looking.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Jonah cursed, pacing in a small circle. 
 
    “There’s more,” Clint said. 
 
    “More?” Kevin asked. 
 
    “Yeah. These guys are tatted up, but it isn’t the same markings as the one at the Goodwill. I think they’re a different gang altogether. We need to get rid of the bodies, and I don’t mean bury them.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Dexter asked. 
 
    “We should take them into town and dump them off there, on the north side. Their trail needs to end in town, so their friends don’t come looking here. With any luck, the dude you clocked with the pan is still there and it can be made to look like they fought each other. Should keep the heat off us for a time. At least until we gather the others and get some kind of real protection going on.” 
 
    Jonah’s expression had shifted from anger to concern to disgust in moments as Jake listened intently. “I’m sorry, Jonah. Is this our fault?” 
 
    Jonah knelt before him. “No, Jake. You boys were stupid, and you are in trouble for this, but if it hadn’t been for you, we may never have known they were here, and they could have led others back to us.” 
 
    “Or worse,” Kevin added darkly, squeezing Jake’s shoulder. 
 
    Clint sighed, shaking his head. “It could have been terrible if the RVs were still parked here. We’ve got to address this. They practically snuck right up on us.” 
 
    Dexter sat the two boys in one of the golf carts parked just beyond where they’d found Jake as the others loaded the bodies onto the back of the second one. 
 
    “Jonah and I will take care of these right away. You two head back to the clubhouse with the boys. Have Sheila look at Jake’s face, and let Robert and Wildman know what happened. See if they can reach the other communities. Find out any information you can and give everyone a heads up,” Clint said. 
 
    Jake and Matt rode silently but looked at one another, fearful of what their punishments might be but also grateful to be alive. 
 
    Jake scootched over and whispered to Matt, “It’s gonna be our job to take care of the other kids.” 
 
    “What? Why?” Matt asked. 
 
    “Because if they come, they’re really bad men, Matt. Worse than Lucas.” 
 
    Matt’s eyes widened, and he leaned back in the seat, gazing across the green as they approached the clubhouse in silence. 
 
    Once they reached home, the boys were ushered in to see Sheila, Jess and Erin hot on their heels. Both mothers’ faces were masks of worry mixed with anger. 
 
    Though Matt wasn’t injured, he clung to Jake, who sat on the table as Sheila gently pulled the ripped shirt that he’d held against his cheek away. 
 
    Jess’s face went white when she saw the gash down her young son’s cheek, then burst into tears. Sheila turned to the women, nodding for Erin to take Jess from the room. 
 
    They left, and for the first time, Jake felt fearful about the wound. He hadn’t seen it, but seeing his mother’s face made him cry. 
 
    “You’re alright,” Sheila assured him. “There’s just a lot of blood stuck to your face. Moms are like that. They tend to freak at the sight of blood.” 
 
    “R-Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll get you fixed up in no time. You will need some stitches, though.” 
 
    “Stitches?” 
 
    “I’m going to need to clean it out and then close it, so that it can heal. It will help keep it from getting infected, too.” 
 
    She shook her head as she dabbed at the area around the wound with a cotton ball soaked in antiseptic. Then she produced a needle, and Jake shrank back. 
 
    “W-What’s that?” 
 
    “Lidocaine. It will numb the area so I can clean it properly and stitch it up without hurting you more. You’ll feel a little prick and some burning, but that will go away quickly.” 
 
    Jake nodded, swallowing hard and grimacing. Sheila injected the lidocaine into the area, and Jake cried out at first, but as she said, it quickly began to numb and he no longer felt it. 
 
    “You’re very brave,” Sheila said and quickly began cleaning out the wound. She had him hold a basin under his chin while she squirted the area with a bottle of liquid through some kind of straw-looking thing. “I’m sorry, but I’m no plastic surgeon. I am going to make your stitches as small as I can, but you’re going to have one badass scar.” 
 
