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      "One of the heifers is going to be calving soon," Megan said.

      "Are you sure? Have you put in a call to any of the local vets?"

      "Of course, I'm sure. I do have some experience in the matter."

      Kyle chuckled. "That's not what I meant. I was just hoping we'd have a little more time before we'd have to deal with that."

      "I've already put in a few calls. I'm just waiting for them to get ahold of me for a scheduled visit."

      Megan Anderson had been married for years at that point, and her husband had a darker sense of humor. It wasn't a bad thing, but there were times when she wasn't sure if he thought she was dumb or if he was just kidding. It was something they had struggled with throughout their marriage.

      Kyle had driven to the city in order to pick up the feed they would need for the week. Their military background had instilled a sort of love for routine, which made owning the ranch a dream for them both. The ranch itself sat on just shy of forty acres, and it was left to her when her father had passed away. It was located about ten miles west of Sierra, Texas, and she loved what they had been able to do with the property so far.

      She and her husband had been serving in the military when her father had died, and she had decided it was time to retire and come home to take care of his affairs. Although they had thought about selling the property due to the overall dryness of the terrain, they'd changed their minds once they had the property evaluated. It turned out there was an unusually large well that had been dug under the property, and they would have no problem with anything growing with the amount of water that could be stored. As she reached into the chicken coop and pulled out another handful of eggs, placing them into her basket, she glanced out over the land. Running the ranch was no easy task, but she was glad they had decided to keep the property after receiving it in her father's will. When she heard her husband's voice on the other end of the phone, she turned her attention back to the call.

      "Well, I suppose we will have to wait to see what the vet says, but I should be back home in a couple of hours."

      "I'll be glad to have you back."

      Kyle chuckled. "I haven't even been gone that long. You miss me that much?"

      Megan laughed. "I miss the fact that you aren't here to help with the chores."

      "I'm sure I'll be able to get to my fair share once I get back. Besides, it's not always that much fun being the one picking up the feed for the week, either."

      "Fair enough. Just be careful, and I will see you in a little bit."

      Megan ended the call when she heard a car pull up in the driveway. The house was set away from the road, and the gravel driveway always made it easy to hear anyone pulling in. As she made her way out of the chicken coop and toward the house, she caught herself glancing around the property. Her father had gotten sick during COVID, and he hadn't been able to keep up with the property at his age anyway. They had put in a lot of work to make it their own, and using the life insurance money from her father's death, they had managed to get the property back up and running while also building a couple of new additions.

      The two of them had gone from fighting overseas for the country they loved to raising organic beef and a few crops for produce. Megan had been in charge of helping the contractor design the building, which they used as a butcher shop, and connected to the side of it was the greenhouse. It allowed them to grow crops throughout the year and keep their small shop open to the locals. Between the meat they sold and the number of vegetables that went along with it, they were making enough to get by. Along with building the butcher shop and the greenhouse, Kyle had talked her into rebuilding the old, dilapidated chicken coop. They had decided to expand it in order to hold more, and there were days when they would get more eggs than she knew what to do with.

      Megan shook her head at the thought while carrying the basket of eggs back to the shop. As she came around at the back of the house, she spotted the car she had heard pull into the driveway and knew it was one of her regulars. The butcher shop was set in the back of the building, and the front of it had been designed as a storefront. She knew if it hadn't been for the money from her father's life insurance policy, they would never have made it as far as they had. Knowing that her regular was going to want to purchase something from the store, she headed toward the front door, where a sign had been hung that said to honk for help. Most of their days were spent with the animals and tending to the greenhouse, so it was imperative that her customers knew to honk their horns, just in case no one had heard them pull up. As she approached the front of the building and the woman climbed out of her car, she smiled at the woman before unlocking the door to the shop.

      "How are you doing today?" Megan asked.

      Susan smiled. "I'm doing fairly well. I figured today was a perfect day to stop by and pick up a few things."

      "Anything in particular crossing your mind?"

      "I know what I need."

      Megan opened the front door and stepped inside, the cool air of the air conditioning brushing against her skin as she did, sending a slight shiver through her body. The hot and dry weather that surrounded Texas was something she was used to, but with all the years she had spent in the military all over the world, she was growing accustomed to having air conditioning available. The two women continued to make small talk as she grabbed the items the woman had ordered. The dozen pounds of beef weren't an unusual request, considering they had always put a sales price on larger orders.

      One of the things she loved about the job was that she was able to stay connected to the people in the area, and although she had thought that would be her least favorite part, she found she was actually very good at it. Small talk came naturally to her, and she had to admit that it was something the military had taught her. When she had been thrown into a bunker full of people she had never met, Megan didn't have a choice but to try to communicate with her military family. Although she was keeping a close eye on the clock and counting down the minutes until she would see Kyle again, she made sure all of her other focus was on the customer in front of her.

      After separating out the pounds of ground beef that Susan needed, the woman added two heads of broccoli to go with it. Megan knew there were others in the area who offered vegetable stands, but after a couple of years of trial and error, hers had become the most sought-after due to the higher quality. Even as she finished collecting everything, she found herself being thankful for even the smallest things going right in her life. When her father had started to get sick, she had requested leave in order to come home to take care of him. It wasn't until after he had passed away that she realized that the place she had come back to was the place she had always considered home.

      She had fulfilled her obligations with the military, and it was time to set out on a new adventure. Megan started to ring up Susan's items, and Susan told her how thankful she was that Megan had come home and started her small business. It was nice to know she was able to contribute back to the community she had grown to love. After accepting payment and helping the woman back to her vehicle, she saw another car pulling into the driveway. She smiled to herself, knowing the chores were going to have to wait a little longer. It was something she had grown accustomed to on Saturdays when she knew her husband wouldn't be there to help at the shop. The constant interruptions were a blessing. The more people who stopped to shop with them, the better off they would be financially.
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      It was early in the afternoon, and she was used to the fact that Saturdays were busy. Megan was surprised she was already getting her second customer, and as Susan started to pull away, a third car pulled into the driveway as well. She pulled out her phone and checked the time, realizing it was almost five. She knew the rush hour was upon her, and she was going to have to work the shop until her husband returned. With a smile on her face and knowing she wasn't going to get much of anything else done for a while, she headed back into the store and waited for the customers to come in.

      Megan had no idea how long she had been working the storefront or even how many people she had helped, but it seemed as though one local would walk through the front door right after another one would leave. She was enjoying herself, and it was a reminder of her reasons for creating the business in the first place. The long days of working in the greenhouse and tending to the animals were always worth it in her mind, and she was happy she was able to help so many people. A lot of people would look at what she was doing and see dollar signs, but she simply enjoyed herself and what she was able to give back to the community. One customer after another came through her doors, and although the majority of them were people she had met before, there were several new faces.

      It was the newcomers she enjoyed talking to the most, knowing each time they walked into her store, she was gaining another customer. If being in the military and fighting wars had taught her anything, it was the fact that a little kindness went a long way. The majority of the locals who came through her door were people headed home from El Paso. They worked in El Paso and then headed by their ranch on the way to the small community they lived in. Most of the jobs in the area ended up going through the big cities, and the majority of people had to drive at least an hour to get to and from work. No matter how bad of a day people were having, they always seemed to have a smile on their faces.

      Several of the customers who came in and out during the rush commended her on the work she had done on the property. Her father had always had a way with people as well and was a big part of the community when he was alive. Megan felt some pride knowing she was not only giving back to the community and helping in a small way but also because she had found a way to help her father's name live on. Time trickled by as she continued to help the incoming customers, who seemed to have no end in sight. Each time she tried to get a look at her phone to see what time it was, she was interrupted by another customer asking for several pounds of their homegrown beef.

      Megan liked to know what people were planning on cooking, and several of the conversations she had with the customers led to discussions about home-cooked meals. She couldn't even remember the last time she had eaten fast food or pizza, which was the fuel of most soldiers when they left the military. When she finally had the opportunity to take a look at her phone, she realized that more than an hour and a half had gone by, and she glanced out through the front window to see her husband pulling up the driveway with a truck and trailer full of feed. She was thankful he had finally made it home, but Kyle had managed to pull in just as the rush was coming to an end.

      Megan helped the last customer, who was standing in front of her. The man's name was Jake. He was one of the first customers after the renovations had been done to the property, but he stopped in every Saturday once they had opened. She didn't even need to have a conversation with the guy to know what he wanted, so she made her way to the backroom to grab the five pounds of beef and the stack of vegetables she knew he would ask for. When she made her way back up to the cash register and set the items down, Jake just smiled at her.

      "I suppose I come here so often that I don't even need to tell you what I want anymore."

      Megan smiled. "If you ever decide to change your order, it's going to throw me off."

      He shrugged. "I don't see that being the case anytime soon. I'm a creature of habit, and the last time I broke my shopping habit was when I stopped by here when you first opened. I have to say, you've turned this place around."

      "Thank you. Once I came back when my father died, I realized how much I loved it here. I didn't want to leave, and I'm glad we were able to create something good out of it."

      "Well, let's just say that you made the right decision by staying here. I'm sure I'm not the only person who feels that way in this community. Just by offering the fresh vegetables, you're doing more than almost anyone else around here. I bet you make a killing."

      Megan scoffed. "Could probably make a lot of money if I jacked my prices up like the regular grocery stores, but as long as I make enough money to run this place, I'm not trying to rip anyone off."

      "That's why everyone keeps coming back."

      "I certainly appreciate the business."

      Jake smiled and nodded before paying for his items and heading out the door. Megan always loved getting feedback from her customers and hearing about how happy they were that she was there. As she watched Jake head to his truck, she smiled softly to herself. Her father had taught her when she was a child to look out for the people around her. She had always taken those words to heart, and she was excited to be giving back to the town she had grown up in. Although she had never been much of a people person, she always enjoyed the conversations that came with running into them. As she watched her last customer pull away, she locked the front door to the shop and started heading toward the barn.

      Kyle would need help unloading the feed for the week, but it was such a beautiful day that she couldn't stop surveying the area around her. It was a hot day, and the sun was just starting to go down in the west, but she had never minded the heat. The walk from the store and butcher shop to the barn wasn't a long one, and even though there was work that needed to be done, she strolled at a slower pace. She glanced to her right and saw their three horses trotting through the field. At that moment, she understood she didn't want to be anywhere else. The old property that had been handed down to her was more than she was ever going to need, and she was happy to be sharing it with the man she loved.

      Megan finally made it far enough down the path that she was able to see her husband's truck parked in front of the barn. As soon as she saw him walking out of the back of the covered trailer, carrying a big bag of feed, he glanced in her direction and smiled. It warmed her heart, knowing she would never have been able to accomplish everything she wanted to without his help. Although she had been against the idea in some regards, he had promised he would be with her every step of the way and had stood by that promise. It was more than she could have ever asked for, and she was grateful to have a man like him by her side. Without wasting another moment, she picked up the pace and made her way down the small hill that led to the barn. Even though she enjoyed teasing him about being gone during their busiest day, she never meant any harm by it and knew he was putting in just as much work as she was.
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      "How was this week's visit to the city?" she asked, starting to unload the trailer.

      "It was pretty much how it always goes, except for the fact that everything is becoming far more expensive than it ever was before."

      "COVID definitely had a helping hand in that matter."

      Kyle shrugged. "Maybe they could have used that as an excuse when it was a major issue, but there is no reason the prices should be continuing to rise after a couple of years."

      "I suppose, in a way, it doesn't make sense that the price of feed continues to go up."

      "That's what I'm saying. I know everything rocketed at the peak of COVID, but it's almost like they never lowered the prices after that when things got back to normal. Not only that, but the cost of fuel is outrageous, too."

      Megan nodded. "I noticed that the last time I was out."

      "If the prices keep going up, we aren't going to have any other choice than to raise the price of our own products."

      "I'm not doing that. There are far too many people counting on us and our low prices. We are just going to have to find a way to make up the difference or cut back on other things."

      Kyle nodded. "I couldn't agree with you more."

      It was nice to know her husband was on the same page when it came to the prices of their products. Even after all the years she had served in the military, Megan found it hard to believe that a country that insisted on bragging about how free it was couldn't find a way to help its own people. As they continued to unload the trailer, she was left wondering if there would come a time when they were no longer going to be able to afford to keep their prices down. They were going to have to crunch the numbers, but that was something they could talk about later.

      At that moment, the only thing she could think about was how happy she was to have her husband home to help with the chores and that they had a busy day with the line of customers she had helped. When her husband grabbed the last bag of feed and started to carry it into the barn, he stopped next to her and handed her several sheets of paper. She knew the moment she read the top of the page that it was his receipts from the trip, and as he disappeared into the barn, she started to glance over the prices he had been talking about. There was a slight amount of rage that built up inside of her when she saw the new costs, and she couldn't believe how businesses were able to keep running with how high the prices had gone. When she got to the last receipt, she noticed that Kyle had purchased a new round of organic seeds, and she simply smiled.

      Megan suddenly remembered she had seen the plants for his special project earlier that morning, and they looked as though they were about to be ready to harvest. The long list of things they had brought with them from the military included a good work ethic, discipline, and a short list of mental issues. Before signing her discharge paperwork for the military, she had to go through an onslaught of medical checkups. While she had managed to get pretty lucky with her diagnosis, her husband hadn't been as lucky. She had mild depression and anxiety, while Kyle had been diagnosed with PTSD, along with a worse version of anxiety to go along with it.

      The only thing that seemed to work for either of them was medical marijuana, and they had started growing their own as soon as they had arrived at the property her father had left for her. As she glanced up from the papers in her hand, she watched her husband walking in her direction from inside the barn, and she jokingly placed a hand on her hip and held up the papers for him to see.

