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      "They said it's going to be the end of the world," Connie muttered. "They said—"

      "Gross. You're spitting noodles all over the table. Aunt Georgia, make her stop!" Ben squealed.

      "All right, you two. First, don't talk with your mouth full, kiddo; second, it's a meteor shower, not the end of the world. Who is this girl saying all this?" Georgia asked.

      The seven-year-old started to speak, but when a noodle slipped out, she giggled and finished chewing first. Her brother, older by less than two years, gagged in mock disgust again. She adored both of her sister's children but would be just as thankful when their father picked them up at the end of the week. Georgia was happy she could step in and give the couple a hand while they relocated from California to South Dakota, but after a week, she was nearing her wit's end. After only a few days of full-time babysitting, she had no idea how parents who worked from home managed to get anything done.

      It was a move they were all looking forward to, Georgia included. Though she knew there were things about California she would miss, the opportunity presented to her in South Dakota was well worth what she was giving up. Plus, for what she was able to rent the small cabin on the property her sister and brother-in-law had just purchased, she would have extra money to help launch her writing career. As it was, she was paying some of the highest rent rates in the nation, living in her small Southern California studio apartment. Georgia was looking forward to getting back to their family roots.

      "Penny says that her church has been preparing for this. She says that only a few people are going to survive and that her family will be some of them," Connie said.

      "It sounds to me like your friend, Penny, is part of a cult," Georgia said. Instantly, she cringed, knowing the comment would come back to bite her in the rear.

      "What is a cult?" Connie asked.

      "Oh boy. That sounds like something you should ask your dad when he comes to pick you up. Until then, maybe you should stay away from Penny. I don't think your mom would like you spending time with someone whose parents are fanatics," Georgia said.

      "What is a fanatic?" Ben asked.

      "Shit."

      Simultaneously, both kids made a noise. Ben reminded her that she owed a dollar to the swear jar. Grumbling as she stood, she fished a crumpled bill out of her pocket and tossed it into the quickly growing stash. It had only been four days, yet she had paid more money to the children's swear jar than either of their parents had combined in their entire lives. It was doing very little to curb her rather colorful selection of words, but it was doing a great job of taking all of her pocket cash. At least she knew the kids were going to get something out of the deal. They hadn't quite figured out what the money was going toward, both of them having different ideas, but she knew they would agree eventually.

      It amazed her how well Annabelle handled being a mother to the pair. She was truly a superhero. Now, with a veterinarian degree in hand, Annabelle and her husband, Mark, had purchased a large ranch miles away from California. Given her career as a writer, Georgia was happy to jump on board when they offered her the small cabin guest house in exchange for some labor around the farm and helping out with the kids. Though there was a five-year age difference between Annabelle and Georgia, Annabelle had never treated Georgia like a younger sibling. Instead, they had a strong sibling bond and could truly call each other the other's best friend.

      "How long are we going to be at the new house before you move in with us, Aunt Georgia?" Connie asked.

      "Just a couple of days. I am going to stay back here and make sure the movers get everything out of your old house and this place first. Then I am going to be driving all the way to South Dakota."

      "I think you should let us stay here and help you," Ben said.

      Georgia smiled at the boy. "Your mom said you were a little sad about leaving your friends."

      He shrugged. "I just don't see why we can't finish out the school year. It is only March."

      "I know it is hard starting over somewhere new, but you are going to make friends at the school down there. Plus, in that area, you don't have to go to school for a full day, either. I thought you were excited about homeschooling and getting to go to school at the same time. It is a really neat idea, if you ask me."

      "I am excited, but it is still going to be hard leaving all of my friends," he muttered.

      "Are you sad about leaving all of your friends, too, Aunt Georgia?" Connie asked.

      She wasn't quite sure how to answer the question. She was looking forward to a fresh start. After ending things with the man she'd been dating for nearly two years, Georgia wanted to be as far away from the place they had all called home for the last twenty years as possible. With both of their parents now gone, there was nothing else holding them there. When Annabelle had first told her about purchasing the ranch in South Dakota and inviting her along, Georgia had instantly felt a rush of relief and excitement. It was the excuse she had been looking for. Though her ex-boyfriend had wanted more, Georgia wasn't ready to settle down. She was only twenty-two and still had a lot of living left to do.

      "I am excited. I think I am a little sad about leaving here and leaving my friends as well. That's only normal. Let's try to make the best of the last week you guys are at the school. How does that sound?" Georgia said.

      When both of the children agreed, she jumped up and started getting their lunches ready. They had two days left at school before she would be sending them on the plane with Paul. After that, she had given herself a week to pack up the rest of the apartment and make the trip to South Dakota in her ancient truck. She was confident it would make the journey, but Georgia wasn't about to let anything hold her back. It wasn't long before she was waving to the children as they climbed onto the bus.

      It was strange to be standing in the empty apartment, and she knew in her heart that she was going to miss them when they were gone, even if it was only for a week. Right on cue, her phone started to vibrate in her pocket, and Georgia smiled. She pulled it out and put the call from her sister on speaker. Setting the phone on the counter, she worked on cleaning up the breakfast dishes as they spoke. After the now-routine conversation regarding the kids' morning and how they were adjusting to everything, the sisters branched off-topic.

      "I am telling you, it is a good thing you are pulling them out of the school system now. That Penny girl is trouble," Georgia said.

      "Well, thank you for running the intervention. Although I'm not looking forward to explaining to my seven-year-old what a cult is, I think you did the best with what you were given and being caught off guard."

      "I just can't believe we live in a world where a meteor shower is being called a doomsday event. I am really happy they aren't going to be drinking the Kool-Aid around here much longer," Georgia said.

      "You and me both. It is really beautiful out here. It is two hundred acres of nothing but forest and farmland. Granted, the house is a little more rustic than I was picturing, but it is nothing we can't make work."

      "Oh, should I be worried about my little shack?"

      Annabelle chuckled. "Don't worry. I checked it out first, and it is still bigger than your apartment. Plus, you aren't going to need your gym membership anymore."

      "What does that mean?"

      "Let's just say I hope you like water fresh from the well...hand-pumped by yourself and everything."

      Georgia groaned as the sisters quickly started making plans to update everything on the property. It was going to be a labor of love, but she was looking forward to it. She had been in the city for far too long, and she was excited about the change.
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      Georgia had no complaints about her life in California other than the chaos and the rising cost of living there. Still, she was excited about the new adventure and where the road would take her. With the time she had while the children were at school, she tinkered with the book she was working on but mostly packed up everything and loaded it bit by bit into her pickup. The locking bed shell was a godsend. She couldn't stand having her life and apartment both chaotic. Plus, having both of the children there made everything a little more challenging. Georgia didn't mind. She absolutely loved her niece and nephew.

      As the news played on in the background, she barely paid it any mind. There were talks about the meteor shower, along with the size and duration being one for the record books. Still, Georgia wasn't going to let herself get sucked into the conspiracy theories. Though she was a little disheartened to know parents were pushing their own crazy beliefs onto students at her niece's school, Georgia was well aware that there were no risks pertaining to the meteor shower. She wouldn't stand for the fear-mongering people seemed determined to produce.

      Instead, she would be honest with her niece and nephew, telling them the truth whenever possible to help them make decisions on their own. She passed the hours going back and forth between packing and writing. Though she didn't expect her novel to become a bestseller, its predecessor had done well enough to keep a roof over her head. Someday, she hoped to truly make a mark in the publishing world, but for the time being, she was content just knowing a handful of people out there enjoyed her work. By moving to South Dakota with her sister and the rest of the family, she would be able to cut her bills even more and be able to put money back into advertising.

      The promotional opportunities were constantly swirling through her mind. With a little bit of luck and a little more time to dedicate to her craft, Georgia was confident that things would start to pick up. When her alarm let her know the kids would be getting off the bus soon, she wrapped up the task in question and made her way out into the cool California afternoon. Spring was always her favorite time of year, and that wouldn't change no matter where she called home. It was unseasonably muggy outside. Georgia could almost taste the thick air. She hadn't seen any pollution warnings that morning that would cause her concern. Smog was simply a part of life when it came to living in California. It was one thing she wouldn't miss about the area.

      As she waited for the bus, a familiar face appeared from another apartment building, and Georgia forced herself to smile politely. Gemma Hansen was one of her least favorite people. Her constant arrogance and the helicopter parenting she enforced on Connie's friend, Rose, were too much for Georgia. Had she not promised Annabelle she would keep the peace, things would be going very differently. The woman was incredibly good at getting under her skin. Her beliefs lacked any solid conviction or proof. Georgia was certain she was the type of woman who believed the earth was flat and vaccines were used to control people.

      "Hello, Georgia. How are you today? Have you had any luck finding steady employment?" Gemma asked.

      She bit the side of her cheek, fighting the urge to tell the woman that not only was she employed as a writer, but she was also considerably happier than the woman would ever understand. Reminding herself that there were only a few days left to deal with her, Georgia returned the woman's smile.

      "Nope, still just selling drugs out of my house and hooking on the side to make ends meet," Georgia said.

      The momentary expression of complete horror that played across Gemma's face was well worth the scolding that Georgia would get from her sister later. She absolutely hated how much of a struggle it was to keep her mouth shut, despite promising her sister she would behave.

      "You know, you should really try to be a little kinder. I don't think Annabelle would support you making such disgusting comments around her children."

      "Don't worry, I've already got the youngest one working the corner on Main Street. I am hoping that in time, she can turn a profit and start charging instead of just doing it for the experience."

      "I can't believe your sister allows those poor, innocent children around you. I offered to take them for the week. You have obviously been a terrible influence on your sister and have managed to corrupt her."

      Georgia snorted. "Lady, if you knew Annabelle ten years ago, you would know I am definitely not the one who is corrupting her. As a matter of fact, she is the wild one."

      "I find that very hard to believe. I think we both know who the bad seed is here," she said.

      "Sorry, Gemma, but the entire tree we fell from is completely rotten. Annabelle is just better at faking it than I am."

      "I think you need to find Jesus," Gemma muttered.

      "And I think you need to get laid. Maybe it will release some of that tension."

      The woman scoffed and pulled out her phone. Just as she was about to place a call to Annabelle, the bus appeared at the end of the road. She gave the woman one final smile and wave before jogging across the street to greet her niece and nephew. Although she was well aware of the fact that there would be hell to pay for her comments, Georgia didn't care all that much. Annabelle had a good sense of humor, and they only had a week left with the woman before they would be out of her life forever.

      Smiling at the children as they ran off the bus and wrapped their arms around her, Georgia shot the woman a final, vindicated look before taking the kids back across the street and up to her apartment. She was blown away by the audacity, but it was common in California to have someone barking their opinions at you constantly. Turning her attention back to the children as they tossed their bags onto the floor and immediately started looking for snacks, Georgia couldn't help but feel a surge of protective love. She would never let anything hurt them.

      "How was school today?" she asked.

      "I can't wait until we are out of here," Ben said.

      "That is a pretty dramatic change from how you felt about it this morning. Is everything okay?"

      Ben shrugged. "I am just ready for a change. A couple of my friends have already started to ignore me, and I don't love it. It's like they've already moved on, and I haven't even gone anywhere yet."

      "Oh, kiddo, I am sorry to hear that. It is always hard starting over. You are such a wonderful young man, though. I know you aren't going to have any trouble finding a whole big group of new friends once we move."

      "Do I really need to go back to school for the rest of the week? I could stay here and help you finish packing. It looks like you still have a lot to do."

      "Hey! I will have you know I got a good bit of packing done today... Even if it doesn't look like it..." Georgia said.

      Looking around the space, she had to agree with him that it definitely didn't look like any progress had been made. Still, she knew she had accomplished bits and pieces, despite the chaos that it appeared to be.

      "I think you are just being a chicken. All of my friends are sad to see me go. A few of them even said they'd come to visit me," Connie said.

      "Shut up, Connie, you're a stupid chicken—"

      "Hey! All right, you two. Get your snack, then let's wrap up homework so we can grab some takeout and watch this meteor shower, okay? I think you are both just stressed from the upcoming move. Let's try not to be at each other's throats...at least until Dad shows up to deal with it," Georgia said.

      "Well, if she wasn't such a big baby—"

      "Aunt Georgia!" Connie bellowed.

      "The next one to throw out an insult gets to scrub the toilet. How does that sound?" Georgia said. "Yeesh, you two..."

      As the pair begrudgingly stopped bickering with each other, Georgia hoped it would be the last sibling squabble before Paul arrived, but she knew the odds weren't in her favor. As children, she'd bickered and fought with her sibling as well, but kids now seemed more vicious than they'd been. Still, Georgia was certain the two loved each other, even if that aspect of their relationship wasn't always on display.
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      "When is it going to start?" Connie asked. "I thought it was going to be right after dark..."

      "You are just cranky because it's past your bedtime because you are a baby, get it?" Ben said.

      "It is not past my bedtime!" his sister yelled. "You are the one who is a baby, you butt head."

      "I am about to make you both go to bed if you don't cut it out," Georgia said. "I am about to drop you both off at the closest fire station."

      Both of the children giggled, knowing their aunt would never do such a thing. She had made the threat a half dozen times since they had been there. It had done the trick, though, and distracted them as they sat on either side of her, looking out at the sky from her small balcony. She couldn't wait until they were in the country and they would truly get to experience a starry night.

      "Do you guys want to hear a story about your mom and dad? It is about when they first met. I don't know if you guys consider that lame or not..."

      "Is it a love story?" Ben asked. He proceeded to make a face like he was puking.

      She chuckled and shook her head. "No, it is about the time your father almost burned down the entire college dorm."

      Immediately, both children were excited to hear about something disastrous that their father might have done. Georgia had no idea if it was something she should have been sharing with them or not, but Annabelle had left them in her care at her own risk. Her sister had known from the very beginning that Georgia might be a bad influence on them. Plus, given how wild the sisters had been back in the day, Annabelle should have been grateful that her own children weren't nearly as mischievous as they had been.

      "Is that why Dad won't start the grill?" Ben asked. "He always makes Mom start it for him."

      Georgia nodded. "Your father didn't have eyebrows for a month. He almost got expelled from the school for trying to make his own propane grill. Now, he is absolutely terrified of them."

      Both of the children burst into laughter. She knew they would be amused by the antics of their father and mother when they had been in college. It was hard to believe so much time had passed since then, and she now had a beautiful niece and nephew with whom she could share all of those stories. As far as she was concerned, having a niece and nephew was the single greatest joy of her life. Everything they did brightened the world around them.

      "Do you have any other stories about Mom and Dad, Aunt Georgia?" Connie asked.

      "Oh, honey, if it is stories you want, I can tell you them for days and days and days. One time, your mother rode a mechanical bull and got tossed off so hard that we had to take her to the hospital because she had a concussion... We also had to have her stomach pumped, but that's a story for another day—maybe in a decade or so..." Georgia said.

      "How does someone pump their stomach?" Ben asked.

      Georgia cringed. "Don't worry about it, buddy. Why don't we see if we can pinpoint any of the shooting stars yet?"

      The brief distraction worked, and once more, the children's attention was turned to the meteor shower that would soon be starting. Still, despite the fact that they were in the city, it wasn't bad at all. Almost everyone was excited about the once-in-a-lifetime event. The result had ended up being somewhat awe-inspiring. She couldn't remember the last time she had seen the city so dark. There was something almost eerie about it, but she let the strange trepidation go.

      Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the first of the stars lit up the night sky. It was a breathtaking sight to see. Inspired by the wonderment of it all, at long last, the children fell silent. For a short time, Georgia knew she would know some sense of peace. As always, though, and especially true over the last few days that they had spent with each other, Georgia was certain that the truce struck between the children wouldn't last long. They enjoyed tormenting each other far too much to let her enjoy a little bit of respite.

      Still, it didn't matter if they were at each other's throats a dozen times a day. She was delighted to have them there. They had always brought her joy, and the time they had spent together resulted in memories and moments she would never forget. Pulling them both into her arms as they watched the meteor shower in all its glory, Georgia smiled and let all of her worries slip away. Moving her next novel, the scolding she'd gotten from Annabelle about what she'd said to Gemma earlier—it could all be placed on the back burner for a little while longer.

      By the time the meteor shower finally came to an end, both of the children were beyond the point of exhaustion. Thankfully, the local school systems had planned ahead for the historic event. They were all operating on a two-hour delay. That bit of time to sleep in would do them all wonders. Helping both of the children to bed, she was exhausted by the time she locked the doors and climbed into her own sanctuary. Although she was happy the kids were there, she would be relieved when Paul finally arrived to take them off her hands. Just as she had anticipated, it didn't take very long before she was fast asleep.
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      Georgia was lying on the coast, the warm sun beating down on her, as a gorgeous man walked by and gave her a wink. In her hands was her best-selling novel, the second of its kind and one that was already being made into a hit blockbuster. From behind, she felt warm hands start rubbing her shoulders, sending a wave of relaxation through her as she smiled and closed her eyes. The massaging became more intense as her private butler started chopping at her shoulders and neck. Suddenly, her entire body was buzzing. The vibration moved slowly through her body, gentle at first until it seemed as though she was going to shatter.

      At that moment, she bolted awake, but the intense shaking didn't subside. From the next room, she could hear both of the children screaming, and immediately, she was on her feet. Racing through the quaking apartment, she grabbed hold of the children and bolted for the hallway once more. The earthquake was an intense one, rolling through with enough stability and force that she questioned if the building would remain standing at all. Still, given where they were in California, she knew the structure was, without a doubt, up to code. It was a detail that her sister had stressed and insisted on when Annabelle had gone apartment hunting with her.

      Now, she was incredibly grateful for the woman's foresight. Its sturdy build was well up to code and likely had saved all three of their lives. As she comforted the children, promising them everything was going to be okay, Georgia prayed it wasn't a lie. The intensity of the vibrations alone told her it was a large quake, that it might even be the biggest one she had felt to date. As she held on to Connie and Ben, Georgia found herself incredibly relieved that they were all three leaving California soon.

      They were going to be fine. That was all she could say to the kids. Georgia repeated herself over and over again, not knowing if it was helping them at all. Sitting there as they whimpered and cried, Georgia couldn't stay silent. It broke her heart to know how terrified they truly were. She didn't ever want to experience anything like it again. Finally, when the tremors began to subside, a wave of relief coursed through her. She loosened her grip on her niece and nephew, not wanting them to feel how shaken she really was. Yet as her grip loosened, the vibrations and aftershocks once more started to tremble at everything around them.

      Her heart returned to its previously pounding state, with a renewed sense of fear and panic taking hold. Even as she tried to calm the children, Georgia herself was terrified. At that moment, she saw a crack starting to form in the wall across from them and felt sick to her stomach. She had no idea how long the earthquake would last, but she knew the building wouldn't stay standing much longer if the quake continued its assault.
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      Moments later, as the shaking continued, Georgia knew they didn't have any other choice but to get out of there. She hated the dangers that came with moving away from the hallway to where they would be safe outside, but as the wall in front of her continued to crack and the children's screams grew more intense, waiting and doing nothing simply wasn't a possibility. Her eyes darted to her purse hanging next to the apartment door. Although getting the children out was her main priority, Georgia understood that if the building did collapse, having her keys, driver's license, wallet, and all the other things she carried in there would be a huge blessing. Grabbing both of the children's hands, she pulled them close as she spoke.

      "We cannot stay here!" Georgia yelled over the noise. "I need you both to take my hands and not let go, no matter what. Do you understand me?"

      Both of the children nodded, but neither of them spoke. Georgia knew how completely terrified they both were. She hated that for them but also knew the fear was the only reason they were listening to her, undistracted by everything happening. Whatever was going on, it wasn't a normal earthquake. The rumbling had died down some, but all around, she could still hear the aftermath of things. In the distance, one boom after another indicated that buildings were falling.

      She had to believe it was going to be okay. Not wanting to wait another minute, she moved to her feet and pulled the kids after her. Though she knew the grip she had on their hands was incredibly tight, Georgia wasn't going to let go, no matter what. When they reached the door, she let go of Ben's hand just long enough to drape her purse over her shoulder and open the door. Grabbing him again, the trio bolted out the door. A cloud of dust engulfed them from behind just as they reached the top of the steps leading out into the parking lot. She turned around for a split second, just long enough to see that the plume had come from her own apartment.

      At that moment, she knew the decision to leave the apartment was the best one. Had they still been in there, their chances of survival would have been minimal. Shoving her shoulder into the door blocking their exit, they burst through just in time to see a new chaotic hell all around them. It didn't seem real, and yet, she couldn't take her eyes away from the scene unfolding in front of them.

      "Oh my God," she stammered.

      "Aunt Georgia, I don't like this. I am scared..." Connie said.

      "Don't worry, sweetheart, everything is going to be okay. We are going to get out of here and get to your mom and dad. Do you hear me?" Georgia said.

      There was nothing more she could say to help the situation. As she carefully led them down the shaking and already rickety staircase, Georgia did her best not to pay attention to the chaos unfolding around them. The sounds that they had heard earlier while huddled in the hallway hadn't simply been buildings collapsing. Instead, the buildings were being struck by massive fireballs raining down from the sky. A fiery ball raced past them, colliding with the side of the building in front of them. Connie screamed, a piercing noise that sent a chill down Georgia's spine. How something so large-scale and traumatic could be happening was beyond her understanding.

      Nothing in the world could have prepared her for what she was witnessing. Yet the proof was all around them, an absolutely terrifying sight to behold. She could hear the screams of people in the distance, and she could hear the screams of people close by, but all Georgia could do was try to block them out. The children at her side needed her to be strong. She couldn't get them safely out of there and process what they were seeing at the same time. It was simply too big of an ask. Forcing her mind to prioritize survival over shock, they moved down the steps and raced out into the trembling parking lot.

      The blacktop was starting to crack in several areas, and as they reached her pickup, the ground beneath them continued to tremble from repeated blows by the fireballs. Her mind did the math, wondering how it was possible when they'd been taught an asteroid would wipe them out. Whatever was happening, Georgia had to get the kids as far away from there as possible. Yelling at them to buckle up, she jumped in behind them and prayed as the pickup slowly chugged to life. It didn't understand their dire emergency. At long last, it roared to life. She was slipping it into reverse and giving it all she had as they whipped backward.

      At the same time the tires were squealing, she popped it into drive and gunned it again. A large chunk of the fiery debris smashed into the spot where they'd been only seconds before, and Connie started to scream again. Ben was yelling for his aunt to drive as she raced out of the lot and onto the road. There, she was met with more chaos as other drivers swerved to miss wrecked vehicles, collapsing buildings, and the assault from the sky. Everywhere she looked, there was chaos and horror that Georgia could never have imagined. Bodies and wounded lay in the road.

      "Close your eyes, both of you," she said.

      "Aunt Georgia—"

      "Now, Ben!"

      The children both complied, but she could see Connie's cheeks were stained with tears. She had to keep her eyes trained on the road. It quickly became clear, though, that the main drag wasn't going to work. She had to decide between the risk of the narrow alleys and falling debris or the unraveling chaos of the highway. As a fireball burst through the smoke and horizon, heading right for the pickup, the decision was made. Cutting hard to the left, she swerved down one alley after another, clipping mirrors and a hydrant along the way. Getting out of town was her only priority. After nearly colliding with a car spinning out of control with the roof on fire, they made it to the outskirts of town, where croplands took the place of buildings and highways.

      In her rearview mirror, she could take in the true size of the event, the debris raining down on the coast as far as Georgia could see in either direction. She had jumped into a line of steady cars flying down the dirt road. A pull-off on the right came into view, and Georgia quickly whipped out of line and brought the truck to a stop a good two hundred yards from the road. As soon as she put the pickup into park, she jumped out and raced to the other side, pulling out both children to look them over and make sure they weren't hurt.

      "Are you guys okay?" she asked, kneeling down.

      "I want Momma," Connie whispered.

      "Yeah, I bet, honey. Come on, let's see if we can get ahold of her."

      Grabbing her purse from the opened truck door, she fished out her phone. Right away, her heart sank. There was no signal. Given everything they'd just seen, though, she wasn't all that surprised. A row of vehicles was still flying past them. Georgia took a deep breath and turned her attention back to the kids.

      "It looks like we can't call her right now, sweetheart, but we'll try again in a little bit. Hey, Ben, do you want to get in the glove box and grab the map for me? Connie, do you want to climb in the back and see what we've got in the emergency bag?"

      Both of them nodded. She knew the best thing Georgia could do for them was to keep the pair busy. At that moment, she was relieved she'd gassed up the pickup the day before, but it still wouldn't last them forever. The old truck was sturdy, and she had always kept up with the maintenance, but given its age, it only got fifteen miles to the gallon. Even with dual twenty-six-gallon tanks, it would only get them halfway. Ben handed her the map and crawled into the backseat to go through the bug-out bag with his sister. Thankfully, living in California, where quakes were common, she'd always kept the bag up-to-date and well-stocked.

      The only problem was the supply was intended for one person, not three. Unfolding the map, she spread it out on the hood of the truck and looked it over. It had been a long time since she'd traveled without the GPS on her phone, but Georgia was ready for the challenge. The only thing she cared about was making it to her sister in South Dakota and keeping the kids safe in the process. She would do anything to protect them, no matter the risks.
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      "Come on," she muttered. "Just a little while longer..."

      Her eyes moved across the land, but there hadn't been a gas station for miles. The last place she had stopped was a complete bust. They'd run out of fuel hours before, and now, watching the gauge teetering above E, Georgia felt a little sick to her stomach. They had been driving all night with nearly seven hundred miles of the fifteen-hundred-mile journey under their belt. She knew they weren't going to make it to mile-marker eight hundred, though, if they didn't get fuel soon.

      She had pushed the reserve tank to its absolute minimum, not switching over to the main side until the pickup had started to sputter. Though it was hell on her fuel pump, it was worth it to gain a few extra miles. The sun was starting to poke out over the horizon just as a groggy Ben sat up and looked around from the back seat. Connie soon followed after him, rubbing her eyes and yawning at the same time.

      "Are we there?" Connie asked. "I have to pee."

      "Yeah, me too. None of this looks familiar..." Ben mumbled.

      "No, I don't imagine that it does. You guys have only flown out to South Dakota and never driven. It's a pretty easy cruise for the most part," she said.

      "Then why do you look so worried, Aunt Georgia?" Connie asked.

      "Because the world is ending, duh," Ben growled.

      "Hey now, the world is not ending, okay? It was just a debris field or something like that—"

      "Then why are we still running away?" Connie asked.

      She sighed. "We aren't running away... I just can't get a signal on my phone, and it seems like if I'm going to be looking for one, I should just head toward your mom and dad, right? I'm just trying to kill two birds with one stone."

      "I still have to pee," Connie muttered.

      Georgia smiled at her. "All right, I see a place we can pull off up here. Let's try to make it quick. Somewhere around here has to have power or fuel..."

      Pulling the truck over on the side of the road near a small cluster of trees, she climbed out before helping the pair out of the back seat. After telling Ben to keep an eye on his sister, she waited by the truck and tried her phone once more, but it continued to flash that there was no service. At one point during the night, she'd even tried to call emergency services, but nothing would go through. The few towns they'd driven past were all dark, including the station where she'd hoped to find gas.

      Watching the pair make their way around to the back of the trees, her heart raced a little when she saw a pickup flying down the two-lane road in their direction. She had nothing to defend them with but an old baseball bat she kept in the back seat. Opening her car door, she yelled for the kids to stay hidden as she wrapped her hand around the bat but kept it tucked inside the truck. As the vehicle moved closer, she saw a fully restored ancient airstream being pulled behind it. It continued to slow the closer it got until she was able to see two men sitting in the front seat. Instantly, panic started to set in.

      The truck came to a stop next to her but was still on the road. As the passenger window rolled down, a man who didn't seem to fit with the classy, newer truck and pristine antique camper grinned at her. Behind the wheel, a larger fellow with the same look of delight sneered at her. Georgia tightened her grip on the baseball bat hidden in the truck. The passenger's eyes moved down her body, then back up to the hand tucked away. His eyes flickered, knowing she had something back there.

      "Morning, pretty lady. Everything all right?" the driver asked.

      "Yes, my husband and brother are just stretching their legs down by the grove, but thanks for checking."

      "Husband and brother, huh? Doesn't seem like a good idea to leave a good-looking thing like yourself on the side of the road alone," the passenger said.

      "I'm not alone, friend. I've got my buddies Smith and Wesson right here. My momma always taught me it wasn't polite to point those old boys at people, though, not unless they give me cause," Georgia said.

      Behind her, she heard the rustling of bushes and prayed the children would stay hidden. She wasn't the only one who saw the movement. The passenger's eyes narrowed, and his lips twisted into a scowl as he looked at his companion. Though she wasn't about to take her eyes off the men long enough to see if the children had exposed themselves, Georgia had to presume they hadn't. Otherwise, the ruse would be up.

      "I guess you do get people back there," the passenger said. "Shame, we'd have kept you good company..."

      "Yeah, a real shame," she growled.

      The driver smacked his friend's arm, exchanging a look with him that made her sick to her stomach. With a final nod to her and a slow look past Georgia to the trees beyond, they continued on their way. She let out the breath she'd been holding in, her heart pounding as Georgia loosened the grip she had on the bat. It wasn't until the vehicle and camper were out of sight she finally yelled for the kids to come back out. When they did, she knew they were both terrified.

      "What did those men want?" Connie asked.

      "Nothing good, I don't think," she muttered. "Now come on, let's get loaded back up and on the road."

      "How much longer do we have?" Ben asked.

      "We're a little more than halfway there now. I need you both to help me out, though, now that you're awake. You need to be my scouts. Can you do that?"

      "Like Girl Scouts?" Connie asked.

      "Girls are gross," Ben added.

      "You're gross," his sister shot back.

      She sighed. "You two are going to be the death of me..."

      There was a moment of silence.

      Connie cleared her throat. "I saw a dead person back home in California..."

      "We all did, Connie. A bunch of them," Ben said. "I bet the whole city is on fire by now."

      "Hey, let's not think about it, you two, okay? I need your help to look for a gas station or even a car that's empty and alone. Can you do that for me?"

      "Like 'I spy?'" Connie asked.

      "That's a game, Connie. This is serious, okay?" Ben growled. "We need gas, don't we?"

      "Yeah, buddy, we do, but it can still be a game. We've got to make the best of things right now."

      Both of the children quieted down. She knew they were both terrified of what was going on but was proud of how they were reacting, given the chaos that had taken hold of the world. She had no idea what they were going to find as they continued their journey, but Georgia knew no matter what, she was going to get the kids safely to her sister. Before long, they had to reach a point where the asteroids hadn't fallen, a place where everything was normal.

      Georgia was confident that everything happening would soon be sorted out, and the government would be taking control of this situation to help its citizens. Even as the thought danced through her mind, she found herself questioning the government's ability. Not once in her life had she put her faith in them, and now it seemed like such a foolish thing to do.

      Yet for the little ones, for her niece and nephew, whom Georgia loved more than life itself, she prayed that the people in charge would handle the situation quickly. Until that time, she was going to keep doing the only thing she knew to do, which was getting them to South Dakota. Mile by mile, they continued down the two-lane road. She hadn't seen another living soul since the two men had stopped in the pickup.

      Remembering the way they had ogled her, a chill ran down Georgia's spine. There was little doubt in her mind that they'd had nefarious intentions. The nerve-wracking event was over, though, and all she wanted to do was protect the kids at her side. Thankfully, they were both completely engrossed in the task she had given them. Both seemed determined to be the first to find a gas station or abandoned car from which she could siphon fuel.
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      They rolled on for another twenty miles before the fuel light indicated that they were just about at the end of their road. Her heart continued to race. Hoofing it the remaining seven hundred or so miles wasn't an option. The children would never make it that far, even if she wrote it off as an adventure. They needed to find another way to get to the homestead before it was too late. She had managed to get rid of two of the miscreants, but given the state of the country, Georgia knew more would come. As long as they stuck together, though, everything was going to be okay. She had to believe it. It was the only hope she had left.

      "How long do you think it's going to be before everything is okay again?" Connie asked.

      "It's never going to be okay," Ben muttered. "California is gone. The nation is never going to recover from this."

      "Well, that all seems very dramatic for someone your age, Ben," Georgia said. "I am sure California is going to be just fine. I imagine it's going to take a little time to get things up and running again, but this is the United States... They aren't going to just leave California as it is."

      "They are all gone, aren't they?" Connie asked. "All of our friends, our school, our teachers... We are never going to see them again."

      "Don't talk like that," Georgia said. "There is no need for it. An asteroid event isn't completely unheard of. They have struck the earth before, and we all survived. We just have to hope and pray for the best. I'm sure we will have news about how the rebuild is going by the time we get to your mom and dad."

      Ben mumbled something in his seat, gazing out the window, but Georgia didn't press him to find out what it was. She could only presume that whatever he had to say wouldn't be helpful, nor would it be inspiring for his obviously scared sister. It seemed as though asking them to get along was too much of a request. It didn't strike her as all that much of a surprise, though, given how little the pair had slept and how terrified they both were. She wasn't going to force them to get along, not with the chaos unraveling around them.

      Georgia knew keeping the peace between the two was easier said than done. They had always enjoyed time with each other, and now it was only going to continue to grow. Still, nothing was going to stand in the way of them making the journey safely. As they continued bouncing down the road, she kept her eyes peeled for any sign of a fuel station or family farm up ahead. Georgia would happily trade in her beloved pickup truck for a small car that might have enough gas to get them there should they stumble across it.

      As it was, though, there was nothing but croplands for as far as the eye could see. Only a sloping bend in the road, marked by a small forest clustered on either side, managed to break up the monotony of the landscape. Fishing her phone out of the side pocket of the door, she checked to see if there was any signal but came up empty-handed. She couldn't imagine the fear Annabelle was going through at that very moment. Her sister knew Georgia would do whatever it took to keep the kids safe, but where was the safety when the sky was falling?

      Pushing it out of her mind, they could only tackle one battle at a time. Watching her projected mileage steadily drop lower, Georgia turned her attention back to finding fuel. The state of California and the rest of the country didn't matter at that moment. She had two children counting on her to keep them safe, and it would be significantly harder if they ran out of gas so far from home. She slowed down when they reached the bend in the road. Just as they rounded the corner, Georgia saw that something wasn't right. Her heart started to pound. Ten feet from where they were rolling along were two pieces of wood held together with nails. From the top, she could see dozens of rusted metal ends protruding from the boards.

      Directly to her right, just beyond the makeshift spike strip, was the pair with the truck and camper parked off to the side of the road. The passenger was no longer in his vehicle but sneering at her from where he stood next to the camper. At that moment, she knew she had less than a split second to make a decision. If she ran over the strip, it would all be over for them. She could tell from the look in the man's eyes that he wasn't there to offer his support. Screaming for the children to hold on tight, Georgia jerked the wheel hard to the right.