    She scrubbed and then began the stitching, all without pain, and Jake was grateful he didn’t feel it. When she was done, she held up a mirror. 
 
    His whole cheek was dyed orange from the antiseptic she’d used to clean the area, and he had a long string of stitches from just below his cheekbone close to his ear, all the way down to about an inch from his mouth. His eyes widened at the sight of it. He had no idea it was so big. 
 
    She covered it with a large gauze pad and tape. “You need to keep this dry for a while and come see me twice a day to change it and check for infection. I don’t expect you’ll be going outside for at least a week. You mind me now; I don’t want to have to cut away part of your face due to infection.” 
 
    Eyes wide, he nodded as she opened the door to let the others in. Jess hurried to him, her eyes going straight to the large covering. 
 
    “Is he okay?” 
 
    Sheila nodded, her expression grim. “You boys go get some breakfast, and I’ll let your mom know how to take care of it.” 
 
    Jake already knew what she was going to tell her. She was going to tell her about the scar it would leave and that he wasn’t allowed to go outside for at least a week. 
 
    Matt was already grounded and wouldn’t be going out either. The two boys sat together, eating their oatmeal in silence.

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
    Day 70 
 
    January 5th 
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    Yesterday, after the incident with the boys, the group spent the rest of the day checking the perimeter, looking for signs of the men’s friends and making sure that it was safe. The one thing this incident highlighted was how close these guys had gotten and how nobody would have noticed had the boys not been there. 
 
    The discussions leaned toward the catastrophic consequences that might have ensued. Of all the what-if’s that each person thought up, none ended well. Their single most concern was how close these men had crept up on them. They’d felt safe with the children playing in the fields and fishing. Suddenly, they weren’t so sure anymore. 
 
    A new perimeter watch demanded attention. It had already been discussed and implemented before, but hadn’t been followed through well after they found the RV camp. A small rotation was set up to walk around and check the areas that weren’t immediately visible from the guard posts. They would make a few rounds a day and look for any signs of intruders. They decided to obstruct every entrance and path to deter intruders and reduce curiosity. 
 
    Today was barter day, and Amanda had a long list of safety concerns that had been raised at the last one. She planned to meet with Vanessa and some of the other leaders to discuss these concerns during the introduction to the other communities. She wanted to show that they were listening to their concerns. 
 
    Not unlike that first barter day, the mood was both excited and hesitant as they gathered a variety of things to bring with them to trade. Several ladies had knitted scarves, mittens, and hats, and made other handmade items to include in the barter items. They’d packed up what food they thought they could replenish easily, like the fish and deer meat they had dried. They hoped to barter for more equipment to make the solar charge controllers. 
 
    They had also collected acorns, buckets and buckets of them. Donna turned them into acorn flour, mixing it with some of the wheat flour they had to make it stretch further. She’d baked bread and treats to take along to the barter market and planned to offer classes on how to use acorns and other natural items. Donna wanted to get that set up with the leaders of the other communities. 
 
    Education was something they wanted to work together with the others on. Everyone felt it was crucial to help educate one another in different ways, so that they could better survive. 
 
    Something else they wanted to do was to create a militia. This was big, in Jonah’s mind, and Clint and Dexter both agreed with him about the importance of that. Members from each of the communities would populate the militia to not just patrol their communities, but the roads and space between them as well. They also noted how important they thought it was to come together to fend off any threats. They brought a map of the area they wanted to cordon off and create a larger community. 
 
    Their ultimate goal was to make the entire area safe; as wide an area as they could feasibly protect. They wanted to set a perimeter like the one they had set at the golf course. This would ensure safe travel to and from the barter market and between communities. 
 
    Once the wagon was packed, they loaded the truck with their goods and friends and headed out. They would bring a larger contingent this time and planned to add some news to their news board. Robert and Wildman intended to set up a communications center where the market attendees could set channels and state their communications options, as well as be assessed for needs. They wanted to ensure every group could contact other communities to better secure the area and improve communication. 
 