      "It looks like you might have found a little extra while you were in the city," she said with a smile.

      "I stopped by the same place where I got the last batch of seeds. I think I have somewhat mastered the growing process, and I'm ready to try another one."

      "When you said something about organic seeds, I definitely thought you were talking about the crops and greenhouse," Megan said.

      "Oh, I have a few bags of organic seeds for that, and I was mainly talking about that. I just had a few extra minutes inside to see if they had anything new to offer. This new strain is supposed to be perfect for everything we have."

      She chuckled. "The plants you have been growing look like they are about ready."

      "I noticed that yesterday when I checked on them. I will probably harvest the three good plants sometime this weekend. Do you think you're going to feel up to helping me out with them?"

      "I'd love to give you a hand."

      A sudden grin swept across his face, and within moments, Kyle had closed the distance between them and wrapped his arms around her. She hugged him back and kissed him on the cheek, enjoying the few moments of peace they would be able to share together before getting back to their chores. Moments like the one they were sharing reminded her how lucky she was to have the man in her life. Megan knew a lot of men who came back after deployments were never the same, but even with all of his faults, he was one of the best men she had ever been around.

      The fact that he was willing to go through everything they had up to that point was more than enough to tell her how much he loved her. Although everything had been going great at the ranch and even better than she had hoped for, the beginning of the project had been very difficult for both of them. Megan had never realized how far down her father had allowed the property to go, and she wasn't even sure if they were going to be able to finish the project after they had started. Standing just outside of the barn door, holding her husband tightly, she could sense how far they had come in just a few years.

      Once they separated from the embrace, they agreed to meet back at the house once their chores were complete. Kyle climbed into the truck to park the trailer, and she headed back to the coop to finish checking on the chickens and collecting eggs. The fact that she had been interrupted in that process earlier didn't bother her in the slightest, but she needed to distribute feed for the night. While she was busy doing that, her husband was going to check on the horses and follow that up by checking on the herd. It was a nightly routine that they had created, and they were both more than happy to complete the chores on their list.

      As she heard her husband pulling the truck around and parking at the trailer, she headed in the direction of the chicken coop. Megan couldn't control the smile on her face, and although there was a thought in the back of her mind telling her that something was brewing in their life, she pushed it down. No matter how expensive the feed would get or how much it would cost them to continue to run the ranch, there was no way she was ever going to increase their prices. Helping the people around them had always been her focus, even though running the ranch had brought her as much happiness as her marriage had. That alone was enough to keep it running for as long as possible. She pushed all the thoughts from her mind and focused on the evening chores, knowing the sooner she was able to finish her tasks, the sooner she would be able to spend the evening with Kyle.
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      Once the daily chores had finally been completed, they met back at the house. Although the house was a simple one-bedroom ranch style, she adored it. Most of the house that had been left behind by her father was so dilapidated that it couldn't be repaired, and they had to bring in a contractor to demolish it and create a whole new home out of what was left. As Megan washed up, Kyle was in the kitchen preparing dinner. He had completed his portion of the chores a little earlier than she had and managed to clean up before she had walked through the front door.

      Megan took a quick shower and walked out of the bathroom to see Kyle standing in front of her with a smile on his face. She blushed slightly, knowing she was wrapped in nothing more than a towel and dripping wet from her hair. Even after all the years they had been together, he had a way of making her heart skip a beat. After kissing him on the cheek, she headed to the bedroom and changed into something comfortable. After taking just a few moments to brush her hair out, she headed back out to the kitchen and joined her husband, who was just setting their plates down at the kitchen table.

      "What did you prepare for us tonight?"

      "Only the best for my queen," he said with a chuckle. "I made a couple of steaks and mashed potatoes. I struggled to pick out a vegetable to go along with it but settled on some green beans."

      "That sounds delicious," Megan replied, sitting down at the table.

      "So, aside from all the daily chores, what do we have planned for tomorrow?"

      "I think I'm just going to take it easy, and although I enjoy staying busy with the storefront, I hope to have a much more relaxed day."

      "You do realize that we are most likely going to be busier than we were today, right?"

      "Yeah, but I'm going to have you here to give me a hand this time."

      Kyle chuckled. "I'm pretty sure I've offered to let you make the weekly run for feed in the past. I'm more than happy to stay here and handle the customers."

      "I'm only teasing."

      "Well, don't forget that the Sierra Farmers Auction is tomorrow. I'm looking forward to seeing what they have to offer."

      "I nearly forgot all about it. Don't forget that you are only going to the auction for one thing."

      Kyle scoffed. "I know that, and I promise I will only bid on what we need. I certainly don't want to put us in any kind of financial hardship, but it's always exciting to see what people bring."

      Megan knew her husband would be careful with their finances and only bid on what they were looking to get, but she had to admit that there was a part of her hoping that they would be the winning bid on a small Amish-built two-room cabin. The original design was a shed, but it had been converted into a tiny house. They had decided it would make a perfect little place to turn into a guesthouse in order to rent it out for a minimal income. They had all the property they could ask for, and there were plenty of places to move the cabin to, but they had a couple of spots in mind. She was just as excited as her husband was about the possibility of winning the tiny house, and she was looking forward to a time when they would be able to have several of them located throughout the property.

      The money that had been left behind by her father from his insurance policy had been more than enough to get them started at the ranch, but aside from a small savings account they had managed to keep, they were already living off the income they were receiving from their sales. It wasn't at all lucrative, although she knew it could be if they were to raise their prices like everyone else around them. That was the one thing she was refusing to do, and although they weren't making a lot of money, she was happy with the contributions she was able to make to the area around them.

      "How many of these little cabins do you think we would be able to place around the property?" Megan asked.

      Kyle shrugged. "I'm not sure. I mean, I know we would be able to flood the property with as many of them as we could fit and hope to rent them all out on a regular basis, but I don't know if I want to deal with that kind of hassle."

      "I wouldn't want to, either, but I was just curious."

      "If we got rid of all the cattle and just kept the chickens and ducks, we could probably have a whole community right here on the property."

      She chuckled. "I certainly don't want to think about anything like that. It would be a complete disaster, and there's not much around here for that many people to have something to do."

      "Maybe not, but we would have plenty to do."

      Megan nodded, knowing if they had a small village living on the property, she would always have something taking place. With everything they had going on at the ranch, she hardly ever had a moment to herself. She had taken to enjoying her trips around the property to check on the animals. It was the only time she honestly had a few moments to reflect on everything they had accomplished. She never had any regrets about what they were doing at the ranch or how much they had been able to contribute to the community, but she also enjoyed those few sweet moments of solace. She took the last bite of her steak and sat back in the chair, smiling at her husband, who was eating his dinner. It was then she knew she had the perfect life, and although there would be struggles, her husband would always be by her side.

      "You do realize it's almost eight, right?"

      She glanced down at her cell phone and noticed the time. It was hard for her to believe she had almost forgotten about her weekly video call with her mom and stepmom. Megan jumped up from the table, knowing she only had a few moments before her mother would call. Not only would the two women be on the call, but her stepsister would be there as well. It had become a weekly tradition, even dating back to the time she was in the military. Her mother, Kathy Phillips, had retired as the assistant attorney general in Washington, DC. It had been a career she was proud of, but Megan was proud of her for finally stepping back and focusing on her writing career. She was also working on her autobiography, and Megan looked forward to finally seeing the finished product.

      Her stepmother, Karen Phillips, was a former journalist at the White House and was a current publisher. The two of them had been married for four years, and Megan could remember liking the woman from the start. Her stepsister, who was fresh out of high school and only nineteen, already had a job interning with the attorney general. She loved Ashley as much as she would have had the young woman been blood-related, but the fact she wasn't didn't change anything. Megan loved her family and looked forward to the weekly calls with all three of them. They lived in Washington, DC, which made taking time for one another all that much more valuable to her. It never mattered how much distance was between them; Megan could always feel how close they were.

      Thankful her husband had reminded her that it was almost time for their weekly video call, she leaned down and gave him a kiss before rushing to the bedroom to grab her laptop. Megan was surprised she had forgotten about the call in the first place, but she took it easy on herself, knowing it had been a long day and that they had a lot going on at the ranch. As she made her way into the bedroom and grabbed her computer, she glanced at a picture on her nightstand of all five of them from the last time her mothers and stepsister had visited. She wished they all lived closer to one another, but everyone had their own lives to live. With a smile on her face, she opened her laptop and logged in, excited to talk to her family.
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      Megan stumbled through typing in her password several times before she finally got it correct. It was obvious that the excitement she was feeling about the video call was rushing through her body, and when she finally pulled up the application they used for the video call, she wasn't surprised to see there was already an incoming call from her mother. She pressed the button on the screen and waited for the image of her mother to load. A moment later, Kathy was on her screen and had a big smile on her face. She immediately grinned back, and the two of them picked up where they had left off the previous week.

      "How's everything going in Washington?" Megan asked.

      "I mean, I suppose things could always be worse. After all, we do live in the nation's capital. If there's not one thing going on, there's always something else."

      "There's always plenty of room for the three of you to move out this way."

      Kathy chuckled. "I honestly believe we have grown too accustomed to the city life at this point. Maybe as we move closer to fully retiring, we will circle back to this conversation. How is everything at the ranch?"

      "Fairly decent. We had another busy day today, and I honestly think more people will be coming through soon."

      "That's a blessing. Have you come up with new ideas for income, or are the two of you going to just stick with cattle, eggs, and vegetables?"

      "We have an idea for an Amish-built cabin. Kyle is going to go to the auction tomorrow to hopefully outbid everyone else. They are just tiny two-room sheds converted into homes, but we think we will be able to rent it out to people passing through."

      "That's a good idea."

      The two of them went back and forth for several minutes, discussing where they were going to put the cabin if they won it at the auction. Megan always loved having those types of conversations with her mom, although she wasn't ever sure if Kathy honestly believed she had a good idea or was simply supporting her. Either way, it never mattered. The only thing that mattered was she had a mother who supported every decision she had made in life, and she loved her for it. After the conversation had been going on for several more minutes, it moved on to the renovations her mothers had been doing on their small brick home in the suburbs of Alexandria. The town was just outside of Washington, DC, but close enough to be considered a city. Moments after the conversation leaned in the direction of their own renovations, Karen appeared next to her mother. Megan was drawn into the conversation, and she could feel her excitement level growing.

      "I figured all of those renovations would have been done years ago when you retired, Mom."

      Kathy laughed. "They might be done already if Karen wouldn't continuously change her mind about what she wants."

      Karen chuckled. "I'm not saying things need to be perfect, but I just want them a certain way."

      "There's nothing wrong with that," Megan said.

      "See, she understands. Besides, we are retired now and supposed to be enjoying the rest of our days in peace. If I want to have things a certain way, I believe that is something we both deserve."

      "I'm only joking," Kathy replied. "I don't care if the renovation takes another year or two. I'm just happy to be here with you by my side."

      Megan had always been in awe of the way her mother and stepmother loved one another. The two of them shared a love unlike any she had witnessed before, and she was glad to see her mother happy. As the three of them continued to converse about several topics, she made her way out to the kitchen and started cleaning up after dinner. Kyle had already made his way into the bathroom to take a shower, and she was looking forward to climbing into bed next to him at the end of the evening. When she turned on the kitchen sink and the water started flowing, it reminded her of all the work they had done in order to make the water drinkable.

      After her father's death and the property had been left to her, there was almost nothing salvageable on the property. Although the well water had been tested and was suitable for animals, the original test had come back that it wasn't safe for humans to consume. For the first year they had lived on the homestead, they had to make sure they had plenty of bottled water to drink and use for cooking. It had become quite a hassle to keep up with, but she had just received news a few days earlier that the new tests had come back, and everything was clean. The contaminants that had made it a danger for people to drink were gone, and she relayed the information to her mothers. They both lit up with smiles and cheers.

      "I wasn't sure if you were going to be able to get the water clean enough to drink," Kathy said. "It's good to know things are finally going well for the two of you after all the hard work you've put into that property."

      Karen nodded. "We are actually looking forward to making it out there for a visit."

      "Do you think Ashley will come?"

      "She loves her internship, but I think she would welcome the chance to spend some time with you."

      Megan smiled. "I would love to have all three of you out here for a couple of days, even if it is just a short visit."

      "We will make it happen. You're going to have to reach out to Ashley and see how she is doing. I know she would love to hear from you. She has been extremely busy with the internship, but she would make time for you."

      From the moment that her mother and Karen had married, Megan had continued to grow closer to Ashley. Even though there were a handful of years between the two of them, she loved her like a true sister. It was nice to know her mothers were looking forward to a visit, and although nothing was set in stone, she was already excited about the visit itself. It served as more motivation to get the rest of the property up to standard, but she was ready for the hard work ahead of them. There was a lot that needed to be done around the property, and she suddenly found herself more excited at the idea of putting a small cabin on the homestead. She was also happy to hear that Ashley was enjoying her internship, even if she never understood why people worked for no money.

      She never saw herself as the type of person who would do grunt work for free, even if it felt as though she had done that exact thing for the military. Altogether, the call had lasted for nearly an hour, and she knew there was a time difference between the two of them. After promising to text her sister and say hello, she ended the call, with everyone repeating "I love you" at the end of the conversation. As she closed her laptop and glanced around the kitchen, she found herself in a very good mood. The entire kitchen had been cleaned, and the only thing left was to share the night alone in her bedroom with her husband.