      The decision was made before she had a chance to second-guess herself. Despite the fact that there would be an attacker realizing what was happening, he did so a moment too late. As he scrambled to lunge out of the way of the pickup truck, she clipped him with the passenger side front fender and heard a sickening thud as the truck bumped over something large. At least two of her tires had been popped by catching the strip, but the state of her vehicle was the furthest thing from her mind. Once more, yelling for the kids to get down and stay put, Georgia jumped out of the vehicle with the bat in her hand.

      She might have taken down one of the men, but the driver was still on the loose. He had made a fatal error in trying to harm Georgia and the children she loved. With the sole purpose of keeping her niece and nephew safe in mind, she heard the man before she saw him. He was trying to sneak his way around the back of her truck, but Georgia wasn't going to let him strike fear into the hearts of her family. A few more steps carried her forward as she raised the bat, swinging it with every ounce of strength she had.

      Stifling the wave of nausea that surged through her as the man crumpled to the ground, she swung the bat at his head two more times until it was obvious he wasn't going to get back up anytime soon, if at all. Dropping the bat when Georgia saw the blood on her hands, she started to shake. Connie's whimpering in the pickup truck quickly snapped her out of it. Racing back to the driver's side, she grabbed them along with the meager remnants of her survival pack and phone before pulling Connie and Ben out of the truck and into the one formerly run by the men near the edge of death.

      Thankfully, they had left the keys inside. When she fired it up, relief once more surged through her upon spotting its two full gas tanks. It would be more than enough to get them to the homestead. Peeling out onto the road, she fumbled around for her phone, only to find that she still had no signal. Whatever was going on, it was far worse than she ever could have anticipated. Whoever the pair had been, she had no regret in what she had done.

      "Are you both okay?" she stammered.

      "Who were those men?" Ben asked.

      "Are they okay? Are they taking our truck now?" Connie questioned.

      "Yeah, they are okay, honey, and they can have the truck. We traded—"

      "You hit that guy... Isn't that against the law?" Ben asked.

      "It is, but he wasn't a good man. Listen, all that matters is that we are back on the road and we've got enough gas to make it home to your mom and dad, okay? I'll come back and check on them after that."

      "I'm scared, Aunt Georgia," Connie whimpered.

      She drew a ragged breath and pulled the child closer. Georgia knew she would have to answer for her crimes sooner or later. As long as she got the children to her sister before that happened, Georgia didn't care about anything else. As she sucked in a sharp breath and tried to steady her racing heart, she turned and smiled at the pair sitting terrified next to her. When they had put a little distance between themselves and the would-be villains, Georgia would stop and make sure Ben and Connie were truly okay. Until then, they simply had to continue powering through.
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      They moved silently across the land for hours. The children dozed in and out until it was nearly three in the afternoon. When they only had three hundred miles left on their journey and the reserve tank took over, Georgia found a place to pull off the road nestled in a thick forest that seemed to span for miles and miles. As soon as the tires hit the gravel, the kids started to wake up. Connie's eyes lit up.

      "Are we home?" she asked.

      Georgia smiled. "Almost. We've got about four more hours, and then we'll be back with Mom and Dad. Now, what do you guys say we see if we can't find something to eat in the camper?"

      "I've got to pee," Ben mumbled. "And I don't think we should be stealing those men's food, either."

      She pursed her lips. "Listen, we aren't stealing. I already said I'm going to go back and—"

      "Sure, whatever you say..." he growled.

      Georgia's mouth dropped open. She couldn't believe how much attitude Ben was giving her. As much as she wanted to tell him that everything was going to be okay and that he needed to drop the sass, Georgia kept her mouth shut. The poor kid had just gone through hell. She had to get them back to their parents, hoping Annabelle would know how to make everything better. Watching him move toward a tree near the camper, she was happy she didn't have to remind him to stay close.

      "Come on, let's go see what we can scrounge up," Georgia said.

      Connie nodded and climbed out of the truck after her. Georgia kept her attention split between the girl jogging next to her and the boy at the tree line. As an afterthought, she paused at the door. Turning to drop down to Connie's level, she smiled and tried to keep the girl calm as she spoke.

      "Hey, while I check out things here, why don't you wait for your brother by the truck?"

      "Why? Do you think there are more of those men in there?" Connie asked.

      "No, we would have felt the camper moving when they figured out that their friends weren't driving anymore—"

      "Because you stole the truck," she said.

      Georgia ground her teeth. "Boy, you sure do love listening to Ben, don't you? Yes, because I stole the truck. Now get over there, please."

      Connie nodded and jogged off to the front of the vehicle, where Georgia could still see her. Looking behind herself one more time to make sure Ben was still by the trees, she reached for the door and gave it a tug. Bracing herself, Georgia didn't breathe again until she realized no one was rushing her at the door. Proceeding with caution, she stepped into the restored classic and gasped.

      A man and woman, both bound to the stationary kitchen table chairs, struggled to speak. Their mouths were taped shut, and from the wound on the man's head, he'd lost a fair amount of blood. Instantly, she jumped into action, ripping the tape off in two fluid movements while bending down to start untying the woman's hands. They appeared to be in their late sixties, and matching gold rings told her they were married.

      "Please, please, you have to help my Henry. Those men..." the woman stammered.

      "It's going to be okay," Georgia said. "We're going to take care of you. What happened?"

      As the woman spoke, she worked on untying herself while Georgia turned her focus to helping the man. Though he was unconscious, his heartbeat was steady and strong. The instant the woman was able to move, she raced to the back of the camper and returned seconds later with a medical kit. It seemed as though she knew what she was doing, and Georgia stepped back to give her more space to work.

      "We were headed to San Francisco to see our daughter. She just graduated from medical school there. I am a retired nurse, and Henry has been driving a rig for most of his life. We both just retired last year."

      "How did you end up being a prisoner in your own camper?" Georgia asked.

      "We had stopped for the night, about twenty miles from the coast. Our daughter called us to let us know that her interview in New York had run late and she wouldn't be flying back home to San Francisco until the following morning. We were going to park at the campground and then enjoy a little bit of gambling at the casino not far from there. Then, everything just went dark and a bit crazy.

      "I don't know what happened, but I woke up, and Henry was driving like a bat out of hell to the gas station. Then he was telling me the world was ending and we had to get to New York to save our little girl. Honestly? I thought he had lost his mind for a minute. Then I saw the people trying to get out of the city, driving like their lives depended on it. I tried to get on the news but couldn't get a signal. It wasn't until we stopped at the gas station that we heard what was going on..."

      "And what about those men? How did that happen?" Georgia asked.

      "It was our own stupidity. I have always told Henry not to be such a bragger, but they must have overheard him talking about the supplies we have to the station attendant. They cornered us a few miles later and did this to my poor Henry. I told them he was a diabetic and that he needed his insulin, but they didn't care. Of course, I wasn't going to fight them. Wh-what happened to those fellows?"

      "You don't have to worry about them anymore. They tried to take my vehicle, and I'm guessing they wanted more... I ended up commandeering yours instead and leaving mine behind for them. Unfortunately, after hitting one with my truck and the other with the baseball bat, I don't think they're going to get very far on a pickup with two busted tires and an empty tank."

      The woman chuckled. "Well, I sure am happy you had the good sense to do that. My name is Mary, and this is Henry. Where exactly are we headed?"

      Georgia was about to tell her of the homestead and family she had waiting in the Dakotas when a familiar sound reached her ears. Outside, the children were arguing with each other as they had become so accustomed to doing. At the sound of the two outside, Mary's eyes lit up. Her husband groaned and came back around just as she finished cleaning his wound and placing a bandage over it.

      "Is that kids I hear?" Henry asked.

      Georgia nodded. "That is my niece and nephew. We are headed to South Dakota, where my sister and their dad have a homestead. We're actually only about four hours away now."

      At that moment, she realized the situation had changed. The couple were obviously trying to get to New York, which was on the other side of the country. She had to get the little ones back to her sister. Making a decision about what to do when it came to the men who had tried to overtake them on the road was easy, but when it was an elderly couple and they were the ones who had stolen the vehicle, the situation and dynamics had changed.

      "Well, it is settled then. We will make our heading to South Dakota. Maybe by the time we get there, someone will be able to make sense of this chaos. After that, we can move on to New York. How does that sound, sweetheart?" Henry said.

      "A few hours with little ones? For a retired pediatric nurse, that sounds like pure heaven. Why don't we get them in here, and I will whip us up something to eat? I am sure those poor little ducks are famished and terrified at this point," Mary said.

      Georgia was incredibly relieved to know the two were happy to make the trip to South Dakota. She stood and headed for the door, invited the children in, and made introductions while Mary talked about making several peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Georgia felt her heartbeat returning to normal for the first time in what felt like an eternity. She had no idea what had happened in California or what they would face next, but there were still good people in the world. That made all the difference as far as Georgia was concerned.

      Hopefully, the elderly couple wouldn't be the only good seeds left. Though she was able to relax some, Georgia still knew the world had become a dangerous place. The sooner order could be restored, the better it would be for everyone.
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      "Asteroids, you say?" Henry mumbled. "Never in my life did I think I would hear the day when an asteroid hit the earth. I don't know how we are still standing."

      "There was something strange about it. I caught a glimpse of one of them when it was done smoldering, and it couldn't have been bigger than a baseball. I have never seen anything like it," Georgia said.

      Once more, the elderly man shook his head. She could tell he was just as shocked as she was. None of it made sense, but she was determined to figure out what was going on one way or another. They had been on the road for a little over an hour with the skilled man behind the wheel. Thankfully, the damage done to the truck and camper, along with the damage to the man's head, was not substantial. She knew it was truly a blessing in disguise to have found the pair in such good shape. The men who had tried to commandeer her and the truck she formerly had did not strike her as the forgiving kind. She was nearly certain, though, that they would no longer be a problem for anyone.

      The damage she had inflicted on them would certainly be lasting if it were survivable at all. She refused to let the guilt seep in and take over, though, not knowing what the men had done to the elderly couple and what their intentions farther down the road appeared to be. She had put the safety of her family first, and it was a decision Georgia would make again and again if needed. Now, with the day and their journey quickly coming to an end, fatigue had slowly started to creep in. She hadn't slept since the cosmic event had woken her in California. Georgia knew she only had to make it a few more hours before the safety and sanctuary of her sister's home would give her the respite she so desperately needed.

      "You said you haven't been able to reach out to anyone?" Henry said.

      Georgia shook her head. "I have been trying to reach my sister since the asteroids first started coming down, but there is no service. I couldn't even call the emergency numbers. I have to assume, though, that all the lines are blocked and busy with real calls."

      "I wouldn't be so sure about that. When we were leaving California, I tried to use the payphone at the station we stopped at, but it wouldn't even pick up a dial tone."

      "What does that mean? That's a landline. That is a landline, correct? It should have gone through."

      "I don't know what it means, but I can't imagine it is good. I don't think I have ever seen a landline go completely down in all of my years. As far as I know, for that to happen, this would have to be a national event."

      "A national event? How is that even possible? I thought it was only California... That's where the asteroids hit, after all. Why on earth would that affect the entire nation?"

      "Unless it wasn't just a meteor shower. If someone, a nation that doesn't like ours, for instance, wanted to engage in a large-scale attack, the meteor shower would be the perfect cover for it."

      She chuckled and shook her head. "You know what, Henry? I never took you for the conspiracy-theory type."

      He gave her a wink. "It's not a conspiracy theory if it is true."

      Once more, she rolled her eyes but smiled. Henry was in great company, and the children were absolutely delighted to be in the back seat with Mary. The couple obviously loved children. She was happy they had all managed to find each other. Still, Georgia couldn't help but worry about the pair and what would happen to them after Georgia and the children were safe with her sister and Paul. The idea of them out on the open road, facing only God knew what, terrified her.

      If she thought for a single minute that the pair would stay at the homestead with them until they at least knew what was going on, she would make the offer. As it was, Georgia was certain they would insist on pushing forward to New York, where their daughter was. It was an easy decision as far as Georgia was concerned. They wanted to be with their family, just the same as Georgia wanted to be with hers. Though she had no idea what was going on in the world, she knew she wanted to be with Annabelle when it was all figured out in the end.

      "So, your sister is the one who has land in South Dakota?" Henry asked.

      "That's right. They just bought it a few months ago. They got the last of their stuff moved out last week, and my brother-in-law, Paul, was coming at the end of this week to pick up the kids."

      "And you would be in California all on your own?" Henry asked.

      "Nope, I was actually planning on following them out here to South Dakota once I had things squared away at my apartment. I am a writer, so my work tends to follow me around. Honestly, I was looking forward to leaving California before all of this happened, so it's no skin off my back. Granted, I would have liked to actually take more than just my purse with me, but I suppose I can return if there's anything left standing when the government sorts all of this out."

      "You are putting an awful lot of faith in our government," Henry said. "Take it from someone who has already survived his fair share of wars. Things are going to get significantly worse before there is any hope of them getting better."

      "I really hope you are wrong, Henry," Georgia muttered.

      "Me too, kiddo. Me too..."

      Turning her attention back to the road unfolding outside, Georgia tried not to let the man's words play through in her mind, but it was nearly impossible. He had obviously seen a great deal over the years, but times were different. The government wouldn't allow any sort of suffering to come down on its people. They had the support of the entire nation behind them. Yet, looking around at the never-ending landscape, Georgia had to wonder if the man to her left was correct. Something was definitely wrong out in the world, but she had no idea what.

      "I hope I didn't scare you. That definitely wasn't my intention. I just want you and your family to be prepared for whatever might come. I'd hate to think about any of you getting hurt."

      "I appreciate your concern, I really do," Georgia said. "I am more worried about you two heading to New York. Especially if what you have said is true."

      "What do you mean?" Henry asked.

      "If the nation really is under attack, I would think New York would be the last place anyone would want to go. I know your daughter is there, but that place is going to be a complete madhouse. It doesn't seem like your daughter would want you to go there and put yourselves in danger."

      "I definitely appreciate your concern, but our daughter isn't much older than you. I can't imagine how terrified she must be right now if I am right about this being an attack," Henry said.

      "How do you think your daughter would feel about you coming to New York? Isn't there anywhere else you can think of she might go? If she's half as smart as your wife and you are, then I can only presume she wouldn't stay in the city."

      Henry gave her a wink. "Between you and me, I don't think she is in the city. I think she probably went to her boyfriend's place in Upstate New York. He's one of those rich types who's got a big old horse farm that prints out dollar bills."

      She grinned. "So, then you are headed to this horse farm after you leave us?"

      "I believe we are. I don't think New York City is a place anyone wants to be right now, especially with the resources we have. We've got enough fuel in the back of the camper to get us to New York and back to California if we want it. Right now, I think we all know what people would do for that."

      "Hell, we've already seen what they will do," Georgia said.

      It was a relief to know they were not immediately heading into the heart of the city after leaving the others behind. Hopefully, after what the couple had endured, they would take more precautions when it was time to travel on their own again. Georgia wished she would wake up, discovering it was all just a terrible dream, but she knew it wasn't going to happen. Whatever the new reality was, they would face it together and hopefully survive as a nation.
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      As their journey continued, Georgia was happy to find that Henry avoided any areas that had the potential to be crowded. She was thankful to know he understood the precarious situation they were in. Yet, no matter how she tried to maintain her positivity, it was clear that things were only going to get worse. What few vehicles they saw on the roads were flying at an unsafe rate. Not a single officer appeared anywhere to try to subdue the drivers they passed.

      She did her best to keep the children calm, but it was Mary who was her saving grace. The woman seemed to have a knack for keeping the children calm. Georgia knew just how truly blessed they were to have found the pair. Without them and the vehicle that offered them a way home, Georgia was well aware of the fact that their situation would be dire. They didn't have much longer to go, less than an hour before they would be back at her sister's homestead. The excitement she felt was matched by her own trepidations. It was obvious that Henry and Mary felt the same way. She could see them exchanging cautious looks each time someone raced by them.

      "I know where we are," Ben said. "This is the way Dad takes to get to the feed store."

      "That means we are going to be home soon, doesn't it?" Connie said.

      Georgia turned to face them in the back seat. "That is right. We should be there just in time for dinner. What do you think your mother is going to make?"

      "I hope it is her tuna casserole. That is the best thing ever. And maybe she'll even make a pumpkin pie..." Ben said, a smile on his face as he daydreamed about Annabelle's culinary skills.

      "Gross. Tuna isn't good. I hope she is making her smash patties with some tater tots and cheese sauce. That sounds amazing to me," Connie said.

      "Your mother sounds like an incredible woman. I can't wait to meet her," Mary said.

      The children continued on, talking about all the delicious things Annabelle had made for them over the years. As she listened and kept one eye trained on the road, Georgia prayed they would make it there safely and nothing else. As long as they were healthy and alive, that was all she cared about. Given the death and destruction they had seen in California, she knew survival was crucial in those harrowing times. Silence once more filled the pickup as they continued toward their destination.

      She had sporadically tried to call her sister or log on to the internet to find out what was happening, but neither went through. Whatever was going on, it had completely wiped out all forms of communication. She wasn't going to let the anxiety overpower her. Georgia would give anything to keep her niece and nephew safe. Before long, the highway shrank to a two-lane blacktop road. Before eventually giving way to a single-lane gravel county road that had a half dozen homesteads situated on it.

      None of them were within a mile of each other. It was the perfect quiet country oasis. Still, Georgia was well aware of the fact that they had purchased the property with the intent of renovating it. She had no idea how prepared Annabelle and Ben were for the disaster that had come out of nowhere. Though they would figure things out as a family, it did nothing to alleviate the stress and pressure she felt mounting inside.

      Little by little, they inched closer. She could feel the children's excitement in the back as they continued on. When the dilapidated fencing that hadn't yet been replaced came into view at the edge of the road, Georgia finally let herself feel a little bit of relief. They had made it, despite the chaos that had initially gripped their travels. When the truck and trailer turned left down the driveway, she was on the edge of her seat, just like the children. It wound for a half mile around the forest before the quaint cabin came into view. Immediately, Georgia saw her sister and Paul emerge onto the front porch. She was shocked to see that Paul had a shotgun in his hands.

      As the truck came to a stop, Annabelle locked eyes with Georgia and said something to her husband. Paul lowered the weapon, setting it at the edge of the porch as they raced down the steps, and the kids raced out of the truck, not waiting for the others as they clambered over Mary to get to their mother. She hadn't expected tears, yet as she climbed out and held her sister and brother-in-law close, Georgia felt them start to fall. Relief surged through her. She absolutely couldn't believe they had made it.

      "We were so worried about all of you. How on earth did you get out of California? We tried to call so many times..." Annabelle said.

      "We can talk about all of that later. I am just happy we are here. The kids probably need to get settled. Honestly? If it weren't for Henry and Mary here, we likely wouldn't have made it."

      "Then, as far as I am concerned, you two are family as well. Can I offer anyone a cold brew?" Paul said.

      "I sure would enjoy one," Henry said.

      As they all started to make their way to the cabin, Georgia noticed right away that there was nothing but the sound of nature around them. There were no noises coming from the house itself. When they stepped inside and were greeted by only the light from the windows illuminating the space, her eyes darted to Annabelle. The woman shook her head.

      "We lost power the day before yesterday. It happened sometime in the night, but we weren't the only ones. The entire area is without power... Our phones aren't working, and we couldn't find out anything..." Annabelle said.

      "Trust me, you aren't the only ones. The phones have been down since the meteor shower," Georgia said.

      "It wasn't a meteor shower," Paul said.

      "What do you mean?" Ben asked. "We saw them coming out of the sky... If it wasn't a meteor shower, what was it?"

      Paul shook his head. It was obvious he didn't want to go into great detail with the kids there. She didn't blame him. They had already been through so much; they didn't need to know all the sordid details at such a young age.

      "Why don't the two of you go check out your rooms?" Annabelle said, quickly stepping into the conversation. "They aren't all the way done yet, but now that you are here, we can personalize them so much more. Would you like to see them?"

      Both of the children nodded, racing off after their mother while the remaining four adults moved through the home to the kitchen table. It was a quaint two-story log cabin. Her own space was situated across the small pond. Though she was excited to get settled in her own shack, the concerned look on her brother-in-law's face made her pause. They all sat down, and she knew a serious conversation needed to be had. His eyes moved to the steps, where they could hear the children and Annabelle going from room to room. No matter what, they would all do whatever it took to shield the kids from the truth of what was happening.

      "You aren't the first people to come this way. The more time that passes, the more travelers seem to be taking to the back roads. I have to say, it's a damn miracle you made it out of there. We owe you our lives... We didn't think you'd make it," Paul said.

      "We're here now. That's all that matters. So, others have come?" she asked.

      He nodded. "Things are getting bad out there. The power is out everywhere, and we've heard rumors of people's cars, phones, hell, even generators just shutting down and not coming back."

      "That's insane," she stammered. "Just rumors, though, right?"

      "It's not as crazy as you might think," Henry said. "If those things mixed in with the meteors had the right packaging, we could be looking at an EMP strike. It would take out everything from solar to phones. If it's got an electrical pulse, so to speak, it's going to be dead."

      "Jesus," Paul whispered. "How long would something like that take?"

      Henry shook his head, thinking for a moment before he spoke. "I'd guess that we've got about twenty-four hours left before the nation's been plunged back into the Dark Ages. This is just the tip of the iceberg."
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      Instantly, her mind started to race. They had to be prepared for whatever was coming next. Her attention turned to survival and being ready for the next wave of attacks. She'd thought the crazy meteor shower was as bad as it could get. Then Georgia met Henry and knew it was getting worse. Now, knowing what was yet to come sent a chill down her spine. All traces of fatigue were gone. They could sleep when the world stopped.

      "I hear the fridge running. Is that a generator?" she asked.

      Paul nodded. "We've got one here, one at your place, and one in the barn to keep the fans on for the animals. It sounds like we won't have them much longer."

      "I wouldn't count on it."

      "Then what do we do?" Paul asked.

      "And what are you going to do?" Georgia asked her new friends.

      Henry looked at his wife and took her hand. They seemed to have an unspoken conversation before smiling and turning back to the pair across from them.

      "We've got to keep going. We have to try to reach our daughter," Mary said.

      "If what you're saying is true, though, you might end up stranded somewhere," Georgia said.

      "I think we'll manage. I don't think either of us could forgive ourselves if we didn't at least try," Henry said.

      "Well, as far as I'm concerned, you folks have a spot here if you ever need it. I don't know how we'll ever be able to thank you for getting these three here safely," Paul said.

      "Now, don't go giving us all the credit. If it weren't for this young lady, none of us would be here now. She's the one you should be laying it on thick for," Henry said.

      Georgia shook her head. "I just did what any decent person would. I like to think there are still good people out in the world."

      "I think they might be getting worse, but we'll make it through. With that being said, we shouldn't linger for too long," Mary said.

      The woman's comment surprised Georgia. She'd hoped they would stay for a few hours at least, if not for the evening. Yet, with everything they knew, Georgia couldn't help but understand where they were coming from. If things were going to get bad, they wanted to be with their own family. Now that she was safely on her own, they needed to focus on the next step.

      "Then you're going again so soon?" Paul asked.

      "Afraid so. If those rumors you're hearing are right, we need to be making up some time already. It's a long drive from here to New York," Henry said.

      "Well, if anyone can make it, I know it's going to be you two," she said.

      Georgia wanted to show the pair that she was supportive, but it still broke her heart, knowing the likelihood of their success was not great. By the time Annabelle and the children returned to the main floor, Henry and Mary were getting ready to leave again. It was all happening so fast. Her head felt like it was spinning once more. The children were devastated to learn that their new friends wouldn't be sticking around, but they were quickly subdued when their mother offered them ice cream from the freezer.

      Outside, she and Paul helped the couple get the trailer and truck backed up and turned around before waving them off. As she looked out over the property once more, Georgia prayed they were all wrong about what was transpiring across the nation. Though they had some amazing resources built right into the land, not once had any of them considered actually being forced to survive off of what was there. Inside, she could hear her sister's laughter mingling with the children's, and it broke her heart to know they were about to shatter that joy.

      They moved silently, with Georgia knowing her brother-in-law was lost in his own thoughts. It was unfathomable to think they could be on their own for quite some time. Each time she was certain things couldn't get any worse, something new was thrown their way. Georgia knew they had to keep fighting, but the battles were starting to take their toll on her psyche. It took all her self-control to plaster a smile on her face as they approached. She didn't want the children to know how much she was struggling, how much any of them were. Paul reached out and stopped her with his hand.

      "I think we should talk before we go back in. I need to know what happened in California. How bad was it? What did the kids really see?"

      She cringed and shook her head. "It wasn't good. I know we all three saw more death and destruction in those first few minutes than I've ever seen in my life. I don't want to sugarcoat things for you. Expect the healing to take a long time. There were bodies everywhere, people still alive and screaming. Fires that we couldn't put out and people begging for help that I could do nothing for..."

      He fell silent as Georgia knew he would. They had barely been touched by the horrors the trio had seen in the quiet community Paul and Annabelle called home. Part of her prayed that the suffering wouldn't follow them there, but after what Henry had shared along with her brother-in-law, the mayhem seemed inevitable. They were together, though, and home. She had to focus on the positives; otherwise, the negatives threatened to consume her.

      "What the hell are we going to do? We've got enough supplies here to last us maybe a few weeks if we ration, but after that, we are sitting ducks," he mumbled.

      "That's not true. You said it yourself. We've got everything we need here to take care of the homestead and the family—"

      "I only said that so they wouldn't worry. None of us knows the first thing about gardening or keeping animals alive. The dozen chickens that we have aren't going to give us eggs unless we feed them, and something tells me the local mill isn't going to be up and running anytime soon."

      "We have seeds, right?"

      "Yeah, but—"

      "Then we grow our own food, and we hunt for protein. We scavenge to find things the chickens can eat and watch over them like they're our lifeline because they might well be. That, plus the fish in the pond, and we will be okay, I know it," Georgia said.

      "We aren't farmers," Paul stammered.

      "Yeah, well, guess what? We are now. So, let's get in there and get a list going of what we've got on hand. We are three able-bodied adults. I'd think figuring out how to survive wouldn't be so hard. Plus, it's warm and beautiful out. Let's get seeds in the ground and fencing around the chickens, okay?"

      "How are you standing here, talking about fishing, chickens, and gardens when the country is literally burning around us? We won't have power soon if all the rumors are true. We will be completely in the dark."

      "And we'll still have the same amount of food in the house, the same resources, and the same problem: how to survive. I'm not blind to everything going on, but I know I can't do anything about it. I have to stay focused on what I can change. Otherwise, I'll lose my mind."

      "No one else would have made it out of California. I don't know how we are ever going to repay you for saving the kids—"

      "I don't need or want to be repaid. I just want us all to survive whatever is happening in one piece. Seriously, those kids have no idea how bad things are, and they might be growing up in a terrifying new world. We need to be looking ahead, not backward to what we can't change."

      "Then I'll follow your lead. We all will," he said.

      "I wouldn't go that far," she mumbled. "I don't have any idea what I'm doing, either."

      "Maybe not, but you're still the one I want taking the lead on this. The homestead is yours, Georgia," Paul said.

      Though her friend still didn't look nearly as positive as she felt about the looming darkness that seemed to be taking hold, she knew he'd put on a brave face just the same as her for the children. Their situation was considerably better than so many others. Georgia knew there were hundreds, even thousands, stuck in limbo, trapped in one city or another that had fallen, waiting for first responders who would never come to save them. As a chill moved down her spine, Georgia forced herself to smile and take a deep breath. They had to focus on the future. It was the only hope of survival they now had.
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      "What do you mean we're going to lose power? The generators and solar—"

      "Won't do any good," Georgia said. "We don't know how long we have before they go out, so we need to use the resources on hand as best we can for now. Paul is going to charge the power tools and get a fence built around the chickens. I need to use the backhoe and start digging a cellar."

      "We only have maybe ten gallons of diesel. Are you sure we should be using it to dig a glorified hole in the yard?"

      "It's better than taking two months to dig it by hand. The backhoe might be nothing more than a yard ornament soon, but if not, we'll have a cellar anyway."

      Annabelle shook her head, watching the children as they bickered over which DVD to watch next in the living room. She knew her sister was struggling, but it came as no surprise to Georgia. Annabelle had always resisted change, and knowing what was coming was ten times worse than their current situation didn't help things any.

      "Digging holes, putting up fences...I think the two of you have lost your minds," Annabelle whispered. "Talk like this is only going to freak out the kids more."

      "Trust me, after what they saw in California, losing their television isn't going to be the thing that keeps them up at night," Georgia said.

      Annabelle glared at her. "Everything is going to be fine. You're wrong; you both are. Just wait and see."

      "And when that time comes, I'll be the first to apologize, but until then, we need to keep moving ahead like the world really is coming down around us," Georgia said.

      She could see that her sister was ticked as she shook her head. Part of her prayed Annabelle was right and they were worrying for nothing, but deep in her gut, Georgia knew it all made perfect sense. The meteor shower was a cover for something far more nefarious happening around them. People had been too eager to abandon their morals and take to the streets, robbing, killing, and taking what wasn't theirs. Watching the young children bickering as Ben put his pick of movies into the outdated DVD player, she shook her head.

      "Annabelle—"

      "Whatever, okay? Just whatever. You want to make your preparations, put up our diesel and the power tools? Then go ahead. I'm not going to stop you, but I don't have to agree with you, either. Just wait until this is all over... You're both going to feel like complete idiots," Annabelle snapped.

      "I hope we do," Georgia said. "Nothing would make me happier than being proven wrong. If that's not the case, though—"

      "We have to be ready," Annabelle said. Her tone was mocking as she snorted and shook her head. "Do whatever you need. Personally, I'm going to take care of my kids and my family."

      It was the green light they'd both been waiting for from Annabelle to start their respective projects. When her sister stood and moved away from the table to join the kids in the living room, Georgia stayed seated. Having Annabelle mad at her was bad enough, but knowing she was right about what was coming their way only made matters worse. With work to be done and nothing changing as far as Annabelle was concerned, Georgia stood and started heading for the back door off the kitchen. It led to a small patio where they had an outdoor stove set up in the enclosed space.

      Already, she could see what the future held for them. They were well-equipped with the outdated property. Where others might have seen setbacks, she saw only the blessings. The large fireplace in the living room would keep the family warm, and she'd be able to heat the cabin perfectly fine with its fireplace. Though the cabin chimney needed some work and it would be interesting to try to figure out how to clean it before the cold set in, they had months to work it out together as a team.

      She needed everyone to be on board with it, though, including Annabelle. The woman would eventually come around, but until then, they couldn't afford to lose the precious time they had with power. Jogging to the back of the barn, she moved to the side, running parallel to the forest, and tugged the tarp off the small but efficient backhoe. Tossing aside the tarp, Georgia jogged into the barn and grabbed the keys and fuel for the old beast. With both in hand, she stepped out and looked over the property.

      The cellar would need to be big enough for them to get into it but also deep enough that it would stay cool in the summer months. Keeping it dry was easy enough if they could find a supply of sawdust and form a second shaft for ventilation. For the time being, though, all Georgia wanted to accomplish was digging the hole for the base of it. Everything else could be done by hand if needed. Little by little, she managed to make it deeper and wider until, after four hours of work, the sun was setting, and the little dozer chugged its last gulp of fuel. With just enough left to wedge it back between the barn and forest, Georgia covered it once more and headed for the house.

      She was both surprised and impressed to see that the chickens, with the help of the children, had been corralled into a single fenced-in section. It wasn't a large space, but it gave them room to roam safely without the family risking the valuable resources. Glancing at the cabin, Georgia watched as Annabelle shook her head in frustration from the front porch. All her sister saw were wasted time and materials, and for all of their sakes, Georgia prayed she was right and they were overreacting. She climbed the steps, and Annabelle smiled at her, still looking irked. She rolled her eyes.

      "We could have used that diesel on the wood splitter, you know," Annabelle muttered.

      "We've got axes and a house full of workers. Why would we do that?"

      "Because it's more useful than digging a hole. Plus, look at that pile of dirt and mud over there. You know I had a perfect view of the forest before your little expedition," she muttered.

      "You'll have it again, I promise. I'll start looking for fallen timber to build up the sides and walls...unless you've got a few dozen bags of concrete lying around?" Georgia asked.

      "No, and if I did, your partner in crime over there probably would have already taken them for his damn coop."

      "Oh, come on, Annabelle. You know you're going to love those fresh eggs and a nice cool drink as much as the rest of us when things get rough."

      "If they get rough," she growled. "We are going off of rumors and some old man's gut. If you ask me, that's completely insane. Who does that? No, I think it was a close call from a meteor shower and nothing else."

      "That's what I'm hoping, too, but if Henry wasn't wrong, then all of this might save our lives. Isn't it better to be prepared and have nothing happen?"

      "Yeah, except we could have used the materials for other projects down the road. We don't know how long it will be before the government is able to get things back online. It could be weeks for all we know."

      "I don't think we need to be thinking about this in terms of weeks. I think we are looking at something closer to months, possibly even years."

      Annabelle snorted. "Now you are just being ridiculous, and you know it. Listen, I think this is going to be a good experience for the kids and a chance to disconnect from what they saw, but that's about it."

      "Then, for now, we'll have to agree to disagree. I don't want to keep going back and forth about it. Plus, time will tell which one of us is right."

      Her sister rolled her eyes but smiled. They would always have petty disagreements, but when push came to shove, they were each other's best friends.

      Annabelle sighed. "This whole thing is—"

      Before her sister could finish the sentence, a loud explosion in the distance cut her short. It was suddenly followed by another and a third before the first tremors hit them. She saw the gust moving before it struck the homestead. On instinct alone, she grabbed hold of her sister and jerked her off the porch. At that same moment, the glass in the windows behind them exploded, fragments shooting out around them as she covered Annabelle's body with her own. The occurrence ended as quickly as it had started, with them both climbing to their feet. Her eyes moved along with Annabelle's to the exterior of the chicken pen where Paul, along with both children, was climbing to his feet.
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      "Are you guys okay?" Georgia yelled.

      "Yeah! I think so. You?" Paul asked.

      She nodded, looking over at her sister as they both wiped away the cloud of dust that had been on their landing pad. Seeing that her sister was fine, she turned her attention to the cabin as Paul and the children jogged over to join them. It was unlike anything she'd ever felt or seen before. Everything that had once been glass had been completely destroyed. Whatever the blast was, it projected enough force to do some serious damage. Instantly, she fished her phone out of her pocket, but it wouldn't turn on.

      "Go check the car, Paul," she muttered. "Try to start it."

      He nodded, racing away without a word as Ben followed after him. Connie stayed wedged between her aunt and mother, terrified and silent. After seeing the chaos in California, Connie was still struggling to adjust to anything out of the ordinary. The explosion had to be a reminder of their time spent fleeing the coast. Annabelle bent down, scooping up the girl and holding her in her arms, despite Connie being far too big to be coddled. Still, Connie clung to her mother, and it broke Georgia's heart.

      "What the hell is going on? What was that?" Annabelle hissed.