    Luckily, they didn’t have far to go, and when they arrived, Vanessa and her team were already there. To their dismay, the board they’d erected only a few days before as a news station had been vandalized. They didn’t want the other communities to see the damage and feel as though they were in danger, so they immediately repaired the board and added some of the news that they wanted to share. In the center, in large letters, they wrote: 
 
      
 
    CINCINNATI UNSAFE 
 
      
 
    They didn’t want people attempting to go into the city. This was for a multitude of reasons, not the least of which was, as the message stated, they wouldn’t be safe there. Another concern was they might lead others back to their communities. Vanessa agreed with the consensus that everyone should stay out of the city. They weren’t prepared to deal with that kind of threat yet. 
 
    They also added notes about the Pacific Northwest and some of the other areas in the country that Robert and Wildman had discovered were at war with forces invading the United States. Many people had no idea that the country had been repelling an invasion. 
 
    They posted a notice that each community was to provide fighters for the militia. To start, the community leaders would meet to discuss the direction of this force. The militia would also guard the streets and the area to ensure safe barter days. 
 
    Barter day was going well. Everyone was vetted and entered through a gate under the sign that had been hung over the ranch-style entry. It read: 
 
      
 
    RIVER RUN EXCHANGE 
 
      
 
    They were proud of the setup, and many felt comfortable swapping and sharing that day. Jonah and Kevin walked the area and watched transactions that were fair with people being generous to one another. They saw no evidence of the gouging that went on last time. A posted list of rules about trades seemed to have helped. 
 
    Soaking in the warm sunshine, Amanda sat on a large log beside the building with the kids enjoying a large bag of popcorn that someone had generously given them as a thanks for starting the marketplace. Everything looked to be going smoothly. 
 
    Until later that afternoon… Five gang members sneaked by the guard at the entrance. Once inside, they became rowdy and started shoving some people around and taking their things. 
 
    A young man ran up to the main table to find Amanda. “There’s some bad dudes ransacking people’s tables.” 
 
    She hurried to follow him and approached them to inform them of the rules. “Excuse me, but…” 
 
    Before she could even finish the sentence, the leader spun around, backhanding her. “Shut up before I show you what we do to mouthy women.” 
 
    Jonah came over to see about the commotion. Amelia rode piggyback and dug her nails into him when she saw Amanda, making him flinch. 
 
    “Oh shit,” he said. 
 
    Another man standing there turned to him. “Are you gonna do something?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m gonna watch him get an ass-whoopin’.” 
 
    Clint, Dexter, and some of the other men closed in on the rest of the gang and took the other four into custody, leaving Amanda to deal with the thug who’d smacked her. 
 
    The thug sneered at her. “I see your white knights are here to save you, but it ain’t gonna help.” 
 
    Amanda’s lips pressed into a tight line as she shook her head and sighed at him. “I’ll speak when I want to and you ain’t gonna do anything about it,” she said. 
 
    She was baiting him, and Jonah knew it. The man standing with him scoffed at Jonah like he was a coward and started toward them. 
 
    Jonah grabbed his arm. “Just wait. I don’t want to take away her retaliation for the slap.” 
 
    “What?” the man protested. 
 
    Before he could say another word, the thug lunged forward at Amanda, who stepped aside. As he stumbled past her, she struck him between the shoulder blades with the heel of her hand, knocking him off balance and into the dirt. 
 
    She just looked at her fingernails as though she’d broken one as the man scrambled to his feet, even more enraged than he was before. 
 
    The man whom Jonah had stopped looked from the fight to Jonah with his mouth open, but Jonah just smirked and raised his chin, gesturing for the man to watch. 
 
    Again, the angry thug lunged, and again she dodged him, spinning around and kicking him in the ass, sending him into a table. He leaned there for a second, his face reddening with rage. His hand fell on a knife and he gripped it with a malicious grin, spinning around and swinging it in a rage. 
 