      There was a lot going through her mind as she put the remainder of the leftovers in the fridge. Megan was thinking about the auction and the possibility of having a small, rentable cabin on the property. She was excited by the idea of her family coming to visit soon but had other tasks that required her attention. The only thought that mattered in her mind was the fact that she was moments away from spending some quality time with Kyle. That was something she was certainly looking forward to, and she smiled when she spotted Kyle peeking around the corner at her, raising his eyebrows provocatively.

      Megan chuckled and followed him to the bedroom, knowing what was going to happen next. He disappeared, and she saw the lights go out before she was in the doorway. With a smile on her face, she stripped out of the clothes she had put on just over an hour earlier and climbed into the waiting arms of her husband.
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      The following day, Megan woke up early and started cooking. Not only did she help her community by making sure there was quality beef and vegetables at a lower cost than what the grocery stores were offering, but she also prepared meals for one of her elderly neighbors once a week. Her Sunday mornings were normally filled with cooking and preparing several meals for the woman, knowing she would struggle to make it through the week on her own. Shirley was kindhearted, and her grandson was in the military. Anytime he was on leave, he would always be around to help his grandmother. It reminded her of how she was with her father before he had passed away.

      After sharing a quick breakfast with her, Kyle headed to the auction, and she was hoping that by the end of the day, they would have good news. Megan knew it would have been easier to just have one built for themselves, but the cost had a possibility of being much lower if they ended up with the winning bid. Once she had completed cooking Shirley's meals, she packed everything up and loaded it into her car. Although there was always a lot of work that went into the meal preparation, she loved having the ability to help someone in need. It was almost always the highlight of her week. Shirley was one of her favorite people, and although she struggled to take care of herself at times, she was one of the most kindhearted people Megan had ever come across.

      Although the area they lived in was more rural, it only took her a few minutes to make her way from the homestead to the neighbor's house. As soon as Megan walked through the front door, Shirley was there to greet her and excited to see her. It always felt like an accomplishment when she had the opportunity to help the woman out, and she would stay for about an hour to keep Shirley company. It wasn't something she had to do, but it was certainly something she enjoyed doing. After spending some time with the elderly woman and making sure she had everything she would need for the week, Megan started to make her way to the front door when the woman's phone rang.

      "It's my grandson. He's calling me from overseas."

      Megan nodded and smiled. "I bet you're excited to talk to him."

      "He calls me all the time, and I'm thankful I have him and you to keep an eye out on me."

      "If you need anything, my number is on your refrigerator. Give me a call, and I'll come right over."

      "I appreciate that. You know, I'm not very good with all this new technology and have issues answering calls. Would you mind helping me answer the call from my grandson?"

      Megan took the cell phone and answered it before handing it back. She had no idea what it was like to live without the technology they had, but she could imagine what kind of struggle it would be for an elderly person such as Shirley. After making sure the call had connected properly, Megan started to make her way back to the front door. As she turned around to say goodbye, Shirley had a grin on her face that went from ear to ear. It was obvious she adored her grandson, and Megan was thankful the woman had someone in her life to talk to other than herself.

      "Thank you so much," Shirley whispered.

      She opened the front door as Shirley talked to her grandson. Megan was glad the woman had someone in her life keeping in touch with her, and it was a reminder to her how grateful her father must have been for all of her calls. Knowing the elderly woman would want her privacy during the call, Megan gently closed the screen door behind her and started to make her way down off the porch. Without trying to, she overheard Shirley telling her grandson that he needed to calm down and that it was simply another one of those internet hoaxes. She had no idea what the man on the other end of the call was saying, but she shrugged it off and headed to the car.

      As she opened the door to the car, she couldn't help but think about her husband and whether or not he was having any luck at the auction. After the call with her mother the night before, Megan was even more excited about the thought of renting out a small cabin on the property. It would help them financially, but she wasn't even sure if they were going to have the winning bid. The amount of money they had in their savings account would cover the cost and then some, but she was hoping Kyle wouldn't go overboard with his bid, knowing they weren't working with a lot of money. Just as she sat in the car, her phone started to ring. Glancing down at the caller ID, she spotted her husband's name scroll across the screen and immediately answered it as her heart started to race.

      "Did you have any luck?"

      Kyle chuckled. "It's almost like you knew what I was calling about."

      "Will you please just tell me if we are getting the cabin or not?"

      "All right. We won the bid on the cabin, and the Amish are going to be dropping it off this evening."

      "You didn't go crazy on the cost, did you?"

      "I promised I would stick to the items we were looking for, and I did. It was a close bid, but we came out on top."

      Megan sighed. "I'm so happy. I was starting to think we might not get it at all."

      "It's starting to sound like you didn't have any faith in me."

      "I have all the faith in the world in you, but you know as well as I do that finances are a little tight right now. I just wasn't sure if we were going to have enough to buy it."

      "Well, we did," Kyle said. "They're going to deliver it this evening, and then we can get started making sure it has everything it needs to rent it out."

      Megan was ecstatic that they had managed to come out on top of the bid. It was going to be more work for the two of them, but the end result would be worth it. They would have a place to rent out on the property and be able to make some money off of it, even if it was going to take them a couple of weeks to have it ready to go. She told her husband how much she loved him and ended the call before starting the car and pulling out of Shirley's driveway. For a split second, she thought about the conversation the woman had been having with her grandson as Megan had left the house, but without having any other information to go with the topic, she had no idea what they were talking about.

      Hoping to enjoy the few minutes she would have driving home, she kicked on the radio and tuned it to her favorite rock station. Megan was disappointed that the radio had nothing but static, and after checking several stations, she realized that every station was doing the same thing. She didn't think twice about the situation. She thought about connecting her Bluetooth on her phone, but since the drive home was only a few minutes long, she didn't bother. Instead, she simply drove down the road and enjoyed the scenery and the fact that the sun was already high in the sky that afternoon.

      Although the day was half over, it was only a matter of time before customers would arrive at the homestead. Their work was never done, and it was one of the things she loved about running the storefront. The military had always managed to keep them as busy as possible, and even during downtime, it seemed like there was always something more to do. Having the ability to stay busy at the ranch was more than she could have asked for after her years of service, and she had a smile on her face as she pulled the car into the driveway, knowing they were hours away from having the small cabin they had been talking about for weeks.
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      Megan pulled the car into a parking area next to the store before climbing out and heading to the front door. As soon as she changed the sign on the front of the shop from "Away" to "Out choring. Honk for help!" she headed out to do her chores. The first thing she did was head up to the house and open all the doors and windows. It was far too beautiful of a day to allow the stagnant air from inside the house to stay, and she let the dogs out in the process so they could run around outside. The excitement she felt over the fact that they had the cabin being delivered that night was fresh on her mind, and she was whistling her favorite tunes as she made her way around the property.

      Each time she heard a car honking, she rushed back from whatever she was doing to the storefront and helped her customers. It was nice to know she was helping the community, and even though Shirley was her favorite person, Megan enjoyed everyone who stopped by their little shop. The day had practically been half over by the time she had returned to the homestead, but the hours were slowly ticking by as she worked. She was sure that it had something to do with the fact that she was looking forward to the Amish delivering their new cabin, and no matter how hard she tried to push those thoughts from her mind, they just wouldn't go away.

      Between customers, Megan plucked fresh vegetables from the garden and collected eggs from the chicken coop. She also made her way around the property and checked on all the animals, including the ducks and cows. Although time was moving slowly due to her excitement, she was thoroughly enjoying herself. There weren't very many chores on the homestead that she didn't have a lot of fun with, but even the ones that bothered her slightly weren't all that bad. It helped that the dogs were always running around, creating some sort of chaos, but it was in a controlled area, and there was nothing that ever worried her. She was just making her way to the shop with a basket of eggs when she heard the sound of another car pulling up the driveway. She glanced up to see her husband coming back from the auction, and they both smiled at one another. He parked next to her car in front of the shop and climbed out of the truck.

      Megan took the eggs inside and put them into the industrial-size refrigerator, where they placed all of their cold goods before joining her husband back in front of the building. He was smiling, and the two of them immediately started talking about the auction. It was obvious from the look on his face that he was just as excited as she was, and they were both looking forward to the work that would need to be done on the cabin in order to make it ready to rent. A few minutes later, he was helping her with chores, and the two of them were joking back and forth like couples normally do.

      "My parents called me."

      "How are they doing?"

      Kyle sighed. "I told them I wouldn't be out there this weekend because of the auction, but you know how my parents are. They forgot I wasn't going to make it to visit with them and called to see where I was."

      "They weren't too upset, were they?" Megan asked.

      "Once I explained everything to them a second time, they seemed to understand. I don't know."

      She chuckled. "I can't imagine that there is a lot going on in that retirement community they live in. They probably have nothing but time to think about the next visit they will receive from someone they care about."

      "I was hoping when they decided to move into a retirement community in El Paso that they would make a lot of friends they could spend time with," Kyle said. "I think they live for our weekly visits."

      "You might be right. Either way, we will find a way to make it up to them next weekend."

      "You know my mother is looking forward to seeing you. I think she loves you more than she loves me."

      Megan laughed. "I doubt it, but I do love both of your parents. We will come up with something to make up for the fact that we weren't there this weekend."

      She wouldn't have to do anything extraordinary to make up for missing a week, but she liked the idea of doing something special for her in-laws. They were both good people, and she enjoyed their weekly visits to the retirement community. Every time they went, it seemed like something special. It had become obvious after her visit that not many people in the area spent a lot of time with their loved ones. She couldn't count the number of times that several of the neighbors in the community would join them for dinner, and it would almost become an event. Megan never minded the number of people who would show up, but each one was like its own separate party.

      The conversation died down, and the two of them went back to doing their chores. Megan always enjoyed the time she spent with her husband working the fields and making their way through the property, even if nothing was ever said. It was the fact that they both enjoyed the same things that made it feel peaceful, and she loved every moment they spent together. As time continued to trickle by, she found herself checking her phone every couple of minutes, hoping the cabin was going to be delivered at any moment. There were even a few times that Kyle teased her for staring at her watch, but she couldn't help herself. She was so excited that they had managed to come out on top in the bid for the cabin, and she was looking forward to the new project they would be working on in order to make it ready to rent.

      Another hour went by, and at that time, they had each helped a few more customers. Every time another car honked, Megan hoped it was their cabin being delivered. There was just something about the idea of being able to rent a small house to those in need that made it feel like they were doing something important, and she was simply looking forward to the next step in the life they were creating together. She didn't care about how much work it was going to take to get it ready, and she was looking forward to being able to get her hands dirty on the project.

      Megan had just finished checking on the horses and was making her way back up to the store when she heard the sound of something large pulling up the driveway. She suddenly found herself rushing in the direction of the incoming noise and was blown away when she saw a flatbed truck pulling up with the cabin sitting nicely on the back of it. Although she had already seen it for herself, she was more excited this time around, knowing it was about to be sitting on her property and nearly ready to rent out. She wasn't even sure if it was the idea of more income that excited her, but she did know it was something else she would be able to get involved with.

      There was something to be said for keeping herself busy, and it was because of all the years she had spent in the military. The military had taught her not to be idle, and she had always found it difficult to sit back and do nothing. Although the homestead kept them both busy at almost every waking moment, she never wanted to run out of things to do. As the truck turned around and started to back into the driveway, she felt happiness rising inside of her. Just seeing the cabin being brought to the property was enough to elate her, and she couldn't wait until it was parked somewhere on the property.

      "Isn't that what dreams are made of?" Kyle asked jokingly.

      She nodded. "I knew it was coming, but it's quite amazing to see it finally here."

      "I did everything in my power to make sure that is how this ended. I can't wait to get it set down and start getting it ready."

      "That makes two of us."
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      Although they had several areas picked out for where they wanted the cabin to be located, they settled for a small spot on the other side of the property. Megan and Kyle had gone back and forth from the moment they had started talking about the cabin in the first place, but they had finally agreed that one location was better than the other. She didn't even realize that Kyle had gone out of his way to prepare the area she had chosen, and when the truck started to back up in that direction, she felt her heart skip a beat. Even when she thought the man wasn't listening, he heard her and surprised her. She watched her husband guide the driver in the direction she had picked, and when they had finally made their way across the property, she noticed that Kyle had already planted several Joshua trees around the area to make it more secluded.

      It was something she hadn't expected him to go out of his way to do, but she was thankful he had. The entire spot had already been flattened down and was ready to set the pre-built house on. Megan continued to watch the delivery team situate the small building right where they wanted it, and she enjoyed the fact that the small cabin fit where they had chosen. She couldn't help but hug and kiss her husband several times, knowing how much effort he had put into making sure it was perfect. Once the delivery men started to leave, she stood in one spot for several moments, soaking in the beauty of what her husband had created. Although the area she had picked was perfect in its own way, everything her husband had done only made it better.

      "I can't believe you did all of this without my knowing."

      Kyle smiled. "I just wanted to surprise you. I know we tease one another a lot, but I wanted this to be how you wanted it. I thought the trees were a nice touch and would complement the look of the cabin, along with giving it a little seclusion from the rest of the property."

      "It looks beautiful sitting here."

      "I couldn't agree more. Why don't we go inside and take a look at what we are working with?"

      Megan nodded.

      The sun was in the sky, but it was easy to see that night was creeping in. When they walked through the front door of the prefabricated building, she was shocked by how much she loved the layout. The door was in the middle of the small cabin and led into a short hallway. There was a bedroom in either direction, along with a living area attached to the kitchen. Some of the walls hadn't been covered, but she could already see in her mind what she wanted it to look like. It was going to take quite a bit of work to get it ready for renting, but she was looking forward to seeing the final project.