      "I think those were the EMP devices—"

      "In the middle of freaking South Dakota? Why? What is the point of that?"

      "I don't know, but if I had to guess, I'd say that everywhere in the country was targeted, not just here. We need more information—"

      "We need the government to get their asses in gear," Annabelle growled.

      "That's not going to happen. We're on our own..."

      Before Annabelle could reply, Paul came jogging back up from the driveway with his son right next to him. He looked at Georgia before addressing Annabelle.

      "It's dead," he growled. "Won't even turn over."

      "What? How does that happen?" Annabelle asked. "And would you look at the windows? How are we ever going to fix all of this?"

      "It's going to be okay, honey," Paul said. "We've got a staple gun and screen in the barn, and it's warm enough right now that—"

      "Right now?" Annabelle hissed. "Jesus, look at us. For all we know, the rest of the country and the world are moving along just fine. We can't live like this."

      Georgia had kept her silence up to that point, giving her sister the room she needed to work through the growing panic Annabelle felt. Yet they'd touched on a subject that couldn't be ignored or pushed aside any longer.

      "She's right, Paul," Georgia muttered. "We don't know what is going on out there, and the only way we are going to find out is if one of us goes looking for answers. I planned on doing a scouting mission as soon as things were settled, but I don't think that's going to happen, so I should head out now."

      "What? No...no, that's not what I meant. You aren't going anywhere," Annabelle said.

      "Trust me, if there was another way, I'd be jumping on that bandwagon, but you know as well as I do that we aren't going to get any of this figured out until we know more about what is happening. I can move pretty quietly and quickly on foot—"

      "No. No, I won't let you go. We only just got you back," her sister whispered. "You can't leave me now."

      The words tore at Georgia's heart. She couldn't believe what their lives had become, but not knowing what the future held was even worse. They needed answers. No matter how much she wanted to pull her sister close and tell her not to worry, to tell her that she'd stay there and they'd all be fine in the end, that wasn't an assurance she could give to Annabelle. The only way they were going to survive was by knowing what they were up against.

      "She's right, honey," Paul whispered. "We don't know what's going on out there, and that's dangerous...for all of us."

      "On foot, though? Jesus, am I the only one who sees the problem with this? It's at least an hour's walk to town, an hour back, and that's assuming she doesn't run into any problems," Annabelle muttered.

      "I'll go with her, Momma. I'm not afraid," Ben said.

      The young boy's offer broke the tension forming in the air. For the first time, Georgia watched as Annabelle seemed to understand that something needed to be done. Her little boy was offering to take on a task that no child should ever have to consider, to go on an expedition Georgia didn't know if she'd be returning from in one piece. They needed to know more, though, no matter the risks. Dropping to one knee so she was at eye level with Ben, Georgia pulled him into her arms.

      "I think it's wonderful that you're willing to go with me, little man, but I really need you here to help your dad get the windows boarded up. There is such a big mess. It's going to take a long time to get it all cleaned up."

      He frowned. "But then you'll be out there all alone..."

      "I am going to be back before you know it, and I'll be quiet as a mouse out there—"

      "Mice aren't quiet. We had one in the old house, and it would chew all sorts of things until Daddy caught it and sent it to live on a farm in the county," Connie said.

      Her eyes darted to Annabelle. It was the only way she could keep from smiling at what she knew was a little white lie their father had told. It was more likely that the mouse in question had been sent on to his next life. Nonetheless, she had to appreciate how matter-of-fact her niece was about everything.

      "All right, well, I'll be quieter than a mouse. What animal should I be?"

      "One that stays home with its family, like a dog or cat," Connie said.

      Georgia cringed once again. "Trust me, I'd love nothing more than to stay here, but I have to do this. It's a special mission, and I'm the only one who can do it."

      The girl sighed but seemed to understand that there was no talking her aunt out of leaving. It was the last thing she wanted to do. The fatigue of their journey and the weight of everything they'd seen so far was already heavy on her shoulders, but Georgia knew it had to be her. She wouldn't risk either of the kids growing up without a parent. It was going to be dangerous. She had no idea what to expect, but they needed answers. Georgia pushed herself back to her feet.

      "When are you going?" Annabelle asked.

      "I'll grab some supplies and load a book bag. After that, I need to hit the road. I've still got a little daylight left, and I'd like to take advantage of it. I shouldn't be gone longer than four hours, but plan for five just to be safe."

      "Five hours? How are you going to tell time?" Paul asked.

      She glanced down at the watch on her wrist, which had completely stopped moving. Now, she understood his surprise at her given estimate. It was strange to think there were no working clocks anymore. So much had shifted in such a short period that Georgia knew it would take a while before any of it settled in their minds. Yet they weren't without the ability to take care of themselves. She'd picked up a few tricks over the years. One of those was the ability to tell time by the sun's position.

      Most people didn't know you could do the same with the moon, though it was harder to get an accurate guess. She couldn't ask the others to try to take on telling time by the position of the sun and the moon with the chaos that gripped their attention. They needed something broader.

      "Look, it will be dark in two hours. After that, just try to be patient. I will be back before the sun comes up. That's the only thing I know I can do. Hopefully, I'll be back long before then, but you guys need to worry about getting the windows taken care of. Keep things running until I get home, okay?" she said.

      The couple nodded, though she knew they weren't happy about her answer. It didn't matter at that moment. If they didn't have an idea of what was happening, they would be sitting ducks, and Georgia wouldn't let that happen.
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      "I still don't like this. You have no way of defending yourself if something happens," Annabelle said.

      Georgia zipped up the backpack with the last of her supplies before slipping it onto her back. At the same time, she grabbed the baseball bat she'd propped up next to the door of her tiny cabin. Thankfully, with its outdated shutters on the four small windows, getting the place secured and glass cleaned up wasn't a priority. There would be plenty of time to tackle it when she made it back to the homestead.

      "I've got Frank here. He's always done a great job of keeping me safe," Georgia said.

      Annabelle snorted. "Frank is a baseball bat, not a real weapon. People in this area hunt. They've got guns and ammo. Hell, at the very least, you could take the shotgun—"

      "No," she growled. "I won't leave you guys here without some means of keeping yourselves safe."

      "But you can go out there with nothing but a bat?"

      "We don't have any other options, and you know it, Annabelle. Whatever wave hit us and knocked out all the electrical power was just the tip of the iceberg. The more we can learn and get ahead of this now, the better off we'll be in the long run."

      It was the same conversation they'd had a dozen times in the hour since the power had gone out. Annabelle was relentless, but Georgia wasn't going to back down. Her sister was worried about her safety and rightly so. She couldn't lie to her and pretend like everything was going to be fine. Gone were their youthful days when they could live in a fairytale world; now, things were dire.

      "I have to go. I'm burning daylight here. I've got Frank, and I've got my old compass. It seems to be working, and I know the area somewhat well. Getting to town won't be hard."

      "I still don't like it—"

      "And we still don't have a choice. Take care of the family, okay? I'll be back before you know it."

      Before her sister could continue to argue with her, Georgia headed for the door and around the pond that separated the homes. She'd already said goodbye to the children and was happy when she saw Paul had them distracted on the other side of the house, cleaning things up. Moving down the driveway, she jogged to the right and continued at that pace until she passed a small sign indicating the village was up ahead two miles. Knowing she needed to pace herself and that the last mile of jogging was the most exercise she'd gotten in weeks, Georgia walked as she fished out one of the three bottles of water in her pack.

      The entire time she was off the property, she kept one eye on her surroundings. Save for two other homesteads situated behind curving driveways that were not visible from the road, there wasn't another soul around. If things continued for a long time, they would need to reach out to the neighbors and see if some sort of accord could be reached, possibly even a trade route, but Georgia didn't want to get ahead of herself. Survival came first. They were fine running on what supplies they had at the homestead, at least for a short while. As far as she could estimate, Georgia walked for another half mile at a brisk pace before breaking into a jog again.

      When she came to the crossroads where they'd been before with the elderly couple, relief moved through her. Georgia knew the village lay another half mile down the road across from the county road. Looking both ways purely out of habit, she walked across the road and continued her journey. It was a challenge for her not to break out into a run again, but she was already winded. Georgia needed the half mile to catch her breath. Plus, with each step that brought her closer to the small population, the danger continued to rise.

      It wasn't only the danger of being mistaken as a threat by someone in town but the fact that she was an outsider altogether. She'd only been there once before, and the locals were bound to be suspicious. After what they'd witnessed in California, though, she would be on high alert until making it back home to the others. Moving atop a sloping hill, she looked down the other side, where a powerless grocery store sat at the edge of town. Off to the left of the road sat a gas station, which was dark as well, though a man was outside sweeping up bits of glass. Instantly, she moved closer to the tree line, not wanting to be spotted.

      At that moment, she caught sight of a figure in the store across the road. From the uniform he wore, Georgia knew he was a local police officer. It made sense that he'd be watching out for looters, but his patrol car was nowhere to be seen. Georgia knew it was time to make a decision. She could risk going to the officer and hope that he didn't see her as a threat or keep moving through the town in the hopes of finding someone she might recognize from the last time she was there. Annabelle had paraded her around town, introducing her to shop owners and other transplants to the area.

      For a split second, she thought she might go down to the officer, but then a memory flashed through her mind. Annabelle had friends who owned the local flower store on the north end of town. She was only a half mile from their quaint storefront and apartment situated above it. If anyone was going to be open to talking to her, she knew it would be them. Moving again into the forest, she kept to the edge of town as long as she could before stepping out onto the first bit of sidewalk on a dead-end street. Georgia had tucked the bulk of Frank into her pack to keep from being seen as a threat, though he was still well within her reach if needed.

      Almost immediately, she felt eyes on her but tried not to let it get under her skin. Every so often, she would catch a glimpse of curtains fluttering in one house or another. For the most part, though, the only movement was her own. Bit by bit, she made her way across town, hoping her memory would lead her to the right area. Up ahead a half-dozen blocks later, she saw the waving florist sign and let out a breath of relief. Georgia continued her approach, but then a group of four men appeared, stumbling out of the storefront as if they were intoxicated.

      Georgia froze her instinct to run and hide, overpowered by not knowing anywhere safe to flee. Her eyes darted frantically around just as one of the men spotted her and started getting the others' attention. Suddenly, a door to her right opened, and a woman in her late fifties appeared, ushering her to come in quickly. Relief surged through her as she raced up the porch steps and into the home. The woman quickly closed the door behind her, locking it as she moved away to grab a rifle sitting on the sofa. Behind her, a door opened, and a man emerged. She was struck by how attractive he was, his age near her own.

      "Ma, what did you do?" he asked.

      "Hush now, Holden. Those damn Lasser boys are out again, causing trouble. I couldn't leave her on her own," the woman said.

      The man pursed his lips but moved closer, sticking out his hand for her to shake as he looked her over. "Sergeant Holden Evans, this is my mom, Mimi."

      "Hi there," she muttered. "Thanks for the quick save, Mrs. Evans—"

      "Please call me Mimi, dear. That's what everyone around here does. And no need to thank me; any decent person would do the same."

      "But they didn't; it was you who opened that door," Georgia said.

      "Against my advice, mind you," Holden grumbled. "Sorry, nothing against you, but things around here are getting weird, and we can't be too careful."

      "I appreciate the honesty. My name is Georgia. My sister has a homestead outside of town, a few miles away. I was hoping to find some answers about what's going on, but it looks like this place is on lockdown," she said.

      The woman snorted. "Not because of us, that's for sure. That damn Sheriff Clinton went and deputized his whole family. Now they've gone and declared martial law—"

      "Something they don't understand in the least," Holden said. "We'll make it through, though, Ma. We just need to get out of here and—"

      "I told you that I'm not going anywhere without your father," Mimi snapped.

      Holden glanced at Georgia, a look of pained frustration in his eyes. Something told her that his father, the man Mimi was waiting for, wasn't coming back.
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      "You know I've spent most of my life coming and going from this town, and I don't recall seeing you around," Holden said.

      "No, you wouldn't. Not unless you were here for the two days I was earlier this year. That's as much as I've been in the area. Even now, it's a miracle we have made it this far."

      "We?" Holden asked.

      "My niece and nephew. They were staying with me in California—"

      Mimi gasped. "No! You don't mean when this all started, do you?"

      Georgia nodded. "We almost didn't make it out. Some luck and a few good people, though, and we're here. Now, I'm just trying to find some answers to take back to the others. It looked like whatever hit us hit you folks, too. A lot of boarded-up and missing windows..."

      "Yeah, that was when the first trouble started with those hooligans you saw down at the flower shop. Thankfully, I heard the owner and her family were down in Florida on vacation. I don't think they'll have much to come back to, but they'll have their lives at least," Holden said.

      "Great," she muttered. "That was the only person I knew even a little in this town."

      "That's not true, dear. Now you know us," Mimi said. "So, why have you come all this way? Why leave your sister's property?"

      "She needs answers, Ma. She already said that," Holden said.

      "She needs a nice cup of tea. Look at the poor thing, scared out of her mind. You two do whatever business needs to be done, and I'm going to make us all a little lavender brew on the grill," Mimi said.

      As the woman scurried off, Georgia tried to wrap her mind around everything she'd learned so far. Though she was grateful to the pair for getting her off the streets, she was no closer to finding out what had happened. Someone in the area had to be informed. Suddenly, her mind flickered back to their initial conversation. He had introduced himself as a sergeant but not given much detail beyond that.

      "So, are you on the force?" she asked.

      He shook his head. "Hardly. I wouldn't join up with these locals if my life depended on it. No, I'm in the Marines, but I am home on leave...of course, now I don't even know if there will be a corps to return to. I was only supposed to be home for the weekend, but now, it's all gone to hell..."

      "What is the government going to do about all this? Do you think they know the extent of the damage done?"

      Once more, he snorted. "Know? Hell, they've been expecting it for months now. I still can't believe Russia really went through with it."

      "Went through with what?" Georgia asked. "What does Russia have to do with any of this?"

      "Oh, man, more than you would ever believe. At first, we thought it was just a rumor, right? I've been stationed down in Texas doing some engineering work. It was scuttlebutt, you know?"

      She frowned. "No, I don't think I do..."

      "Right, well, it was just rumors. A buddy knows a guy who overheard a higher-up say something over beers one night kinda thing."

      "Got it."

      "Well, my pal, Jimmy, heard from a CO he's friends with that Russia had something big planned and that all the bases were put on high alert. Of course, the government didn't want to freak anyone out, so they kept it all under wraps. Right before I got on the plane to head home, though, something weird happened. A higher-up with my unit approached literally as I was heading to the airport and said all leave was canceled and that they were about to ground flights across the nation. That was the evening of the meteor shower. I asked him about it, and he didn't tell me much, just to get back to base..."

      "Obviously, you didn't listen?"

      "Hell, no, and thank God for that. I landed right as the first drone took to the sky. I saw them coming in over Alaska with my own two eyes."

      "Drones?"

      Holden nodded. "Thousands of them, little red dots in the night. We watched them spread out like a virus, but about fifty of them headed north, and I knew where they were going. Today's EMP strike confirmed it. They were sent to take out power plants and cripple the nation."

      She was blown away by what he was telling her. Though Georgia had suspected something along those lines, hearing it was completely different than it simply being a swirling theory in her mind. The attack on American soil was unprecedented, and with the bulk of the power and electrical devices knocked out, they were all sitting ducks. War was coming, and there was nothing they could do to stop the invasion.

      "Now, I see those wheels turning in your head. Don't worry; we aren't the type of country to just lie down and take it. As soon as someone higher up knew about those drones, they launched a counterattack. I'd be surprised if any nation has power at this point."

      "What? How..."

      "Counter-offensives. The government has EMP devices stashed not only in our country but in many all across the globe. The minute they knew what was happening, those with power typed in a few codes and set a chain of events in motion that couldn't be undone. We might be sitting in the dark—"

      "But so are our enemies. My God...what are we supposed to do? How long is this going to last? Do we need to worry about an invasion?"

      "No, nothing like that. Russia is likely dark, just like we are. No, the only thing we need to worry about now is more of what you saw outside. This country has been on its own for quite a while. I wouldn't be surprised if the election comes and goes and we are still in the dark."

      "Jesus...you don't mean the presidential election in November, do you?"

      "The one and only. You have to understand that an EMP doesn't just blip everything out. It fries it. Anything with an electrical pulse. It doesn't matter if they were running when the drones attacked or not. Solar, phones, watches, medical equipment, it's all gone. We've been plunged back to an age where power didn't exist, and we're going to be living there for quite some time," Holden said.

      "People are going to die," she whispered.

      "They already have, but yeah, you're not wrong. Hospitals, anyone on life support or who needs medication and surgery...like I said, we're back to square one. The only difference is that we've got the knowledge to set things right on our side. It took our species a hundred years last time. Now? We'll have power in less than five."

      "That's not comforting at all," Georgia muttered.

      "Yeah, I know. Sorry..."

      She was speechless, shaking her head as she thought about trying to survive the next few years without any power. If they were on their own, Georgia knew the family would find a way, but the simple fact was that they weren't. No matter how much any of them wanted to pretend they were in their own little world, the cold reality was far more grim. They needed to be prepared not only to survive but to defend the resources they had at all costs. For a moment, she was frozen in time, wondering how she was going to tell the others and make them believe, but now, her mind raced with dozens of other tasks as well.

      The faster she could get back to the homestead, the better it would be for everyone. As much as she appreciated Holden's insight and the hospitality Mimi had shown, the men lurking on the streets still bothered her. People would only become more enraged, more brazen, and soulless as time went on. For a few months, they could be at peace, but once the winter settled in and the abundance of hunting and gathering was cut off, desperation would begin to take hold. When that time came, their only hope was foresight and preparedness. They needed more weapons and a much larger emergency supply of food and other resources. Only then would she be able to think about the future.

      Thanking Holden for the information, she declined Mimi's invitation to stay for tea as she slipped out the back door of the home. Though Georgia was thankful to the pair for helping her hide, her own family was going to be worried sick if she was gone much longer. Moving through the darkness of the night toward the edge of town once more, Georgia prayed they would make it through the winter and live to see spring.
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      Georgia was grateful to the mother and son for helping her out of a tight situation, but she soon missed her own family. With the knowledge she'd gained, the idea of ever leaving her family to fend for themselves again haunted her. They needed to stay close to each other and prepare for what was ahead of them. Suddenly, building trade routes with the neighbors and getting their own supplies and weapons were paramount in her mind. Before discovering the truth of what had happened, Georgia was content to think that it might all simply blow over, but now, everything was different.

      Without any regard for her own physical well-being, Georgia sprinted as soon as she was clear of the town. She didn't stop running until she reached the end of the driveway where her family's home sat beyond a hefty grove of trees. Only then did Georgia work on catching her breath as she slowly walked. The last thing she wanted was to scare anyone. As a flickering candle inside the home marked its location in the darkness, her stomach lurched.

      If Georgia had been able to spot the light quickly, others would as well. How long would they be forced into a darkness of fear? Picking up her pace, Georgia jogged to the front porch before knocking gently and opening the door. Instantly, she saw her sister and Paul jumping up from where they were sitting at the kitchen table, the single candle illuminating the quaint space. Annabelle pulled Georgia into her arms, holding her tight with obvious relief at her sister's safe return.

      "I was so worried about you," Annabelle whispered. "I don't care how much good it did or didn't do. You are never leaving on your own again. Do you hear me?"

      "Don't worry, I don't think that will be happening again... We should sit down. I've got some information," Georgia said.

      One look and she knew Annabelle could sense the concern in her voice. There was no point in trying to hide it. The sooner she told them about their dire situation, the faster they could get started on preparing for the future. As she walked with them to the table and sat down, Georgia told the couple everything she had seen and learned about the recently deputized gang and the information Holden had to share. By the time she was finished, they both looked as though they had seen the dead come back to life. All hope of the government stepping in and saving them was gone. They were completely on their own.

      "Do you think he's right?" Annabelle asked at long last.

      Georgia nodded. "Everything he heard and what he saw lines up with what we talked about with Henry as well. This isn't just our country affected. From the sounds of it, the entire globe is back in the Dark Ages."

      "How the hell can something like that happen?" Paul growled.

      "Honestly? We were attacked and fought back. As far as I'm concerned, it could have been ten times worse. They knocked us back. We did the same to them, but no nuclear bombs were dropped. Invading troops are here murdering, and there is no warfare on a large scale to speak of anymore."

      "I'd call all the people who have died from the power loss alone mass casualties," Annabelle whispered.

      "I agree, but dwelling on it isn't going to do us any good. We've got to get a plan in place on how to ride this thing out. We need to start hunting and stocking the cellar once it's built—"

      "Hunting? Building? Listen to yourself, Georgia," Annabelle said. "We don't know the first thing about any of that, and even if we did, how are we going to build the cellar? With good looks and charm? What about hunting? Are we going to catch deer by hand? We have one gun, maybe twenty shells for it, and none of us has ever shot it before."

      "Listen, I don't have all the answers, okay?" she snapped. "I really wish I did, but I do know we've got no other options here. Hell, I'm open to suggestions, since you seem fine with shooting down everything I say."

      Suddenly, her sister's eyes filled with tears as she burst out crying. Paul immediately started to comfort his wife. Right away, Georgia felt terrible for letting her temper slip like that. She knew it wasn't Annabelle's fault. They were all exhausted, terrified, and stressed beyond belief. For a few moments, the group sat in silence until it seemed as though Annabelle was finally starting to calm down. As she wiped away the last of her tears, her gaze steadied on Georgia.

      "I'm sorry—"

      "Don't apologize, Annabelle," she said. "This is a lot for anyone to process, okay? I have no idea what I'm doing. All I know is that we have to keep the kids safe."

      "I know, and I love you for that. I need to work on figuring this all out on my own. It's going to be a strange adjustment, but I do trust you, Georgia. We both do. You will figure out how to get us past this. I know it."

      "Now, hold on a minute there. I never said I wanted to be the ringleader here..."

      "Too bad," Paul said. "We already voted, and it's two to one. We want you running this show, and we'll help by doing whatever you tell us to, right, honey?"

      Annabelle nodded. "If any of us have the brains and street smarts to get through this, it's going to be you. We trusted you with our children once before, and you really came through. They wouldn't be alive if not for you."

      "This is about survival as much as it is anything else. We can do this, though, together as a team."

      "Where do we start?" Paul asked. "This place already needs a little bit of work, and that was when we had power tools and the internet to guide us through it."

      Georgia chuckled. "Well, the windows come first—"

      "The shutters!" Annabelle exclaimed. "Oh my gosh, I completely forgot about them. Do you think they would work?"

      "Oh yeah. That's a great idea, honey." Paul turned to Georgia. "When we first bought this place, it had shutters on all the windows and even panels for the doors. We took them off because they were so outdated and not really the aesthetic we were going for. Hot dog, I had completely forgotten about them."

      "That's perfect. You said you've got a few rolls of screen, too, right?" Georgia said.

      "Yep, and enough staples in the gun to lock this place down tighter than Fort Knox. It might get a little chilly in the winter, but we'll be protected from the elements."

      "I still wish we had windows, but the shutters are a good second choice. We'll get started first thing in the morning," Georgia said.

      "Why aren't we starting now? I don't think I can just go to sleep as if nothing has happened. I'm going to be up all night," Annabelle said.

      She knew her sister wanted the property to be as secure as they could make it, but working in the dark would only add to their load. Given that the kids were already asleep, the noise would soon wake them, and they'd have to contend with the children and the repairs needed while it was the dead of night. How to explain that to her sister without seeming like she was shooting the idea down was another problem altogether. Thankfully, it was Paul who took the lead.

      "We've got to wait until the morning, sweetheart. Look at your sister; she's exhausted. Plus, she's already been through hell and back the last few days, and so have we. You've barely slept since this all started because of how worried you were about the kids. We need rest," Paul said.

      "He's right, you know. Taking care of ourselves is just as important as everything else. We can't just pop to the drugstore if something happens or we get the sniffles. Keeping our energy up is critical," Georgia said.

      Annabelle sighed but nodded. "I guess that makes sense. I didn't think about it like that. You're right, though. Anything could take us out right now. It makes a little sneeze seem like a whole affair."

      As they continued talking through their plans for the next few days, she once more felt the weight of the world on her shoulders. The only way they were going to survive was by working together, not only with each other but with the others in the area as well. Before long, she caught her brother-in-law yawning and knew it was time to call it a night. Her first instinct was to retreat to her own private space, but when she looked at Annabelle, she knew there would be an argument. Instead of trying to leave, Georgia asked to sleep on the sofa, much to her sister's delight. As the couple ascended the steps to retreat to their own room, Georgia closed her eyes. They had to find a way to survive.
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      Georgia had only slept for a few hours, waking often to every little noise outside. It was so strange to be lying in the silence. Nature moved around them, brought to life by the sudden change in the world. It was impossible to stay asleep with the nightmares she saw when her eyes were closed. Georgia had done her best and apparently succeeded in shielding the children from the bulk of the horrors but hadn't been so lucky herself. Not once had she heard them crying upstairs, though Annabelle had insisted they both keep their doors open. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes to try for the sixth time to sleep longer than thirty minutes without interruption.

      The sun would be coming up before long, and Georgia knew she'd be able to distract her mind with work. Instantly, her mind started to play tricks on her, pulling up the most obscure moments. She saw Gemma looking her up and down just a few days before. Seconds later, her mind flashed to the three of them fleeing the building, seeing the meteor hit the place where she knew the mother and her daughter would be sleeping. They, like so many others, wouldn't be acknowledged for years to come. There would be no grand funerals or media coverage. The world was dark.

      In its vast enormity, the incident wiped out thousands of lives, and she knew the number was conservative. All across the world, people were dying while she lay safe on the sofa, surrounded by resources and people she loved. It didn't seem right that she was alive and so many others weren't. Gemma, her poor daughter, likely the entire apartment complex, had died before Georgia had ever left the state. Her stomach lurched, survivor's guilt weighing heavily on her mind.

      At long last, she managed to doze off. It was short-lived. Soon after, as the sun moved into the sky, Georgia bolted upright at the sound of the floorboards creaking. Her sister glanced over and cringed from where she had paused at the base of the steps. Annabelle tip-toed over to her. Georgia rubbed her eyes and smiled at her sister as she took a seat next to her on the sofa.

      "I didn't mean to wake you up. I'm sorry. I always forget about that damn board at the base of the steps," Annabelle whispered.

      "Don't worry about it. I wasn't really sleeping anyway. I've tried, but you know how it goes. I can't get my damn brain to shut off."

      "I completely understand. I lay up there for hours, just thinking about what needed to be done. I maybe slept for four hours altogether. Oh well, hopefully, tonight we'll both be so beat from exhaustion that it's not an issue."

      "Kids still asleep?" Georgia asked.

      Annabelle nodded. "And Paul is snoring away. I was going to start a fire in the wood stove and make some coffee."

      "It's going to be hot as hell today. Why don't you do it over the outdoor stove instead and keep it cool in here? I wanted to walk the property anyway. I can find you some tinder to get you started."

      "See? This is why I'm so happy you're here. I'd have started it in the wood stove and been beating myself up come this afternoon when we were all melting."

      Georgia gave her a smile. "I'm going to get ready, and then we'll head out."

      "Speaking of getting ready... I've been having the kids go to the bathroom out by the tree line. We're going to need a more permanent solution. I got up to go pee in the middle of the night and didn't even think about it. I even flushed the toilet."

      "I heard. Since this place has a leach bed and the toilet and water are gravity-fed, we could keep using the one inside and rig up some sort of rain-collection water system, but I don't know how long that will last. The other option is building an outhouse. It won't be pretty or smell like your oil warmer up there, but it would work."

      She sighed. "All right, do the outhouse. Let me know what I can do to help."

      "The kids can help me with the digging today. It will help keep their minds off everything that's going on," Georgia said. "We've got a lot of ground to cover, so we should get started as soon as possible."

      The pair were soon on their feet, getting ready for the day. She hadn't fully stripped the night before and changed into nightclothes only because Georgia worried about someone trying to break in. The last thing she wanted was to be defending the family in her cartoon pajamas. Her body ached each time she moved from the long walk and run the night before. Despite being fairly athletic, she was still out of shape, and Georgia was paying for that lack of effort. It wasn't long before she was joining Annabelle on the back porch as her sister cleaned out the stone grill and fireplace. It was a luxury, and she was thankful they had it.

      Moving in a large circle to check the property, she went to the chickens first and was happy to see they were all still there. They were a lifeline the family couldn't afford to lose. As she walked, she picked up dried timber to bring back to her sister. At the edge of the pond, where a narrow path cut between water and the woods, she heard small animals scurrying away as frogs leaped into the water. In the center of the water, a handful of fish broke the serene barrier, sending ripples through the pond. Once more, she was reminded of how fortunate they were. They would be able to fish and even gig frogs if she could remember how.

      Though Georgia had only done it once, she was excited to try her hand at it again. Frog legs were delicious, and they were an abundant resource they could use and possibly even trade down the road. A handful of chickens, fish, and frogs wouldn't keep them alive for what she believed would be a long road ahead. Before the rest of the nation figured out what they were in for, she wanted to be ready. With her arms loaded down with sticks, she finished the circle and made her way to the back porch. Her sister was ready with some kindling already smoldering as steam rose out of the teakettle on top.

      "Oh, that's perfect," Annabelle said. "Just what we need to get the fire going. I imagine the kids will be up soon. I think I heard them upstairs."

      Piling it up on the floor, she stepped back and watched her sister work. From inside, she heard movement and knew the kids were waking up. The sun was already reaching out and warming the air around them. Their movement reminded her of everything they were preparing for: a safe haven for the family to ride out the storm. She didn't know how the others felt, but she wanted to make sure they would all be on the same page. The kids would need rules and steadfast boundaries if they were going to be outside. It was her duty to protect them all.

      Minutes later, the kids emerged onto the back porch with their father, all looking tired but dressed and ready to take on the day. Annabelle took charge of all of them, giving everyone a task to do so they could enjoy breakfast together as a family. Georgia, not one for cooking, was amazed by her sister's skills. Thirty minutes later, they were all sitting down at the picnic table in the backyard, digging into eggs, bacon, and flatbread cooked atop the grill. The meal was devoured. Georgia knew her sister was using up what would soon go bad in the fridge.

      Despite the fear she knew was deeply rooted in the adults sitting at the table, they each kept a smile on their faces and the conversation light. Things were going to be rough, but no matter what, they were all going to make sure the children had stability and fulfilled lives. They deserved a bright future, even if their elders knew it might never come. There was far too much to worry about already. They needed to take on what came their way, one issue at a time.
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      "When is school going to start back up? I miss my friends. Can we call them at some point?" Connie asked.

      "There are no phones," Ben grumbled. "Don't you listen to anything?"

      "Hey," Paul growled. "Listen, you two. I know this has been rough, but I will not have you speaking to your sister like that. Do you understand? I need your help to keep this place safe, not start battles with your sister."

      "Sorry, Dad," Ben muttered.

      Instantly, Paul's expression changed to one of understanding. He nudged the boy and gave him a wink. "Do you want to try trapping today? Until we've got another way of hunting, we can set traps and learn how to process some rabbits, maybe squirrels?"

      "Eww! I don't want to eat a bunny!"

      They all burst into laughter. It was easy to snap back out of the harsh tone Paul had taken with his son. It was something that needed to be said, but it hadn't been her place to scold the boy and his parents there. With the meal finished and the sun crisping the dew away, it was time for them to attack the day with as much ferocity as possible.

      "Okay, Connie, you're going to be helping me inside. I want to get everything out of the fridge and see what we can do about drying, storing, or saving what we have," Annabelle said. "And what crumbs we've got here, we'll take to the pond and give it to the fish—"

      "Aw, why does she get to do that? It's not fair," Ben muttered.

      "Hey, I thought we were going to try our hand at setting traps, bud," Paul said.

      Ben smirked. "To catch and kill rabbits."

      Connie glared at him but said nothing as she stuck her tongue out instead.

      "What about you?" Paul asked. "I know you've got a lot on your mind."

      Georgia nodded. "Yeah. I want to go talk to the neighbors. We need to know what they'd be interested in bartering with—"

      "Don't you think that can wait a few days?" Annabelle asked.

      She could see the worry in her sister's eyes, but Georgia couldn't let it take hold of her. They had to find out what the others knew and who they were sleeping next to at night. Annabelle had to learn to trust her and know she'd always make it back home in one piece.

      "The sooner we can reach out to them, the better. We've got a good stock here, but eventually, the chicken feed will run out. I know at least one of the neighbors grows a good crop of corn and wheat. We might be able to keep them alive through the winter with their help," Paul said.

      "See? We need to move now," Georgia said. "I will only be gone for a few hours. I don't want to waste all day on this, not with the amount of work that needs to be done."

      "Fine," she muttered. "Go, but if anything happens to you out there, I'm going to be pissed, got it?"

      Georgia grinned. "I promise I'll come back."

      With that, she left the adults to start working with the kids. She headed back to the house where her bag and Frank were waiting. Despite it being a short trip, she didn't want to travel without both her defense and survival gear at the ready. There was no point in going back out through the rear kitchen doors to the family again. Instead, she made her way down the front steps and jogged out onto the driveway. They were the last homestead on the road, with two others between them and the crossroads a few miles away. She was thankful for that. The fewer people around them meant more wild resources they could use to survive. Turning right, she started walking at a quick pace as she stretched out her limbs.

      Still aching from the evening before, Georgia didn't plan on running anywhere. It was still bewildering to her when she truly thought about how silent the world had become. At the same time, every sound that nature had to offer pierced the veil around her. She could hear the songs of Mother Earth for the first time in what felt like forever. A smile crept to her lips as Georgia started to whistle, feeling at peace, despite the chaos that surrounded the world now. After making it the first half mile, the road twisted, and she stopped whistling. Moving ahead carefully, Georgia's heart started to race when, from around the bend, she heard a familiar sound.

      Someone else was on the road, and they were whistling the same tune she'd been carrying on for seconds before. Her stomach plunged. Pausing for a moment, Georgia moved to the tree line, watching her every step to make sure she wasn't making any noise. Whoever it was didn't seem to notice they'd been sharing the road. After a few seconds, the heavy footfalls drew closer, and Georgia could tell it was a man. At that moment, she had to make a decision. Moving quickly to the forest, she crouched down behind a thick standing of brush and grabbed Frank just in case. When the figure finally came into view, though, relief surged through her.

      "Hey!" she yelled out, stepping out of the clearing. "Aren't you a little far from home?"

      Holden swung around, his body ready to attack for a split second before he realized it was Georgia. She grinned at him and couldn't help but chuckle. The tough marine had shown weakness for a moment, and Georgia loved it.

      "Good God, where the hell did you come from?" he stammered.

      "The homestead, but I heard you coming from a mile away. What are you doing out here?"

      "Actually, I was coming to find you. Although I admit, I was expecting to find you at the house, not lurking in the woods."