    That was it, she was done toying with him. He stabbed at her, and she snapped his wrist with one hand, disarming him with the other, then brought her knee up to meet his groin. 
 
    He cried out in agony, but it didn’t stop him. She sidestepped his charge and kicked him in the back with a side kick, sending him reeling to the ground, his face grinding into the small pebbles in the dirt and leaving a bloody road rash on his cheek. 
 
    She still looked completely calm and barely rattled as she picked at her fingernail with the knife the man had wielded, taunting him with a slight smirk. She’d embarrassed him in front of his guys, and she wasn’t going to stop until she’d summarily beaten the living shit out of him. 
 
    One of the thugs escaped the hold of the other men and lunged at her, slamming into her back. She stumbled two steps forward, rolled, and jumped up, spinning around with her favorite move, the roundhouse kick to the jaw. She hit him so hard his head snapped to the side, spinning him around to fall flat on his face out cold. 
 
    As though it were just another day in the park, she swiped a stray lock of her golden blonde hair out of her face. She stomped one more time on the loud mouth’s gut and spat on him. 
 
    “Someone take out this trash,” she said. 
 
    They were taken into custody and locked up in an old shipping container on the side of the building to await what the newly formed committee thought should be done with them. 
 
    Everyone at the market was asked to vote to determine how to handle them. Most were too afraid to vote, so they decided to form a council consisting of two representatives from each community to help make decisions and see to it their community’s interests are addressed and taken care of. 
 
    Amelia was sitting with Donna, but had become inconsolable. Amanda became concerned that she’d been hurt and moved to take her. Amelia pushed her away, gripping Donna’s neck and crying. 
 
    “Amelia, what’s wrong?” Amanda asked, kneeling on the ground in front of them and looking at Donna. 
 
    Donna shrugged, shaking her head. She had no idea what was wrong. 
 
    Amanda pressed. “Amelia, I can’t help fix it if you don’t tell us what’s making you sad.” 
 
    “They were gonna kill you like they did my mama.” 
 
    “What? No, they weren’t. I can handle myself and soon you’ll know how, too.” Amanda placed a hand on the child’s back. 
 
    “No, you won’t. Mama said she’d handle it and they hurt her.” 
 
    “Those men are gone, honey. We took care of them, remember?” 
 
    “Not all of them.” She wailed and howled, her hysteria reaching new heights. “Those men will hurt you, tooooo.” Her last word trailed off into a near-hysterical gasping sob. 
 
    “I’ll take her,” Amanda said, reaching for her. 
 
    Amelia gripped Donna tighter. “No, I wanna stay with Nana.” 
 
    Amanda’s eyes widened. She stood, gripping the wailing child and taking her from Donna, who dipped her head and moved to speak to Jonah, who’d been listening. 
 
    Amanda sat with the child sobbing into her chest and gently brushed the tear-soaked hair from her face. “Alright, Amelia, it’s time to settle down and tell me why you’re so upset. I’m fine, and Jonah and the others were there all along. I was never in danger, and neither were you. So, tell me.” 
 
    She reached down and lifted her small chin so Amelia could see her face. The child sniffed and swiped snot from her face onto her jacket. 
 
    Amanda wrinkled her nose. “Ewww.” She smiled, and Amelia giggled through a hitching breath. 
 
    “Those men kill moms, and I don’t want you to die.” Again, her breath hitched. 
 
    “We only know they were being mean. It doesn’t mean they kill moms.” 
 
    “Yes, they do. The one that tried to hurt you, hurt my mom.” 
 
    Amanda’s eyes widened, and she glanced at Donna and Jonah to see if they’d heard what she said. They had. 
 
    Jonah spun on his heel and marched to where the newly formed council were discussing their goals and how they would meet. 
 