      Everything was how she remembered seeing it the first time she had laid eyes on it, but the building somehow looked different. The only reason everything felt different at that time was because she was walking into it, and the cabin was now on her property. The entire situation made it seem all the more important to her. She suddenly realized she had been smiling for several minutes and hadn't even noticed, but when they walked through each side of the cabin, her husband stopped and pointed into the bathroom.

      "I'll come over here tomorrow and get started installing the compost toilet and wood-burning stove."

      "It's going to look perfect," Megan said. "Are you going to need any help?"

      "I could do it all myself, but I wouldn't turn away a helping hand from you. I love spending time together when we work on projects."

      "I know, but this is every bit as much your project as it is mine."

      "You're more like the supervisor. You just tell me how you want everything laid out, and I'll make sure it gets done," Kyle said with a chuckle.

      "It's hard to believe how far we have come since the first time we stepped foot on the property together. I can honestly say that I never imagined the property looking the way that it does now."

      "It has taken a lot of work from both of us, but it is a beautiful homestead now. Your father would be proud of what you have accomplished, and I know he is up there looking down on you with a smile on his face."

      Megan nodded. "He'd be happy we were using the property for good. I think there was always a part of him that was upset that he couldn't do more, and I think that's why I'm so hell-bent on making sure that we can."

      "I'm going to be right here by your side throughout the process."

      She smiled, knowing he had been by her side. They made their way through the cabin and came up with a game plan on how they wanted to proceed, and she was already looking forward to the work that would be done the following day. The compost toilet was something they had purchased ahead of time, along with the wood-burning stove. Everything had been bought with the small cabin in mind, and it made everything special when the cabin had finally arrived. After a short conversation about the best place to install the wood-burning stove, they agreed on what needed to be done.

      A few minutes later, they were both walking out of the new cabin and heading in the direction of their own small house. It was clear to her by the way the conversation was going that they were both excited to have the next piece of the puzzle. They'd had no idea what they were doing or getting into when they had first arrived at the homestead, and things were finally going in the direction they had always hoped they would. Although she had already explained to her mother what their plans for the cabin had been, she was excited by the idea that she was finally going to be able to call her and tell her the cabin was on the property.

      It was just another item to check off the list and a way to provide a place for both of her mothers to stay when they visited. She had no idea when the next visit would be, but she certainly looked forward to it. Even with all the time that had passed and knowing her husband was always going to be by her side, there was something about being at the homestead that didn't feel right without her father there. Kyle had been part of the family since their marriage, but she missed having relatives nearby. They all had their own lives to live and the day-to-day fixtures of those lives, but she hoped there would be a time when they could all be together again.

      The day hadn't quite turned into night as they walked across the property and in the direction of their house. Megan caught herself glancing back toward the cabin several times, knowing her dreams were coming true. It might have seemed insignificant to other people, but to her, it was so much more than that. She had put blood, sweat, and tears into the property, and it was just another step in everything they were hoping to do with it. Megan couldn't help but smile at the thoughts going through her mind, knowing every addition they made to the homestead ensured a future for them. The first thing she was going to do when they made it back to the house was call her moms and let them know they had won the bid for the cabin and that it was sitting on the property already.
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      It was the middle of the night, and Megan had been tossing and turning for hours. She was struggling to fall asleep, and although she knew part of the reason was because of her excitement about the cabin, she also hadn't been able to get ahold of Karen and Kathy. The only thing she knew was that they had messaged and canceled the call she had been looking forward to. Although it wasn't all that unusual for them to cancel, she did find it a little suspicious that they had done so through text. Her mother had always been sure to contact her directly if their plans had changed, and knowing the only thing she had received was a message saying that they couldn't answer the call was strange.

      Her husband had fallen asleep, leaving her alone with her thoughts. She was doing everything in her power to make sure that her own tossing and turning didn't wake Kyle up, but it was clear she wasn't going to be able to get much sleep. Megan wasn't even sure what she was worried about, considering it hadn't been the first time that they had canceled a call on her. Still, the lingering feeling that something was wrong wouldn't leave her mind, and she was stuck trying to find a way to fall asleep on her own. When she rolled over again, trying to find a comfortable position to fall asleep, she found herself face-to-face with her husband, and she was surprised to see him staring back at her.

      "I've noticed you've been having a lot of trouble getting to sleep tonight. What's going on in that beautiful brain of yours?"

      Megan scoffed. "If my brain was beautiful, then why does it keep allowing me to have all of these strange thoughts?"

      "I'm going to assume you are referring to the fact that you weren't able to get ahold of your mom."

      "It just doesn't make sense. It's not like them to cancel on me, and the fact that they did it by text is even weirder. I'm probably overthinking the entire situation, but it doesn't change how I feel."

      "I understand that, but you also have to remember that this isn't the first time they have canceled. You know, things in DC can get pretty chaotic from time to time. Remember all the trouble they went through during COVID? Hell, just the last time that we went through an election, it was pretty crazy."

      "I suppose you're right, but there's something about the situation that doesn't sit right with me. My mom has always made sure to reach out, and if there is anything that keeps that from happening, she gets ahold of me as soon as possible."

      "Maybe, but you know as well as I do that you would be your mother's first call if something was going on."

      Megan thought for a moment about what her husband had said, realizing that her mother had reached out as soon as COVID-19 had become a clear threat to society. Although the thought helped her to understand that there were always going to be things out of their control, it didn't make her feel any better. The idea that a plague was the last time a situation like that had occurred was something she couldn't shake, and she wondered if something darker was happening. She needed to get out of bed and call her mother again, and Megan hoped her mom would answer.

      After mentally arguing with herself, she decided it wouldn't hurt to try to reach out one more time. As she started to roll over and reach for her phone, Kyle touched her on the shoulder. It was a gentle touch, reminding her that it was far too early in the morning to call. Even if there was something that needed to be said, she was certain her mother wouldn't answer at such an early hour. Taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly, Megan lay back down next to Kyle and touched his face. No matter what her mind would try to tell her, he was always there to keep her on track.

      "You know, it's not going to do any good to call her right now."

      "I know, but I just can't stop thinking about the possibility of something major going on. You said it yourself when you brought up COVID. That was the last time she canceled our plans without warning."

      Kyle chuckled. "I find it hard to believe another outbreak is going on. I'm sure they just got sidetracked with a project or something else."

      "Maybe."

      "I'll tell you what. When we get up in the morning, we will try again. I'm sure you're just overthinking and overreacting to what your thoughts are telling you, but you have to at least try to get some sleep. We have a lot to do tomorrow."

      "We have a cabin to prepare."

      Kyle smiled. "That's right. If you want to help me get it ready, then I am going to need you well-rested and ready to work."

      "It's not like I'm just over here trying not to go to sleep."

      "I know, but I worry about you on these nights that you're struggling to get to sleep. Do you ever think that part of the reason you have trouble getting to sleep is from all the time we spent overseas?"

      Megan shrugged. "I've never thought about it, but it makes sense in a way."

      "All the chaos that was all around us over there is something I struggle with from time to time. It's almost like the quietness is something I can't stand. You should try to just close your eyes and push all those thoughts from your mind. No sense in worrying about things we don't know about. I'm sure your mother will answer in the morning."

      She nodded, and he kissed her on the forehead. While she was thankful to have his kind words to help ease her mind slightly, it wasn't enough to make her thoughts go away. Even as he started to doze back off, she couldn't stop thinking about the reasons her mother would have had to cancel the call she had requested. A simple text message in return wasn't enough to answer any questions she had going through her mind, but her husband was right about the fact that her mother wouldn't answer at that time of night anyway. Instead of trying to stop herself from thinking about her mom, she forced herself to think about the cabin.

      There were a lot of good things that were going to happen once they had completed the work on the cabin, and she was looking forward to working with her husband to get it done. There was plenty to do, and even if she wasn't able to get ahold of her mom the following morning, she'd have enough work to keep her mind busy. It had only taken her husband a few moments to slip back into a blissful sleep, and she envied him and the fact that sleep came so easily for him. They were complete opposites in that regard, with him being able to fall asleep and her needing hours to doze.

      Kyle was the kind of man who fell asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow, but he would only get a few hours of rest before he was ripped awake by his anxiety. Megan had always been the type of woman who would take forever to get to sleep, but it was nearly impossible to wake her up in the morning. She was struggling to find a middle ground where she could stop worrying about things and think about the positives happening in their lives. If she could just find that perfect spot in her thoughts, she'd be able to fall asleep as well. She had no idea how long she lay there after her husband had fallen asleep, but it felt like the entire night had passed her by.

      As she listened to the sounds emanating from her husband's body, she found the rhythm of his breathing to be relaxing. Most of the time, his soft snores would be enough to keep her awake at night, but there was something different about the way she felt. A part of her wondered if it was simply due to her own anxiety and how much she loved him that created a safe spot in her mind, but no matter the reason, she was slowly starting to doze off. There was suddenly an emptiness in her mind, and she had found the perfect balance between worry and joy. It wasn't long after that when she felt the world around her growing dark and knew she was moments away from slumber.
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      It was midday the following day, and she had been busier with customers than she had anticipated. While she was thankful Kyle had been able to work on the cabin, a part of her wanted to be by his side throughout the entire project. The morning had flown by, and she attributed that fact to how many customers had come through. It had started as soon as she turned the sign over, and she was thankful she was just finishing up with a customer. It would give her a few moments to take a breather. Megan had been able to get ahold of her mother that morning, but there was something in the tone of the woman's voice that didn't sit right with her.

      While her mother hadn't said anything in particular that should have made her more concerned, there was just something in the way she spoke that worried her. She forced a smile as she said goodbye to the final customer of the rush, and he walked out of the store at the same time that her husband walked in. Kyle had a giant smile on his face, obviously happy about the way things were going at the cabin. He sauntered up to her and wrapped a single arm around her waist, kissing her on the cheek as he did.

      "I got all the solar panels set up in the new rental. I think you're going to like it."

      "I can't wait to see the work you've gotten done so far," Megan said, making her way to the door.

      "I thought you'd be a little more enthusiastic about seeing it all come together. You're nowhere near as excited as I expected you to be," Kyle said.

      "I'm worried about my mom."

      "I thought you talked to her this morning."

      "I did, but I can tell by the way she spoke to me that there is something more going on. She almost sounded worried about something," Megan said. "Like she was trying to tell me something, but she couldn't."

      "I don't think your mother would ever try to keep something from you. It just wouldn't make sense. What do you want to do?"

      "I'm not sure. I don't even know why I keep thinking about it, but there's something not right about what's going on."

      The two of them walked in silence for several moments, and she knew her husband was simply being quiet in order to allow her time to process her thoughts. It was something she struggled with on a regular basis, even though she had been working on it. Megan found herself zoning out a lot, and her silence was something Kyle easily picked up on. She found it easier to get her thoughts out if she was able to collect them beforehand, but it would also leave them in awkward silence a lot of the time. She had no idea what could be going on with her mother or why she was worried in the first place, but all the thoughts going through her mind told her something needed to be done.

      There was a split second when she thought the best thing she could do was fly out to DC and talk to her mom in person, but she didn't even know if that would be worth the plane ticket. Megan knew nothing her mother had said should have worried her for any reason, but she also knew it was what her mother wasn't saying that was cause for concern. In all of her adult years, her mother had never kept a secret from her. The longer they walked in the direction of the cabin, the more Megan started to realize that there was something being kept from her, but she had no idea what it could be. What could be so important that her mother wouldn't even tell her about it? It was that lingering question that was plaguing her mind and creating concern in her heart.

      "You know, I don't necessarily think your mother is trying to keep anything from you, but if you feel the need to book a flight to DC, then I fully support whatever decision you make."

      Megan chuckled. "I was actually just thinking about that. I don't know if I should or if I'll even get any answers, but I can tell there's something else on my mom's mind."

      "Well, just know if you decide to fly to DC, I'll handle everything here."

      "Have I told you lately how perfect you are?"

      "A time or two, but it never gets old when you say it. I can listen to you talk about all of my good qualities for the rest of my life."

      "I hope so, since you're stuck with me. You have that whole 'until death do us part' contract to live up to."

      Kyle laughed. "I'm pretty sure you're the one stuck with me and not the other way around, but I plan on living up to every word I said during our vows."

      The only thing she could do was smile, but her mind was thinking about her mother. When they finally made it across the property and to where the cabin had been moved, she was blown away by how well everything was coming together. Kyle had done a fantastic job of installing the wood-burning stove, and it seemed to fit right in with the rest of the little house. Not only had he managed to get the wood-burning stove installed, but he had finished installing the compost toilet as well. He guided her on a small tour through the cabin and showed her everything he had been doing that morning, and she was back to feeling excited.

      It wasn't until he pointed up at the ceiling that she realized he had installed three overhead lights. She knew he had been planning on setting up a solar-powered station in the cabin, but she was shocked he had been able to do so already. Megan couldn't help but dote on him for everything he had accomplished that morning, and then she stood in the middle of the cabin, smiling at him. He reached out his hand and flipped a switch on the wall. Immediately, the lights he had installed on the ceiling flashed on, and she grinned.

      All the work that needed to be done on the cabin was supposed to take them several weeks to accomplish, and he had managed to get the majority of it done on the first day. Megan closed the distance between them and threw herself into his arms, thankful to have such a hardworking man in her life. She knew her father would be proud of what they had been able to accomplish and that he would have loved to hear all about the work she and Kyle had done on the property. The entire situation was making her happy and excited at the same time. She was happy the cabin was where it belonged and fit right in with the plans they had in mind, and she was excited they were growing closer to a new stream of income.