      "Not lurking so much as walking. I just didn't know who was coming this way. So, you were coming to me, huh?"

      "Well, on my mother's orders, if we're being honest...but I did volunteer for the mission, too. She wanted me to bring you all some of her homemade tea bags. I think she was just so happy to have someone else to talk to besides me. She was hoping you'd stop by sometime," he said.

      "Oh, how sweet. Honestly, I was thinking about making a trip into town once we all got settled. One of these days, you should bring her out to the homestead. I bet she would love my sister and the kids."

      "I like it. It's a date," he said. "So that doesn't answer my question. What on earth are you doing?"

      "I was heading to the neighbor's house. I think we're going to need to help each other out if we're going to survive this. I was hoping to start building up some relationships before things get bad," she said.

      "Well, since my mission was to find you and I have, how would you like some company?"

      "Hey, the more the merrier," Georgia said.

      The pair started to walk, and soon, silence emerged between them. It had been so long since she'd spent any amount of time with a man she felt a connection to that Georgia was a little nervous. Instead of waiting for him to say something, she blurted out the first thing that came to mind.

      "So, it's just you and your mom?"

      He nodded. "Yeah, my dad left when I was five, but I've never really noticed. My mom did a great job of raising me on her own."

      "Oh, that makes sense. Did you ever reach out to him?"

      "A few times when I was younger, but not in at least a decade now. He never wanted anything to do with us, and I was perfectly fine with that. What about you? I've heard you talk about your sister and her family but no mention of your parents."

      "They both passed away. My mom four years ago and my father six years ago."

      "Shit," he mumbled. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have brought it up."

      "No, it's okay. They were good people. My dad died in an accident at work, and after that, I think my mom's body just gave up on her. She'd been battling cancer on and off for about a decade, but with her partner gone, that fight didn't seem so important."

      "Still, that's rough to lose them both. You seem pretty level-headed about it now."

      "It wasn't always that way. Annabelle and I both struggled with the grief. She was always closer to them than I was. It was always up to her to keep the peace and try to make things work between us. They always thought I was a little too headstrong for my own good, but I know they loved me in their own way. I still miss them, but now it's a healthy grief, you know?"

      "So, you said the other day that your sister and brother-in-law just moved here? What about you? Did you love it in California and this whole state is just torture?"

      Georgia chuckled. "No, nothing like that. I mean, I did love California, but it was always my plan to move out here with them. They've got a little cabin out there that's perfect for one person. Plus, even before the meteor shower, California was starting to get old. I guess I just moved up my timeline a little."
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      The pair turned down the driveway off to the left. She knew a little about the people who owned it but not much. An older couple had been hobby farming for years. Over time, their animals had long gone, and now, it was little more than a few acres of farming and gardening. She hoped they had kept some of the supplies and knowledge from days gone by intact.

      "So, did you leave anyone special in California?" Holden asked.

      Her cheeks flushed as she shook her head. "Nope, not a soul. I've been focused on my work until now."

      "Work?"

      "I was a writer, but with my laptop a smoldering pile of ash back in California, I don't know what I'm going to do with myself. Free time isn't something I'd even considered."

      "Well, you can still write. Now, it will just be the old-fashioned way."

      She groaned. "I don't know about you, but writing an entire novel by hand doesn't sound like a good time."

      "Then I guess we'll just have to find something else to keep you busy," Holden said.

      Georgia loved the sound of it, but the conversation had to end. To start with, she didn't want to be thinking with her heart and not her head. Plus, they had reached the end of the driveway, where a quaint farmhouse sat a few yards away. Instantly, she noticed the pair sitting on the front porch. Though the man had a gun sitting across his lap, neither seemed threatened. It wasn't until Holden waved at them and they waved back that she realized he knew them.

      "You knew who I was talking about?" she hissed. "Why didn't you say something?"

      He shrugged. "I like listening to you talk." With a wink, he turned his attention back to the couple as they continued walking. "Hi, Mrs. Rosewood. Hi, Don. How's the fishing this year?"

      "Awe hell, no one told me you were in town, kid," the old man said. He chuckled. "Fishing's gone to shit, and I'm gambling that the hunting's gonna be crap, too, with all this ruckus."

      "Have you folks heard much news?" Holden asked.

      "Bits and pieces, not much since the explosions yesterday. I suspect someone from the county will be along before too long to tell us what they plan on doing to fix it. Hell, I can't get my Deere or my old saw to run, either."

      "Well, now, you might be waiting a while for the county to come by. I've got some news you folks should hear," Holden said.

      Georgia listened as he calmly explained to the couple what was happening beyond their quiet front porch. She watched the color drain from their cheeks, just the same as Georgia had seen it leave her sister's and Paul's. It was a hard pill to swallow, but the world wasn't going to wait for everyone to adjust. Things were going to get rough. There was a long silence after Holden finished, and she wondered if the couple believed anything the younger soldier had to say until, at long last, Don sighed.

      "Yeah, I was worried it might be something like that," he muttered.

      The woman scoffed. "You told me it was nothing to worry about!"

      "Well, I didn't want you worrying and making a fuss over it, woman. You're on that heart medication now and...shit...her medication..."

      Holden glanced back at Georgia. She knew people would be running out of what they needed to survive eventually, but Georgia hadn't given much thought to the immediate need of so many on life-saving drugs. Finding them wasn't going to be easy, and the odds weren't in the elderly couple's favor. Yet she'd seen a drugstore in the small village and knew it was likely the prescription was filled there. Since it wasn't a narcotic, they still had a chance that it wouldn't have been looted yet.

      "We might be able to circle back to the pharmacy, Don. It's already a little crazy in town, but I've been working on playing nice with the local law. I'm sure they'd be willing to do a little trading for the meds. You still make that apple pie moonshine?"

      "Best in the damn state," Don said. "You think a bottle will keep Lori on her meds for a spell?"

      "Should be enough. I'll see what I can do for you, but for now, this beautiful woman next to me wants to introduce herself. Her sister and brother-in-law bought the old Framers farm a while back," Holden said.

      "Oh!" Lori exclaimed. "Oh, how wonderful you made it! And the children?"

      "Safe and sound, though none too happy with no television and tablets," Georgia said. "I take it you've met Annabelle and Paul then?"

      "Just the one time, but she couldn't say enough good things about you, honey. She said the kids were with you, and when all this happened, my heart just broke for them! What a miracle you three made it safely home. How are your sister and her husband?"

      "They're good. Thank you for asking. I think we're all a little shaken up right now, but we're keeping it together. I was on my way over here to see how you folks would feel about some bartering. I've heard you know a thing or two about gardening," she said.

      "I sure do, and I've been hoping to find someone to work with in the fields. You folks are looking for a trade, you said?" Lori asked.

      Georgia nodded. "I've got three adults who don't mind a little labor and enough hands to make fishing and hunting short work. We're in need of feed for the chickens. I don't know how long what we've got will last."

      "I'm sure we can work something out. Normally, we'd hire a few local kids to help us through the harvest season, but something tells me the banks aren't going to be cashing checks anytime soon. Why don't we pop over later today, and we'll all have a chat about it?" Lori said.

      Georgia frowned. "Are you sure you want to make that walk? We don't mind—"

      "Georgia," Holden whispered.

      She glared at him. "What?"

      He nodded over toward a small barn as she jerked her gaze around. There, beneath a dark-green tarp, was a little horse-drawn wagon. It was barely noticeable unless you were searching for it. At that moment, she saw two ponies grazing just beyond the wooden structure, and it all started to make sense. They weren't going to need to walk anywhere. She smiled, already relieved that the elderly couple had some sort of transportation. It was one thing for her to have to walk everywhere, but with Lori's heart condition, they needed to play it safe.

      "I guess that's one way to do it," she said. "You folks are welcome to stop over whenever you'd like."

      "Now, why don't the two of you come on out of that heat? Lori can whip us up something cool to drink, and we can talk about a few other trades. I sure would like to get my hands in that pond of yours, ma'am," Don said.

      "Really?" she asked. "I thought you had a place to fish, not that we would mind. Honestly, my sister had it stocked, and the fish have been doubling pretty consistently."

      "Well, the river is about a twenty-minute drive. Taking one of the ponies is a big risk just for a few nights of fry. Strolling on over to the pond is another thing. I'd be more than happy to make it worth your while. We've got more cans of meat down in the basement than the pair of us will ever eat. Good stuff, too, like ground beef and pork. The cans are a pound apiece. All still usable for the next five years or so. How'd you feel about a can for two fish?" Don asked.

      "You've got yourself a deal, but only if you toss back anything under a pound. That way, you're getting your money's worth, and we can keep growing them," Georgia said.

      "You know, I think we are all going to get along just fine," Lori said. "Now, how about those refreshments?"

      Georgia nodded, knowing it wouldn't be polite to refuse. Still, she was excited to get back to the homestead and share the good news with her family. There was a glimmer of hope for them, something she planned on hanging on to for dear life.
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      By the time they left again, she knew at least an hour had passed. The others would be worried if she didn't make it back soon. Holden seemed content to walk with her back in the direction of the homestead. She had no idea how she was going to explain his presence to her sister but was happy for the company all the same. In his hand, he had a bow and a quiver of arrows. It was nothing amazing, but it would help them all learn to hunt. The gift from Don was one she planned on putting to use. He'd already made plans to come out later that afternoon for some fishing while Lori talked with Annabelle and had sent her with two cans of sausage and one of ground taco meat to get the trade route rolling.

      Moving up the driveway, she wasn't surprised to see the family of four gathered near the house. As soon as the children recognized their aunt, though, the tension was broken and they started racing forward. Still at the cabin, she saw her sister whispering something to Paul, and instantly, her cheeks flushed. She knew what Annabelle was thinking from a mile away. Though she was happy to be spending time with Holden, the last thing on her mind was romance. She would simply be glad if they survived long enough to consider going on a date.

      "Who are you?" Connie blurted out.

      "Young lady, where are your manners?" Annabelle asked.

      "Everyone, this is Holden. He's a friend of mine who helped me out when I went to the village yesterday. He was coming over to see me when we ran into each other," Georgia said.

      Everyone went around and introduced themselves, with the adults shaking his hand. They started walking back to the house as the group made small talk, asking about the village and Holden's mother. Georgia knew her sister was happy for the opportunity to play hostess again. She'd always been a social butterfly, and the new circumstances were hard on her.

      "I still can't believe things are so bad in town. I thought for certain the community would pull it together," Annabelle said.

      "I wouldn't count out the locals just yet. We might have gotten off to a rough start, but I know the people of my hometown, and they aren't going to stand for the sheriff's actions for very long. It's a matter of getting people to speak up. Right now, everyone thinks they have no choice. This can't go on forever."

      "Before long, the weather is going to change, and people are going to get too desperate. Is there anything we can do about the sheriff now?" Paul asked.

      "I don't see how getting involved will help anything," Annabelle said. "We have our own family and farm to worry about."

      "We can't sit around here and do nothing. That's what got everyone into this mess to begin with. If there is a way for us to help them out, I think we need to do so," Paul said.

      Georgia could see there was a divide among the group members. She knew her sister was worried, but Paul had a good point. If the people around them couldn't survive, there was no hope for them, either. They were getting it together, which was the only way that they would make it through the winter ahead. Her sister would never be able to understand. Her sole purpose was to keep her family safe and alive. Though Georgia loved her for that, it wasn't the only thing they needed to take into consideration. They had to think about not only the bigger picture but also the future with no outside help. No matter what, she knew they wouldn't reach a decision at that moment. Holden had become antsy—obviously anxious to get back to his mother—the more they talked about the looming dangers in the village.

      Though two out of the three of them were determined to make a difference, they would need to be patient with her sister. Soon, the conversation came to an end, and they all emerged back outside as Holden prepared for the return trip. He had gotten a break and a refreshing drink, but everything else would have to wait until their next meeting. Paul and Annabelle stopped at the porch of the house. She had every intention of walking with him as far as the end of the driveway before beginning the other work that needed to be done. Though the visit with the neighbors had taken considerably longer than she had anticipated, she was happy about the outcome, nonetheless. They were making progress, even if it was slow.

      "Are you sure we can't get you to stay for dinner? I hate to think about you walking back on your own," Annabelle said.

      "I appreciate the offer, but I don't like leaving my mother by herself for very long right now. Things are definitely uneasy in town," Holden said.

      "I think the worst thing about all of this so far has been not being able to communicate with people. I know that's how it was done back in the day, but I think I like it better when there are phones," Paul said.

      The group all chuckled in agreement, their surroundings falling silent once again. The time had come for Holden to go. Sitting in farewell, Annabelle and Paul waved them off, and she started down the driveway with the man. Paul hadn't been wrong. Not knowing if her new friend would make it safely to his destination or if he'd be jumped somewhere along the road definitely brought her anxiety. There was nothing they could do about it.

      Georgia couldn't help but wonder if, eventually, they would adjust to the silence around them, but for the time being, it still felt overpowering. She wanted to believe that good things would soon come their way and that the happily ever after she had always wanted for her sister would come, but hope had definitely started to wane with time. At the end of the driveway, she looked down the long road that would take him back home, and the sinking sensation in her gut returned. Georgia didn't like the idea of Holden out there on his own, no matter how tough he thought he was.

      "Hey, it's going to be okay," he said.

      Her eyes darted to him. "I know."

      "Yeah? Well, you might want to tell that to the look on your face. You look like someone just ran over your puppy."

      "Are you sure it's a good idea for you to try bartering for Lori's medication on your own? There is power in numbers, you know."

      Holden chuckled and shook his head. "You're starting to sound like your sister. Listen, if I were worried about it, I would ask for backup, but I grew up in this town. I know every person who lives here. I'm not going to put myself in any danger."

      "Desperate times make people crazy. They aren't themselves anymore—"

      "It's going to be fine. You have to trust me on this. I know what I'm doing when it comes to covert operations, Georgia."

      She grinned. "You sure about that? I spotted you a mile away earlier."

      Holden gave her a wink. "Maybe I wanted you to spot me. Did you ever think about that?"

      "I think you're full of it, that's for sure."

      "I promise I'll be back here in two days with my mom and the supplies for Lori in tow, okay? Nothing is going to happen."

      "Well, I don't see how it could with a positive attitude like that," she muttered.

      "See? That's what I'm saying, too. We've got this. A few bullies aren't going to stand in our way of a unified front."

      She nodded and smiled at him, but in her heart, Georgia didn't believe a single word the man was saying. He didn't seem to think there was any danger, yet she knew differently. She had seen it on their way to the homestead and understood just how cruel people could be when there were no repercussions for their actions. Hopefully, Holden wouldn't have to learn the truth about the world the hard way. Unable to stop him, Georgia gave him one final wave as he started down the road, whistling and meandering without a care in the world.

      Heading back for the homestead, she walked slowly, enjoying the moment by herself. The others were going to have questions not only about Holden but about the new trade she'd made with the elderly couple on the property next to them. Though they had all agreed she would take charge of the situation, it was proving more difficult than Georgia had anticipated. The only thing she wanted was for them all to make it through in one piece. The more time that passed, though, the more their odds shifted out of favor and into dire circumstances.
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      "Like this, Aunt Georgia?" Connie asked.

      "Yep, that's perfect, kiddo. Your brother is on his way with another bucket of water. Why don't you grab another couple of big armfuls of the clippings to mix in?"

      "This is so much more fun than school! It's like a giant mud pie."

      Annabelle and Georgia both chuckled as they watched the child, now covered head to toe in the mixture, smooshing it all together. They had just about enough of the mud and dried grass clippings to start shaping it around the walls of the cellar. After driving in several unfolded metal hangers, random rods, and longer bits of scrap that they could find into the ground six inches from where she'd dug the walls earlier, they were ready to start insulating the in-ground structure with the thick slop Connie was trotting through down below. Once the last bucket of water was mixed in, they'd take over and add the incredibly limited supply of concrete they'd found in the barn. The two bags would give them just enough strength in the structure to ensure nothing would collapse. Watching the cheerful girl work, she smiled.

      "I never thought I'd see the day when my daughter was enjoying herself working. Ben too! He's been carrying buckets for the last hour with Paul and hasn't complained once."

      "To be fair, I think the promise that we'd try shooting the bow later helped with that. He knows the faster we get done, the more time we'll have for target practice," Georgia said.

      Annabelle cringed. "God, I hate the thought of his having to hunt...or worse."

      "That's not something we need to be thinking about right now, and definitely not something I want either of them to worry about. For the time being and, hopefully, for a long time to come, we're just teaching him how to provide for himself and everyone else. Hell, he'd learn as much in Boy Scouts."

      "Fair enough. I still don't love it, though," she mumbled.

      "That's okay. I don't expect you to. I know this is hard, but I'm confident we've got a fighting chance."

      "And to think, a week ago, the only thing I was worried about was if my groceries would be delivered on time. It's still hard to wrap my head around everything."

      "Things aren't going to be like this forever. I promise you that."

      "That's what worries me so much. We're okay...for now. How long before that changes?"

      She shook her head, not knowing what to say to her sister to help ease the woman's mind. In truth, Georgia had no idea how long it would be before help came, if they had it at all in their lifetime. They still didn't know who was in charge of the nation or if the government had survived the attack. Worrying wasn't going to do them any good, though, and she had to make her sister understand that.

      "You know the kids look up to you so much. We've got to stay strong for them," Georgia said.

      "I know. I won't let them see how worried I am, but it's still there."

      "They are both so smart. I know they pick up on it. Look at Connie down there. She keeps glancing at us. I wouldn't be surprised if she could hear everything we're saying."

      Down below, the girl paused for a split second before returning to work, confirming what Georgia had suspected all along. They had little ears listening to every word of the conversation. Thankfully, Paul and Ben had reached them. Climbing down into the hole with the rest of the family, they joined Connie in creating a slurry of the mixture before running it along the walls. It was the perfect texture. They'd done a good job of making the putty-like substance stick to the earth and the metal holding it into place. Now, all they needed was a few days to let it dry untouched.

      As the rest of the family worked on stomping down what would dry into the floor and provide them with stability, she climbed out to start cleaning up the grass where they'd been sitting and working for several hours. The sun had just started to kiss the tips of the trees as another day slowly came to a close. Georgia was picking up the remnants of the dried clippings they'd cut by hand when suddenly, a chill ran down her spine. Instantly, she was upright, her sixth sense working in overdrive to tell her that someone was there. She could feel eyes watching her. She scanned the area. A split second later, a figure emerged in the driveway, looking around as he headed for the house.

      When the man spotted her, he froze. His direction shifted from the home to where she was standing, though Georgia could see that he was looking around to see if they were alone. Not wanting the man to know the family was right behind her, she took a deep breath and bent to set down the bag of clippings in her hand. As she did so, Georgia shifted her body just enough so that the approaching stranger couldn't see she was talking with someone. Before she'd said a word, Georgia's sister knew something was happening. Her gaze filled with fear as she moved to pull Connie slowly down the ladder.

      "Stay here," Georgia whispered. "And stay quiet. Someone is coming this way, and it's not anyone we know."

      "But—"

      "Just listen to me," she growled.

      Annabelle's mouth snapped shut as she nodded, the color gone from her cheeks. It wasn't easy for Georgia to be so forceful, but if it meant keeping them alive, she'd take on the role of a tyrant. There was no time for her sister to argue as Georgia stood back up and moved several yards away from the pit. For the first time, she was aware that she didn't have her trusty baseball bat in her hands. Though the men did not appear outwardly threatening, they could never be too careful when it came to the safety of the people they loved. She gave him a disarming smile and made a note of his hand tucked behind his back.

      "Hello, can I help you with something? This is private property," Georgia said.

      "Good evening, ma'am. I hope I'm not disturbing you on this beautiful evening. I was just passing through and thought I might be able to offer you my assistance. I am a hardworking man—"

      "Thank you, but I don't need any help. If that's all, I would appreciate it if you just continued on your way."

      Georgia saw a flicker of irritation in the man's eyes. He moved his hand around to his hip, casually showing the knife located on his belt but revealing no other weapon. Georgia knew all she needed to do was yell for the others, and her sister, along with Paul, would be climbing out of the pit, ready to defend her. She prayed it wouldn't come to that. Once more, Georgia was left hoping that her acting skills were up to par.

      "I appreciate that you are just looking for a place to settle down for a minute, but that can't be here. I've got a family and folks of my own to look after. None of them would take kindly to a stranger coming up the lane... especially not during these questionable days."

      "It's funny. I always seem to come across young ladies who are waiting on one fellow or another. Tell me, do any of you ever tell the truth?"

      The building tension in the air was almost more than she could handle. Suddenly, something rustled in the forest behind them, and they both froze. She heard Paul calling out to her, letting her know he and the other men had snagged a large buck. Turning back to face the man, Georgia gave him a victorious grin as the color drained from his cheeks. It was obvious that he had planned on calling her bluff, not believing for a moment she had anyone there to help her. Just as quickly as he had started to make himself at home on the property, the man was scurrying down the driveway once again.

      She prayed it would be the last time she saw him, but she knew better than to test her luck. At the moment of relief, as it was, she called back to the others before turning and jogging in their direction. One by one, she helped them climb out of the partially finished cellar before they all started back for the house again. Paul had saved them. She knew for a fact that if he hadn't yelled out, pretending to be one of many, things could have taken a turn for the worse. It had been a close call, and Georgia was shaken by it.
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      "Get them inside," Georgia growled. "We need to walk the property and make sure that guy isn't still lurking around here somewhere."

      Annabelle nodded, ushering the kids toward the house while Paul and Georgia raced for the barn where the bow and her bat were waiting to be used. She was trembling when she grabbed hold of Frank but wasn't going to let that fear show. As they moved down the driveway, she saw no sign of the man.

      "What the hell are we supposed to do now? We've got no way to keep them safe—"

      "We are going to figure it out. Do you hear me?" she snapped. "As soon as Annabelle knows either of us is freaking out, it's going to be a shitstorm. I don't see him anywhere, though, so maybe we are clear."

      "Yeah, until the next punk or stray comes along looking for an easy meal ticket. Then what? What if we aren't around to protect—"

      "Then we make sure one of us is always here, got it?" Georgia growled.

      Paul fell silent but nodded. She hated how curt she was being with him, but at the same time, she had to make it clear that panicking wasn't the way to go. They needed to stay strong and united if they were going to survive. There was no sign of the man who had approached her earlier, and she was thankful. As they made their way back to the house, it was soon agreed upon that she would stay another night on the sofa. Given the limited number of resources they had, she couldn't see dividing their time and defense mechanisms between the two houses.
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      It had been an exhausting few days, and sleep wasn't nearly as hard to find when they finally managed to make it back inside. By the following morning, she was slightly more accustomed to the sounds, or better yet, the lack thereof, that surrounded them. She was able to sleep in a bit, but ultimately, it was impossible for her to continue the restless slumber by the time her sister came down to start the morning rituals.

      She was happy they had survived another night but was still ill at ease, given how little they had in the way of protection. She would never be able to forgive herself if something happened to any member of her family because of their lack of firepower. Still, Georgia was determined to make the best out of the hand they were dealt. The stressors that had affected them the day before, though, were completely gone by the time the children awoke. It was in large part thanks to the presence of Don and Lori as they rode up on their horses.

      Instantly, she saw the delight on the children's faces and knew things would be better than they had been the day before. From the moment they set foot on the property, Lori and Don brought a level of joy to the others that was impossibly infectious. They spent their time helping to teach the novice family their fishing skills, along with giving Connie and Ben rides on the horses. By the time the afternoon rolled around, both children were tuckered out and fast asleep on the sofa.

      She was thankful the couple had joined them and would forever be indebted to them for the knowledge they had imparted, but looking around at the group of adults now sitting on the back patio, Georgia could tell something was on the elderly couple's mind. For the first time, she saw the twinge of trepidation in their eyes. If the steadfast pair had reason to be worried, they knew they were all in trouble.

      "A fellow stopped by our house yesterday, and I wanted to make sure we said something to you folks about it. Honestly, it really bothered me. He didn't see me in the barn and made a move on Lori. The fellow didn't see her gun. She scared him off, but I hate to think of you good people not having protection," Don said.

      Georgia frowned. "We had a run-in with him, too, and yeah, I think he was looking for an easy target. We've got the bow you gave us—"

      "That's not enough," Don growled.

      Reaching into the bag he'd brought with him, the elderly man pulled out a small handgun and several boxes of ammunition. Annabelle gasped. Georgia knew how her sister felt about guns, but all she could feel was an overwhelming sense of relief. She never wanted to shoot anyone, but if it came down to a stranger's life or her family's, she'd take care of them every time. Carefully reaching out, she took the gift the man offered.

      "I know you've got a shotgun and a handful of shells. Paul told me as much, but that won't do much to stop an angry mob if they come knocking," Don said.

      "What about you?" Annabelle asked. "How are you going to protect yourself?"

      He chuckled. "Don't you worry about us. I've got a full arsenal back at the house. We've lived out here in the sticks long enough to know how to take care of our own. Now, I'm not saying that we've ever had any trouble, but we sure do pick off the destructive squirrel or raccoon just about every night."

      "Bet you never thought it'd be your dinner one day," Paul said.

      Don grinned. "Just the squirrel. Never could get a taste for raccoon..."

      "Gross, you ate a raccoon?" Ben asked.

      She hadn't heard the child sneak up behind them. Moving quickly, she tucked the gun into her pants and covered the butt with the tail of her shirt. Slipping the ammunition beneath the chair, Georgia turned along with the other adults to greet the boy. Annabelle's color still hadn't returned from seeing the gun in the first place. She didn't want to be left explaining to the young man why they had it or needed it at all. As the conversation turned back to lighter topics, a strange sensation moved through her. Her eyes moved across the land instinctively, but she saw nothing out of place.

      The horses were grazing near the barn, and the chickens were happy with the small fishing pool that they had built with an old plastic tub from the barn. It kept them cool and happy, given their new confines. All around her, progress was being made. The first seedlings were taking root, and before long, they'd have a decent crop to harvest, dry, can, and barter with. Yet something felt off, and she couldn't quite place her finger on it. With the day starting to fade away, it wasn't long before the couple made their way back down the driveway to their own homestead.
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      It was strange to think that they now had the best mode of transportation available. Seeing the pair ride off, though, was a harsh reminder of how many dangers lay beyond their front door. People would kill to have a pair of horses, and the elderly couple seemed like an easy target. Even if the would-be horse-nappers failed in their mission, Don would make sure they paid with their lives. It wasn't a world she wanted her niece and nephew to be a part of, yet they had no other choice. Fate and war had decided for them already.

      "You okay?" Annabelle asked.

      She snapped around and nodded, plastering a smile on her face as they turned again for the homestead. Georgia didn't want to worry her sister. "Yeah, I'm fine. Just making sure they get out of here."

      "Are you excited about Holden coming back through tomorrow? I bet he's looking forward to seeing you."

      Georgia rolled her eyes. "I think we've got bigger things to worry about. I'm not thinking about him or anything but getting us through the winter."

      Annabelle sighed. "You're no fun, you know that?"

      "Yeah, I know," Georgia said.

      She grinned and shoved her sister playfully. Holden had been on her mind a great deal over the past few days, but not for the reason Annabelle might think. She was worried about him, his mother, and the others they cared about, now braving the harsh world on their own. Georgia could only keep a handful of them safe, but she took that responsibility to heart.
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      That night, she slept in her own cabin for the first time. Though she wasn't thrilled about it, her sister and Paul had insisted. For two nights, her spine had been wedged, twisted, and pinned no matter what position she picked on the sofa. Looking around the quaint cabin, though, Georgia felt like she was finally home. It didn't take her long to unpack what few belongings she had and start a small bed of coals for a midnight cup of warm cider. By the time she climbed beneath the sheets in her new home, she was exhausted.

      The entire night, she slept like a log, only waking when the sun started to poke through the open windows, bringing with it the humid air that would soon encompass the property. She wanted to complain about the heat but knew they'd soon be missing it when the winter settled in. As much as she appreciated having her own space, Georgia was anxious to get back to the house and start the day. After splashing some water onto her face, she made her way to her sister's home on the other side of the pond. In her heart, she knew part of the joy she felt that morning was because of Holden.

      Getting to see him was definitely going to be the highlight of her afternoon. Until then, though, there was still a good bit of work that needed to be done. Climbing the steps of the cabin, Georgia smiled when she heard the children playing inside. They deserved to find a little joy, but she still struggled to wrap her head around everything happening. Yet the reality of the situation was right there for everyone to see. When she stepped inside, her sister saw her and smiled, setting down a breakfast plate for her at the table where it was obvious the others had already finished their meal.

      "How did you sleep? I have to admit it was strange waking up and not seeing you there on the couch... I think I was getting accustomed to it."

      Georgia sat down at the table. "It was definitely weird sleeping there for the first time. Still, it was nice to be in a bed again."

      "I know it's not the king that you wanted—"

      "I don't think a king-size bed would have fit in there anyway. I am happy you went with the queen. I think it is going to make a really nice little home once I add some personal touches."

      "Good, I'm happy you like it. I was definitely worried you would think it was too empty and bare."

      "You did a wonderful job on it. I couldn't have done better myself."

      Before the conversation could go any further, Paul came down the steps. It was obvious he had been awake for quite some time. He kissed his wife before sitting down at the table with Georgia, where she was finishing up the last of her pancakes and scrambled eggs. Georgia couldn't help but wonder if every meal that they enjoyed would be the last of a certain ingredient or spice. She had no idea how much time they had before things truly got bad.

      "So, what's on the agenda for today?" Paul asked.

      "I really want to get the cellar finished. We can start making the structure for the roof today. I don't know how much time we'll have to work on it, but I do think it is entirely feasible that we could have the roof on and drying before nightfall."

      "Does that mean we can start using the cellar right away?" Annabelle asked.

      Georgia shook her head. "We need to let all the plaster cure for a little while. Then I want to see what happens when it rains. Hopefully, we will have done a thorough enough job that everything stays dry, but I'm not going to risk putting anything down there until we are certain about its stability."

      "Well, there is no time like the present to get started," Paul said.

      As he heaved himself off of the chair, Georgia finished up the last of her breakfast before setting the plate on the counter next to Annabelle and heading for the door. She always felt a little guilty leaving her sister to do the cleanup but knew Annabelle preferred to be wherever the kids were. For the time being, they seemed content to be playing a board game between themselves. She wasn't going to risk chaos by inviting them along. Georgia knew when Annabelle was ready, she would round up the kids and head out to help them with whatever she could for the day.

      It wasn't just the kids she was worried about. There was a darkness looming on the property that Georgia couldn't pinpoint, and it was slowly driving her insane. She wanted to keep them all safe but didn't know how. Before long, they would have no choice but to start foraging and hunting. That was going to be especially important in surviving the colder months.

      Little by little, the structure of the roof started to take shape. They used what limited lumber they had left in the barn, along with finishing nails and anything else they could find. When it was time to once more make the mud and grass-cutting mixture, the children raced outside, looking forward to another day of getting filthy. Paul and Georgia carried the arched roof to the edge of the water, with Annabelle dragging sacks of grass clippings behind them. Ben held the bucket while Connie hauled a large tarp they'd use for mixing to keep the clay off the ground.

      As the hours slowly passed, she was left wondering how long it would be before Holden arrived. Though she wasn't willing to admit it to anyone outside of the voices in her own head, Georgia was genuinely starting to worry. Bit by bit, as the sun continued to make its move across the sky, Georgia's stomach continued to lurch. Her eyes moved constantly in the direction of the driveway. She needed Holden to be okay.

      "I don't know that you are going to make it any better by constantly staring down the driveway, sweetheart," Annabelle said.

      She swung her body back around, shaking her head as she did. "It just doesn't make any sense. He said he was going to be here in the morning, and it has to be at least two in the afternoon now. I don't like it one bit. He doesn't seem like the type of guy to say he'll be here then not show up."

      "Try to remember, though, that these circumstances aren't what we are accustomed to. Anything could have happened...and I don't mean that in a negative way. He could be helping someone out, or they simply could be getting a late start. I don't think you are going to do yourself any good by stressing out about it."

      "I know you are right, but I also don't know what else to do. Maybe I should go looking for him..."

      "Or you could help us get this locked and loaded," Paul said. "We need to get it back on the structure or at least over by it before it gets too late."

      "Yeah, I think that sounds like a better plan," Georgia grumbled.

      Forcing herself to focus on the task at hand, she turned her attention back to the project. They had been at it for hours, and the kids were fast asleep beneath a large sycamore tree at the edge of the forest. Annabelle was still helping with the construction, but every few minutes, she would glance up to make sure both of her children were still sleeping.

      Little by little, the building started to take shape, but Georgia's heart wasn't in it. She tried to convince herself that everything was all right, but deep in her gut, she knew that wasn't the case. The instances of her being wrong about someone and how they portrayed themselves were few and far between. She had always taken great pride in her ability to judge someone and know where their intentions were instantly. Georgia knew she wasn't wrong about Holden.

      The only reason he wouldn't be there when he said he was going to be was if something was wrong. As she helped the others lift the roof to move it away from the water's edge, Georgia knew what she had to do. Annabelle wasn't going to like it, but there was no other option at that point. If Holden or his mother were in danger, she needed to be there to help them out. Georgia knew firsthand that Mimi and Holden would do the same for her. They had saved her life once, and now she wondered if it wasn't time to return the favor.
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      "Don't you think it seems a little crazy to be going out there? Jesus, Georgia, it's going to be getting dark soon!" Annabelle said.

      "You and I both know something isn't right here. He isn't the kind of man who just wouldn't show up—"

      "We are living through the apocalypse, for Christ's sake! You don't know if he is even coming or not."

      "You are absolutely right—I don't know. The only way I am going to find out is if I go see for myself. I have to know if he is okay or not."

      "No, no, you don't, and I am tired of hearing that. You are going because you want to, and nothing else. The least you can do is tell the truth," Annabelle snapped.

      She was slightly taken aback by how abrasive her sister was being but knew she was just worried about Georgia's safety. It didn't change anything about her leaving, but it definitely posed a challenge. She hated the thought of taking off with her sister so angry, but she also knew there was nothing she could do to try to make things better. Her sister was ticked off, and Georgia wasn't going to change that when she left. If she was going to try to get to Holden and Mimi's house before dark, she needed to leave right away.

      "I am sorry you are upset with me," Georgia mumbled. "I will be back as soon as I can, I promise."

      Her sister shook her head but said nothing. As Annabelle turned away from her, gazing out the window at the backyard where the kids were playing, Georgia understood the conversation was over. She couldn't force her sibling to understand how she felt in her gut. There was something going on, and she needed to get to the bottom of it. Despite knowing the risk that it posed to her life, Georgia was certain beyond a shadow of a doubt that Holden would do the same for her if the situation were reversed. Moving for the door, she heard Paul follow her out onto the front steps.

      "Don't worry about her. When you make it back in one piece, she'll forget all about how upset she is right now. You do what you need to do," Paul said.

      "So, you aren't angry at me, too?"