    Although still in the formation stages, they now had a serious decision to make about these men, and their vote was unanimous. They were convicted by the council based on the story Amelia had told and that she’d identified at least one of them in the murder of her mother. They would be put to death the same way the others had been. 
 
    What bothered them was the fact that these men were part of a much larger group, and they’d have to address this in the coming days. 
 
    During the discussion of the gang, Clint noted that Vincent had told them that the others who attacked the camp were part of a larger group. 
 
    As they packed up to leave, a meek woman approached Amanda. “Excuse me.” 
 
    “Hi,” Amanda said, turning to face her. 
 
    “There are a few of us wondering,” she said, waving toward a group of other women. “Can you teach us… I mean, we’ve had some… uh, well.” 
 
    Amanda looked at them. Her eyes shifted from one face to the next. Each had the same shattered look as the one who’d choked on her words. “Come each week, I’ll be here.” 
 
    She walked over to the small group, setting Amelia down beside her and holding her hand out in front of her as though in a stop gesture. She pointed to the heel of her hand, smacking it with her other one. 
 
    The women looked at her, confused. 
 
    “Remember that the power is in the whole body. Don’t use a fist, it hurts. Use this, step into it, and go for the nose in an upward direction.” 
 
    One woman thrust her hand out and Amanda grasped it, tipping the palm back. She demonstrated again, and beside her, Amelia mimicked the movement as the others did. 
 
    “Practice that, and I’ll see you next week.” 
 
    She smiled at them, turned, and grasped Amelia, who was still lunging with her palm out.

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The new coalition claimed the area north and west of 275 loop and west of the Miami River as River City Sector. Another group who’d traversed the river from the eastern side followed suit, calling themselves Eagle Creek Sector. That week, they all agreed that they would post the men, hanged for their crimes, at the off-ramp with a warning. Guard posts or barricades were constructed on every street leading into their new community, and manned by men from their militia. 
 
    In the days and weeks that followed, the barter market flourished. It became a hub of activity, where communities exchanged goods, shared stories, and fostered relationships. People from all walks of life began to converge at the market, creating a sense of unity and purpose. With people trading everything from guns and ammunition to seeds and livestock, it was a sight to see. They’d put in a dock on the river and boats had moored, bringing goods from other areas. 
 
    The trading group expanded beyond the original communities. More and more survivors heard about the barter market and made their way to it. Many used it as an example to create their own. Eager to share their resources and build alliances, they were happy to find others who wanted to work together. 
 
    Fresh hope emerged with news of the war with steps toward victory. Robert shared each week the news they’d collected over the radio. Each week, new word of a skirmish or fight with some of the gang members in the city also reached them. Small fighting groups within the city were striking at them, pushing them into tighter and tighter quarters in the downtown area. The gangs had quickly turned on one another and were warring against each other, keeping them occupied, and most importantly, away from their communities. 
 
    Amanda’s vision was coming to fruition. The barter market wasn’t just about trading goods; it was about creating a sense of unity among survivors and building a network of alliances. Amanda often found herself at the heart of it all, her infectious enthusiasm drawing people to her and inspiring them to believe in the power of community. 
 
    Her self-defense instruction grew to include other instructors that were in the area—some far more experienced than she was. Those who had training and experience met for advanced instruction, to learn different techniques, and practice. They began to teach everyone from all walks of life in their communities how to defend themselves. Each person was assessed for their needs and abilities, and they were taught everything from simple escape moves to outright fighting tactics and the use of weapons like knives and a staff. 
 
    They worked hard and hoped spring would come soon. Committees were formed to manage things like the food supply. Teams were formed to take care of gardening and getting the greenhouses operational. Others dealt with larger-scale farming of the fields, mainly corn and wheat. They found that, between them, they had several working tractors to be better able to turn and plant the soil. 
 
    A man in one of the newly joined communities was a farmer and his land sat far enough out that he’d not seen much trouble. He also had livestock and a wealth of knowledge to share. It was arranged that two members from each community would meet with him to handle things having to do with animals and gardening. 
 