      The work on the ranch wasn't anything she was ever going to have a problem with, but it wasn't very lucrative. Megan knew neither one of them had gotten into their business with their eyes on stacks of cash, but she hoped the idea of renting the cabin would provide an income to subsidize what they might be losing from beef sales. She was willing to do whatever she needed to if it meant that they could keep their prices as low as they had advertised, even though they never needed to advertise much of anything. The people in the community were their only source of promotion. A kind word and good prices were more than enough to keep the people coming back. She hugged her husband tighter and enjoyed the moment with him.
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      Throughout the rest of the day, Megan was thoroughly excited about the prospect of renting the cabin much sooner than she had first anticipated. The hours continued to flow by as she helped customer after customer, but her thoughts were never far from her mother. Kyle had also surprised her by making them dinner, and after taking a quick shower, she joined him at the table. Even as she walked into the kitchen and took her place at the table, she could smell the deliciousness of the meal he had prepared. It wasn't unusual for him to be the one cooking, and she had no problem doing the cleanup afterward. She sat just as he set their food on the table, and she smiled at him.

      "You do realize how unhealthy it is to worry about something you can't control, right?"

      Megan sighed. "I can't help myself. I think I would feel much better if I actually had the opportunity to have a conversation with her and not just a quick text message after she declines a video call."

      "Maybe you're just going to have to accept the fact that you're going to have to fly out there to talk to her."

      "Do you think it's going to make a difference?"

      Kyle sighed. "I don't know, but I do know you are moping around here and worried about what is going on there. I just don't know what else we can do to ease your mind."

      "You can tell my mother to answer a video call."

      He chuckled. "I'm sure that would go over well. 'Hey, Mom, why don't you pick up the damn phone for your daughter?'"

      Megan laughed. "I'm already thinking about the many things she would have to say about your approach. Still, I don't know how to thank you for being so supportive. I know I'm a little strange about everything, but even during COVID, my mother didn't act like this. I can't help but think there's something deeper happening."

      "Look, I don't quite understand why you're freaking out, but I would never degrade you for the feelings and thoughts you're having. If the only way to calm your mind down is to fly out and check on her firsthand, then I would be more than happy to take over all the chores and run the ranch while you're gone. I can handle everything here."

      "I don't know what I'm going to do, but I'm certainly starting to think that is the only way I'm going to be able to stop worrying about her."

      "Family is important, and so is your mental health. Just book yourself a flight for tomorrow morning, and I'll make sure everything is taken care of while you're gone."

      "I don't know if that's going to make a difference in how I feel."

      "At this point, I think it's time you start looking at how the situation is making you feel. If you believe your mother is trying to tell you something and can't, then I think you need to book a flight and talk to her in person. You won't have to worry about anything here, but I think it is better that you go and get the answers you are looking for. Maybe it's nothing, but there's a chance that it is something. Just book the flight and go see your mom."

      Megan didn't understand why she was so concerned, but she was thankful she had Kyle by her side. The man was a godsend, and even though she had thought about never getting married at one point in her life, she was glad she had found him. The two of them complemented each other in a way she thought she would never find, and the fact that he was so willing to let her leave at a moment's notice was more than she could have ever asked for. Suddenly, knowing she was going to be able to fly out in the morning and check on her mother in person, her appetite returned. She took a few bites of the dinner her husband had made before taking her phone out and booking the flight she would need to take in the morning.

      The airport was only an hour away from their homestead, and she booked the earliest one possible. The sooner she was able to have her questions answered, the sooner she would be able to stop worrying. In the back of her mind, she felt like she was worrying about nothing at all, but Megan knew she wasn't going to feel any better until she was able to talk to her mother one-on-one, and the only way she was going to be able to do that was by flying to DC and checking on her for herself. As soon as the flight had been booked, Megan focused on eating and talking to her husband. She had been putting him second in her life from the moment her mother refused to answer her video call.

      "I am proud of how you have been able to get so much done in the cabin. I thought it was going to take us much longer than that."

      Kyle smiled. "I told you before that you make a good supervisor. You let me know how everything needed to be laid out, and I just did the work. I was actually surprised by how easy it was to install the solar panels and batteries. It's kind of crazy to think someone could live off the grid so easily."

      "That's pretty much what we've done with our house."

      "Yeah, but we have a generator and normal electricity. After seeing how easy it is to do, I'm thinking we might have to convert our house as well."

      Megan smiled. "One thing at a time, stud. I know you're feeling all manly after getting that work done, but we might have to make some money before we dive into another project."

      "You think I'm a stud?" he asked with a smile.

      "Do you think I would be with a man who wasn't good-looking?"

      He chuckled. "Fair enough. What time does your flight leave?"

      "I haven't gotten the ticket in my email yet, but I booked it for as early as possible. I'd prefer to get there and talk to her as soon as possible."

      "That's a good idea."

      "Are you sure you're going to be okay here taking care of all the chores and customers?"

      Kyle nodded. "I don't want you to worry about anything here. I'm more worried about you getting your mental stability back in order. If that means I have to handle things here for a couple of days on my own, then that is what I'm going to do."

      She once again found herself grateful to have Kyle as her husband. Megan wasn't sure there were very many men in the world who would be able to handle the constant changes to her mental status. As the two of them finished eating dinner, she received the e-mail with her ticket for her flight. The earliest flight to DC was leaving at six in the morning, and she was already ready to go. They finished eating, and as her husband took a quick shower, she cleaned up the kitchen. He was a much better cook than she was, and she had no problem doing the dishes as long as he continued to make their meals. After making sure that everything was cleaned up and all the food had been put away, she headed toward the bedroom just as he finished his shower.

      Although they had both gotten used to getting up early in the morning to take care of chores all over the farm, she knew they were going to have to leave by three-thirty if she was going to make her flight on time. The last thing she wanted to do was wake up in the morning and be in a rush to get out the door, so she started to pack herself a bag to be ready to go. It was early in the evening, but they were going to have to turn in early if they were going to wake up on time. As soon as Kyle finished, he turned off the light, and the two of them climbed into bed together. Megan wrapped her arms around him and held him tightly as she started to fall asleep. She wasn't sure she would ever be able to thank Kyle for how well he had treated her throughout the years, but she knew she would love him through anything.
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      It was barely four o'clock in the morning, and they were already in her husband's truck, driving in the direction of the airport. Megan found it hard to believe that her husband could be so supportive, even though she felt like she was starting to lose her mind with all the thoughts that had been going through her head about her mother. Even during the shutdown months of COVID, she didn't remember feeling so concerned. It was impossible to describe or explain to someone who wasn't going through the emotions, but she was thankful Kyle wasn't even asking. She knew there was something going on, and she was more determined than ever to find out what it was.

      The sun hadn't even bothered to start coming up, and they were nearly half an hour into the drive. She had already caught herself glancing down at her phone several times, but she was half asleep. Megan could feel herself starting to doze off, even though she was doing everything in her power to stay awake. She opened her eyes and stared out the truck window for several moments, watching the headlights reflect off the trees on the side of the road. They had taken several trips together in the early hours, especially when there were a lot of things needing to be done at the homestead. Still, even though they had gone to bed early in order to try to get up early, she felt exhausted. The worry she had over what was going on with her mother was draining her, but she hoped she would have her answers soon.

      Megan started to think about the way her mother had acted over the past few days and how nothing made sense. In all the years and memories she could dig up in her thoughts, Kathy had never kept a big secret from her. When Karen had contracted COVID and was forced into a hospital bed for weeks, she had been the first person her mother had called. If something that urgent was going on, did she know her mother wouldn't keep it from her? Something bigger was happening, and no matter how hard she tried, she wasn't able to fit the pieces of the puzzle together. The more she thought about the situation, the more exhausted she started to feel.

      There wasn't anything she could do, and slowly, she started to fall asleep. Her husband wasn't going to try to keep her awake, but she was sure he was dealing with his own anxiety about the situation. Megan knew she hadn't been making things easy on him for the previous couple of days as she slowly started to worry about her mother more and more. She glanced over in his direction, and he simply smiled in hers. He reached over and took her hand, and she felt a warmth in her cheeks. There wasn't anyone in the world she loved more, and she was starting to regret the feelings and emotions she had been dealing with over the previous couple of days. There was a part of her that knew something more was happening, but there was also another part of her that knew she could be losing her mind and overthinking the situation. Still, Kyle had been right about the fact that the only way she would feel any better was by talking to her mother in person, and she was thankful he had offered to watch over the farm while she was gone.

      Before she realized it, her eyelids grew heavy, and Megan couldn't control the fact that she was falling asleep. Even though she was fighting it, she could tell she was dozing. Suddenly, she was startled awake by the vibration and tone from her cell phone. The notification sound that was playing was set only to the video calling app she had been using with her mother. As soon as the screen came to life, she could see her mother and stepmother were on the streets of DC. It was dark there, but the sun was starting to come up on the East Coast.

      "What is going on, and why are you in the streets?"

      "Where are you right now?" Kathy asked.

      "Well, you've been acting so secretive the last couple of days that I've been worried about you. I booked a flight to DC, and we are headed to the airport as we speak."

      "You need to turn around and go home right now," her mother snapped.

      "What are you talking about?"

      "There have been a lot of things going on the last couple of days that I haven't been able to speak about. The only thing I'm asking is that you do what I tell you to do without question."

      "You're starting to scare me, Mom. What the hell is going on?"

      Kathy sighed. "There are a lot of things going on that I can't talk about right now. The only thing I know for sure is that you need to get back to the homestead and stay there."

      "Just tell me what is happening."

      "The only thing I'm going to tell you is that things are going to get bad. I can't explain it, but you need to get to the ranch and stay there. We are going to be there as soon as we can. Just promise me you aren't going to leave the property."

      "Tell me what is happening. We can come get you if we need to. Just tell us where to meet you, and I promise that—"

      "We are going to come to you. Just go home and promise that you won't—"

      "Mom," she shouted into the phone.

      It only took her a couple of moments to realize she had lost service, but her heart was already racing. The only thing she had been able to collect from the call with her mother was the fact that something major was happening, but she wasn't any closer to getting the answers she was looking for. Megan couldn't remember a single time in her life when she had seen her mother so scared, and she certainly couldn't remember a time that her mother had spoken to her that way. There was a lot of fear in the woman's voice, and Megan didn't understand why they were on the streets of DC.

      She found herself staring at her phone for several minutes, trying to will it back into having a signal. Her thoughts were moving so fast she could barely collect them, and she felt a shiver of fear run down her spine. There was no way of knowing what was happening in DC or why her mother had been trying to keep it a secret, but she was going to head back to the homestead and stay there until her mother arrived. Even that wasn't going to be enough to keep her calm for very long, but she continued to stare at her blank screen and hoped it would find a signal in order to call her mother back. It had been a while since the last time she had been in the area they were traveling, but she knew their cell phone signals would go in and out on the road they were on. As soon as she glanced over at her husband, he was already looking over at her.

      Almost as if he were reading her mind, Kyle pulled the truck over to the side of the road and brought it to a stop. Megan was freaking out and could feel her heart racing. Not knowing what was going on with her mom, all the worry and concern she had been feeling over the past couple of days came flooding back, but it was intensified by the fact that they had lost signal and dropped the call. The entire time she was trying to find a signal with her cell phone, she was also praying that both of her mothers would be all right. The last thing she needed was for anything to happen to them, and Megan was trying to understand the warning her mother had given her. There was no telling what was coming or why things were going to get bad, but her mother had never been the kind of woman to lead Megan astray. The one thing she knew she needed to do was heed the woman's warning, but she also needed to know they were going to be all right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      "I don't have any service, either," Kyle said. "That's strange, considering I always have a signal in this area."

      "How do you know we're in that area?"

      "I drive to the city every week, and I've pretty much figured out everywhere I don't have reception. This stretch of the road is an area where I never have a problem. There's about a ten-mile section up ahead where I never have service, but I can assure you I have never had a problem here."

      "What does that mean?"

      "I don't know. The only thing I do know is that your mother was worried about us getting back to the house and staying there. Whatever is going on is something that's going to be massive. I think we need to get home."

      Megan nodded. "I don't know what any of this means right now. I just wish she would call me back or that we would get a signal so I could call her. I don't understand what is happening."

      "It doesn't make any sense that your mother wouldn't just tell us what's going on," Kyle replied. "I suppose it would make sense if she was just keeping you from worrying any more than you already are."

      "She knows that I'm going to be even more worried now. She freaked out and told us to go home."

      "I agree with you and wish she would have said something. I don't know what she is expecting us to do, but why wouldn't she just come out with it?"

      "I don't know if she had any time to tell me. It looked like they were moving through the streets. I just want them to be all right."

      "Both of your moms know what they are doing. Whatever is going on, they will figure out what to do next. If there is anyone in the world I trust in a situation like they are dealing with, it would be them."

      "Why wouldn't she just tell me?"

      Kyle sighed. "I don't think she wants you worrying about her or anything else. I'm sure she has her reasons for not explaining what they were dealing with, but I think we need to do what she told us to."

      "How am I supposed to go back to the homestead and just sit around waiting for her? I wish she had just explained to me what the hell was happening."

      "I think we are just going to have to wait and find out."

      Without saying another word, Kyle put the truck back into drive and stepped on the accelerator. Small rocks were banging off the side of the truck as he spun the vehicle around and headed back toward home. Megan's heart raced, but her eyes never left her phone. She wanted her service to reconnect so she could call her mom back. As they continued heading toward the homestead, Megan took control of Kyle's phone and stared at both screens back and forth, hoping one of them would reconnect to their service provider. No matter how hard she prayed for a signal, neither one of the phones ever lit back up.