      "No, not really. I think it's hard for Annabelle to understand sometimes that you are not interested in staying in one place. You've always been a wanderer, and helping people comes second nature to you. She doesn't get that. She sees this place as a haven and can't fathom why anyone would willingly leave and put their life on the line."

      Georgia shook her head once more, letting out a hefty sigh as she looked out across the land. She would love to believe the same thing Annabelle did. She would love the notion that they were truly safe. In her heart, though, Georgia was well aware of the fact that they weren't safe and that things would get considerably worse for them if they weren't careful. However, Georgia would continue to do so as long as she could allow Annabelle to live in her fairytale world. Though none of them deserved the fate that they had been given, Georgia would give her life to keep Annabelle and the others safe, happy, and content.

      "You had better hit the road if you're going to make it back here before the sun comes up tomorrow. Don't worry, I will make sure they are all safe while you're gone," Paul said.

      She nodded and jogged down the steps. Though she had the handgun tucked into the back of her jeans, Georgia had no intention of using it. From what Holden had told her about the officer in town, she knew he wasn't a man to be trusted. Yet the idea that anyone, especially an officer of the law, would do anything to the kind man or his mother was insane. Georgia kept her pace steady, not wanting the journey to take any longer than absolutely necessary. She hated that Annabelle was once again angry with her but knew her sister would come around eventually. They had always made it through the rough times in the past, and this would be no different.

      She kept her eyes peeled as she moved down the road. Every bone in her body was telling her to try to get to the village as quickly as possible, but she didn't want to overlook anything, either. When she rounded the first bend in the road, Georgia was relieved to see no other soul anywhere in sight. Anyone lurking around the property would undoubtedly be up to no good. Picking up her pace a little, she moved another quarter mile in the direction of the village. Once more, she prepared herself for fight or flight as the road curved for a second and final time. As she moved and the rest of the road came into view, her stomach lurched. Up ahead in the distance, there was something lying off to the side, though it was too far for her to make out.

      Her eyes darted across the land, looking for any signs of danger as she moved cautiously toward the object. Inching closer, her heart plunged to her stomach when she realized it was a human lying off to the side of the road. Given the absolute mayhem and bloodshed she had witnessed before, she immediately assumed the worst. As she cautiously crept closer, Georgia was able to decipher a faded-pink flower floor-length dress and a pair of brown boots sticking out along the side of the road. Soon, she was within a few feet of the body, the bloodied scene now evident to her.

      "Oh, God... Mimi," Georgia whispered.

      Suddenly, the woman moved, a groan slipping out of her lips. Georgia immediately sprang into action. A small flicker of hope ignited within her. The woman wasn't dead after all. The situation had become dire. Slowly, so as not to make the situation worse, Georgia rolled her onto her back and saw the wound in the woman's stomach. It was bleeding so much that Georgia didn't know how Mimi was still alive. Instantly, she whipped around the bag that had been on her shoulders and rifled through it.

      Thankfully, there was a first aid kit inside. Working quickly, she taped over the wound and covered it using tape to seal it shut. It was by no means a professional dressing, but it would hold long enough to get the woman back to the homestead. At least there, under Annabelle's watchful eye, the woman might stand a chance. Stuffing everything back into her bag with the wound covered, Georgia worked to hoist the woman into a sitting position, and after a few moments, she got to her feet. She was incredibly weak, though the homestead was only a mile away.

      "Just leave me here, please...I don't want to go on like this. I'm begging you, just let God take me..." Mimi said.

      "That isn't going to happen. We are going to get you back to the homestead and get you all fixed up. Do you hear me?"

      "You don't understand... I don't have anything worth living for now," she whispered.

      "Come on, you are a tough old broad. Nothing is going to bring you down. We aren't going to let a little tiny stab wound take you out. Now, I need you to work with me, Mimi. You can't do this on your own."

      "You are wasting your time, you sweet child. No one can save me now. I should have known that this was the way I would go... I should have known my time was almost up."

      She had to make light of the situation and keep the woman's spirits high. "Nice try, but you've still got a good twenty years stuck here with us. Now, I need you to focus on getting to the homestead. That's the only thing that matters right now, okay?"

      Mimi smiled. "You're a good kid. You and Holden...you'd have been good together..."

      The sinking feeling in Georgia's stomach continued to grow, but she didn't press the woman for more information. If her son hadn't made it, if he had died trying to protect his mother, Georgia didn't want to know. She couldn't handle that level of loss in her life. Quickly changing the subject, Georgia was determined to get the woman to the homestead, where she was confident everything would be okay. Then, when they were all ready, Mimi could tell them the truth about what had happened. In her current state, though, Georgia knew stressing her out more might be the difference between life and death.
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      As they moved down the road, she thought about going directly to Don and Lori's for a split second. Given the dramatically different slopes of the driveways, though, she was worried about their ability to make it to the elderly couple's property or the open wound Mimi was suffering from. As the woman started to fade, though, her weight became heavier beneath Georgia's arm. She was aware that something needed to change. The time had come for the conversation that Georgia had been trying desperately not to have.

      "I need you to stay with me, Mimi. Why don't you tell me what happened? I didn't see Holden with you..."

      The woman shook her head. "He is gone. I know he is..."

      "What do you mean?" Georgia whispered.

      "I told him not to be messing around with that officer and his kin, but whenever Holden sees someone that needs it, he is going to make sure that he gives it to them. He was just goading trouble."

      "Are you telling me the officer from town did this to you? Where is Holden?"

      "Not him, not ever him in person. No... He might be the ringleader, but that son of a bitch is too lazy to actually get his hands dirty. He's got a cousin, Leroy. He is trouble and always has been. It was him and a few of his buddies trying to make an example out of it. He didn't like that Holden was doing what was right."

      "Did they... Where is Holden now?" Georgia asked.

      As the words came out of her mouth, her voice cracked. She had to fight back tears at the mention of the man's name. She could have seen a future with him, one that would have brought them both joy. That had been ripped away, though, and she didn't know how to survive it.

      "He tried so hard to defend me, but I saw him go down. I tried to run but wasn't fast enough. I don't know what they did with his body or if he is even still alive, but this cruel world taught me early on that you should always assume the worst. There is no way they let him go."

      Instantly, hope jumped to life inside of her. Mimi didn't know if her son was dead or not. All she knew was she had seen him go down. That alone didn't spell fatal disaster for Georgia. Even if it was a slim chance, with the possibility of Holden alive, she would stop at nothing to find him. She struggled to hide her irritation that Mimi hadn't led off with the fact she hadn't actually seen her son being murdered. Instead, Georgia had assumed the worst. Grinding her teeth as they started up the driveway, she yelled out for her sister, but they were still too far away to be heard.

      "So, Holden stood up for the villagers, and the law went after him?"

      "More or less," Mimi stammered. "They're monsters. They won't stop until they've made everyone in this area bend to their will. They want full control—"

      "Then they'll pay for it with their lives," she growled.

      At long last, she saw her sister emerging from the house, quickly followed by Paul and the children. It wasn't a second too soon, either, as the woman's knees buckled, and they both collapsed to the ground. For the first time, Georgia saw just how much color was gone from Mimi's cheeks. She no longer was as certain about the woman's survival. As her sister and brother-in-law helped Mimi to her feet, rolling her over and carrying her on their shoulders to the cabin, a trail of blood followed them.

      She cursed under her breath when she saw it, wondering just how much damage the slow but lengthy walk had done to the woman. Given her limited options, Georgia had thought of leaving her there or bringing Mimi back to the homestead, but Georgia knew she had made the right decision. At any moment, the group could be back to finish what they had started. She refused to let the woman die. It was Mimi who had originally saved George's life, and that was a debt she felt obligated to repay. They were close now, survival and help only a few feet away. Though Mimi was fading in and out of consciousness, nothing she said made any sense. She didn't know where she was or who the others were helping her.

      At some point, the wound had ripped back open, unbeknownst to Georgia. As they struggled to make it to the house, Annabelle barked out orders for Connie and Ben. It was understandable that she didn't want them to see the horror unfolding, so she quickly sent them into the backyard. She caught a glimpse of Ben, seeing the fear in his eyes just before he ushered his sister out back, as he was told. With little ceremony, they laid the woman on the table, and Annabelle started working on her right away. It was quickly becoming clear, though, that they were going to need more help and medical supplies if she was going to stand a fighting chance.

      "I remember Lori saying that her sister was a doctor at one point, and she still had all the medical supplies tucked away in storage in their basement," Annabelle said. "Georgia, I need you to go get her and get those supplies."

      "Why don't I go?" Paul asked. "If there is someone out there hurting people, I don't feel right about you walking around on your own, Georgia."

      "No, I'm sorry, but I need you here," Annabelle grumbled. "If she goes into shock, I'm going to need you to help me get her on her side. No offense, Georgia..."

      "None taken. He's got the muscles, and I've got the speed."

      "What do you need me to do?" Paul asked. "You know I get a little squeamish at the sight of blood, right?"

      "Yeah, and I am going to need you to suck it up for now. She needs our help, Paul," Annabelle said.

      "Well, hopefully, you don't end up with two patients... Just make sure I don't bleed to death if I get knocked out when I lose consciousness," Paul grumbled.

      "I am sure you will be just fine. Now get over here and give me a hand," Annabelle said.

      "I'll have Lori and Don over here in a flash," Georgia said.

      "Be careful out there. It's obvious someone isn't happy about us being here... I don't know what I would do if we lost you, too..." Annabelle whispered.

      "Don't worry, you are stuck with me for a long time yet. I am not going to let anyone hurt me. I am pretty fast and quiet when I need to be. You just take care of things here, and I will handle things out there," Georgia said.

      Her sister gave her one final nod before turning her attention back to the patient. Racing for the door, Georgia had every intention of returning but, as an afterthought, grabbed her bag and the extra ammunition she needed. One way or another, she was going to get back to where she had found Mimi and follow the trail until Holden was located. If the shoe had been on the other foot, he would stop at nothing to find her or, at the very least, bring her body back for her family to mourn. Georgia owed him that much for everything he'd done, not only for her but for the community as a whole.

      The entire world might have been falling down around them, but Georgia knew she could count on her family to stay strong and do the right thing. Still, she felt no shame in being terrified. It wasn't only for herself but for everyone she loved as well. They were never going to survive if the people they cared about started dropping like flies. She refused to be a victim. Looking back at the pair now taking off the woman's dress, she hoped they would have luck just the same as she would. So far, their luck had held fairly steady, but that could change at any moment.

      They needed to be prepared to defend themselves, even if the odds weren't in their favor for survival. Life had become too precious to let anyone go. Stepping out into the warm air as the sun cast a fiery orange glow across the land, Georgia found herself doing something she hadn't done in years as her feet hit the gravel again. Though silent, she knew someone above was listening to the prayer. She had to find Holden. In her heart, she couldn't accept that he was truly gone. They hadn't known each other very long, but the bond she felt with him ran deeper than most.
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      "Oh, my Lord, child. What on earth happened? You're covered in blood... Where are you bleeding from?" Lori asked.

      "Who was it? I'll kill 'em with my bare hands," Don growled.

      "It's not me," she stammered. "It's Mimi—"

      Lori gasped. "Oh, no..."

      "It's bad. Annabelle said she's in over her head and needs you. She needs more supplies, too. I told her I'd come for you, but Holden..."

      "Where's the body? I'll take care of it. No need for you to be witnessing that," Don mumbled.

      "No, he's not dead... Well, we don't know yet. He's missing, but Mimi needs your help. I have to find Holden. He's out there somewhere and might be fighting for his life..." Georgia said.

      Though her words started to trail off, she knew the older couple understood what was happening. They jumped into action, both of them racing around the house as they spoke with each other and gathered supplies. She didn't know what else to do besides stand at the bottom of their steps, looking lost and concerned. When the pair huddled together, whispering amongst themselves for a moment, she turned her back to give them more privacy.

      It wasn't until she heard footsteps approaching that she turned back around to find Don jogging down and motioning for her to follow after him. She did so without a word, wondering what was next. When they reached the barn, it was clear that he planned on having the trio take over the horses. Once more, she found herself torn between what to do. On the one hand, she had her family and her sister, whom she knew needed her there for support, but on the other, she was the best equipped to go looking for Holden.

      "I'll send you with enough feed for a week. Just make sure Peppermint has access to some decent water. I know you'll take care of her—"

      "Wait! What?" Georgia stammered.

      Don gave her a grin as he handed her a western saddle. "Correct me if I'm wrong, but you are going to go after your fella, aren't you? Well, we can't have you going on foot, and Peppermint is just about as docile a beast as they come. Have you ever ridden before?"

      "A few times when I was younger. I went with some family members to a ranch... But how did you know I was going to go after him? I didn't even know if I was or not," she said.

      "You've got that look in your eye, girl. The look of a woman who isn't going to be going back and playing nursemaid when the fella she's sweet on is out there somewhere."

      "Whoa, who said anything about being sweet—"

      "Don't try to fool me now. I know a wild heart when I see one. Peppermint will get you where you need to go, and we'll stay with the family until you make it back. Now, you best ride out if you plan on catching those bastards," Don growled.

      "I can't thank you enough for this. Don't know when or if I will find him, but I promise you that I will take care of the horse until we get back."

      "As much as I love this old gelding, his life doesn't matter nearly as much to me as yours does. Take care of yourself first, then you can worry about everyone and everything else. Do you still have the gun I gave you?"

      Georgia nodded. "I've got the gun and the ammo for it, along with enough supplies to last me a few days if I have to stay out that long. I'm hoping it doesn't happen that way, but I just don't know what to think anymore..."

      "None of us do. You are strong. I know you are going to make it through this. Now, get on the road before Lori comes out here and sees me helping you make your escape. Instinct tells me that your sister doesn't know yet that you're planning on going after him, does she?"

      She shook her head, a flush of embarrassment jumping to her cheeks. It wasn't like her to keep secrets from Annabelle, but she knew the woman wouldn't understand why she had left so quickly. Holden needed her. He would be doing the same thing for Georgia, and that was enough to make her want to be on the road. As Don led the gelding out of the barn, he gave her a quick refresher course on how to ride. Minutes later, she was climbing into the saddle, the reins in her hand and her feet wedged in the stirrups. Settling herself, she was surprised by how comfortable the horse seemed to be with a stranger in the saddle. Gently squeezing the animal's sides with her legs, the creature moved forward at a slow trot down the driveway.

      Peppermint was surer of his footing than Georgia was of her position in the saddle. It was clear the animal was accustomed to taking things slowly, for which she was thankful. Turning right out of their driveway, Georgia squeezed a little more until Peppermint picked up the pace. Before long, they had once more reached the spot where she had found Mimi not even an hour before. By now, the blood was starting to dry on the rocks, but she wasn't going to let the image or smell get to her. Climbing down from the saddle, she kept the horse's reins in one hand and kneeled. With time and a calm mind, she could see so much more. Without Mimi there taking her attention away from the scene, Georgia could clearly see where a scuffle had taken place.

      That wasn't what called her attention. Instead, it was the trail cutting through the thick forest. One of them had a blade, a larger machete judging by the slice marks. Creeping into the forest with the horse following, she soon found droplets of dried blood dotting the leaves to her left. It wasn't simply splatter or remnants of a bleeding wound. They appeared almost deliberate in their placement. Her heart started to race. She knew beyond a doubt that Holden was marking the trail.

      "He was alive...at least he was a few hours ago, Peppermint," she whispered. "This is good. We might still be able to save him."

      Though the horse said nothing in reply, it felt good to be talking to someone other than herself. Moving on through the forest, she tried to keep her wits about her, but it was a challenge, with the giant beast following her every step. She'd grown accustomed to the only sounds she heard being those of her own making. Yet the animal changed everything. She was happy to have Peppermint there as a fast getaway, but tracking the group through the forest was something that had to be done on foot. All she could do was pray Holden stayed alive long enough for her to get to him. With every step that brought them deeper into the forest and away from the area she knew, her worry grew.

      Though she had a compass, it didn't do her much good, given how little she knew about the area. Getting back wasn't her concern, though, only making it to her friend. After a good half an hour on the hand-cut trail, it widened into a dirt path that seemed to start and go on for miles with no end. For a split second, she felt the familiar twinge of panic, wondering if they were doomed without truly getting their bearings. Then, from the corner of her eye, she saw the trickles of blood leading her farther north down the trail. At one point, it had been used for ATVs, but now, it was a secluded way to move unnoticed by watchful eyes. If she were kidnapping someone, it would be the route Georgia would take.

      "All right, you ready for this?" Georgia asked the horse. "If you want to back out, now would be the time to say something."

      The animal snorted as if he understood. With the path wide and still trimmed from its last clipping weeks ago, Georgia could easily ride, and they'd be catching up to the kidnappers in no time at all. Her stomach lurched at the thought of what she'd be forced to do when that time came, but Georgia knew there would be no hesitation. They deserved to pay, and she was happy to be the one collecting that debt. No one hurt the people Georgia cared about and got away with it. She grabbed hold of the saddle horn and lodged her left foot into the stirrup before hoisting herself onto Peppermint's back once more. She was going to find Holden or die trying. Georgia refused to return empty-handed.
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      They moved for miles down the trail. Each time there was a split in the path, she would dismount and search for clues as to where they might have gone. It was easy enough as they went on, with Holden having left a steady trail of blood behind him. Yet, knowing the sacrifice he had made to try to stay in touch was horrifying to her. She refused to give up on him. By that time, the sun had completely set, and her family would be worried sick, but she continued to press on. With the rest of humanity seemingly no longer caring about their fellow man, Georgia refused to be nothing more than another victim of their circumstances.

      She wasn't going to leave Holden or anyone else she cared about behind. The affection they had for each other wasn't even a thought in her mind. As far as she was concerned, Georgia was simply doing what any decent human being should. Yet it wasn't lost on her that the only reason they were in that situation was that the people who agreed with her way of thinking were few and far between; instead, they preferred to bring chaos and destruction down upon their fellow man. She couldn't fathom what made a person decide to be that sort of monster.

      As their journey continued, she found herself talking to the horse that had become her companion more and more. Georgia knew she had to look and sound completely insane to any bystanders, but she didn't care. The silence otherwise was enough to suffocate someone. It was impossible for her to know how far they had traveled or if they were even going in the right direction at times. Yet each time she stopped to try to pick up the blood trail again, Georgia found relief in the dried stains still dotting the path ahead of them. She no longer cared how long she was away from her family, knowing Don and Lori were there with her sister and her family. They would keep everyone safe until she could make it back.

      "What do you think, Peppermint? Are we following a wounded animal, or do you think Holden is out here somewhere?"

      As she had come to expect, the horse said nothing in return.

      "I suppose we should count our blessings," Georgia muttered. "At least it isn't raining, and we have a trail to follow. Hopefully, the weather will stay favorable for a little while longer. Who knows... if things get too rough in the coming months, we might all end up eating Peppermint patties..."

      The quarter horse snorted beneath her. Georgia knew the animal didn't understand a word she was saying, but it didn't stop her from chuckling at her own joke.

      "Don't worry. I don't think I could eat a horse now that I've gotten to know you. Plus, I'm sure you taste terrible."

      They had once more reached a fork in the road, and thanks to the moonlight, she could make out a stream running a few yards away from them.

      "I still can't believe you are my only form of transportation now. Isn't that something? There you were, happy in your field, eating your grass and being nothing more than a lawn ornament for Lori and Don, then boom! Suddenly, you are the most valuable thing in the world... What a wild ride that must be for you," Georgia said. "Don't worry. I will have you back and grazing without a care in the world for a long time. I just need your help in finding my friend."

      Georgia had no idea what time it was but knew they had been at it for hours. The animal had played his part well during their travels, and the last thing she wanted was for Peppermint to get sick or dehydrated while under her care. With that in mind, Georgia dismounted and led the horse down to the water below.

      The animal appeared hesitant to drink from the strange location at first, but he soon seemed to understand it would be his only option for some time. While he worked on refreshing himself, she kept a close eye on the surrounding forest. The silence consumed her, but it was something she appreciated. If there was no movement in the forest, then it meant they were safe. She didn't know what sort of wildlife her home state had, but she wasn't going to risk her life or the animal's by being naïve. Horses were prey by nature, and any attempt she made to fend off a would-be predator meant attracting unwanted attention without question. The precarious position wasn't one she took lightly.

      More than anything, she wanted to make it back to her family in one piece and return the animal unscathed as well. It was clear that Don regarded the beast as a member of the family, and it was easy to understand why. The creature had truly been a godsend to her journey. Without him, she wouldn't have made it nearly as far as they had together. When it seemed as though her traveling companion had reached his limit on the water, she carefully led him back out to where the trail was illuminated by the moon. Had it not been for their dire circumstances, the journey might have truly been an awe-inspiring one. As it was, their fight for survival was at the forefront of her mind.

      Little by little, they continued on their journey. The quiet trip had given her a chance to truly reflect on everything that had happened in the last few weeks. She hoped the couple with whom they had traveled to the Dakotas had finally found their daughter, but Georgia knew their chances of success were slim. Still, despite seeing just how monstrous people could be, she refused to accept that things would never change. How could a world maintain itself if only the cruel succeeded? Yet the mere fact that she was on a horse, an animal that by all accounts shouldn't have been hers to take, was proof that the good and decent were still out there.

      Though they may have been few and far between, she had to keep the hope alive that there were more good people out in the world than bad. No matter what they had witnessed, she refused to allow her niece and nephew to grow up thinking only bad guys won. In the end, they needed hope, and she was determined to give that to them. Though she often doubted it herself, Ben and Connie were still young enough to believe in hope and change. She took a deep breath and adjusted herself in the saddle, the monotony of riding only overshadowed by the growing stiffness in her legs. By the time they did make it back to the homestead, she was going to be incredibly sore.

      For the first time in the duration of their travels, Georgia saw a clearing up ahead. She had started to think the forest had gone on forever without ending. Instantly, she was on high alert, not knowing what the outskirts of the woods held for them. The very idea of being out in the open, exposed at night, and unable to protect both herself and the steed was daunting. Yet she refused to back down, refused to allow the fear to take hold. Her friend needed her, and that was the only thing she cared about.

      It was a struggle for her to wrap her mind around what she saw. It felt like an eternity since they had come across anything besides the thick forest and trail in front of them. Georgia was determined to see it through. As long as the trail of blood continued to hold, she would follow it to the ends of the earth to find out what had happened to Holden. With each heavy step of the gelding's body, the tension inside of her continued to rise.

      From the corner of her eye, Georgia caught sight of movement off to the right. Within a millisecond, the gun was in her hand, aimed and ready to take down whatever was coming for them. It was a large squirrel raising Cain from where it was hidden in the trees. She let out the breath she had been holding and chuckled a little to herself. If she was going to find Holden, she needed to keep her wits about her and not panic each time she heard a strange noise. Once more, sucking in a deep breath, Georgia and Peppermint carried on their way. Moving out of the woods and onto the blacktop road below, she prayed that her guardian angel would continue to watch over her.
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      Georgia had no idea what her next approach should be but knew they needed to be cautious no matter what. Without the cover and protection of the forest, there was no telling what might happen. It was a risk she wasn't willing to take. With the gun still in her hand, they slowly crept out onto the road. Yet even as she made her way into the clearing, Georgia could feel eyes upon her. It was an unnerving sensation. Though it acted much like a sixth sense, she was starting to wonder how much of the danger her mind picked up on was real and how much of it was fabricated simply because of the danger present.

      It didn't help matters that every time the horse took a step, its loud shoes clipped against the blacktop, alerting everyone within a mile radius of their pending approach. It wasn't ideal for being stealthy whatsoever. Yet it appeared no one else was around them. Still, she kept a watchful eye on their surroundings as the dark slowly started to give way to light. They were going to survive no matter what she had to do to get them there. In the distance, she could see the faint outline of a building, along with the flickering of light somewhere deep inside. Without knowing who might be lurking there, she knew she had to be careful.

      "I don't know about you, Peppermint, but I really don't like the looks of this area," Georgia whispered. "Do you think we can outrun any trouble we stumble across?"

      After a moment of silence, Georgia chuckled and shook her head.

      "Who am I kidding? We have made it this far, but something tells me you're not the type of guy to bolt at the first sign of danger. I think we are going to be perfectly fine, too. Thanks, Peppermint. I guess I just needed a pep talk. You really are a great listener... Has anyone ever told you that before?"

      Despite her best attempts to keep things lighthearted, she could feel the tension in the animal. He was obviously just as worried about being so far away from home as she was. Georgia had already promised herself she wasn't going to let anything happen to the horse. Even if she had to fight off wild animals with her bare hands to keep Peppermint alive, it was something she was willing to do, given how useful he had been thus far.

      Taking a deep breath once more, she used the time she had to collect herself. Rushing forward wasn't going to do anyone any good. They needed to stay calm and collected if they were going to survive. She knew they were on the right path, the trail of blood continuing on. Crossing by the station, though, wasn't ideal. Once more, she moved the horse into the forest so they could circumvent it without any confrontation. Minutes after spotting the building, she emerged back onto the road and searched for the trail of blood that had acted as her guide.

      Georgia had no idea how long she searched. By the time she was finished, though, she was certain that the trail had gone cold. Nowhere in the vicinity was a single spot of blood. Not even when she cracked one of the now highly sought-after glow sticks was she able to illuminate the path ahead. Her heart dropped into her stomach as the realization dawned on her that it wasn't her scouting that was the problem, but the building not far behind her instead. There was no denying the obvious truth now. Holden had to be somewhere inside. She needed to know if he was dead or alive and bring about justice either way.

      After tying off the horse to a nearby tree, still with enough of the forest coverage so that he wouldn't be spotted, she carefully crept closer to the abandoned gas station. Though there was a flickering light inside, it was still too dark to make out how many people were there. Crouched behind one of the pumps, she was about to circle around to the back of the building to try to peek through a window when the door swung open. Not only did it give her a quick glimpse inside, but it provided her with something far more significant. It was the knowledge she was after.

      The man, though unfamiliar to her, shared a handful of the same characteristics as the sheriff she had seen guarding the convenience store in the village. She knew in her gut that it was one of the men who had wounded Mimi and taken Holden. What mattered to her most was the fact that she could hear other masculine voices inside, each one of them sounding belligerent and drunk. As she watched the man stumble to the edge of the building and heard his fly unzip, she knew none of them would be thinking clearly at that moment.

      It was obvious that they had drunk their fill from the abandoned station, not bothering to rehydrate or take into consideration the precarious position they had placed themselves in by kidnapping the man and trying to murder his mother. They were carrying on without a care in the world. It made her blood boil as rage surged through her. The bastards didn't deserve to know any happiness, let alone relish in the suffering and pain they had caused. Did they not understand that someday, even if it was in the distant future, order would be restored and stories of their horrible actions would be conveyed to anyone who would listen?

      The man continued to sway until his business was done. As he turned back around, he jolted to a stop, and for a split second, Georgia was worried she might have been spotted. Instead, the man spread his legs and belched. Seemingly quite pleased with the obnoxious noise, he bellowed out a laugh before stumbling back for the door. This time, she was prepared for his entrance. Quickly moving from one pump to the next, Georgia was able to spot three other men inside. It wasn't the drunken figures that frightened her, though. It was the hooded and bloodied figure slumped in the corner that worried her to the bone. She would know the military-issued boots anywhere.

      "You bastards," she growled. "Maybe I should have brought backup..."

      Holden was inside, and she didn't know if he was dead or alive. It was still befuddling to her why the men would even take him. They had no qualms about trying to slay an innocent woman, and she knew her friend well. He wasn't going to go down without a fight, and perhaps that was why he had been taken in the first place. They were obviously after something, and Holden wasn't the type of man to roll over and give them the answers they wanted. She could only assume that he had fought valiantly against them and that he had done everything in his power to protect his mother.

      Georgia couldn't dwell on that. There was too much going on already. If she was going to break out her friend and take down the men as well, she would need a plan. For the first time, it dawned on her that she had no idea what she was going to find inside. If the man was already gone, Georgia knew her reaction would be visceral. She refused to give in to the trepidations holding her back.

      There was no sense in avoiding the inevitable, and the man was obviously intoxicated. If she was going to make her move, there was no better time than the present to do so. Keeping low, she moved around the entire exterior of the building first to make sure there were no other entrances or exits. She also needed to make sure the people inside were the only ones there. It wouldn't suit her to have any surprises. As it was, it was going to be challenging enough to try to succeed when she genuinely had no idea what she was doing. Beyond trying to save Holden, she hadn't given the finer details much thought. On her back, she could feel the warmth of the sun as it slowly started to creep into the sky.

      Her eyes scanned the area, quickly pinpointing a location where she could hide from gunfire if they had weapons as well as cause a distraction. The towering pile of wood was haphazardly stacked, with a dilapidated sign advertising the campfire bundles for a few dollars apiece. Without knowing what the small space held as far as weapons were concerned, Georgia quickly realized her best course of action would be to draw the men out. Once more, she found herself silently sending a prayer to God above. As she picked up a large, discarded chunk of firewood from the pile to her right, she used all of her strength to toss it into the sky. It came clattering down onto the metal roof of the building, piercing the silence around her. The moment of truth had finally come.
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      One by one, the men started to file out of the building, each one just as intoxicated as the last. Georgia was no fool. She wasn't going to try to face them head-on. One of the men had a large rifle in his hands, but the others carried baseball bats with them. It was a good sign, as far as she was concerned. She was almost certain she had more ammunition than them, and that alone gave her confidence. Still, going toe to toe with four of them wasn't her first choice.

      Instead, she silently picked up another chunk of wood and tossed it as hard as she possibly could in the opposite direction of the front door. Instantly, all four of them raced around to see what was going on. With the split second she had, she darted into the gas station and silently closed the door behind her, locking it but knowing it wouldn't give her much time. She dropped down to her knees next to the hooded figure and quickly jerked the bag off his head. Holden looked up at her. His eyes were hateful and dim at first until he recognized who it was. Instantly, his demeanor changed as she worked to untie his hands.

      "Georgia," Holden whispered.

      His voice was raspy. It broke her heart to see him in such a terrible state. The only blood she could see was from a gunshot wound to his shoulder. Every exposed part of his body was covered in bruises. She felt nauseous at the sight of it. Forcing herself to stay focused on the task at hand, she smiled at him but continued trying to work free his binds.

      "Don't try to talk right now. We just need to get you free and get out of here before those idiots come back. They were pretty drunk, so I'm hoping I bought us a little time... But we need to hurry anyway."

      "You shouldn't have come here. I thought Don would come after me, not you. Your family needs you. My mother..."

      "Your mother is back at the homestead with my family. I wasn't about to let Don come out here after you. I can't imagine his eyesight is as good as it is, and at night, it has to be worse. No, I am the one who volunteered to come after you. Now, no more of this talk about leaving you behind. That isn't going to happen."

      "Those men are monsters. They went after us for no other reason than they wanted the heart medicine I had for Lori. One of those idiots must have seen me getting it from the pharmacy and decided it might be a good high."

      "Jesus. I knew there were some ignorant people in the world, but that takes the cake. I promise you that we are going to get justice for what they did, but right now, all I care about is getting you out of here in one piece," Georgia said.

      "I managed to get in a few good swings before one of those idiots knocked me out from behind."

      "Of course, they would have to bring you down with a sucker shot. Those dipshits aren't men; they are little boys with attitude problems. They aren't going to get away with it," she said.

      "I am definitely looking forward to watching you knock them down a few pegs. Honestly, I thought I was a goner for sure. The only reason I am still alive is that I told them I had connections in the city that could hook them up with whatever narcotics they wanted. I was just trying to lead them as far away from the homestead as possible."

      "That was a clever move. There is a good chance you are alive right now because of it."

      "How did you know to go looking for me?" he asked.

      "When you didn't show up at the homestead like you said you were going to, I knew something was wrong. Everyone else thought you might just be running behind or you might have forgotten about the plans we made, but I knew you wouldn't do that."

      He gave her a faint smile, coughing as he tried to fill his lungs with air. She couldn't imagine the beating he had taken nor the number of bruised and broken ribs that were fighting to keep his chest from collapsing. With his arms now free, she turned her attention to the ropes around his ankles. She could hear the shuffling of feet as they approached and knew their window for escaping without any more bloodshed was quickly narrowing. As soon as the steps moved from the gravel to the pavement, she stopped her work and grabbed hold of her gun, swinging around to point it at the first person who walked through the door. The man skidded to a stop as the others did the same behind him.

      He was the one with a baseball bat. Despite the weapon being pointed squarely at his chest, though, a grin appeared on his lips, and he didn't seem threatened in the least as he moved to the side so the others could file in. It was at that moment that she realized her hands were trembling slightly, never having pointed a gun at someone before with the intent of killing them. The men didn't know just how serious she was, nor the lengths she would go to make sure the people she cared about were safe. They had crossed the line when they messed with her family, and it was time for them to pay the price.

      "Well, well, look what we have here, boys. It seems the big man upstairs was watching out for us. He's brought us a little treat for all of our hard work," the man said.

      "Screw you, asshole. I don't want any trouble, but I'll give you a belly full of lead if you make a move," she growled.

      "Oh, listen to that, fellas. She's got a smart mouth on her. I sure am going to enjoy watching her beg for mercy later. Say, who wants first dibs on the fresh meat?" he asked.

      There was a chorus of laughter from the others.

      "See, sweetie? You don't scare us."

      "Well, then, it's going to be your funeral, you fat fuck. I'm not going to let you hurt anyone else, got it? Say your final peace because you aren't waking up tomorrow," Georgia snapped.

      To her surprise, the man burst into laughter, obviously not feeling threatened in the least by the young woman. Though it infuriated her more, she wasn't going to let any of them see just how much it got under her skin to be underestimated. Instead, she would let them discover that truth themselves. Georgia had been underestimated most of her life, so it came as no shock to her. Though she had never killed a man, excluding the one she had done lasting damage to with her pickup truck, it didn't matter.

      If it came down to their lives or the men sizing her up from the front door, she would gladly take them down to save the people she loved. After all, Holden had been perfectly happy to lead them on a wild goose chase if it meant putting distance between them and the homesteaders. Helping him was the least she could do. There was no hope in the future if the monsters were allowed to run free and unchecked. She was done playing nice.

      Slipping her finger off the gun's trigger long enough to flip the safety lever down, Georgia never took her eyes away from the men. It was apparent to her that they were going to try to subdue her with a shot never being fired. They had spread out until the two on the ends reached the far corners of the building. Despite her attention being trained on the man in the front, Georgia wouldn't fire off the first shot at him. Instead, she had every intention of going for the man on her left, the one with the weapon.

      Though she didn't have Holden's formal training or the group's numbers, she did have something far more valuable in a new world built on survival: she was a woman. Her entire life had been one questionable alley or lingering stare at a bar. She had been on high alert for danger every single moment of the day. Stepping out of her California apartment had been riskier than the four men slowly closing in on her. They could try to take her down, but she knew at least two of them were going to meet their maker right alongside her. For a split second, no one moved. Not a single noise could be heard, save for her friend's labored breathing.