    They’d made a list of fields they knew had been harvested in the fall and were already planted with the next year’s crop of winter wheat for the spring harvest. Each community would send workers to tend and harvest these, and it would be split equally among all. 
 
    They’d created a thriving community with goals that were spreading fast. Word had made it all the way to communities in Columbus, who sent a contingent to speak with the leaders of the River City Sector and learn from them and share ideas about doing something similar. 
 
    It didn’t mean that the threats were gone; downtown Cincinnati was still an issue that would have to be dealt with. But, for now… they were rebuilding. 
 
    The world had a long way to go, and the fighting continued in the Pacific Northwest, where Amanda’s mother struggled with others to fight in a war that had barely even been known to their group a month ago. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Amanda sat with a note Robert had given her. Her mother had said hello and congratulated her on her upcoming wedding. Tears lingered on her lower lashes. She missed her mother and worried about her. 
 
    Jonah came over and sat beside her. He leaned in, wrapped his arm around her shoulders, and kissed her temple. “What’s wrong, my love?” 
 
    She handed him the note, swiped the tear that had fallen, and asked, “Do you think I’ll ever see her again?” 
 
    He squeezed her and tilted his head to the side. “Who knows what will happen, or what tomorrow might bring? You talk often, and someday, we might have the means and a safe path to travel again.” 
 
    She smiled and kissed him. Jonah hefted Andy onto his shoulders while Amelia took Amanda’s hand, and together, they walked to the wagon to head home after another day at the exchange. Behind them, the now fat, fluffy cat trailed on Amelia’s heel, her ever-present companion and protector. The setting sun silhouetted the newly formed family, reminding them that hope had returned.

  

 
   
    THE END 
 
    Thank you for reading Cincinnati Fall 3. Be sure to check back for more exciting new releases from DJ Cooper and Raventhorne Books! 
 
      
 
    Check out raventhornebooks.com/disaster-fiction for more stories in this world. 
 
    Have a look inside the Raventhorne Book’s group on facebook. We’d love to hear your thoughts and/or ideas. See you there! 
 
      
 
    Follow DJ Cooper on Amazon amazon.com/stores/author/B01182KS32 
 
    On the web and social media https://linktr.ee/AuthorDJCooper 
 
      
 
    LA Bayles on Facebook 
 
    facebook.com/Author.LA.Bayles 
 
    Boyd Craven Jr. on Facebook 
 
    facebook.com/boyd.craven.jr 
 
    Thank you again for reading Cincinnati Fall 3. Please consider leaving a positive review on Amazon. That truly helps an author sell books. No spoilers, Please!

  

 
   
    ** Author’s note: Mama Kitty was a real cat, born two days after my granddaughter. They grew up together, and she followed her on all her adventures around the property, keeping her safe from going into the creek as she steered her in another direction, fending off bug and spider foes, checking for snakes, and minding boundaries. She kept her adventures safe. Mama Kitty died in 2023 from a heart condition but was a blessing to my granddaughter and the inspiration for Amelia’s cat. 
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    About the Author 
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    DJ Cooper is the Bestselling author of the apocalypse. Check out her latest series of books “Chaos.” It all started with the Dystopia series of books she released in late 2014. A strong desire to learn more led her back to school in hopes of gaining more perspective on the craft and the industry. She holds a Bachelor of Arts in English, Master of Science in Marketing, and is currently a student at Southern New Hampshire University studying for her Master of Fine Arts in English/Creative writing with a concentration in teaching. She also studied Graphic Design and designs book covers as well through Dauntless Cover Design. 
 
    Writing the apocalypse is a passion, and as a prominent figure in the preparedness community with Prepper Podcast Radio Network and POSH Media (the magazine for Prepper Podcast), she works to bring knowledge of preparedness and sustainable living through varied forms of media. 
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