      Sickness started to build in the pit of her stomach, and she didn't know what she was going to do. Megan knew her mother wasn't the type of person to keep things from her, but whatever was about to happen was so big she couldn't explain it over the phone. For just a moment, she felt like she was going to throw up. The churning in the pit of her stomach wasn't going away, and she was worried about what might happen to her mom. She had never heard so much fear in her voice, and Megan knew whatever was about to happen was going to be very large.

      Although it had taken them just over half an hour to reach where they had pulled up to the side of the road, it only took half that time to make it back to the homestead. Kyle was pushing the truck as fast as it would go, and although it was something that would normally scare her, she simply wanted to get back to the house and connect to the Wi-Fi. Megan knew if she could connect to the Wi-Fi, the video call would go through even without a signal. By the time they pulled back up in front of the house, she was climbing out of the truck before it had fully stopped. She raced through the front door and waited for her phone to connect to the internet.

      Megan barely noticed that her husband had turned on the television and was clicking through the news channels, but she was focused on trying to reach her mother again. She didn't have a phone signal, but she was connected to the Wi-Fi and had issues pushing through any calls. It didn't seem to matter how many times she tried to call; it was like the phone wasn't working at all. Nothing was working on her phone, including the internet itself. She had tried to do a quick search to see if she could find any information on Washington, DC, but her cell continued to tell her there were connectivity issues. With every passing moment, she grew more frustrated with the lack of information.

      "Still nothing?"

      "It's like my phone doesn't even want to work."

      "Did you try restarting it? Sometimes, after I've gone all day with connectivity issues and struggling to find a connection, I have to restart mine."

      Megan groaned under her breath as she turned her phone off and waited for it to restart. Throughout the entire process of trying to figure out what was wrong with her cell, she couldn't stop thinking about the danger her family was in. Although her mother hadn't told her anything about what was happening, it had to be something monumental for her to react the way she had. Megan zoned out as she waited for her phone to restart, and she couldn't stop thinking about all the bad things that could happen to her family in Washington. There was a part of her that thought she should have continued forward with her plan to catch a flight, but her mother didn't want her anywhere near the city.

      It was then she realized that her mother had told her they were heading her way, but she had no idea what that would look like. Washington, DC, was a long way from Texas, and she couldn't help but wonder what was happening in the nation's capital. She wasn't even sure if her mother was going to be able to get out of the city, but she was suddenly pulled from her thoughts when her cell phone finally restarted. When Megan typed in her PIN to access it, it became clear she wasn't going to have any more luck. She glanced down and saw she didn't have service.

      A few moments later, when her phone finally reconnected to the Wi-Fi, she tried to video call her family once more. Again, she had the same result as before, and nothing was working on her phone. She grumbled something under her breath she didn't even realize she was saying out loud and glanced up at her husband. Kyle was staring at the television and didn't take his eyes off of the screen for several moments. When he finally did, his eyes moved from the screen to her eyes. There was fear behind them that she hadn't seen since their days in the military, and she was just about ready to ask him what was wrong when she saw his lips starting to move.

      "I don't know what is happening, but we need to watch the news."

      "What are you talking about?"

      "Just look up at the screen and watch. Something massive is going down."

      Megan hadn't heard anything coming from the speakers on the television, but seeing the fear in her husband's eyes made her start to pay attention. She took a couple of steps toward the living area and looked up at the television. At first, she had no idea what they were talking about, but as soon as Kyle turned up the volume, she could tell that whatever was happening was something big enough to be reported nationwide.
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      On the television screen, a news reporter stood near the White House. Across the bottom of the screen were the words "Breaking News," and she was fixated on everything being said. The reporter was a young woman, and she grew silent as soon as the volume was turned up on the television. The woman placed a finger on the side of her head, almost as though she was trying to hear somebody telling her something within her earpiece. Megan was growing frustrated with the fact that nobody said anything. All she cared about was figuring out what was going on so she knew what was happening with her family. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the woman looked directly at the camera and started speaking.

      "This is Carla Michaels, coming to you live from a few blocks away from the White House. The president and several other high-ranking US officials have just come out and released a statement that there is an imminent attack from Russia. We don't have a lot of details on the matter so far, but we are certainly going to keep you up to date as this breaking news continues."

      "Does the president have any idea where the attack is going to take place?" the reporter behind the desk asked. "One would think that before they set martial law into effect, they might have a little more information."

      "The exact scope and location are not yet known," Carla said, shaking her head. "They have warned people to expect large-scale emergencies as resources are to be diverted to those areas."

      "Have they mentioned where the warning has come from? Are we getting these warnings from Russia, or is this something the military defense is picking up?"

      "The only information they have been willing to share with the news outlets is that there is an attack coming. They don't have any information as to where the attack is supposed to take place or what magnitude it is going to be. The only things they seem sure of are that it's coming and there isn't any way to stop it."

      "Is there any other information you can share with the public before we bring it back to the studio?"

      "I'm being told that everyone needs to shelter in place until more information is released. All international and national flights are grounded. There shouldn't be any movement unless it's needed or due to an emergency."

      "Thank you, Carla. Let us know if you find out anything more about this situation as it continues to develop," the reporter said. "This is breaking news from CN5. We are continuing to follow this story, and we'll update the viewers as soon as we have any more information. Keep in mind that all flights have been grounded and that people need to stay at home. Martial law has been implemented in several states. We have reporters all around the country telling us that there is a rush on supplies, and we urge the American people to stay safe out there. God bless us all."

      Megan had no idea how to feel about what she had just heard, but she wondered if her mother's old position as attorney general had made her privy to information other people didn't have. It was an easy explanation for the way she had been acting for the previous few days, but Megan had no way of knowing for sure. The television played in the background, but her thoughts had captivated her once again. The concern for her family was overwhelming, and knowing there was nothing she could do to help them was something that bothered her. She hated the fact that even if she had made it to her flight, it would have been canceled, and she had no way of getting to her family.

      Her heart started to pound, and she once again felt the sickness starting to creep into the pit of her stomach. Megan caught herself staring at the television screen, watching the reporters talk to Carla again but not being able to hear a word they were saying. The United States was moments away from an attack by Russia, and she had no idea how to feel about the unfolding situation. Minutes ticked by, but she was frozen where she had been standing. Suddenly, something being said by the reporter caught her ear, and she gave her full attention back to the screen.

      "This is Carla again, coming to you live from Washington, DC. We've just been warned that people need to shelter in place. No one needs to be out and about unless it is an emergency, and even then, you could be arrested on sight. It's clear to me that whatever threat is being made by the Russian government is something the US government isn't taking lightly."

      "Is there new information coming from the White House?"

      "Just that martial law is being implemented throughout the entire country. The president doesn't want to take any chances and has already started protecting himself with the highest-ranking members of his cabinet."

      "What are the rest of the American people supposed to do?"

      "They have no idea where the attack will take place, but they're doing everything in their power to protect the American people."

      "That sounds like something you would hear in a movie. Are you sure the news you are reporting is coming directly from the president?"

      Carla scoffed. "There is a lot of fear around the president right now. I'm a block away from the White House because I couldn't get any closer, and I'm not sure that is going to change anytime soon. The one thing I know for sure is that—"

      "What is that behind you?"

      Megan had been paying attention to the woman on the screen and nothing else. It wasn't until the studio broadcaster said something that she looked past the reporter. It was at that moment she could see something moving in the background and far off in the distance, but she couldn't tell what it was. Something was in the sky, and there was a whistle growing louder with every passing moment. The reporter turned around to see what her coworker was talking about, and she gasped.

      "Oh my God..."

      The whistling was becoming almost unbearable, and she was thankful her husband turned down the volume on the television. Megan was enthralled by what was happening in front of her, but she struggled to figure out where the noise was coming from or what was in the background of this shot near the White House. She took a couple of steps closer to the television to get a better look, and as she did, the noise from the television speakers grew louder. Almost without warning, there was a white light enveloping the entire area around them. It seemed as though someone had flipped a switch, and the sun was out, only it was brighter than a normal day.

      Megan stood just a couple of feet away from the television at that point, and the entire screen was nothing more than a white flare. She had to squint to try to see anything, but just as the television turned white, the entire screen went black, and the feed went dark. There was no longer any noise or movement on the TV. She stood silently, staring at the blank screen with her heart racing. She had no idea what she had just witnessed or what was happening, but none of it was good. Although she knew it was her husband who touched her shoulder, she jumped slightly. Taking a step back away from the television and looking up at her husband, she knew things were about to change. Whatever her mother had been keeping from her had to do with what had just happened, and although there was a small amount of fear inside her heart, Megan was worried about her family and what the attack would mean for them.
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      Megan had been frozen in fear for several seconds before she spun around and raced to the bedroom. She had no idea what kind of attack had taken place, but she refused to sit around and do nothing while her family was in danger. The military had taught her several things, and although she wasn't even sure if there would be much she could do to help, she was going to get to her family and make sure they made it to the homestead safely. As soon as she raced through the door to their bedroom, she grabbed a duffel bag from the closet and started loading it with belongings. It took her a moment to realize her husband had followed her in and was standing by the door, watching her.

      "What do you think you're going to do?"

      "I'm going to drive to Washington, DC, and pick up my family. Did you see the same thing I did on the television? I'm not going to sit here and wait around for them to arrive."

      "You're right. I saw the same thing you did, but we honestly have no idea what we are dealing with. Your mother told you to stay put for a reason, and I think that—"

      "What are you thinking?" she snapped. "Do you think my mother would be sitting around if it was the other way around? I'm going to find my family and make sure they make it here."

      "Look, I want to make sure they are safe every bit as much as you do, but you have to realize what kind of mess you are going to be driving into."

      "I don't care about any of that. The only thing I'm thinking about is my mothers and my stepsister. I'm going to drive there and find them."

      Kyle sighed. "Think about the whole situation for just a moment. If the capital was attacked, then it's highly unlikely you're even going to be able to make it across the state lines, let alone all the way into the city."

      Megan heard everything her husband said, but she didn't care. All of her focus was on making sure she had everything she needed to make the trip to Washington and bring her family home. Everything she had witnessed on TV was more than enough to make her feel as though she had no other choice, and she would do anything to make sure her family was safe. The only thing standing in her way seemed to be her husband, but she knew he wouldn't try to stop her once she was packed and ready to go. She already felt the anxiety starting to rise inside of her chest as her heart pounded.

      There was a thumping in her chest that was only going to be calmed by finding her family. As she started to throw one of her pistols into the duffel bag, she hoped she wouldn't have to use it. Megan found herself starting to think about the last time she had spoken to her mother and how much fear was in the woman's voice. If push came to shove, her military training would kick in and she would do whatever she had to do to fight her way out of a sticky situation. When she had finished grabbing everything she thought she might need, she zipped up the duffel bag and headed out the bedroom door.

      Kyle was only a few feet away, and it was becoming increasingly clear that he didn't want her to go. She understood his reasons and even thought about staying put because her mother had told her to do so. The only problem was that her mom wasn't there, and Megan had the ability to protect her family if things got out of hand. She made her way down the hallway and toward the front door, stopping only to grab the car keys hanging from a hook on the wall. Megan suddenly felt the soft touch of her husband's hand on her shoulder and turned around to look into his eyes.

      "I know none of this makes any sense right now, but I honestly feel like you are making the wrong choice by trying to drive all the way to DC."

      Megan sighed. "I don't know what else to do. I'm not going to be able to sit around waiting for them to make it here on their own."

      "It's understandable that you want to try to rescue them. Hell, after being in the Marines, it might even sound like it's going to be an easy task. I just want you to realize that if Russia is the one to blame for the attacks, then they might not be done with us just yet."

      "That's the reason I need to find them."

      It was the look on her husband's face that made her hesitate for just a moment, knowing she was trading one person she loved for others she loved as well. The only difference was the man she loved was someone who could take care of himself, but her family was going to need all the help they could get. Megan leaned in toward her husband and kissed him on the cheek, brushing the side of his face with the back of her hand, telling him without words she loved him. There was a difficult decision she needed to make, but it was made simpler by the fact that her family was in trouble and she was the only one who could save them.

      The only choice she had was to push forward with her plan to drive to the nation's capital. It was obvious to her that it wasn't going to be an easy task, and no matter what kind of training she'd had in the past, nothing had prepared her for an attack on their own soil. Megan was worried about her family and everything she had seen on TV, but she was also angered by the fact that another country had attacked them. There was no telling what kind of weaponry had been used, and it made her slightly nervous. She picked up her duffel bag and held the keys to her car in her hand for several moments before turning around and opening the front door.

      She wasn't sure if it was intuition or if she was actually feeling something, but there was a hesitation in her step before she walked out the door. The world around them was changing, and she knew deep down inside that she should heed her mother's warning. Although there was something in her stomach telling her to turn back, she stepped through the front door and onto the porch, stopping when she realized there was an eerie silence in the air that couldn't be explained. Megan stopped at the edge of the porch before taking her first step down the stairs leading to the driveway. Suddenly, the world around them seemed to be thrust into a chaotic state, and everything began to move in slow motion.

      Turning to look at her husband, she could see that his eyes had widened as he stared off into the distance. A booming and thunderous noise exploded miles away, and she couldn't even tell what direction it had come from. Megan found herself sprinting toward the front door and into her husband's arms. Just as he caught her, it threw them both to the ground. It was the first time in a long time she'd had the feeling of being in a war zone, and she jumped back to her feet as a wave of hot wind surged through the open door. She managed to shield her eyes and turn away from the blast, but the shockwave was so intense it shattered all the windows in the house at the same time, sending glass flying all around them.