      Georgia grinned. "Well, boys, are we going to do this or not? Give me your worst."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Georgia knew she would only have a split second before firing off the first round to make sure the others dropped as well. As soon as she saw movement out of the corner of her eye, she swung around and fired the first shot. The man with the rifle had done nothing more than raise the firearm before she was leaping into action. The sound of the gunfire rang out in the small space. It hit her with such shock she wondered for a moment if she had ruptured her eardrums. The man in front of her continued to move. It was obvious he had been around gunfire before. As she struggled to pull back the weapon's hammer, her hands trembling and now aching from firing off the first shot, she once more squeezed the trigger.

      This time, though, despite how close he was, she hit him in the arm. It was enough to wound the man, though, and it stopped his advance. The third man lunged for her, but at that point, she had gotten the hang of using the small pistol. When she fired off the third shot, she hit him square in the stomach. He screamed out and held his wound, retreating almost instantly into the forest that surrounded them. The other, the man she hadn't had the opportunity to fire at yet, had already turned tail and run. Now, only the man she'd spoken to was still there. He glared at her but made no further advance as she pointed the gun at his head.

      "You killed my friend," he growled. "You are going to pay for that."

      "You and what army?" she asked him. "As far as I can see, I am the one with the weapon, and I am the one calling the shots now."

      "Put a bullet in his head, Georgia," Holden said.

      As much as she wanted to put the dog out of his misery, she still couldn't murder a man in cold blood. It was obvious how things were going to play out. If he tried anything, he would pay for it with his life. Now, she had to show mercy, and it was up to him what he did with it. The only thing that separated them from the animals was their ability to offer empathy and kindness.

      "This isn't over," he growled.

      Before she could say anything to the man, he backed slowly away from her and retreated after his friends. There was something about the tenor in his voice that assured her he was telling the truth, that it wasn't the last that they had seen of him. Still, a momentary relief surged through her. They were safe, but she had no idea how long that would last. They needed to get as far away from there as possible.

      Spinning back around as she tucked the weapon into her belt once more, Georgia carefully helped Holden to his feet. Each time she moved him, though, she could hear the rasp in his breathing and see his jaw clenched with pain. There was no way they were going to make it very far in his current state. The men who had started it all would surely come after them with reinforcements, but they would expect the pair to leave as soon as possible. Instead, Georgia planned on taking her time and making sure more damage wasn't done to Holden in the process. Instantly, she was back on her feet, rummaging around the store for anything they might be able to use to brace his chest long enough to get him out of there.

      Without taking the proper precautions, it could be fatal. All it would take was one of his ribs splintering, puncturing a lung. She had already seen enough mayhem and destruction and didn't want to add her friend to the list of casualties. In the back of the building, where a small storeroom was loaded with supplies, she found two slim wedges of wood roughly two feet long. They were perfect for what she needed. That and the ace bandage she had found near the first aid supplies would suffice for them to put some distance between the gas station and themselves.

      Dropping back down, she quickly walked him through what she was going to do and prepared him for the pain that Georgia was certain would follow. Though she had every intention of doing what she could to minimize his suffering, she could make no guarantees. Georgia had no medical training and, at that point, she was simply hoping she wouldn't cause more damage. With every grimace, she was reminded of the suffering she was causing Holden.

      "We are just about done. You are doing great," she said.

      "Yeah, well, I feel like a giant pansy. You were a complete badass, on the other hand. I can't believe you managed to get in here and get a few shots off."

      "Well, I couldn't very well leave you on your own to have all the fun, now, could I?"

      "Thank God for that. I'm not sure I would have made it until morning. They were keeping me alive until we reached the city where I said I had contacts, but the longer I slowed them down, the more they were talking about getting rid of me and turning back for the village."

      "We can't let them hurt the people we love," Georgia whispered.

      "Don't worry, we aren't going to. As soon as you can get me on my feet, we will go after them."

      She chuckled and shook her head. There was no way they were going after anyone. She wanted to return to the homestead and nurse his wounds alongside his mother's. Yet even as the thought crossed her mind, she worried about the slow progress they would make with his injuries and how quickly the men who had fled would round up new assailants. Once more, Georgia felt trapped between a rock and a hard place. Leading them back to her own family was out of the question, but traveling anywhere on horseback seemed like a danger as well.

      "What do you think we should do here?" Georgia asked.

      He shook his head. "I think there is an abandoned schoolhouse a few miles north of here. It's the only thing between us and the city about twenty miles out. If we can get there, I think I can bandage my wounds and sew up the few cuts I have. And then we can circle back to the homestead."

      "Are you sure that it is a good idea for you to be going anywhere?"

      "I don't know, but I don't see as we have much of a choice. Those men are not going to come back here without being prepared. I heard them talking the entire time, and they have about a dozen more guys in the group."

      "That doesn't seem like that many," Georgia muttered.

      Holden chuckled. "Trust me, after seeing what you can do with that handgun, they are going to be watching out for you. You've made yourself a mark by being a decent aim. We need to get out of here, even if we are just taking shelter in the forest."

      "But you think that's the first place they'll look for us, right?"

      "I really do. Once they come here and see that we've left, they will assume we went back for the homestead. Still, it will take them a couple of days to get to their camp and gather the rest of the men. We have time..."

      "Why does it sound like you are hesitating, then?"

      "Because I wouldn't put it past them to send a scout back here to see if we were still lingering. If I were a gambling man, I'd say we have about a day before that happens. By then, the others will already be heading for the homesteads. If we had a way to get to the schoolhouse faster, it likely wouldn't even be an issue..."

      "It's funny you should say that. I might have just what we need. Do you think you can climb onto a horse?"

      She saw the surprised and baffled look in her friend's eyes and couldn't help but smile. For the first time, it seemed like there was a flicker of hope. She was happy to see some of his color had started to return as well. As she helped him onto his feet, it was a relief to see that the braces she had created for his chest seemed to be holding. There seemed to be considerably less pain with each of his movements. Little by little, with the bulk of his weight atop her shoulders, they made their way out of the gas station.

      She looked around cautiously, her free hand already on the weapon tucked into her belt. Yet there was no sign of danger anywhere in sight. That small relief was short-lived. She knew it wouldn't be long before the others came. Slowly, they made their way to where she had left Peppermint tethered. The happy horse was cheerful and bellowed out a welcome when he saw the familiar faces. Holden obviously had a good relationship with the animal.
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      "Peppermint, it's good to see you, old friend. I was starting to wonder if having a horse wasn't a figment of my imagination," he said. He turned back to face her as he petted the horse's neck. "I am surprised Don let you take him. He loves this horse almost as much as he loves Lori."

      "I think you and saving your life rank higher than Peppermint, as much as I adore him. It was nice to have a companion on the trip here."

      "I guess there is no time like the present to figure out if this is going to kill me or not," Holden said.

      His harsh yet realistic words made her stomach lurch. She knew she would never forgive herself if she was the reason he never got to see his mother again. Carefully, the two of them managed to get him in the saddle as she gingerly climbed on the back of the horse and held on to the leather lip running across the saddle tree. Georgia knew it was customary to wrap her arms around the rider in the saddle, but given Holden's injuries, she didn't want to take the risk of hurting him further. As he gently squeezed the horse's sides and moved them north, she prayed they were making the right decision.

      "Do you really think we have a few days before they try anything at the homestead?" Georgia asked.

      "I can guarantee it. When I heard them talking, they mentioned several scouting parties out looking for easy targets but talking about how they didn't like that the parties weren't supposed to engage with the new victims. Instead, they pick the best location and take it by force when the group is all together again."

      "If that is the case, why did they attack you and your mother?"

      "Because they are idiots, and the man in charge, the one with the baseball bat, he is the sheriff's brother-in-law by marriage. He thinks he runs the whole thing. I know he is going to have hell to pay when he tells the sheriff what he did, but that isn't going to stop the sheriff from trying to silence all of us in the process."

      "Jesus, I knew they were monsters, but that takes it to an entirely new level. Are you sure you don't want to ride back right away, though?" Georgia asked.

      "Trust me, I want to ride right back and check on my mother and the others. I know for a fact, though, that one of them has a hunting hound, and they are going to be hot on our trail. If we can lead them away from the homestead, it would be for the best. Of course, I guess that all depends on whether they know you have the horse," he said.

      "I was careful to watch for anyone who might be following or trailing me. I don't think they know about the horse. Hell, right up until I was on top of them, I don't think they knew about me, either."

      Holden chuckled. "Thank God for that. You know what... I would probably be dead in a few hours if you hadn't come looking for me..."

      "It was a cameo effort. Don't give me all the credit," Georgia replied. "You are the one who had the good sense to leave the blood trail. That was the only reason I was able to find you. I have absolutely no tracking skills on my own."

      He shook his head. "You can call it whatever you want. Hell, chalk it up to divine intervention, but as far as I'm concerned, it was all you. Most people wouldn't follow the blood, and they wouldn't even have the sense to look for it. That takes a natural instinct, ma'am."

      She groaned. "Aw, now you're just flirting..."

      "Maybe," Holden said. "Is there something wrong with that?"

      For the first time, she was happy he couldn't turn around to see the blush on her cheeks or the smile on her lips. She didn't know how it was possible that she felt the familiar rush of desire that had encompassed her at their first meeting, despite the dire situations surrounding them. Yet the attraction was still there and as strong as ever. It was all she could do to keep from giggling like a young girl. Quickly casting aside the childish notions, Georgia turned her attention back to the task at hand.

      "How far out did you say this schoolhouse was?"

      "At the rate we are going, we should be there within the hour. I have to tell you that I don't think I could make this walk without Peppermint. I definitely couldn't make it back to the homestead on my own, even with your help."

      "How are you feeling?"

      "Like I got the ever-loving tar beat out of me, but that is okay. I would rather be in pain and alive than the alternative."

      As silence fell around them, Georgia felt perfectly comfortable in it. She continued to watch the forest and look for any signs of looming danger, but there didn't seem to be any. Though there had been a huge stock of resources in the abandoned gas station, they didn't have the time or the means to transport it back to the homestead. They could always circle back for it once Holden was healed, but she wasn't going to count on anything still being there. They weren't the only ones who knew about it, after all.

      Continuing on their journey, it quickly became clear that Holden was familiar with the area. She had to remind herself that even though it felt like they had been traveling for days, the reality of it was they had only gone a few miles. The time held a different meaning with the power out. A simple trip that should have taken less than a few minutes had become an all-day affair. Still, she took some relief in knowing they were slightly ahead of the curve simply because they had Peppermint. Most others would be traveling on foot. That knowledge brought little comfort.

      "You were the one who found my mom?" Holden asked.

      "That's right. She told me that they attacked you guys on the road to our homestead," Georgia said.

      "Those chicken-shit bastards didn't have the balls to face me head-on. One of them had a little knife with him. He stuck her at least once..."

      "I only saw one stab wound. When I left to find you, Lori and Don were headed over to Annabelle's to see what Lori could do for her. Mimi is in good hands," she said.

      "She would already be in God's hands if not for you. Both of us would be. I owe you my life and my mother's," Holden said.

      "Let's just get back to the homestead before we start swearing blood oaths and all that. All I did was delay the inevitable if we don't get you there in one piece."

      "All right, fair enough. I only need a few hours to get myself bandaged up—"

      "Oh no," she snapped. "You said we had days before they retaliated. I'm not letting you go any further than we have to until I've made sure you can go on—"

      "And if I can't?"

      It wasn't a question she wanted to answer, but she had anticipated it. The thought had already been dancing around in her mind. She would stop at nothing to keep herself safe and also the others she cared about. If that meant leaving Holden behind in whatever abandoned building they were traveling to, it was something she would do willingly. He could hate her for the rest of his life because of it, but at least he would hate her and be alive. The silence lingered between them for several minutes as Holden started to realize he wouldn't like her reply, so she simply didn't give one. Almost immediately, she felt the tension starting to rise.

      "I know you think you have to take on this massive burden on your own, but that isn't the case. I am here to help you, and you are not going to leave me behind while you ride off into battle," Holden said.

      "I don't think this is something we need to worry or talk about. We should stay as quiet as possible in case there is anyone lurking around."

      "That sounds like a line of baloney to me," he muttered.

      There was no time for the pair to have one last battle, though, as the road forked and a dilapidated but secure building could be seen in the distance. Holden guided Peppermint in the direction of the building, and the horse broke into a trot. It seemed as though he knew they had almost reached their destination and wanted to be done with the journey as soon as possible. Georgia could understand exactly how he felt. She was tired of fighting simply to survive. When would they ever be able to thrive again?
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      They circled the property first to make sure there was no one else who might be taking up shelter in the old building. It was easy to see they were alone out in the wilderness. The schoolhouse, though still standing and nearly intact, was obviously no longer a tourist place or hangout for local kids. All sense of joy and wonderment had gone when the first of the fiery balls fell from the sky. Moving to the back of the building, she was delighted to find not only an old well hand pump but also a large enough double door for Peppermint to get through.

      Keeping him outside was out of the question as far as she was concerned. Given one side of the schoolhouse was nothing but open fields, a horse being spotted was a huge risk. It was evident that Holden was thinking the same thing as they dismounted, and he carefully led Peppermint up the short flight of steps to the doors. A hearty tug and they were inside. Looking around, she could see why no one was bothered by it. There wasn't much left inside the four walls and roof to steal. Still, it would work for what they needed.

      Circling back to the horse's saddlebags, she quickly fished out one of the Ziplock sacks containing Peppermint's breakfast. He whinnied immediately, knowing what it was. Moving to close the doors behind them, she tossed the bag off to the side along with her backpack to try to keep it out of the way and far from the horse's gaze. There were a few more things they needed to take care of before getting the creature fed. Circling around the small single room, Georgia was satisfied that the flooring was solid enough for Peppermint to wander around without getting hurt. She wished they could turn him out to pasture for a while after everything he'd done, but the risk was too great. Instead, she tied him off to a wayward stud sticking out of the wall and went back for his grain, leaving Holden to scratch the animal and comfort him.

      Just as she turned away from them, Georgia heard Holden whisper a single curse word before sucking in a painfully sharp breath. She whipped around in time to see him collapse onto the floor, gasping for air. Georgia raced over to him, pulling apart his shirt to see a red stain forming on his right side. Her worst fear seemed to be coming true right in front of her eyes. As her hands started to tremble, Georgia looked into Holden's eyes. She was absolutely terrified, but he appeared calm as he smiled at her between short, rapid breaths.

      "It would seem one of my ribs is poking my lung. You're going to need to readjust it, and I'll walk you through stitching the wound—"

      "Have you lost your mind? I can't stitch your lungs back together. There is no way in hell—"

      "It's either that or it fills up with blood, and that will slowly kill me. Sepsis might set in. I don't know what shape my other lung is in, but I know it can't take the workload on its own. I need your help, Georgia."

      At that moment, she knew she had no choice but to do what he asked. Her stomach was twisted into knots, but she wasn't going to back down from the challenge. She was thankful she hadn't eaten that day, knowing the contents of her stomach would be on the floor if she had. Blood had never been her strong suit, and now, her friend's life was in her hands. Little by little, he walked her through what to do in horrifying detail as she followed his every command. It didn't take long before her hands were covered in blood. Thankfully, the medical kit that she'd found in the gas station had a small enough needle that was easy to heat and bend. Hooking it in the manner that Holden instructed, she was soon running it through his chest cavity.

      Despite how he tried to keep her calm, by the time she was finished, Georgia felt like she'd been to war and back. Though it was nice knowing how to do it and a skill she would cherish, it wasn't something she ever planned on doing again. Hopefully, if the need ever arose, they would be around people who were far more suited to the task. Slumping back against the dirty wall, she watched as her friend took several somewhat deep breaths.

      "That's weird. I swear I can feel the stitches..."

      "I think I'm going to be sick," she growled.

      He grinned. "Don't worry, I think they're holding. I don't think I'll be running any marathons in the next few days, but as long as I take it easy, I should be clear."

      "Well then, I guess we have to have that uncomfortable conversation after all. You know you can't ride in this state, and I can't wait long to go back to the homestead. We don't know if those men are there or not," she said.

      His eyes darkened. "You can't take them on by yourself, Georgia. It's suicide, and you know it."

      "I have to try. My family is back there, and I might not be the best shot, but I'm much better than my sister—"

      "I won't let you go," he snapped.

      She snorted. "Oh, and you're going to stop me? You can't even sit up and breathe at the same time."

      "Fine, I know you're right. So how much time do I have? How long before you go off to die?"

      Georgia groaned and rolled her eyes. "Dear God, you sound like a WWI wife. Are you pregnant with my baby, too?"

      "If it will keep you here, you sure as shit bet I am. The little tyke is three weeks along now."

      "If that's the case, I'm going to want a DNA test when he or she is born, but don't worry, I'll still raise him or her like my own."

      He frowned, obviously not happy with the way she was joking around, but it was the only way Georgia knew how to break the tension. She couldn't risk his life by bringing him along, but she couldn't sit there and do nothing, either. Caught between a rock and a hard place, she turned her attention to the horse, happy and dozing in the corner. If only she could have some of the animal's peace and complete lack of awareness, she might be able to walk away from her family and obligations. As it was, she'd fight for them to the death.

      "You didn't answer me," Holden said. "When do you plan on leaving?"

      Georgia shook her head. "I don't know... as soon as I know you're out of the woods."

      "Can you give me until the morning?"

      "You mean tomorrow? Twenty-four hours?" she asked.

      He nodded, but Georgia didn't like the idea. She knew in that short span of time, his body wouldn't heal enough to make the long journey back to the house. Still, the wound had been a small one, barely the size of her fingertip. A chill ran down her spine as she tried not to get sick once more. The thought of the rip and how she knew how big it was still lingered fresh in her mind. When it was broken down, humans were nothing more than animals save for their brains. Granted, Georgia was no fool and knew this all along, but knowing something to be true and seeing it firsthand were two incredibly different things. How she was going to recover from the shock of what she'd done was beyond her.

      "Holden... even tomorrow, you still aren't going to be healed enough to ride—"

      "Then I'll walk. Peppermint can't canter through the forest anyway, so you'll be moving at a pretty slow pace yourself."

      "You can't hold a gun; you can't defend yourself—"

      "I'll be a fucking human shield then, Georgia. You aren't leaving without me," he snapped.

      At that, she fell silent, seeing his fear for the first time. Georgia knew how worried he was about the people he cared about, just like her. In her rush to help the others, she'd completely neglected Holden's feelings. It was easy for her to assume that her family was still well and together, making it through her absence with some hope intact, but his own mother had been fighting for her life when she'd last seen the woman. Holden, perhaps more so than Georgia, needed to get back.

      "Fine, we leave in the morning, but you are getting in that saddle and staying there. You aren't going to take the reins. You aren't going to jump down to save the day or take care of Peppermint. Got it? We do this my way, or I'll drag you back here and drop you right back off on this floor," she growled.

      He grinned. "You know I like it when you get bossy—"

      "Do you want me to poke you in the ribs? Because I will. I'm not above a little violence to get my way," she said.

      Georgia smiled back at the man despite her harsh words. He knew just as well as she did that she'd never hurt him, at least not unless he suddenly switched sides. Given what she'd seen of the man's character thus far, Georgia was doubtful that was going to happen.
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      There was no denying they were relieved to have the safe building to take shelter inside, but neither had taken into account the heat from the warm afternoon roasting the interior. She watched Holden as he faded in and out of sleep. With every new bead of sweat that formed on his head, she found herself worrying that he might have an infection or be running a fever, but he still felt tepid to the touch. Her limited medical knowledge was being put to the test. While Holden slept and let his body heal, she worked on unpacking their supplies to make it through the night. The remaining six bottles of water they had would be plenty if they were careful, but the two she'd wasted on washing her hands both before and after the operation would be missed. Not wanting to heat up the room more, Georgia made them a small meal from what she'd brought with her. The packaged meat and cheese tasted dry on the rolled tortillas that Lori had sent, but they devoured all four when Holden woke up around noon.

      "How are you feeling?" she asked when they finished.

      He cringed. "Right as rain."

      "Don't lie to me. I've been worried sick about you getting an infection," she muttered.

      "I'm okay... I'm sore, but I don't feel sick or hot, if that helps. I think what heat I do feel is this damn building. You know, I think I miss the AC most of all...that and a nice fast motorcycle."

      "Yeah? I think I miss connecting with people, you know? You never think about social media at a time like this, but I used to talk to writers from all over the world online. We would share ideas, help each other out, and all of that. Now? I don't know where they are or even if they're still alive."

      "Really? That's what you miss? Not deep-fried cheesecake or a nice fat steak?"

      She chuckled. "No, I don't miss those, at least not yet. Don't forget, though, that Annabelle is a damn good cook. I don't know how she's managed to do it, but I think I've actually gained weight since the start of all this."

      "Ha! Ouch..."

      "Shit, sorry. We shouldn't be talking. You need to be conserving your energy."

      Holden rolled his eyes. "I'm not dead yet, and if I have to sit here for the next eighteen hours in silence, that might be the thing that takes me out."

      "Not a big fan of quiet time, then?"

      "Nope. I'm a talker. I like to learn about people. Now, that's not to be confused with being a social person. Give me a handful of good people with fun stories and I'll be happy. Stick me in a crowd that I don't know, and I'll fumble every time."

      "Not me, I'm the opposite. I do really well under pressure and out in front of the world, but I don't like for people to get too close—"

      "I could have told you that the first time I met you," he whispered.

      "Hey! Cheap shot!"

      "Sorry, but it's the truth. I think you actually thought about taking on those four men back in town before you were willing to take the help my mom offered. Don't get me wrong, I'm happy she brought you around in the end, but come on, you like being independent."

      "Or maybe I just haven't found someone who can keep up with me," she said.

      "Maybe not...at least not until now," Holden replied. He gave her another playful wink.

      "Says the man who can't giggle without puncturing his lung."

      "Hey now, didn't anyone ever tell you not to kick a man when he's down? I thought you were nursing me back to health."

      She broke down into laughter. Every bone in her body was telling her that it was dangerous to get attached to the man, that their lives couldn't intertwine, given the world that they now lived in. There was too much at stake, too much to risk without complete heartbreak on the line. Turning away from him, Georgia started to clean up the small mess she'd made while putting together the meal and walked over to Peppermint to stroke the horse and give him some attention. They'd opted to leave his saddle and the gear in place. It was impossible to tell if they'd need to make a quick escape or not.

      "He likes you," Holden said. "Peppermint has been around for as long as I can remember."

      "I bet he misses home," she whispered. "I know I do."

      "You know he was a police horse back in the day? The creature didn't have an aggressive bone in his body, though, and barely broke into a canter, no matter how much training he had. He just didn't have the spirit for it. Don got him from an auction and planned on putting him down out of mercy, but Lori wouldn't let him. She convinced him to sink thousands into his rehabilitation instead."

      "It's a good thing she did. This fellow is a good boy," she said.

      Stroking the horse's head, she tried not to think about Holden watching her but could feel his eyes moving across her body. If it had been any other man, she'd have instantly called him out on it, but there was something she enjoyed about the attention, something that stirred deep in her heart. Shaking herself out of it, Georgia once more tried to stay busy by checking the girth beneath the saddle and both of the bags tied off to the center tree. The thick leather was beautifully crafted, yet it wasn't enough to draw her attention away from Holden's gaze.

      "Is there a reason you're staring at me with such fascination?" she finally asked.

      "No, I was just thinking about how lucky I am that you showed up on our doorstep at the start of all this," he said.

      "Luck had nothing to do with it. You were on the same road I was heading down—"

      "Yeah, but what are the chances that my mom would see you at the exact moment that you needed help?"

      Georgia turned to glare at him.

      "All right, fine. You didn't need help, but still, it's quite a 'how we met' story," he said.

      "Boy, you sure are smooth. Tell me something. Where do you see this going? You said it yourself that I like doing things my way, and I have no intention of sticking around here any longer than I'm needed."

      "Does your sister know that?"

      "No," she growled. "And you aren't going to be the one to tell her. Plus, I don't know when I'll be leaving. It could be a month, a year...whenever things are settled enough to go."

      "Well, maybe I'll be healed by then, and we can set off on a new adventure together. I'm not saying that it's a done deal, but I'd like to think we've got something here—"

      "We have survival, and that's it, okay? Survival. I don't want to think about what's between us. I don't want to talk about our future or flirt. There is a good chance we could both die tonight or tomorrow, so what's the point?" she snapped.

      There was a long silence, but she didn't turn around. She didn't want to see the wounded look in his eyes. It was the truth, even if neither of them wanted to admit it. With the world coming apart at the seams, they had no business forming an attachment to each other. When the business with the people looking to harm her family was all said and done, they'd part ways and go wherever fate led them. Yet his silence consumed her, eating away at her heart with such ferocity, despite her resolve not to let it get to her. She couldn't turn around and look at him. Instead, she stroked the gelding's neck, fighting the rising tide of emotions that took hold of her.

      "Listen, Holden. I know you want there to be something between us. I'd be lying if I said there was no attraction, but I can't stay here and pretend like this is all normal. We don't know if we'll live to see tomorrow. I just can't afford to have my attention split between my family and my heart. You know?"

      He said nothing in response, only making her heart pound heavier.

      "Please don't take it personally. I really do like you, but it's just not a good idea..."

      As she turned to face him at long last, knowing in her heart she was being a coward by not looking him in the eyes as she broke his heart, the color drained from her cheeks. Holden was slumped on the dirty floor, his body barely able to suck in a gasp. Instantly, she raced over to him as a small pool of blood started to gather beneath him. She ripped open his recently hemmed shirt once more and saw the problem. Far from her initial surgery location, another laceration could be seen. It was Holden's stitch job that had failed, and now he was bleeding to death as a result.
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      Georgia jumped into action as she fetched the same medical supplies as before. He'd already lost a good deal of blood, and in his weakened state, she had no choice but to use the powder in her medical kit. It was the only one like it anywhere on the farm, and she'd taken it with her. That fact was not lost on her that Annabelle and Lori may have needed it to save Mimi's life. At the time, she couldn't have known that it was in her bag, though, and when she discovered it on the ride, it was too late to turn back. As soon as the powder hit the wound, it started to seal it closed once more. The blood stopped pooling on the floor, but her heart remained unsteady.

      Holden's breathing slowly started to regulate itself, but he still didn't wake up. She had no idea if trying to get him conscious was a good idea or not. At that moment, the true weight of her words settled on her shoulders. She'd been rebuking him, but now, as he hovered near the edge of death, Georgia couldn't fathom a world without the wonderful man in it. A single tear slipped down her cheek as she laid him out carefully on the dusty floor of the old schoolhouse, rolling him to his side in case he vomited or had a seizure. She'd taken her eyes off him for a split second and nearly lost him, but it wasn't a mistake she would make again. No, he was going to survive no matter what it took. She didn't want to be alone anymore.
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      Outside, it had become dark, the night sky looming overhead with such silence she didn't know how much longer she could let the man sleep. Twice in the hours since he'd passed out, she had roused him long enough to get him to drink some water and take a painkiller, but it was nothing compared to what he was going through. She'd kept herself busy by taking Peppermint out for a few walks around the property. It seemed as though the animal was opposed to going to the restroom inside, for which she was grateful.

      Most horses she knew weren't like house pets. They were content in their stalls, though the vast majority of the older animals kept their waste to a single corner. Not once had she thought that he would be so respectful as not to do anything in the small space, so the lack of it was a pleasant surprise. Standing, she stretched out and moved to the back doors once more to look at the beautiful sky. There were no signs of humanity as far as she could see. No lights flickered in the distance or noise beyond the soothing sounds of nature.

      Georgia heard a groan and whipped around just as Holden pushed himself into a seated position. She raced to his side and helped to get him upright, knowing how much pain he had to be in. Yet there was nothing more she could do for him beyond providing comfort and hope that he managed to pull through. When he gazed up at her, his brow sweaty and color pale, her heart broke.

      "I figured you'd have left me for the buzzards by now. How long has it been?"

      "A few hours on and off, and I would never leave you here alone. I already told you we are going to make this trip together, remember?"

      "Well, I don't like the sound of that. It sure does come off like you're giving a dying man one last wish before he goes."

      "Don't talk like that," she growled. "You aren't going anywhere. I think one of the cuts was a little deeper than you gave your stitches credit for. It popped back open. I'm surprised you didn't feel it."

      "I knew something wasn't right down there, but I didn't want to worry you—"

      "Didn't want to worry me or didn't want me to have to fix your handiwork?"

      He chuckled. "A little of both? I'm feeling much better now."

      Holden tried to push himself to his feet, but she quickly and easily stopped him. It worried her how little strength he had. There was no way he'd be ready to make the now twelve-mile trip back to the homestead. It was a conversation that could be saved for another time. At that moment, she was just happy he was still alive. Leaning forward, she touched the back of her hand to his forehead and frowned.

      "Uh-oh, I don't like that look. Should I be worried?" he asked.

      She shook her head. "You've got a little bit of a fever, but I'm sure it's nothing to worry about. I know the wound was clean before I started dressing it—"

      He looked at the tattered remnants of his shirt. "Dressing it, huh? Looks to me like you were undressing it instead."

      Georgia rolled her eyes. "Boy, I'm starting to think that your mind just permanently lives in the gutter."

      "Yeah, well, at least they are nice down in the gutter. You should try coming down and wallowing in the mud with me sometime. We really do have the best drinks, and the dancing is to die for."

      She cringed. "Maybe, for now, we could not talk about dying? You know, given how close you are to the edge."

      "Ah, I knew it," he said with a smile.

      She could tell Holden knew she was joking around just as much as he was. Georgia wasn't going to let him die on her. If the playful flirting was the only thing keeping him holding on to life, she would do whatever it took to make sure he stayed on earth with them.

      "I should have known all it would take for you to fall for me was a near-death experience or two. I tried to tell you that dating me is always an exciting time."

      "Ha! I have to tell you that it has to be the worst pickup line I've ever heard, and God knows I've had to endure my fair share of them."

      "Really? I thought it was pretty smooth..."

      She shook her head and smiled. "Sure, I'll give you that one since you're laid up and all, but once you're back to your old self, I expect more from a marine."

      "You've got it, doll. Whatever you want, it's yours," he said softly.

      Yet as his words faded, so did the light in his eyes. Before long, he was once more struggling to stay alive as his breathing became shallow. Still holding him in her arms, Georgia prayed they would make it through. Things were far worse than she ever could have imagined.
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      Time ceased to have any meaning for her. She no longer cared about the outside world as she attended to Holden. Though she would occasionally think about her family and pray for their safety, there was little else she could do. The only thing she was certain of was that his fever continued to rise for two days straight. It was terrifying to witness, knowing there was nothing else to be done. Her sole focus became trying to keep the man alive.

      On the morning of the third day, though, she awoke to find that something about him had changed. For the first time throughout the course of their confinement in the abandoned schoolhouse, some of his color had returned, and he was no longer hot to the touch. As she opened her eyes after dozing off for only a moment, she was startled awake to find him looking at her with a familiar smile on his lips.

      "Hey, stranger, I wasn't sure I was going to see you again," Georgia said.

      "If we're being honest, I wasn't so sure about that myself. I can't believe you're still here," Holden whispered.

      At the sound of his voice, hope sprang inside of her. She couldn't believe he had pulled through despite the odds. Immediately, she rose to her feet and grabbed a bottle of water from their quickly dwindling source. It was the second to last bottle. If he wasn't going to be able to travel soon, she would have to go in search of more supplies. It wasn't the first time she had given the thought some serious consideration. During one of his many bouts of restless unconsciousness, she had considered jumping on Peppermint and racing back to the homestead to get help.

      The very thought of leaving him, no matter how short a period, though, didn't sit right with her. In the end, she was stuck by his side without stepping more than ten feet away from the doors. The only time she wasn't with him was when she was gathering grass and water from a nearby stream for Peppermint to drink. It was a haphazard event. The horse didn't like the muddy water, but it was all she could find. Still, that wasn't enough of an assurance for her to consider giving it to either of the humans there. Instead, she continued to ration, knowing exactly how much she needed to survive but, more importantly, how much Holden needed to recover.

      Seeing that he had taken a dramatic turn for the better gave her hope. Apart from foraging and trying to keep the trio alive, she had done nothing but tend to his wounds and make sure they stayed clean. Although there had been no obvious signs of infection, she was well aware of the fact that she was not a skilled nurse or any sort of professional. The most medical training she had ever gotten was on television shows. Yet the man was sitting there alive, and she knew it was because of her adamant attempts to keep him out of the grave.

      "So, tell me something. Does this mean I'm going to get that date after all?"

      Georgia burst into laughter. There was no denying that the man was persistent, if nothing else. Plus, over the course of the two days she had been taking care of him, she'd had a rare opportunity to look deeper into herself. She had been afraid of caring for someone, knowing the disaster it could bring. Yet she didn't want to continue on without him. Though there was no telling if they would last for a day, a week, a month, or even a year, she still wanted to give him a chance.

      "You better believe I'm going to let you take me out on a date after this. After all, I saved your life. I think that deserves at least a lobster dinner," Georgia said playfully.

      "A lobster, huh? I guess that can be negotiated, given what you've done. I will tell you this is a one-time thing. You don't get a lobster every time you keep me from death," Holden said.

      She smiled and nodded. "Well, I think that's only reasonable. After all, we are in the middle of a recession."

      It was absolutely wonderful to have the return of his playful banter. She had missed that most of all. Everything about Holden had made her comfortable when the rest of the world was so cold and terrifying. Yet the longer they were there, the more risk was posed to her family. Her eyes flickered to the door instinctively, though she knew they couldn't leave yet.

      "I see what you're thinking... I honestly think I am good to go," Holden said.

      "I think you have lost your mind. This is the first time you have been conscious for longer than five minutes in the last two days. I admit you don't have a fever anymore and that your color has returned, but that doesn't mean we are racing off to save the world, either."

      "I can appreciate your wanting to be careful, but you and I both know the longer we sit here, the less likely we are to find everything is okay at the homestead."

      "I think it is time for us to come to our first accord, then. I am absolutely not ready for you to travel yet, and something tells me that you are not okay with me going on my own. So, what if we agree that if you continue to improve, we will leave in the morning?" Georgia said.

      Holden seemed to think it over for a minute, weighing how long they had been there versus the risk it would pose to him by not complying with her. At long last, he nodded in agreement.

      "You have yourself a deal. You know, you drive a hard bargain, but I think we can work something out," he said.

      "It is nice to see that you are back to your old self. I was starting to worry I'd never hear that witty banter of yours again," Georgia said.

      "Nice try, but you aren't getting rid of me that easily."

      "Well, sir, then the joke is on you because I plan on being stuck with you for quite some time."

      It was absolutely wonderful to see the sparkle in his eyes as he smiled. She couldn't believe everything was finally working out for them. Though she knew how much danger they were in and that things were most certainly going to become more challenging as time went on, Georgia was happy they had both survived. There had been a few times when she wasn't certain they were going to make it.