      Megan glanced in Kyle's direction to see him in the same position she was in. Their eyes met for just a moment as the wind continued to blow past them. A sudden howl filled the surrounding air, as if she knew what was coming next. Although she had tried to brace herself against the pressure pushing against them, she found herself lifted off of the floor and thrown across the room. Managing to spin herself around in the air, she landed on her back, and a moment later, her husband lay next to her. Both of them were trying to recollect themselves after what had just happened.
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      It took Megan a couple of moments to regain her bearings after the blast, and as the world around her started to come back into focus, she glanced toward the last area where she had seen her husband. Kyle was a few feet away from her, and he had been banged up by the wave of air that had sent them both flying. She slowly rolled over and got onto her hands and knees before finally being able to pull herself to her feet. Her legs were a little shaky, but she wanted to check on her husband. After stumbling across the living room and kneeling next to him, she was relieved when he let out a gasp of air. He slowly rolled over onto his back and looked up at her, trying to clear his head after what had just happened.

      "Are you all right?" he asked her.

      "I think so. What in the hell was that?"

      "I don't have any idea. Even with everything we went through during our deployments, I can't say I've run across an experience like this."

      Megan nodded. "I was thinking the same thing. Can you get on your feet?"

      "It feels like a couple of scrapes and bruises. I should be fine," Kyle said as Megan helped him to his feet.

      They spent the next couple of minutes giving each other a look over to make sure neither of them was injured. Aside from the scrapes and cuts they had both received, they were fine. Megan noticed the power was out and knew it had something to do with the blast, but something was going on outside that she couldn't explain. She started hearing the dogs barking and all the other animals going crazy as well, and after she was sure they were both fine, she made her way to the front door, which was standing wide open.

      Megan was a little slow on her feet, nursing herself through the pain from hitting the floor as hard as she had. She finally reached the doorway and made her way out onto the porch; she could see glass everywhere. The blast had rocked the area and caused devastation she hadn't seen since her time overseas. Even though she had been able to get to her feet and make it outside, her ears were ringing. She had been able to hear the animals going wild, but it all sounded like it was far away. Once she had been able to take a few steps off of the porch, she glanced in the direction of where they had parked the truck. They could see the glass had been blown out of it as well. The entire situation reminded her of the last deployment she had been on.

      "This all looks way too familiar," Kyle said.

      "It definitely is giving me flashbacks. I don't think I've ever seen anything like what just happened."

      "I think we have seen the aftermath of something like this, but I don't know what could have caused that kind of damage. Do you think the cars are all right?"

      "I don't know. The only thing we can do is give them a shot and see what happens. I feel like whatever caused the wind had to be some sort of explosion, but I can't tell you if anything will work."

      Megan rushed over to the truck and climbed inside, holding the keys in her hand. She was careful not to touch any of the broken glass that was everywhere inside. Then she placed the key into the ignition and turned it, but nothing happened. It was almost like the battery was dead, although she knew better. They had just recently returned from driving it. There was no reason for it not to start at that moment. Kyle had finally made his way down off of the porch and was walking in her direction, and he told her to open the hood. She reached down and pulled the lever, popping the latch on the hood. She walked to the front of the truck and helped her husband open the hood, making sure the hood prop was there before sticking her head inside the engine compartment.

      Because of her time overseas, she knew a little more about vehicles than most people, but she wasn't even sure what she was looking for. Kyle was by her side, scrounging around. She watched him go to work as he tried to figure out the issue. A few moments later, he pulled a single wire from the loom of wires in his hand, and she was shocked to see that the wire itself was charred and burned. She started to feel around for other wires and noticed that the majority of the electrical system had been fried. It was unlike anything she had seen before, but she had heard about something that could cause such damage and wondered if that had been the cause.

      "Have you ever seen anything like this?" Megan asked.

      Kyle nodded. "There were a few times when we were out on deployment that I came across some vehicles in this kind of condition. The only thing I can think of is an EMP, but I didn't think they made them large enough to cover this kind of range."

      "Are you saying our country is being hit with EMP bombs?"

      "I don't know anything for sure, but I'm almost positive that is the only thing that would be able to do something like this."

      "What does that mean for us?" Megan asked.

      "If we have just been struck by an EMP, it isn't likely that anything electrical will work anytime soon."

      "Wouldn't we be able to just replace the wires and make the truck operational again?"

      Kyle shook his head. "That's not the way it works. An EMP causes an electrical surge that burns out the entire system. It would be almost impossible to replace all the parts to get this truck up and running again."

      Megan was blown away by what her husband was telling her, and although she had heard some of it during her training, she was processing what was happening for the first time. It was impossible to believe that Russia had decided to strike their area, but it was obvious that something big had happened. She had no idea if what they were hit by was an EMP, but as she glanced around, she noticed that nothing had power. She was certain that there had been at least a few lines left around the house, but it seemed as though all the power was out.

      Taking a step back away from the truck, Megan started to think about her family. She wondered if they were dealing with the same issues they had run into and if they were safe. There were so many thoughts going through her mind that she wasn't able to keep track of all of them, but she was trying to figure out what they were going to do next. Megan wanted to make sure her family was able to make it to the homestead safely, but she had no idea how she would even make it to them, let alone how they were going to make it to her. She had been quiet for several moments, trying to understand the extent of damage caused by the possible EMP strike. She found her eyes scanning the area around them, and she knew her instinct had gone back to her time in the military.

      Suddenly, as she looked toward the road, she saw a familiar woman walking their way. Her initial response was to make sure the woman was all right, and she started to jog in her direction. Even as she was approaching closer to the woman, she could see she was moving much slower than usual. Clearly, the lady had been hurt in some way, and the only thing Megan cared about was making sure she was safe from whatever was going on. As she ran toward her, she heard Kyle's footsteps a few feet behind her and was glad he was there by her side.
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      Megan knew the woman was one of her customers, but all of her customers had started to feel like family. She wanted to make sure she wasn't injured or in need of help, though she had no idea what had just happened. There was a strange hue in the sky as Megan ran toward the stumbling Julie. It was unlike anything she had ever witnessed before. Her heart was already pounding from the explosion, and she didn't understand what had caused the power loss. She had heard about EMPs during her military training, but nothing like the magnitude of what they had just been hit by. As soon as she reached her, Megan positioned herself under the woman's arm and helped her to the side of the road to sit her down.

      "What happened, Julie?" Megan asked.

      "I was just driving along when the power went out in the car. I just had the alternator changed, and I don't understand what happened. I lost power steering and crashed into a fence back there."

      "Does anything hurt?"

      "I feel a bit banged up, but I think I'm all right."

      "I'm going to go back to the house and call the emergency line to get some help out here. Why don't you take her into the shop so you're not just sitting on the side of the road?"

      Megan knew it was a good idea as she watched her husband run back to the house. She was reeling from everything that had just happened, but she helped Julie to her feet and started toward the butcher shop. If she wasn't too banged up from the accident, she would be able to get her patched up in no time. Even as they walked back, Megan felt the strange sensation of something bigger having just happened. They were practically in the middle of nowhere in Texas, and she didn't understand how an attack on them was beneficial in any type of war. Still, there wasn't time to think about much of anything other than helping the woman she was walking with.

      Her thoughts raced as she opened the door to the shop and walked inside. Megan was thankful they had opted for the insulated glass on the windows and doors, knowing it was the only reason they hadn't been broken out like the rest of the glass on the property. The sun was just starting to peek, and everyone would be waking up to the disaster if they hadn't been woken by the blast. It was a scary thing to think about, but she needed to make sure Julie was okay. Megan had a good memory. She started to think about all the conversations that she'd had with the woman over the last year and remembered she had a couple of kids she always talked about.

      "Don't you have a daughter?"

      Julie nodded. "A son, too. He's living in New Orleans these days, but my daughter lives in California. They are going to tease me about this one."

      "I don't think so. Accidents happen all the time."

      "Did you hear the blast?"

      Megan nodded. "It broke all the glass out of the windows in the house. Blew us both off our feet. I'm not sure what is going on, but the truck wouldn't start, either."

      "What do you think it means?"

      "I have no idea. Why don't you tell me more about your kids while I get you cleaned up?"

      Julie nodded and started to go into detail about her children. Megan was more than willing to listen as she opened her first aid kit and started to wipe down the woman's cuts and scrapes. All the woman's injuries—from what she could tell—were superficial. Nothing that a little antiseptic and treatment wouldn't be able to fix. They stayed in the same place for several minutes as she waited for Kyle to return. It was becoming clear that Julie was upset with what had happened, and she was worried about what it all meant for her family.

      Megan understood the fear Julie was going through, knowing she felt the same way about her own family. There was no way of knowing if her family had made it out of DC alive, but Megan was trying to keep her hopes alive. The more time that passed without seeing Kyle, the more she wondered what was going on. The phone call to 9-1-1 shouldn't have taken very long, and she started to think about how the blast had affected the power of the vehicles. When she heard the door open, she glanced in his direction. The look on his face told her that he wasn't thrilled with what he was about to say.

      "What's going on?"

      Kyle sighed. "It doesn't seem like there are any phones that work. I tried your cell phone, my cell phone, and the old landline your father had. Nothing is working, and there's also no power going to the house."

      "What about the battery power from the solar panels? Did you flip it over to try them?"

      "I've tried that, but nothing is working at all. I'm pretty sure the blast we just felt was an EMP strike."

      "I don't understand why they would have attacked us here."

      "The only thing I can think of is that it was a nationwide attack that has affected power all over the country," Kyle said.

      "Wait," Julie stammered. "Are you telling me that this whole thing was an attack from another country?"

      "That's the only thing that makes sense," Megan said. "I wonder if there was a worldwide attack causing all the power outages. I've never heard of one of this magnitude, but it had to have been an EMP to cause this much damage."

      "What does that mean for everyone around the country?"

      "The only thing it means right now is that we are going to be without electricity and any way of communicating with our family."

      There was a moment of silence between the three of them, with none of them knowing what to say next. Megan knew things were going to get much worse before they got any better. The training she had received in the military had warned them about the possible usage of an EMP during the war, and she knew many people around the world were unprepared for what they were going to have to do next. She stared out through the front window of the butcher shop for several moments, wondering how many people would need help. Another thought that crossed her mind was whether her family was going to be able to make the journey without a car or plane, but she couldn't believe they had been attacked on their own soil.

      In all the years she had been in the military, they had tried to prepare everyone for that possibility. The only problem was she was certain the majority of the population wasn't going to be able to survive long without some sort of assistance. Kyle made his way over to where they sat and took over cleaning Julie's wounds. Megan was dumbfounded by the fact that any kind of EMP would be large enough to cause as much damage as they were already dealing with. As she was looking through the window, she found herself thinking about her mom. If anyone was going to be able to make the trip across the country in order to make it to the homestead, it would be her. The only problem was she had no idea what her family was going to run into along the way.

      Things were not going to be easy, and they would see the darker side of human nature. People would do whatever it took to survive, and that meant none of them would be safe. It was at that moment that she vowed to do everything in her power to make sure the people around her were safe and secure. There was no way she could know how many people would need her help or how long they were going to be without power, but there would be numerous people needing their assistance in the near future.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Megan had been so lost in thought that she nearly forgot anyone else was in the shop with her. Kyle had been cleaning the rest of Julie's injuries, and Megan knew Julie lived a few miles down the road. It was clear they needed to help her get back home, but her mind was racing with concern over all the people she cared about. It wasn't until she heard her husband call her name again that she was able to snap herself out of it and force herself to turn around. Kyle was just looking at her as though he had been talking to her for minutes without her hearing him. She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, clearing her mind of everything she had been thinking about.

      "I have all of her cuts cleaned," Kyle said. "I'm going to get the horses ready so we can get her back home."

      Julie smiled. "Thank you so much. I wasn't expecting either of you to do anything like that. I just knew one of you would be here and didn't know what else to do."

      Megan chuckled. "There's no need to thank us. This is how neighbors are supposed to treat one another. We will get you back home after I get you bandaged up."

      "I'll go get the horses prepped," Kyle said.

      Megan went to work bandaging Julie's injuries as Kyle headed out of the shop and to the barn. Megan was thankful that her husband was as willing as she was to give a helping hand, knowing the world around them was going to need as much as they could give. Julie thanked her several times as she worked, though she didn't need to. Megan was just happy they had been there to do anything at all. After she was done and knew the woman would be all right, they headed down to the barn, where Kyle had two horses ready to travel.

      There was another brief moment when Julie thanked them both several times, but Megan assured Julie that they were only doing it out of the kindness of their hearts. Her husband helped the woman climb up on one of the horses before kissing her on the cheek and mounting the other one that he had prepared. Megan was glad they were there and able to help in her time of need. As she watched the two of them ride down the driveway and toward the road, she wondered how long it would be before the power would turn back on. Everything she understood about EMPs was that they would destroy the electrical system. If that were the case, it would be quite some time before they had anything back up and running again.

      Knowing she was going to have a little time by herself, she headed back to the house. Even as she walked up the front steps, she knew they were going to have one giant mess to clean up and immediately went inside to grab the broom and dustpan. There was glass everywhere, and Megan started to sweep up the mess. She tried to keep herself busy and hoped it would be enough to keep her from thinking about her family. Although she was busy trying to clean up, she was keeping one eye on the road for any kind of activity, including the return of her husband.