      She was thankful he wasn't going to try to pressure her into leaving right away. The last few days she had spent taking care of him would be for nothing if they tried to leave and his wounds were ripped open again. The longer he was awake, though, and the more familiar they became with their situation, the more it became clear how Georgia felt about him.

      They passed the time together for hours, talking and learning about each other in a way she had never been brave enough to do with a man before. Everything was different after the apocalypse. Though there was a certain sense of urgency that came with everything they did, there was no reason to try to hide who you truly were anymore. It didn't matter if someone didn't like you or if you didn't have the same taste in music. Only survival was key.

      The rest of the day and the evening, they continued to talk until she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that the feelings she had for him were real. By the time the evening hours rolled around, she was certain they would be able to hit the road the next day. It was obvious that Peppermint could sense the excitement in the air. Just like the others, he was anxious to return home. Once more, before they turned in for the night, she checked over Holden's wounds. They had both started to heal beautifully, and with the fever gone, she knew he was out of the woods.

      As long as the trip back to the homestead was uneventful, there was a fighting chance that not only would her family but the others she had grown to care about as well would survive. For the first time in what felt like forever, she had hope for all of their futures. They could continue to defend the homestead working together, and the winter months seemed a little less daunting, knowing Holden would be alive to see them with her. Still, there was a subtle trepidation deep inside of her. At any moment, it could all be ripped away, and that was a terrifying notion to behold. Smiling at Holden, Georgia closed her eyes and lay down next to him for what would be their last night in the schoolhouse. In the morning, they would travel back and protect the people they loved.
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      "You know I'm going to tell them all about what you said, right?" Holden said.

      Georgia rolled her eyes. "Don't think I won't knock you right off this horse just to prove a point. I still think that trying to date—or have anything romantic for that matter—right now is a horrible idea..."

      "But?"

      She sighed, grinning as she shook her head. "But I care about you, and I'm not going to pretend like I don't. So, I said we'd give it a try to see where it goes, but I make no promises."

      "That's the funny thing about life, isn't it? We can never make a promise without guaranteeing that it won't be broken, but it still is nice to hear."

      "You want me to get down on one knee or maybe ask your mom for permission to court you first? Please don't tell me I have to provide a dowry, too—"

      "Ha! See now, with such a romantic heart like that, it's a wonder someone didn't snatch you up long ago."

      "Trust me, they tried. None were quite as persistent as you. I think that's the first time a man has ever tried to die on me just to get a date," she said.

      He turned back and gave her a wink. "Hey, I was committed to the bit."

      "That you were," Georgia said.

      She smiled and looked out at the beautiful landscape. It felt good to be making it back to familiar territory. Even Peppermint knew they were almost home. The pair had agreed to pass Don and Lori's and go straight to her family homestead to see how Mimi was doing. From there, they would bring Peppermint back to Don after she had Holden under her sister and Lori's watchful care. They had seen no signs of trouble, and for that, she was grateful. After spending three days in the schoolhouse, she was terrified the mob would move against her family before she could get back to protect them.

      At the moment when she thought she was going to lose Holden, though, he had been her only thought. Given the chance to do it all again, she knew the same decision would be made. He had been right all along; they were intertwined with each other, and nothing could change that. Now that they'd both saved each other's lives, that bond only continued to run deeper. Peppermint was fighting against the bit in his mouth since they'd reached the road that would take them home. Now that his family farm had come into view, it was clear he wanted to be back with the other horse the couple kept. He pranced left and right.

      "Are you sure we shouldn't take him home first?"

      "No, if I know Don and Lori, they are still going to be at your place. They wouldn't leave your sister and her family alone with you gone. I'd gamble the other horse is at your barn munching on grass, and Peppermint's going to feel a little silly when he realizes that."

      Suddenly, the horse bellowed out a loud nicker and fell silent for a moment. In the distance, right where she suspected her barn would be sitting, she heard the horse's friend reply. With that, he leaped forward, jerking them both around with enough force that she was happy they'd taken the time for Holden to heal. Otherwise, the movement would have wiped him out without question. Giving the steed a little more head, Peppermint started to trot as her family driveway could be seen up ahead. They were both excited to be there. As soon as they turned into the driveway, people started to pile out of the small cabin and race in their direction. Giving Peppermint the rest of the reins, they let the horse canter up the soft grass off to the side of the driveway, only coming to a stop when he reached his partner at the barn.

      She slipped down, helping Holden to dismount just as her family, along with Don and Lori, reached them. She wasn't surprised by Mimi's absence, given her wound. The woman would be excited to see her son again. Immediately, she was engulfed in arms as Annabelle and the others pulled the pair into their embrace. She could feel the love and relief surging through the group, but it seemed like there was more going on. Yet she didn't want to press the matter. Just knowing her family was alive and well, that they hadn't been attacked by the rogue group, was a godsend. There was still time to prepare them for what was coming.

      "Don't you ever leave us like that again. Do you hear me?" Annabelle said through her tears. "Do you have any idea how terrified we were?"

      "That's my fault," Holden said. "If it weren't for your sister, I wouldn't be alive. She had to perform surgery on me—"

      "Whoa, really? Cool," Ben said. "So, like, she had to touch your guts and stuff?"

      "Yep—"

      "Ben," Annabelle snapped. "Now is not the time for that. Why don't you take your sister and run along? The chickens need to be checked, and you can collect the eggs as long as you are gentle."

      "But, Mom," he groaned. "I don't want to go take care of the animals. I want to see Aunt Georgia..."

      "Me too," Connie said.

      Georgia smiled and kneeled to be at their level. "I promise we will have some special time tonight, okay? Just the three of us. Why don't you do what your mom asked, though, and go play for a bit, okay? Us grown-ups have all sorts of boring stuff to talk about."

      Ben gave her a skeptical look. "Are you sure? Because sticking your finger in someone's guts sounds pretty neat."

      "Ben!" Annabelle snapped. "Go, now."

      He shot her a look but didn't argue that time, instead taking hold of Connie's hand and dragging her in the direction of the chicken coop. It was strange for Annabelle to be snapping at the young man. She was normally considerably more reserved and patient than most parents. At that moment, Georgia knew something else was going on.

      "Someone better start talking before I start to assume the worst," Georgia said.

      "I'm afraid we've got some bad news," Don said.

      As soon as the elderly man spoke, all pairs of eyes shifted to Holden. At that moment, she knew what was coming next. Even as Don spoke, none of the words seemed to register much. She looked over at her partner, the man who had been at her side through thick and thin for the last several days. Words couldn't shape how she felt. She couldn't fathom the suffering he was enduring at that exact moment. Their world had come shattering down. It didn't seem possible that the pure joy they had found, the kinship with each other, and the final resolution to come together, despite the circumstances, could be stripped away at that moment.

      Nothing could have prepared them for what the elderly couple said. They had already survived so much, but there was no way they could make it through the new torture that had befallen their doorstep. Somehow, though, they had to find a way to continue. She could hear the devastation in Lori's voice as she continued to give them details. It took every ounce of self-control she had to try to stay standing. Her knees felt weak. The world had once more reminded her of just how cruel fate could be. Somehow, it had found a way to break her even more.

      "We did everything we could, but there was too much damage. Even if we'd had the best surgeons in the nation taking care of her, she wouldn't have made it. I am so sorry, Holden..."

      Even as Lori continued to speak, Georgia's head was spinning. The words no longer came from right next to her but sounded distant. She couldn't process anything and refused to allow it to be true. Her world had started to spin. Not once had they taken into consideration that Mimi might not pull through. The wound hadn't looked serious at all. It had been narrow but apparently deep enough to cause lasting damage. As the man dropped down to his knees, a look of pure heartbreak and rage taking the place of what had once been such a joyful smile and homecoming, she knew nothing was going to be the same now. Just when they had started to gain their footing, it was ripped out from under them. She wanted to go to him, to hold him close, but she was frozen in place, her own grief so overpowering she couldn't help anyone, not even herself.
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      Georgia could easily see that the man was heartbroken, and she watched as his face turned from sadness to anger. There was no telling what a man would do to avenge his own mother's death, but she knew she was about to see Holden go berserk. In an attempt not only to comfort him but also to calm him down, she made her way to his side and placed a hand on his shoulder. No one would ever want to hear that their mother was gone, and she could only imagine the number of different emotions the man was feeling, but the last thing she wanted for him was to lose himself in the anger building inside.

      "Whatever is going through your mind right now, you can't let this change who you are as a person," Georgia said.

      "Do you really think I am concerned with who I am right now? I know exactly who is to blame for my mother's death."

      "You should take a step back from the situation and think about what your mother would want you to do."

      "She's not here to stop me, and I'm going to make sure that her death is avenged."

      "I honestly believe you are focusing on the wrong thing right now. I know this is hard, and you are probably thinking revenge is the only thing that can make things right, but I—"

      "Nothing is ever going to make this right. I'm not going to sit here and let you dictate what I need to do next. There is one person to blame for her death, and I'm going to make sure he pays for what he has done," Holden snapped.

      She knew who Holden was trying to blame, and it wasn't like he was wrong. The police officer from the village was the one who deserved the blame, but she also knew it would not be beneficial to any of them if the man decided to go on with his plan. The last thing she wanted was for him to take off on his own and try to exact revenge, but she wasn't sure how she was going to be able to stop him. His mother was dead, and she was going to need to be buried before they decided what to do next. There were several moments of silence as Don and Paul stood several feet away, obviously still reeling from everything that had happened.

      Georgia knew she was stuck in a position that nobody wanted to be in, having to try to calm the man who had just lost his mother. In the short time she had known Mimi, she was able to understand why Holden was such a good man. She had raised him in a way that he was able to understand right from wrong. Although he was already beating his way through the mourning stages of his mother's death, she knew there had to be something she could do or say that would help him to get his head back on straight. But in a fit of rage, Holden stood to his feet and started for the door.

      Her heart was racing, knowing she needed to do something to change his mind or at least give him a few minutes to try to collect his thoughts. It was clear to her that what he was about to do was wrong, but they needed to approach the next step with caution. The officer in the village was connected, and she knew the fight was going to be a hard one. Trying to appeal to whatever heart the man had left at that moment, she jumped into action, standing between him and the door.

      "Just get out of my way and let me handle this."

      Georgia sighed. "Whatever you're considering doing, you need to just stop and think about it."

      "What is there to think about? I need to make sure that this whole situation is taken care of. There are too many people who are barely holding on after the Russians attacked. Those people certainly don't need to be worried about some low-level police officer terrorizing them."

      "I don't know a lot about the situation here, but I can tell you that attacking them with anger isn't going to win you any awards."

      "Maybe not. I know better than anyone that doing this isn't going to bring my mother back, but I can't just sit around and let him continue thinking he can get away with whatever he wants."

      "So, your plan is to walk into the village and just start shooting?"

      "If that's what it takes," Holden mumbled.

      It was starting to become clear that nothing she said would get through to the man, and although they hadn't known each other very well, Mimi wouldn't want her son to go down in a blaze of glory. Holden was still outraged, and the only thing Georgia wanted to do was make him feel better. Nevertheless, she knew the loss of his mother was weighing heavily on his mind. Taking a deep breath, she slowly closed the distance between them and approached cautiously. Holden was in no condition to storm the village on his own, and in her mind, she had already seen enough death. As she approached him, she reached out her hand and placed it on his shoulder. There wasn't much she was going to be able to do to calm the man's emotions, but she wasn't about to let him leave the house without giving him the opportunity to figure things out in a better way.

      "Listen to me carefully. The last thing I want to do right now is to be telling you what to do, but you're going about this whole situation all wrong."

      "What the hell are you talking about?" Holden asked.

      "You literally just lost the most important person in your life, and I completely understand what you are capable of and willing to do. I don't want to stop you from moving forward, but I definitely don't want you dying on my watch."

      "This is my decision to make, and I'm going out there fully aware of what the consequences might be."

      "You might understand the consequences, but I think the one thing that you do not understand right now is that your mother needs to be buried. If you go down to the village and end up dead, who is going to give her the burial she deserves?"

      "I...I don't want to think about that right now. The only thing she deserves is to be alive."

      "I couldn't agree with you more, and we will figure out what to do with the officer and everyone else who was involved. The one thing I want you to think about right now is the fact that your mother deserves to have you be the one burying her and not a group of strangers."

      Holden paused for a moment before dropping to his knees. Georgia had finally broken the barrier between his anger and his moral obligation. She could have never faulted him for wanting to exact revenge on the people who had taken her from him, knowing there would be hell to pay if anyone had ever hurt her sister. There would be time to take revenge on the people who had killed his mother, not only for murdering her but also to help protect the people in the village. At that moment, though, the only thing the man needed to be doing was handling the proper burial of his mother, even if it was the last thing any of them wanted to do.

      Once she had finally calmed Holden down enough for him to see what needed to be done, she spent several moments consoling him. The man had yet to shed a tear, but she could see that it was only a matter of time before the waterworks began. No matter how hard the military training had made Holden, his mother's death was going to take a toll on him. No one wanted to lose their mother, and it was obvious she had meant the world to him. Georgia gently placed her arms around him and held him, knowing they were moments away from putting the woman in the ground.

      During that time she spent with him, Don and Paul made their way over to them and placed their hands on him to let him know he wasn't alone. They were all a small family now, even if Holden was new to the group. Georgia knew they would all take care of one another, and although none of them wanted to do what needed to be done next, it wasn't an option. Georgia was just thankful she had been able to stop the man from leaving the homestead.
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      Together with Don and Paul, she dug a grave for the woman. Holden was there to help them as well, but she didn't want him to be as involved as he was trying to be. The man was obviously a hard worker and wanted nothing more than to finish burying his mother. There was almost no communication between the group, as they spent the better portion of an hour digging the hole for Mimi's grave. Nothing could prepare someone for the loss of their mother, and she was grateful for the others there helping her with the task of burying the woman that they barely knew.

      Georgia was continuously trying to find the words she would need to keep Holden on the property. The fact that they were burying the man's mother was more than enough to let her know he was going to be moving on as soon as they were done, and she still understood the fact that he was angry that he had lost the most important woman in his life. Still, as she thought about everything that had led to where they were at that moment, there wasn't any way she was going to let him leave on his own. As time continued to trickle by, her thoughts didn't stop. Once they had completed the hole, they all slowly lowered the woman's body to the bottom.

      "Is there anything you want to say?"

      Holden hesitated. "There is a lot that has been going on in the world, but I never imagined I would lose you. I'm going to make this right, and I'm going to make sure that the people who took you away from me pay for their actions."

      It was obvious by the way he spoke that Holden was still angry with what had happened, and she couldn't blame him. They all took turns saying something about Mimi, and although Georgia barely knew her, she led them all in a prayer. Georgia wasn't even sure if she still believed God was watching over them, considering how badly things had gotten all over the world. Still, she knew there was always going to be a part of her that understood God was always watching, and she was never going to forget to reach out to the man upstairs. Each one of them said something in kind as they buried the mother of one of the few decent men she had met in her life.

      Even as the small service continued, she couldn't help but think how much had changed around the world. Georgia knew deep down in her heart that things were only going to get worse before they got any better, but she wasn't sure if she was going to be able to handle anything worse than what they had already been through. The world had always been a dangerous place, but it was no longer the world she had grown to love. It was a vile and disgusting place, filled with people who would do anything in their power to take something from someone else. It was nothing like the world of her childhood, and although the events that had taken place weren't that far in the past, they were going to have to push forward.

      As they started to pile the dirt on top of the woman's final resting place, Georgia was already starting to think about how they would move against the police officer in the village. It was quickly becoming clear to her that Holden had no plan to back off of whatever was going through his mind. She had watched him carefully throughout the service, and his rage hadn't subsided in the least. Don had made a small cross to mark the grave and immediately placed it into the ground.

      Holden stood next to the freshly marked grave for several minutes as the others started to head back toward the house. Georgia stayed nearby, keeping a watchful eye on the man who had just lost the most important person in his life. It was obvious to her by Holden's body language that he planned to head out as soon as the service had been completed. The man kneeled by the cross and bowed his head, and she could hear the soft whispers he let out as he talked to his mother for the last time. She could never imagine what he was telling her, but she assumed it was him letting her know he was going to take care of the people who had hurt them.

      Georgia wanted her own revenge for what they had done, even if she didn't know the woman all that well. Just seeing the pain Holden was in was more than enough for her to understand what needed to be done. One way or another, they were going to be forced to stand up to the officer and his men. They were going to have to be very careful with whatever move they made next, and heading directly into the village with nothing other than a rage-filled heart wasn't going to be enough to stop them from doing it again. She was pulled from her thoughts when the man stood and started to walk away.

      "What are you going to do now?" Georgia asked.

      "I'm going to do what I should have headed off to do hours ago."

      "Look, if there is anyone who understands what you are going through right now and how you must feel, it's me. I want to take that man down every bit as much as you do, but we have to be smart about it."

      "What do you mean?"

      "I just don't think it's a good idea to rush into the village and cause a big scene. You should know that planning and having a good strategy are the best ways to approach this situation."

      "You really expect me to sit around and do nothing while we talk about what we should be doing?"

      "What I'm saying is we need to go into this with a clear head. You just buried your mother, and the furthest thing from your mind is a strategy. If you can hold off until tomorrow, I'll go back with you."

      "I don't want to put you in any danger. The last thing I want is for anyone else to die."

      Georgia sighed. "We don't want you to die, either. If you go into the village and try to take your revenge without a clear head, that's what's going to happen. The best thing you can do is at least take a little time to mourn the death of your mother. I will go with you."

      It looked as though Holden was trying to think things over, which was obviously a good sign, given the fact that he had just buried Mimi. They were going to put an end to the people who had hurt the woman, but they needed to have a more calculated idea of what they were going to do. Heading into town to kill the man was out of the question, but they needed to find a way to put him in his place. When the man glanced back up in her direction and nodded, she quickly wrapped her arms around him, knowing what he needed most was anything other than the feeling rushing through him at that moment.

      They really didn't have any idea what was waiting for them in the village, and she knew when she told her sister what her plan was, Annabelle wasn't going to like it. Her sister certainly wasn't going to like the idea that she planned to put herself in harm's way, but she couldn't allow Holden to do it on his own. Burying one person was bad enough, and she couldn't stand the thought of having to bury another one. It didn't matter to her that they weren't all that well acquainted. The only thing that did matter was the fact that they needed to stand their ground as a whole. The only way they were going to be able to fight off the people in power was to stick together, and she was glad Holden had managed to see things her way.
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      As the two of them headed back to join the others at the house, they talked about his mother. Georgia was happy to hear she had been correct in her thinking about how the woman had raised him, and he told her all about how much the woman supported him when he had made the decision to join the US Marine Corps. Holden even let a tear drop when he talked about how she was the only one who had come to his graduation from boot camp, and she could tell by the way he was talking about her that he had loved her very much. A small part of her started to think that getting revenge was going to be the best course of action, but there was much more involved than just the life of one woman.

      The small number of things she had witnessed in the village had already told her they were going to have to figure out a way to remedy the situation. She wasn't all in on the idea of killing the man involved, but something needed to happen in order to make everything in the area right again. When they approached the front porch, Annabelle was waiting for Georgia. Holden made his way inside to join the others while she took the time to figure out what she would say to her sister. As soon as she saw the look on Annabelle's face, Georgia knew she already had a good idea of what was going to happen the following day.

      "Are you really going to go to the village with Holden?"

      Georgia nodded. "I don't think it's right that he goes by himself. We all need to support each other with everything going on."

      "I fully understand supporting one another," Annabelle said. "What I don't understand is the fact that you want to put yourself in harm's way for a man we barely know."

      "I know it's not something you're going to understand, but he has already been through a lot. One way or another, he is going to go back to that village to do what he thinks needs to be done. I really would rather not bury someone else."

      "Why does it have to be you? I really don't like that you are putting yourself in the middle of all of this."

      "Because the people in that village need our help. This isn't just about him losing his mother and running off to get revenge on the people who were involved. This is about saving the people of that town as well."

      "Again, you're not explaining why it has to be you."

      "It has to be me because Holden trusts me. We both know what needs to be done, and whether you agree with it or not isn't the problem. The problem is that you need to trust that I'm going to come back here when everything is said and done."

      "So, it doesn't really matter how I feel about anything. You're just going to run off and do whatever you want without caring about how I feel. That's really nice to know."

      Georgia didn't need to be told that her sister was upset by what she planned to do, given the fact that she was giving her all the attitude in the world. Georgia had known the moment she had agreed to go with Holden that Annabelle wasn't going to be on board with it, but she didn't feel as though she had any other choice. The man was going to head back to the village with or without her, and she wanted to make sure he returned alive. If that meant she needed to be by his side, then that was going to be what she would do. She tried to convey the fact that she did care about her sister's feelings, but it was obvious Annabelle wasn't having any of it.

      Her sister started to storm away and walked toward the nearest field. She couldn't blame Annabelle for feeling the way she did, but she also hated the idea that her sister was upset with her. Annabelle needed to understand the exact reason she was joining Holden on his mission back to the village, and she quickly followed her. When they were a good distance from the house, her sister finally stopped walking and turned around, glaring at her in the process. Although Georgia was simply trying to give her all the information she needed to come to the same understanding that Georgia had already come to, it was clear that Annabelle didn't want to hear anything she had to say.

      "You're telling me that you think it's more important to go and possibly get yourself killed than it is to stay here with us?"

      "That's not what I'm saying. Look, you might not be able to understand this right now, but the world has been thrown into this mess. The only way any of us are going to survive is if we stick together, but I can't do this with you being upset with everything I decide to do."

      "Your decision is to put your life in danger. How am I supposed to agree with that choice? You're only thinking about yourself and no one else. Ever since this whole thing started, you've been trying to play the hero."

      "That's not true," Georgia snapped. "I'm only making these decisions so that each and every one of us is safe from here on out. Do you really think Holden should be doing this on his own?"

      "I really don't care what he decides to do. Whatever decision he makes, it's his and his alone. I just don't want you to wind up dead like Mimi."

      "Nothing is going to happen. I just want to make sure he doesn't go into the village and do something that gets himself killed."

      "If he does do something stupid, then he's going to get you both killed. That's the thing you're not understanding."

      "You're just too young to understand that sometimes we have to do things that we don't really want to do."

      "Yeah. Well, you just keep doing whatever makes you happy. I can't believe you would make a decision like this without talking to me first."

      Georgia started to say something in response, but her sister simply turned around and stormed off, leaving her standing in the yard by herself. Although she understood why Annabelle was so upset, knowing heading to the village the following day was going to put herself in danger, it was still something she felt she needed to do. Whatever happened when they made it to the village was something she really wasn't sure about. It was already clear in her mind that they were going to run into some sort of resistance, and she didn't have any plan as to what they were going to do when they arrived. But the only way they were going to be safe was to put an end to whatever the men in town were doing.

      The few things she had witnessed during her only visit to the area gave her all the information she needed. It was already clear to her that the officer and his men were going to wreak havoc if someone didn't step in and stop them. It wasn't her choice to try to be the hero, and she knew she was the furthest thing from it. The only thing that mattered was making sure her sister and the others were safe, and she felt like the only way to do that was by making sure people in the village were safe as well. Holden might have a different vision of how things would go down, but she hoped that by accompanying him, she would be able to get him to see things from a different perspective. Either way, she wanted to put an end to the reign of terror. Her sister would just have to understand and forgive her upon their return.

      By the end of the evening, her sister hadn't spoken to her again. There wasn't much to be said anyway, knowing she had already made her decision and was going to go with Holden to the village the next morning. As she lay in the darkness, she couldn't help but think about Mimi and how the woman hadn't deserved to die. It was at that moment she realized that part of her wanted as much revenge on the people responsible as Holden did. She finally closed her eyes and was able to drift to sleep, hoping the next day would bring them closer to a resolution.
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      By the time Georgia woke up the following morning, Annabelle had already taken to foraging for food. It quickly became clear to her that her sister was still upset with Georgia's decision to accompany Holden to the village. She wasn't sure what she was going to be able to do to appease her sister, but she had more important things to worry about. The fact that the man she was accompanying wanted to have a conversation with the officer in town was one thing, but if it led to shots being fired, she wasn't sure how things would end. It hadn't been a difficult decision for her to make, and although she knew Annabelle wasn't going to be happy with the one she had chosen, it was the only way to make sure that everyone was safe.

      They headed out that morning without her having the chance to talk with Annabelle. The situation itself was at the forefront of her mind, and she was hoping their visit to the village would end in conversation and nothing else. The village wasn't very far from their homestead. The trip itself wasn't going to take long, but when they had reached the halfway point, Holden stopped. It took her a moment to realize she was walking alone before she turned around to see what was going on. When she looked up at him, he was staring back at her.

      "Are you sure that you want to go through with this?" Holden asked.

      She nodded. "We're just going to have a conversation, right?"

      "I want to know what was going through his mind or, at the very least, find out who stabbed my mother."

      "What is any of this going to accomplish? The problem I see right now is that we could be heading into an ambush. But no matter what happens, I'm going to be right there by your side."

      "I just don't want anyone else to get hurt."

      "Then maybe it would be a good idea not to go into the village at all."

      Holden scoffed. "You know as well as I do that isn't even an option for me. I need to know what happened to my mom, and I want the people responsible to be held accountable for their actions."

      "Well, that's why I'm going with you. You shouldn't have to go through any of this on your own, and I'm certainly not going to watch you get yourself killed."

      Holden nodded in agreement, but she still wasn't sure that he was hearing what she was saying. There was no denying that he wanted revenge for Mimi, but Georgia was still hoping there would come a time when he would be struck by common sense and know he was making the wrong move. The rest of their journey to the village was made in silence as she contemplated what she would do if the conversation turned into an argument. The officer wasn't going to admit to anything, but she had no idea how her friend would react to the opposition.

      Aside from the fact that they were headed into the village to confront the lawman, it was a beautiful morning. They had decided to leave just as the sun was coming up, and she was grateful for the view as they made their journey. When they reached the edge of town—right around the same area she had witnessed the officer pummel one of the citizens—she figured she knew exactly where they would find the officer and the other men under his command. Even as they started to approach the old, abandoned storefront, she recognized the officer and another man sitting out front. Her heart started to race when she realized the other man was one of the men she had shot.

      Before they had even made their way all the way onto the storefront property, the officer and the other man next to him were on their feet. It didn't take a genius to understand that the conversation that they had come to have with them was going to turn into a heated exchange, but she was still optimistic that the officer would do the right thing by Holden. Before anyone said a word, Georgia reached out and touched Holden on the arm, letting him know she was right by his side. He didn't look at her, but he nodded to let her know he wasn't going to do anything crazy. Although she wasn't able to relax because of the situation they were in, she did feel better knowing they might actually make it out of this alive.

      "What brings the two of you here?" the officer asked.

      "One of your men killed my mother."

      "Do you have any proof of any wrongdoing on his part?"

      Holden scoffed. "You know as well as I do that nothing dealing with technology even works. It's not like I can pull out my cell phone and take a picture of what happened."

      "Well, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but it's going to be kind of hard for me to charge anyone with anything without some proof of what they have done. It might be best if the two of you turn around and go back to wherever you came from."

      "That's not going to happen. I'm here to make things right. My mother was murdered, and someone needs to pay for what happened."

      The officer smiled. "I couldn't agree more, but you see, the problem I'm having is that you have no evidence that any wrongdoing has occurred. How am I supposed to know your poor old mother didn't just fall down the steps or something like that?"

      That was all it took for Holden to lose his temper. The two men started to go back and forth, each one of them hurling insults at the other. At one point, things had gotten so heated she thought she was going to have to step between the two, but her conversation with Holden the day before must have struck a nerve. It was either that, or he truly cared about his own life enough not to lose it. Whatever the reason, cooler heads prevailed, even though they walked away without getting what they had come for. Holden was upset with how things had gone with the officer, but she had known that they were simply going to deny what they had done.

      It wasn't what either one of them had wanted when they had made the decision to go to the village, but it had managed to settle something in the back of her mind. Above anything else, she knew she was going to have to put an end to whatever the officer was doing. It was clear the man was there to serve himself and whatever friends he had made along the way. The only way to keep the town and her people safe was by trying to find a way to stop him, but she wasn't even sure how to start. One thing was certain—the officer's time in charge was going to come to an end soon.

      "I want to go home."

      Georgia sighed. "Let's get you back there and talk everything over."

      Holden nodded.

      The two of them walked side by side, heading back to Holden's house. She knew it was going to be the first time that he was going home and his mother wouldn't be there, but she had no idea how to comfort him. It was clear that the military had created someone who had been hardened by death, but she was still surprised by how he was dealing with the loss of his mother. He hadn't said much, but his silence spoke volumes. Georgia knew that between the two of them, they would figure out some way to put an end to the officer's reign of terror over the village.

      The silence around them grew too much to bear. She thought about the fact that they could use a man like him at the homestead. It was obvious he wanted to go home and be where he felt most comfortable, but she knew his being on his own was the last thing he needed. Before they even arrived at the house, she had already planned on offering him a place to stay at her sister's. She simply hoped he would agree to the arrangements, even if she understood that it might only be temporary due to the way he wanted revenge for what had happened to Mimi. She was willing to help him if it meant that the rest of the area would be safe from anything else the officer could do.
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      Even after they had been at his home for a short while, it was obvious that he didn't want to be there. Holden seemed to be aimlessly walking around the house, almost as though he were waiting for his mother to walk through the door. There was absolutely no reason for him to be there alone, and she offered him a place to stay at the homestead. After a short conversation between the two of them, he agreed it would be in everyone's best interest if he accompanied her back to Annabelle's and stayed with them. There was a look in his eyes that told her everything she needed to know about the man, and she was thankful they had met.

      They spent a little time walking around the house as he told her about his mom. Mimi had been every bit the mother she had assumed she was, and Georgia couldn't help but listen to the stories with interest. Holden told her all about the reasons he had decided to go into the military, and she was starting to get a better understanding of who he really was. His mother had been the kind of woman who had always been there for him, and he told her that he felt a need to serve his country because of the type of person his mother was. It was almost saddening to hear him talk about her, knowing he would never get to see her again.

      "I don't want you to feel pressured into moving to the homestead. I just don't think it's a good idea for you to be here by yourself after everything you have been through."

      Holden nodded. "You heard what that so-called officer had to say back there. If anything, the situation is far from over."

      "I didn't think it was over. I'm just thankful we were able to walk away unscathed."

      "My mother wasn't so lucky, and I'm going to make sure that he and everyone else involved pays for what they have done."

      "I'm sure you saw a lot of death while on active duty, but do you really think that killing him is going to solve anything?"

      Holden shrugged. "I don't know if it will or not, but I do know what they deserve to happen. I'm more than happy to go back to the homestead with you, but I will only be thinking about what needs to be done."

      "I'm just happy to hear that you're not going to be here by yourself," Georgia replied. "Let's get you some things packed up and head back."

      While she was thankful Holden was going to come back with her, she knew it was only a matter of time before he would try to proceed with his original plan. She could only hope that it would give her enough time to come up with a plan of her own. Georgia was also hoping that the plan wouldn't involve killing more people. She was willing to do whatever it would take to keep her sister and the others safe, but if there was an alternative, she wanted to find it. Although she wanted to help Holden pack, she had no idea what he wanted to take with him, so she let him roam around on his own.

      As she waited for him, she found herself staring out the front window of the living room. It wasn't the most miraculous view she had ever seen, but it was a beautiful sight. While she was staring out the window, she could hear Holden making his way through the house, collecting items he wanted to bring with him. It was strange to think she could tell his emotions by the way he was walking, but he was a man on a mission. There wasn't going to be anything she could do to stop him from proceeding with his initial plan, but the more she got to know him, the more she realized that he was part of the family they were creating.

      She would do anything to help the ones she loved, and although Holden was new to their group, he was already someone she cared about. She was still staring out the front window when she heard him walk up behind her and set down a bag. He had only packed the things he truly needed, and when she glanced up to see him looking in her direction, she simply nodded. The two of them made their way out the front door and started back in the direction of the homestead. They were another step closer to finding peace in their community.

      Georgia didn't want to fight everyone who came through their area, but she was more than willing to protect what was rightfully theirs. As the two of them walked back toward Annabelle's and to the place she now called home, she thought about the group of people she had by her side. There wasn't a single person she wouldn't go to war with, and she was thankful for the friends and family who were becoming one group. It wasn't until they were about halfway back that she realized she was going to have to face her sister once again. Annabelle was going to be glad to see her, but she was more than likely still going to be angry with the decision Georgia had made.

      As soon as they stepped foot onto the property, Don and Paul both made their way from the house toward them. After everything that had happened, Georgia found nothing unusual about the fact that they were rushing to greet them, but as soon as they were both close enough to see the look on their faces, she knew something was wrong. Georgia raced toward them, closing the distance between them in a matter of seconds. When she came to a stop just a few feet away from where they stopped, she took just a moment to catch her breath and asked them what was going on.

      "Annabelle is missing," Paul said.

      "What do you mean she's missing?"

      "No one has seen her for a couple of hours."

      Her heart dropped. With everything they had been dealing with, she simply hoped her sister hadn't been taken by someone in the village. It was that thought that sent her heart racing, and she quickly started barking orders to the others. Within just a few moments, they were spread out across the property, searching for Annabelle. While it was obvious she had been upset when Georgia had left that morning, it was unlike her sister to just run off without telling anyone where she was going. Holden was by her side as they started to canvas the property, along with the surrounding area.

      The amount of panic and fear gripping Georgia was almost more than she could bear, but she was determined to figure out what had happened to her sister. The hours of the day were slowly passing, and she had finally managed to find some clue as to the direction her sister had taken. There were some broken branches off of some of the bushes that led into the forest, and she was following the lead with Holden. The only words that had been spoken between the two of them during their search were in regard to where she could have gone. Georgia didn't have an answer for him, and they continued on silently.

      It wasn't until she heard the sound of someone groaning nearby that she came to a stop. After hearing the sound again, Georgia knew the only person it could be was Annabelle and rushed in the direction the noises were coming from. She passed through an opening where two larger trees had grown side by side and came to a stop when she spotted her sister. The younger woman was lying on the ground and groaning in pain. Georgia quickly called out her sister's name and rushed in her direction, thankful to have found her. A moment later, she realized Annabelle was writhing in pain because of the trap that had caught her leg.
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      With Holden's help, she managed to free her sister from the trap a few minutes later and held on to her tightly. No words needed to be spoken in that moment, and she was simply thankful she had found the young woman. After helping her to her feet, the three of them started to make their way out of the woods and back toward the main house. It was going to take them a bit to make it back, but she was just grateful she had found her sister at all. The sun wasn't completely gone from the sky, but it was obvious that a sunset was coming. She wasn't sure exactly what her sister was going to need to heal from her wounds, but she wanted to make sure they had things ready when they made it back.

      "I need you to run out ahead and let the others know we are coming."

      "Don't you think they are still out there looking for Annabelle?" Holden asked.

      "Maybe, but we're going to need to clean her wounds and make sure nothing is broken. I can help her get back to the house, but I just want to make sure she has everything she is going to need when we get there."

      "I'll meet you there."

      "Thank you," Annabelle said. "I'm sorry you all had to come looking for me."

      "I don't think it's that much of a problem," Holden replied. "I have to tell you that I think your sister was pretty worried about you, and maybe next time, you shouldn't travel so far away from the homestead."

      "I just wanted some time to clear my head, but thank you for finding me. I'm not even sure how I ended up stumbling across that trap."

      "It happens to the best of us."

      She smiled, and he quickly nodded in return and rushed out in front of them, disappearing a couple of seconds later through the thick brush. Georgia had no idea how deep they had gone into the forest, but they were still a long way away from being back at the house. She took the silence from her sister as a good sign, knowing the young woman most likely felt foolish for disappearing into the forest alone. Still, there was a part of her that wanted to understand what was going through Annabelle's mind, and when her curiosity became too much, she broke down and asked her sister what was really going on.

      "I just feel like my voice isn't being heard," Annabelle replied.

      "I hear you, but we are living in a completely different world than ever before. There are good people and bad people, and I just feel like the bad people are taking too many things from us."

      "What do you mean?"

      "By all accounts, Mimi was a wonderful woman who was taken from this world far sooner than she should have been. Holden needs us to stand by his side, but I also know the village needs our help."

      "I don't understand why they need our help."

      "The officer and his men are in control. There's nothing wrong with that as long as people are doing what is right for the rest of the community. When we went to talk to him about what had happened to Mimi, it was clear that he didn't care about anyone but himself."

      "What does that mean for the rest of us?"

      "It just means that we need to watch out at all times. You certainly don't need to be running through the forest on your own."

      Annabelle simply nodded in response, but Georgia knew her sister was listening. The only thing she could hope for was that some of the information she was giving to the young woman was sinking in and maybe she would understand the decisions being made. Some of the choices were being made out of fear or anger, but it was already time for things to change around them. Once they'd been able to get back to the house, it would be time to come up with a plan to save the village and the rest of the surrounding community.

      The two of them were still moving slowly through the woods, and the sun was fading in the sky. She had no idea how long the two of them had been walking back on their own, but she was calculating that it had been nearly thirty minutes since Holden had gone ahead of them. When Georgia saw a break in the tree line and knew they were moving closer to the homestead, she heard something that made her heart skip a beat. There were several voices hollering and shouting in the distance, and she knew there was trouble brewing before she even stepped foot out of the woods.

      Her sister was still limping slightly, and she quickly guided her to a larger tree at the edge of the woods that would keep them out of sight. Georgia and the others had already come to the conclusion that it wasn't safe to travel without a weapon, and she had a rifle still hanging from her shoulder. Pulling it down, she aimed the barrel and sight in the direction of the house and was shocked by what she saw through the scope. There was a crowd of more than a dozen men who had surrounded the main house, but she brought the sight to a stop when it landed on the lawman and the guy next to him. The other men surrounding the house were all part of the same crew, and she had no idea what they would do next.

      As she continued to scan the area, she could only hope that Holden had managed to make it into the house before the posse of men had arrived. Georgia didn't need to ask any questions to realize the entire group was up to no good. It was clear that they were there to take the homestead by force, and she knew they weren't going to go down without a fight. It seemed as though all the men were focused on the main house and not paying attention to any of their surroundings. She immediately started to formulate a plan in her mind and knew what she was going to do in order to break their attention from the house. The only thing she wanted to be sure of was that her sister was kept out of harm's way.

      "What's going on? What is all that yelling?" Annabelle asked.

      "It looks like the officer and the other man I shot have brought some of their friends to take the homestead."

      "They can't do that."

      "I don't think they're asking. They have the entire house surrounded, and there are more than a dozen men."

      "What are we going to do?"

      "I don't exactly know yet, but I'm not letting them take this property without a fight. How well do you think you can walk?"

      "It feels really sore, and I'm not sure how far I would be able to go without leaning against you."

      Georgia nodded. "Then I don't want you going anywhere near this situation. I want you to sit right here and keep watch out for any stragglers."

      "What are you going to do?" Annabelle stammered.

      Georgia still wasn't exactly sure how to answer her sister's question. The idea she had in her mind was going to be a tricky one, and she had no idea if it was even going to work. She didn't want Annabelle anywhere close to what was about to happen. She glanced back through the scope to canvas the area one last time before looking back over at her sister. She didn't care how many men were in the group; she wasn't going to let them take the homestead without a fight. As she surveyed the posse of men outside of her home, she caught a glimpse through one of the windows of Holden inside. It was clear that he also wasn't going to go down without a fight, and she wouldn't be alone in hers. She had been hoping to come up with a better plan on how to deal with the officer and his followers, but he hadn't given her the time. There was no longer any hope in her mind that they would be able to get through the situation without bloodshed, and she knew what she was going to have to do.
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      From where they were standing, Georgia could see the house and the barn. It was becoming clearer with every passing moment that the group was focused on the main house and almost nothing around them. She needed to get to the barn if she was going to have any chance of saving the property, but she was going to have to fight with her sister if she wanted to keep her safe. There were a few things she needed from the barn if she was going to stand any chance, but with Annabelle unable to walk on her own, Georgia was going to have to leave her sister behind. Knowing that it was the only way they were going to stand a chance against the large group of people trying to take the property from them, she lowered the rifle and handed it in the direction of her sister.

      "What am I supposed to do with this?"

      "I just need you to keep watch until I get back here."

      "You're not going to leave me here."

      "I don't have any other choice. You just said yourself that you're not going to be able to walk very far on your own, and I need to grab some things from the barn."

      "I'm scared. Please don't leave me here by myself," Annabelle stammered.

      "You're going to be just fine. I'm going to run over to the barn and grab some things to help us. This is no longer about just you and me. Our friends and family are inside the house, and the only way we are going to be able to protect any of them is if you stand guard here. Do you remember how to use this?"

      She nodded. "I don't want to have to shoot anyone."

      "There are not many people in this world who actually want to pull the trigger, but if anyone starts coming in your direction, I want you to aim the barrel of that rifle at them and don't hesitate. Do you understand me?"

      "I understand. Can't we just go find some help, though?"

      Georgia shook her head. "By the time I go and find anyone, it might be too late for Holden and Paul. I'm not trying to put any pressure on you, but the only people who can help them now are you and me."

      "I don't understand why people are like this. Why can't they just let us live in peace?"

      "There is so much evil in this world that I will never be able to explain, but I want you to understand that the only way out of this is by fighting back. I know you remember how to use this rifle, but I am hoping you don't have to. I'm only giving it to you as a precaution."

      The two of them went back and forth for a couple more moments before Georgia snapped at her sister, letting her know it wasn't a game. She promised Annabelle that no one was going to see her if she kept her head down. Once she had finally managed to calm her sibling down enough to leave her at the edge of the forest, Georgia hugged her and held her tightly for just a moment. After breaking free of the embrace, she took a couple of steps closer to the perimeter of the property and started making her way toward the barn.

      Her heart was racing before she even stepped foot outside of the forest, but no matter how much fear crept up inside of her, she was focused on doing everything in her power to save them all. Georgia wasn't sure if it was fear or anger helping her to move forward, but the one thing she was completely sure of was she was going to fight back with everything she could get her hands on. The one rifle they shared between them was with her sister, and even though Annabelle knew how to fire the gun, Georgia wasn't sure how good of a shot she would be. As stealthily as she could, with the sun going down around them, Georgia pushed toward the barn.

      There wasn't a single doubt in her mind she would be able to make it to the barn and back out without being seen, but the closer she got, the farther away it felt. Georgia could still hear the men who had surrounded the house screaming for whoever was inside to come out. Her heart was pounding in her chest, and she continued to hope that Holden and Paul would hold off on any gunfire until she had the chance to get into position. She had been inside the barn several times and knew there were plenty of items she could use to help defend the homestead, but as she continued to move closer, she kept wishing they had been better prepared.

      When everything was said and done, she wasn't going to take any chance of being caught off guard again. They were going to do whatever needed to be done in order to protect themselves, but she was hoping that by whatever means necessary, they would be able to come out of the situation victorious. Georgia was about halfway across the property and inching closer to the barn. Although the walk would have normally only taken a couple of minutes, she was staying as low and going as slowly as possible to avoid detection. She glanced in the direction of the house, thankful the sun was low enough in the sky that she had just enough darkness to travel through.

      Georgia knew all it would have taken was one of the men to notice her for her plans to change entirely. She trusted that her sister would do what was necessary in order to protect them, but she was also hoping she wouldn't have to put Annabelle in that position. By the time she made it to the back of the barn and was moving toward the door farthest away from the house, she was in a constant state of panic. The only things that kept going through her mind were how many of the men were there to take their things and how many of them would have to go down before the fight was over. She was thankful when she turned the doorknob and walked into the barn, seeing several of the items she had been thinking about were just a few feet away from her.

      For just a moment, she sighed with relief. The hardest part of her plan was over, and she could focus on the next task at hand. Georgia made her way across the barn floor and found a hole in the wall she could glance through and look directly toward the house. She took a moment to count how many individuals had surrounded the home, and although they were seriously outnumbered, she was thankful there weren't more of them than she was going to have to fight through. Holden was a good marksman, and he would be able to take several of the men down with ease.

      The biggest thing for her was the ability she would have to create a distraction large enough to keep all the men busy as they fought. Taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly, she knew she was running out of time. It wouldn't be long before the men around her home would force their way inside, and she was going to have to do something before that time came. Trying to shake the fear from her mind, Georgia turned away from the hole in the wall and focused on what she needed to do next.

      Georgia wasted little time in tracking down the items she planned to use. There were several glass bottles lining the wall of the barn, along with plenty of old rags as well. Given the fact that they had no reason to use any fuel, she was happy to see there was a nearly full jug of gasoline sitting in the corner. She knew she would be able to use all the items to make Molotov cocktails and create enough havoc that would send all the men running. Anyone else who wanted to stand around and fight would be subjected to the bullets in their guns. It wasn't exactly the way she wanted things to go down, but it was time to fight back or run. There was no way they were going to be able to run with people in the house, and she was more than willing to fight for the homestead.
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      Being as cautious as possible, Georgia grabbed several handfuls of glass bottles and started to pour gasoline into each one of them. She quickly poured some gas into a five-gallon bucket and started to dip rags into the fuel, knowing it would make them easier to stuff into the bottles and light. She would have to be careful where she chose to throw them. Otherwise, she could burn down the entire property without meaning to. The process of making the cocktails only took around ten minutes, but she had already wasted more time than she had wanted to. Almost as if it were a gift from God, she glanced up to another shelf and found an old milk jug carrier.

      The carrier was something that had been on the property for many years, but it would be perfect to carry the cocktails and be able to light them one by one. The only thing she was trying to do was make the attackers feel as though they had been the ones surrounded and create enough havoc that her friends and family would be safe. When she had finally made enough cocktails to fill the carrier, she made her way back to the door she had entered through and peeked out. Not a single one of the attackers was even paying any attention to the barn, and she was able to creep back to the forest.

      There was only one time during her rush to get back to the tree line when she stopped, glancing back to see if any of the men were looking in her direction. She was relieved to see that all of them were still focused on the house, but she suddenly realized that each of the men had a rifle or shotgun. They were outnumbered and outgunned, but Georgia knew the cocktails were going to be enough to even the playing field. Georgia hated to think she was starting to think like someone on a battlefield, but she was also thankful for the ability to calculate on the go. The only way she was going to be able to save herself and her loved ones was by fighting back, and although she didn't want to see anyone else get hurt, she certainly wasn't above hurting the people who were out to do the same exact thing to them.

      Knowing she wasn't going to have such a perfect line of sight once she reached the forest, she took a good look at the distance between the edge of the trees and the property where she would be throwing the bottles. It was going to take quite a bit of strength to cover the distance, but she would manage. Moving her eyes from the house and back in the direction she had left her sister, she was glad to see that Annabelle was taking everything seriously. It was at that moment she heard someone in their group shout, and her eyes immediately shot back in their direction, hoping she hadn't been caught trying to sneak back to the forest. Seeing that there wasn't a single person looking in her direction, she sighed in relief and turned back to the wooded area, jogging as quickly as she could.

      As soon as she reached the tree line, Georgia ducked behind another tree and glanced back toward the homestead itself. Although she didn't want to do any damage to the property, the only way to get rid of the men was to attack. She glanced down the tree line and spotted Annabelle. She was happy to see her sister was glancing down the sights of the rifle, watching over the property just as she had been told. Georgia was unsure about how good of a shot her sister was going to be, and although she hoped the young woman wouldn't need to use the rifle, she also understood that it was most likely inevitable.

      Georgia drew in a deep breath as she pulled a lighter she had found from her pocket. She started to think about all the things that had led them to the situation she found herself in. Anger between nations had caused a war, which had, in turn, created war among the people. Everyone who had survived the attack was fighting for anything they could get their hands on, and she was only one person in a much bigger battle. The difference between everything that all the other people were going through and herself was she could do something about the situation they were in. Without wasting any more time hoping or praying, she lit the first cocktail and launched it in the direction of the men outside of her home.

      As soon as the first bottle hit the ground and the flames exploded all around it, the men began to panic. Georgia knew better than to keep standing in one place and started racing toward her sister, lighting each cocktail one by one and throwing them toward the attackers. The group of men who had surrounded her home were panicking, obviously unsure of where the attack was coming from. She continued to move through the edge of the forest and directly toward Annabelle just as she heard several shots ringing out from the direction of the house.

      Georgia stopped at a large tree just long enough to glance at the men firing shots in her direction. She didn't want them firing any bullets at her sister, and after watching the men for several seconds, she realized they were simply firing blind shots toward where the fire had originated from. It was at that moment she was thankful once again that the sun was starting to go down, and she was also grateful that each of the men in the group seemed to be horrible marksmen. Knowing the only way she was going to get struck by a bullet was by pure luck, she kept pressing forward. Glancing down at the carrier holding the cocktails, she could see she only had a handful left.

      Instead of lighting each one separately, she lit them all and kept running toward Annabelle, throwing the bottles individually as she moved. At one point, she wasn't even sure if she was doing any good or even helping the people in the house. It wasn't until she heard the sounds of a different gun ringing out that she realized Paul and Holden were firing back. She had no idea what a war zone sounded like, so she imagined it sounded exactly like what was going on all around her. Several gunshots rang out over a span of just a few seconds, and she was thankful she had thrown all of her cocktails along the way. The only thing she needed to focus on was getting back to her sister.

      She was still more than a hundred feet away from where she had left Annabelle, but she was closing that distance as fast as possible. With a group of men firing in every direction and the shots she could tell were coming from inside the house, everything was about to be a mess all around her. She only came to a stop one time as she tried to rush back to her sister. The only reason she paused was that she heard the sound of shooting coming from directly in front of her. When she glanced over at Annabelle, the young woman fired off shots toward the men in the yard.

      Her sister was picking off several of the attackers along the way, and Georgia felt a certain amount of pride creeping in. Although she hated the idea that her sister had to be involved in any way, she was glad to see she was doing everything in her power to protect the property as well. Georgia quickly moved her attention back to the group of men who had surrounded the homestead, thankful to see that several of them were already on the ground writhing in pain. She had no idea how many people her sister had struck with the shots fired from the rifle, but between everything they had just thrown at the attackers, they clearly had the upper hand. What had originally started out as a plan to confuse their enemies quickly gave them the momentum to overtake the attackers.
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      For several moments, nothing but chaos ensued all around them. The sun had slowly started to fade into the night, but the fire from the cocktails was burning brightly all over. Altogether, Georgia knew she had thrown more than ten Molotovs, and the benefit was that they could see the attackers, but the people who had come for them couldn't see a thing. She quickly closed the distance between her and her sister, wanting to make sure no one had been able to break free and move to her location. When she was standing next to her sister, Annabelle looked up at her and nodded. There was a single teardrop falling from her left eye, and she slowly wiped it away.

      "I didn't want to shoot at them, but I was protecting the rest of us."

      Georgia nodded. "That's what I was trying to explain to you earlier. We don't always have a choice in our decisions. There are evil people all over the world. The only thing we need to do is make sure we don't turn into them, and as long as we are protecting one another, there's no way that can happen."

      "What about the rest of them?"

      "I'm going to start making my way toward the house, but you shoot anyone who starts moving in my direction. How many of them do you think you were able to take down?"

      Annabelle shrugged. "I'm pretty sure I hit a handful. Do you think the others are still alive?"

      "I was still hearing a few shots coming from inside of the house as of a moment ago. I think between the two of them and you shooting, everyone should be all right."

      "What do we do now?"

      "You just keep covering the house while I head that way."

      Annabelle nodded.

      Knowing she had been able to give all of them a chance to survive and that at least half of the men had been hit with bullets from her sister's rifle, Georgia slowly started to emerge from the tree line. She kept scanning the area around her, hoping she wouldn't get shot in the process. The only thing that mattered was getting as close to the house as possible and making sure the others were all right. With everything happening as quickly as it was, she wasn't sure how much time had passed since the last gunshot had rung out and echoed across the property. She knew in the heat of everything going on that Paul and Holden heard men firing from inside.

      Georgia had managed to make it halfway across the distance between the edge of the tree line and the barn. Up to that point, she had only heard the sounds of several men groaning or screaming near the house. There wasn't anything she could do for them until she managed to make sure the others were safe, but just as she started to make her way around the barn, she found herself standing face-to-face with the man in charge of the attack. The officer looked as though he had been through hell, but he was unfortunately still standing, slowly making his way closer with every passing moment. When a flicker from the fire glistened across the barrel of his pistol, she froze. She knew her sister didn't have a good line of sight to where they were standing, and she could only hope someone would intervene.

      "I bet you think you have won this whole thing."

      Georgia shook her head. "I don't think anyone is winning anything right now. You have a bunch of your men who are hurt, and I have friends I'm not sure are still alive."

      He chuckled. "Was that you shooting from the tree line, or were you the one throwing fireballs?"

      "I don't think that really matters. This whole thing would be over if you just collected your men and left."

      "That's not possible. You know as well as I do I can't leave until I get what I want."

      "What is it that you want?"

      "The only thing I was coming for was the homestead itself, but as I stand here looking at you, I'm thinking about taking a few extras along the way. Don't you have a sister, too? Well, hell, I might just be having the night of my life as soon as we track her down."

      "You're not going to touch any of us."

      "Now, you could fight back if you wanted to, but I should warn you that I'm only going to enjoy that more. I bet your sister will fight. You, on the other hand, are probably going to lie there and take it."

      Hearing firsthand what he planned to do to her and her sister enraged her. That anger building inside her suddenly exploded, and a fire quickly started burning inside. Without thinking about the consequences of her actions, Georgia lunged at the man standing just a few feet away. Everything suddenly started moving in slow motion, and she could see the pistol in his right hand starting to rise. She didn't stand a chance of fighting the man with a barrel pointed her way, but she had already committed to attacking.

      As soon as everything started to move slowly, it all came crashing back at once. She tackled the man before he could bring his weapon up, and they both hit the ground hard. Georgia had expected him to fight hard and was ready when he flipped them over and ended up on top. She quickly closed her fist and swung up toward his face, but he managed to move just far enough out of the way that she barely grazed his cheek. In no time at all, he had jumped back up to his feet and struck her in the face with a fist of his own. The searing pain radiated from her jaw up into her brain, and everything around her became blurry. She could barely make out the silhouette of the man she had been fighting, but she realized he was searching the ground for the handgun he had dropped.

      Trying to get back to her feet, her vision slowly started to come back. It was at that moment she realized he had picked up the gun and was aiming it in her direction. For just a moment, she prayed for her death to be quick and that someone would take him out while all of his attention was on her. Knowing she was about to have her life taken, she closed her eyes and prayed for the safety of her sister. Everything around her grew quiet, and the only thing she heard was the sound of a shot fired. Georgia found herself waiting for the pain of being hit by a bullet before she realized the gunshot was farther away than where the man was standing.

      Not knowing what she was going to see when she opened her eyes, she started to force them open, hearing the groans of the man who had just pointed a gun at her. It was only then that she saw the man on the ground holding his leg and the gun he had been holding several feet away from him. She rushed over and picked up the pistol, pointing it at the officer but still wondering who had taken the shot. As she looked around, she noticed her sister had emerged from the forest and was walking in her direction with a smile on her face. Annabelle had taken it upon herself to move into a better position, saving Georgia, and she had never been so thankful.

      While the man was still groaning in pain, she kept the barrel of the pistol pointed right at him and started to walk toward Annabelle. Although there was a smile on the young woman's face, Georgia could see by the look in her eyes that she wasn't thrilled she had just shot another human. It was going to take her some time to get over the fact that she could have possibly been the reason that some of the men had died that evening, but Georgia was thankful that Annabelle had pulled that trigger one last time and saved her life. Although the young woman was still limping, as soon as her sister was within reach, she opened her arms and wrapped them around her, holding her as tightly as she could.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            45

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      "This isn't over," the man growled.

      Georgia couldn't believe the amount of toxicity coming out of the man's mouth. In the few moments she had been holding her sister, she hadn't heard a single word from anyone else in his group. It was obvious they had won the battle for the homestead, and yet the guy was still talking as though he was going to do something to them. She slowly pulled away from Annabelle and took the rifle from her hand. There was nothing that was going to stop her from protecting what was rightfully hers, and she didn't care if she had to finish him herself. Everything was going to end that day.

      Although she had only been a couple of feet from where he lay on the ground, she took her time closing the distance between them. She tucked the pistol into her belt and stood over him, just out of reach from his being able to grab her. Taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly, she leveled the barrel of the gun at him and gently placed her finger on the trigger. Killing the man wasn't something she wanted to do, but if it was the only thing that would ensure her family's safety, she would do what needed to be done.

      "What exactly do you think you're going to be able to do to us after all of this?"

      "I don't know. All I know is that this isn't over."

      "You're fighting for something that is no longer even here. All of your men are either dead or wounded, but you're still talking like you have some sort of backup. What's your plan?"

      The man shrugged.

      "I'm going to tell you what your plan is. I'm leaving you with two options, and whatever you decide is up to you. You can leave town and never come back, or I can take you into the backyard right now and put you down like the dog you are. What's it going to be? Not so tough without a bunch of other men behind you, are you?"

      The man scoffed. "There's nothing useful in this town anyway. I'll be happy to be as far away from this place as possible."

      Georgia could clearly see the man had been shot in the leg, given the fact that there was blood still pouring from the wound. Her sister had rather good aim, but she still wasn't certain whether she would be willing to let him walk away. Even though he had lost the fight, he was still tossing threats around, and that was something she wasn't sure she could let slide. As she glanced over at her sister, Annabelle was struggling with the decision as well. Although the man had done a lot of damage to the village and the people in it, Georgia had to hear Annabelle's opinion before she said anything.

      Walking away from the man lying on the ground, she pulled her sister off to the side and out of earshot of their attacker. Both of them were still several feet away, but he wouldn't be able to hear what they were saying. Even with everything the man had done to them and taken from them, she knew she would simply be killing him in cold blood. It was obvious that the man would be willing to do anything to hurt the people around him, but she wasn't going to make the choice without talking to her sister first. It was the one mistake she had learned from and wouldn't be making again.

      "What do you think?"

      "I don't know if letting him go is the right thing to do," Annabelle said.

      "It's not exactly like we have a jail cell we can keep him in until the power comes back on."

      "Do we even know if the power will ever come back on?"

      "That's what I'm talking about. We can hold him and be stuck taking care of him, or we can let him go. We won the fight fair and square, and he is willing to go if we still give him that opportunity."

      Annabelle sighed. "I don't like the idea of just outright killing him. I think we should patch him up and send him on his way."

      Georgia nodded. "I can agree with that, but we have to be sure he never comes back. How do you think we go about doing that?"

      "I suppose we can threaten his life if he ever returns."

      "Are the two of you ever going to make up your mind on what you're going to do with me?" the man shouted.

      She gave her sister a nod and smiled, knowing she had managed to fix their relationship, and at the same time, they had protected everyone else at the homestead. Annabelle had come to the same conclusion she had, and they were going to fix the man up and let him be on his way. There was a slight fear in her heart that he would simply move on to another town and do exactly the same thing, but she was going to make sure the threat she held over him was enough to keep him from ever stepping out of line again. As her eyes slowly moved from her sister over to the man who was still holding his leg on the ground, she grinned and walked over to him.

      "I don't think you deserve this, but I'm going to let you leave here with your life."

      "It's not like this town is good for anything other than a bunch of chickens. I can't wait to move on from this place and start over somewhere fresh. I'm sure there are much better spots."

      "Yeah, but you're not going to be in charge of anything. I can promise you right now if you ever come back here, I'm going to put you down, and I already have plenty of places to bury you. If I even catch wind of you putting together another group of men, I'm going to come at you with everything I have. Do you understand me?"

      The man shrugged and nodded. "It's not like I have much choice in the matter."

      "You do have a choice. You can decide to leave on your own after we patch you up, or I can put one more hole in you. Do I make myself clear?"

      There was a fear in his eyes she had never seen before, and she knew she had made her point. Georgia made her way over to where her sister stood and told her to run up to the house to grab the first aid kit. The last thing she needed was for the man to bleed out, and then they ended up having to bury him anyway. As she started toward the house, she watched Paul and Holden making their way out through the front door. Although she barely knew the man, she was happy to see he had survived the whole ordeal.

      There was a sense of pride among the group, knowing they had fought off the attackers and come out the other side unscathed. Georgia knew things were finally moving in the right direction, even if they had no idea how long it would be before anything resembling normality came back into their lives. Holden quickly made his way out to where she was standing and placed an arm around her, giving her a friendly hug. She wasn't sure if it was because of everything they had just overcome, but she felt as if a shiver ran down her spine. There was something that felt right about having his arm wrapped around her, but she knew there were still things to do before she could even think about feeling that way toward him.
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      A few minutes later, Annabelle had made her way back down from the house with the first aid kit in her hand. She was still limping from the damage she had taken after stepping into the trap in the woods, but she was going to be fine. Although there was still some dissension in the ranks as to what to do with the man, she had already given him her word that they would let him go. They spent a good portion of time making sure his gunshot wound was cleaned properly and bandaged before he limped his way to the end of the driveway. Georgia wasn't going to give the guy a chance to change his mind or start walking in the wrong direction, and she followed him to the end of the driveway.

      "Do you really think we are making the right choice here?" Holden asked.

      "Let me ask you a question. Did the man who killed your mother get out of the group of men lying around the house?"

      "I don't think so. I'm pretty sure I ended up putting a bullet in him as soon as the gunfire started."

      Georgia nodded. "The only thing I can tell you then is that you got your revenge. This man is no mastermind, and I've already warned him about what's going to happen if he tries to put another crew together."

      "I don't know if that means he's going to listen."

      She chuckled. "What's going to happen to you if you decide to come back here, sir?"

      The man sighed. "You're going to shoot me down like the dog I am and bury me right here at the homestead."

      "Look at that. He actually knows how to listen when a woman speaks. What am I going to do if you start building another crew?"

      "Hunt me down and put a bullet in my head."

      "There you go. Now, you better get walking, and I better not see you anywhere near this town again."

      The man grumbled something under his breath she wasn't quite able to hear, but she could tell by the look on his face that he was never going to return to their area. Nothing had happened the way she had planned, but they had somehow managed to come out on top. As she watched the guy limp down the street and disappear into the darkness, she felt her sister walk up beside her and place her arm around her waist. Georgia quickly wrapped her arm around Annabelle and smiled. For the first time, she felt a little safer than she had when everything first started. There were still a lot of things that needed to be done around the homestead in order to make sure they survived the apocalypse, but she knew they were going to be safe from any outsiders.

      It was only a matter of time before word returned to the village that the officer was gone, and they would finally be able to come together as a community. Even though she could no longer see the man walking away from them, she knew it would be the last time they would ever see him. Georgia slowly turned around and headed back toward the house, knowing they had graves to dig and injured people to tend to. Although the men who had attacked them had done so out of anger and hate, she wasn't the type of person who was going to let them all bleed to death. A part of her knew they deserved whatever happened to them, but she knew God wanted her to help those in need.

      With the help of the others, they managed to put out the remaining fires still burning, which led to the injuries of the men who were still alive. A handful of the men were unaccounted for, but she didn't think they would ever come after them. Once she had helped tend to the injured men, she sent them on their way, vowing to kill them if they ever stepped foot on the homestead again. Paul and Holden had been tasked with burying the remaining bodies on the property. After making sure that Annabelle was patched up and ready to go, Georgia found her way back outside and saw Holden standing over one of the bodies.

      "Is that him?"

      Holden nodded. "I knew I had shot him when everything first started happening. You know, I find it kind of funny that I thought I was going to feel differently knowing my mother's murderer was dead, but I don't know if I feel much of anything at all."

      Georgia shrugged. "A life for a life never fixes anything. It must feel a little better knowing he is never going to be able to hurt anyone else again."

      "That much feels better, but I knew it was never going to bring her back."

      "I didn't know Mimi all that well, but I can assure you she wouldn't want you feeling sorry for yourself. She wants you to move on with your life and live it the way she taught you to."

      Holden chuckled. "You remind me a lot of her. She was always headstrong and gave me the best advice."

      She smiled. "Does that mean you think my advice is the best?"

      "I wouldn't go that far, but you certainly know what you're talking about. Are you feeling up to helping me bury this last body? We've been digging the graves out by the tree line."

      Although she hated the fact that more lives were lost in order to protect the homestead, she was grateful that things were finally starting to move in the right direction. For the first time since the apocalypse had started, she was actually starting to feel like some progress was being made. There was no way of knowing what people would do when the end of the world was thrust upon them, but she was starting to realize that no matter how many evil people there were in the world, there would always be people who wanted to be on the side of righteousness.

      As they carried the last body to its final resting place, she found herself reflecting on everything they had been through. Georgia knew their little family would be willing to do whatever it took to protect themselves, and they were capable of doing just that. The world around them was changing quicker than they could keep up with, but no matter what was thrown in their direction, they were capable of taking care of their home. The homestead and the community around them were safe again, and it was only a matter of time before they would all come together.

      Even as she tossed the man's body into the hole Holden had dug, she had no sympathy. As far as she knew, the man was guilty of murder and had done so without giving it a second thought. Out of everyone who had been shot that night, she was certain he deserved everything he had gotten. The two of them spent the next hour filling the grave with dirt, and when they finished, they left it with no marker. The only people who would know he was even there were the people who lived at the homestead, and she knew it wouldn't be long before they all forgot who he even was. There was a slight sadness that more lives had been lost, but she felt no empathy for the men who had attacked her and her family.

      The sun was slowly coming up, and she was standing at the edge of the barn next to Holden. They were watching the sunrise together, and she knew they were going to be okay. Georgia knew they had somehow managed to fight off the worst group of men she had come across, and she was ready for anything else life might throw at them. Between the love she had for her community and the love she had for her family, nothing was going to take that away from her. The sunrise signified a new day, and she was thankful to be there to see it for herself.
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      Six months had passed since the fight to keep the homestead intact had come and gone. There wasn't much that had changed in their day-to-day life, but she had changed much more than she had ever anticipated. In the time since the battle, she had watched Annabelle recover from the trap she had stepped into. She had also watched her sister become a staple in the community, and she was proud of the way she had grown. As far as the community went, they had been so thankful for everything that her family had done that they all slowly came back together the way they always should have been.

      As she sat on the front porch, she wondered what she would have been doing had the apocalypse not come for them. Georgia hadn't spent much time thinking about what could have been, but she found herself curious as to what she would be doing. The thought came and went, and though she was still missing some of the way things used to be, she wouldn't change where she was for anything. She had quickly grown close to Holden after everything that had happened, and they were now a happy couple. There had been a time in her life when she had thought she might not be able to find anyone who would live up to her standards, but the man had proven her wrong.

      The two of them were closer than she ever thought she would be to another man, but she was happy with how things had turned out. Taking a deep breath and exhaling, she stood up and headed inside. Things were still constantly changing, and although she wanted nothing more than to stay at the homestead and keep watch over her family, there was too much going on in the world to just sit idly by when she could give a helping hand. As she walked into the house to grab her things, she thought about the rider who had come just a few days earlier. The man had shown up in the middle of the day, bringing with him a letter written by the makeshift government starting to form.

      At first, she had thought it was some sort of hoax and that someone was setting a trap. It wasn't until she was actually handed the letter and read it for herself that she understood that things were starting to come back around. A small form of government was starting to rebuild itself in the state's capital, and after a conversation with Holden, they made the decision to travel to the capital. Georgia had no idea what they were going to find when they got there, but she knew there were volunteers there hoping to restore order all across the state. It was only the beginning, but good things were coming.

      Georgia grabbed her already packed bag off of the bed and made her way back downstairs, halfway expecting to run into her sister but quickly remembering Annabelle had gone to the village to work for the day. They had already said goodbye the night before, and although it had been emotional, Georgia was ready to take the next step. Since the attack on the homestead, they hadn't had a single issue with anyone coming their way. The community itself had pulled together and was now protecting itself, and she was grateful they had all become a family, just as she had hoped.

      She was making her way down to the end of the driveway, where Holden was already waiting for her. Together, she wasn't sure if they were going to be able to change the world, but they were going to help as many people as possible in South Dakota. He smiled at her as she approached. Georgia wrapped her arms around the man she had fallen in love with, knowing they would be taking care of each other for the rest of their lives.

      As they started to walk away from the homestead, she glanced back to soak it in one more time, not knowing how long she would be gone. Although she was worried about her family, each and every one of them was going to be fine. Not only had hell come after them, but they had also survived the whole thing and come out stronger because of it. When she turned back around and caught back up to Holden, he smiled at her again.

      "You know we don't have to go, right?"

      Georgia nodded. "I know we don't have to, but I like the idea of knowing we are together. Besides, I know my sister and the others are more than capable of watching over the place while we're gone."

      "I almost think she might be better at it than you."

      "Don't go pushing your luck now," she said with a smile.

      "I just don't want you thinking you have to go to the capital with me simply because I am going."

      "I want to. I want to know we are doing everything to help bring the world back to some sort of normalcy, even if it means leaving home."

      "I think we are going to do all right."

      Georgia gave him the biggest grin and then jumped up on her tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek. She knew everyone was going to be okay, and the world was going to come back from everything that had happened. It was going to take time, but if seeing everything they had gone through and survived was any indication, the world was going to come together and figure out everything that needed to be done. The fact that they were going to need some volunteers along the way was something she was more than willing to do, especially knowing it was going to lead to a better life for her sister and the ones she loved. They had already fought the evils of the world, and they could survive anything after that.

      

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

      Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

      As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

      I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

      Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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