      Megan spent the better part of an hour sweeping and picking things up off of the floor that had been knocked over by the blast. Every couple of seconds, she found herself glancing back out through the front window, hoping she would catch a glimpse of Kyle's return. She wasn't worried about his making it back safely. She knew he could handle himself no matter what kind of situation he came across. Although she had been trying to use cleaning as a method of keeping her thoughts from her family, she couldn't help but worry about them and hoped they had survived whatever was going on in the capital.

      After she felt as though she had cleaned as much as she could up to that point, she headed into the living room and sat on the sofa. There were a ton of other things she wished she was doing, but her mind continued to go back to the safety of her family and the concern she felt for them. Without electricity or any way to reach out to anyone, she had no way of knowing if they had survived. It was something she struggled with, but Megan had no idea how to make herself feel any better, knowing her family was out there somewhere on their own.

      Taking a deep breath, she glanced around the room and realized she had barely put a dent in the amount of work that had to be done. There was glass all over the floor and several items that needed to be picked up, but when her eyes landed on the bookshelf, she spotted an atlas she had forgotten they even owned. Jumping up from the couch, she rushed over and grabbed the book before heading back to where she had been sitting. Megan held the atlas in her hand for several moments before opening it, knowing she wasn't going to have a way to know for sure that her family was safe.

      After giving herself a couple of moments to process what life was going to be like if her family was gone, she decided she wouldn't keep thinking that way. The only way she was going to be able to push forward was if she forced all of those thoughts from her mind and kept hope in her heart. Megan turned the pages of the atlas, mapping out the distance between where they were and Washington, DC. She had no idea if her family had made it out of the capital alive, but she realized they had somehow managed to survive the attack. It was going to take them nearly a month to walk all the way to the homestead.

      Megan had no idea if they were going to be able to make the journey or if they had even gotten out of DC, but she was emotional and tossed the book onto the coffee table, cursing under her breath. She grew more frustrated with every passing moment and didn't know what to do with the feelings starting to rise inside of her. The one thing her mother had always taught her was that when all else fails, she should pray. Her mother was never a religious woman, but she had faith in God. That was what Megan needed to focus on.

      Closing her eyes, she started to pray, knowing it had been quite some time since she had reached out to the Almighty. She didn't know if her prayer was even going to be heard with the millions of people across the world doing the same thing, but she asked God to watch over her family and protect them. Megan also asked Him to watch over her husband as she waited for him to return. It was already clear to her that everything they were dealing with was just the tip of what was coming. There was no way for them to get any information about anyone else in the world, but Megan needed to focus on the things she could control. There were chores that needed to be done and cattle to be tended to, and she was ready to get to work.

      When she had finished praying and stood up, she heard a noise from outside of the house and rushed to the window. Although Megan hadn't been worried about Kyle's return, she was thankful to see him and both of the horses making their way up the driveway. She smiled to herself before rushing out the front door to greet him. She wasn't sure why she felt so happy to see him, but there was a part of her that knew it was because she was already missing her family. There was a possibility that the only family she had left was riding a horse up her driveway, and she was thankful to have him by her side at the very least.
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      By the time she made it out through the door and down the porch, he was already dismounting the horse. Megan was certain the emotions she felt were simply because she missed her family and was worried about them, but she was thankful he had returned safely. She pushed across the yard and wrapped her arms around him, holding him as tightly as she could. Whatever the world was dealing with was going to have to wait as she shared just a few moments of silence with her husband. At that moment, she felt like the only thing that mattered was the two of them being together, and she was glad he didn't say anything. When they broke the embrace, he smiled down at her and kissed her on the forehead.

      "Is everything all right?"

      She nodded. "As good as can be expected. I'm worried about my family. If they made it out of DC alive, it's going to be a month before I might actually have the chance to find out for sure."

      "I understand. There is going to be plenty to do around here while we wait, and a lot of people are going to need help."

      "I was already thinking about that, too. Were you able to get Julie home?"

      Kyle nodded. "It's not like she lives that far down the road, but we did come across several other people who had the same thing happen to them. From the sounds of it, the cars just stopped running."

      "How many accidents did you see along the way?"

      "At least half a dozen. The road was a mess, but for the most part, everyone seemed to be all right. I think most of the people are shaken up more than anything."

      "You know as well as I do that people are going to start losing their minds once they go a couple of days without power. At least, that's what the military told us."

      "I feel like that's what's going to happen. The only thing we need to be focused on is making sure the animals are safe and taking care of the property here. We're going to have to give it a few days before we figure out how bad things are going to get."

      Megan knew everything her husband said was true. The only thing they knew for sure was that there had been a blast that was large enough to knock out the power to everything electronic. Although there was no evidence that an EMP had struck anywhere near them, there was nothing else that could cause the amount of damage that had hit their surrounding area. The two of them made their way to the barn and started working on getting the tack off of the horses and making sure all the animals were in the barn. She had already known that the chores would continue on like normal, but it didn't keep her from thinking about her family and the rest of the people around them.

      There was a thought occupying her mind that continued to tell her she needed to do something, even though she knew the best thing she could do was work the farm and help as many people nearby as possible. Once they had the saddles off of the horses and stowed away, they checked on the rest of the animals around the homestead. The chickens and ducks had obviously been freaked out by the blast, but they were faring well, considering everything that had just happened. By the time they had made their way around the property, she already felt the exhaustion setting in from a lack of sleep and stress over all the worry that was resting on her heart.

      "Was there anything else you were able to find out while you were out?"

      Kyle sighed. "I didn't get to find any information, but all the people I talked to said the same thing had happened to their cars as well."

      "It just doesn't make any sense why any country would attack this area. There is nothing here that factors into a military attack."

      "I can't say that I understand it, either, but I'm also starting to wonder if it was just a broad attack to take down as much of the power grid as possible."

      "I understand the type of devastation another country would be looking to cause by doing that, but I'm wondering if we were able to get off any kind of counterattack," Megan said. "I just find it hard to believe that all of this devastation isn't worldwide."

      "It very well might be. You know as well as I do that the United States would do anything to protect its citizens. I have no doubt that we were able to strike back before all of this happened. I imagine the entire world has been thrown into the darkness we are dealing with right now."

      Megan shrugged. "I suppose this is something we all should have seen coming. I just feel bad for all the people who were driving at the time it happened."

      "That's not the worst of it. The car accidents were horrible, but almost everyone I spoke to was just fine."

      "What's worse than that?"

      Kyle sighed. "While I was talking to a couple of people on the way to Julie's house, I watched two crop dusters basically fall right out of the sky. I didn't get a good look at the other plane, but I'm pretty sure it was a commercial jet that had wrecked in the distance."

      "Are you kidding me? I can't imagine how many people died from something like that."

      "I'd rather not try to do the math, but I imagine there were several hundred flights in the air at the time the strike occurred. Besides the smaller planes, I find it hard to believe that anyone in the air survived."

      It was difficult for her to fathom. She hadn't thought about the airplanes, and she was at a loss for words. She had already expected that many people would have been injured and killed by being in a vehicle at the time of the EMP, but she hadn't thought about the fact that planes would be traveling at the same time. It was horrifying to think about what had happened to those people, but she wondered how many people's lives had been lost because of it. Megan had joined the US Marine Corps in an attempt to do what she thought was right for the world. They were just hearing about the possible devastation caused by the attacks, and it was almost more than she could bear.

      She had no idea what to think, and she was struggling to make sense of it. It almost seemed as though her brain wasn't registering what her husband had said, even though she knew they had most likely lost thousands of lives that day. The hardest part to think about was that none of it was going to matter. If all the countries had fired their missiles at the same time and the entire world was thrust into the dark, it meant that innocent people had been killed. Innocence was meant to be kept far away from the battlefields of war. Megan found herself wondering what the final straw had been and why there had been an attack at all.

      "What do you think caused all of this?"

      Kyle shrugged. "It's hard to say. I have been seeing on the news over the last couple of months that tension with Russia has been at an all-time high. It was even getting worse than it had been during the Cold War."

      "Do you think the Russians attacked us?"

      "I think they were a part of it. If they mass-attacked the country with EMPs, then I have to assume that we immediately struck back. I can't imagine that they went ahead with the attack on their own, which means there had to be another country involved."

      Megan shook her head. "I just don't understand why anyone would go through with something like that."

      "I don't get it, either, but I think it's best if we just go about our daily chores and make sure we are doing everything we can to ensure our survival. We can help as many people as possible along the way."
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      Although she didn't understand why men fought the wars they did, she knew it was up to people like them to pick up after the disaster. It was one of the things she had always loved about their country, knowing there would be good people around to help clean up the mess. There were going to be a lot of people in need of assistance, and she knew the only thing she would be able to do in order to help was make sure there was enough food. It was going to be impossible to feed everyone, and it was at that moment that she realized the homestead would be a prime target for those looking to take what didn't belong to them.

      Kyle headed in one direction as Megan headed back toward the chicken coop to collect eggs. They should have done it the first time they made their rounds on the property, but she had been processing what had happened. It was a struggle to understand why nations went to war with one another when the only people who paid for it were innocent. Megan continued to work, although she was struggling to understand much of anything. Her heart ached for all the people who had already lost their lives over something no one would ever understand.

      After a while, she finished collecting the eggs and took them to the cold storage locker in the butcher shop. She wasn't sure how long they would be able to keep anything refrigerated, but the building was new, along with the cooler. The one thing they had going for them was the fact that though they might not be able to keep things frozen for long, they'd at least be able to keep a lot of their items cold. The work was always going to be there, and as soon as she finished putting the eggs into the locker, she went back out onto the property to find Kyle. They both worked in silence for a short while, but it wasn't long after the two of them connected that they heard voices nearby.

      Kyle started making his way toward the butcher shop. She followed him closely, wondering who could be on the property. Megan was already concerned with the fact that their homestead was a prime target, and as soon as they made their way around the back of the butcher shop to the front, they spotted four men standing outside of their windows with their faces pressed up against the glass. Her heart started to race, but she was ready to jump into action if the situation called for it. Her husband adjusted the position he was standing in, and she recognized that he had taken a defensive stance. Whatever was about to happen with the men in front of their shop, they were both more than ready to handle it. The one thing looming over this situation was the fact that she didn't recognize any of the men as people who had been there before, and they looked like they were in trouble already.

      "Is there something I can help you with?" Kyle asked.

      "I was wondering how in the hell you have glass in the windows. All the places we have seen so far have had the glass broken out."

      "This is our butcher shop, and we ordered the glass special. It's made extremely thick so it can keep the cold air inside."

      The man grinned. "Well, I didn't even know they made anything like that. I suppose if the world had known something like this was going to happen, they could have made quite a profit by selling it to each household."

      Kyle shrugged. "I guess you're probably right about that, but you didn't answer my question. Is there something in particular we can do for you?"

      "Well, we have been walking for quite a while now. Do you think it'd be all right if the four of us take a step inside and cool off a bit?"

      "Knowing that we have no idea when the power is going to be coming back on, we are trying to conserve as much of the cold as we can. I don't think it would be a good idea if we stepped inside."

      Megan had no way of knowing for sure what kind of men were in front of them, but she could tell by their body language that they weren't going to be the friendliest of customers. It wasn't often she got a bad vibe from people, but that was the only thing the group of men gave off. When the leader took a couple of steps in their direction, she watched her husband's stance change slightly. It was a clear move on his part to be ready to attack, and he had taken a position she knew all too well. The hand-to-hand combat that they were trained how to use during their time in the military was flooding back into her mind.

      Although she knew they were ready to fight if they needed to, it was the last thing she actually wanted to do. It was already becoming clear that all of her worries about what might happen to the homestead were coming true. They were only a couple of hours away from when the attack had occurred, and they already had men standing on their property acting as though they might be willing to try to take it from them. Megan could feel the pounding inside of her chest and knew her heart was racing. While it was starting to warm up throughout the early hours of the day, there was no reason someone would need to cool off. The only thing she could think of was that the men wanted to see what they had inside and try to take it from them, which was the last thing either of them was going to let happen.

      "Come on, man. Just let us cool off for a couple of minutes."

      "That's not going to happen," Kyle replied, standing his ground. "I think it would be better for everyone if you just keep walking."

      "So much for that Texas hospitality we always hear about, right boys?" the first man said.

      Another man chuckled. "Maybe it's not as prevalent in the small-town areas. Besides, kinda looks like this guy right here is ready to fight us."

      "Is that what you're trying to do? Are you posturing me up?"

      "I'm not posturing, but I will protect what is mine."

      The first man turned to leave. "I suppose we can let this slide this time around, but I can assure you that we're going to be coming back through here someday. When we do come back, I promise we are not going to be nearly as polite."

      Although the situation was starting to de-escalate, Megan felt her heart pounding inside her chest. Megan had no idea who the men were or where they had come from, but she was happy to see them walking away. The two of them watched the group of men disappear down the road before they made their way back to the house. She was thankful that they had a house to run back into, and she was grateful that they had the old shutters they could close, even though they no longer had any windows. They rushed back into the house and went from room to room, closing each set of shutters as they made their way through the small house.

      There was no way of knowing what the men had actually been on their property for, but she had not expected to run into those kinds of people for at least a couple more days. Her heart was racing and felt like it was going to pound through her chest. Megan continued to rack her brain and try to remember any other faces from somewhere in the past, but not even the slightest recognition came to mind. She was shaken by the whole experience, but when her husband walked up behind her and pulled her close, she knew she was safe. At the very least, they were safe from the situation they had just been in. She was already hoping that things were different, but she knew they were eventually going to have to defend themselves. The biggest fear she had was not knowing who they would be fighting against.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      "I hate to say it, but we're not going to be able to hide in here forever," Megan said.

      Kyle nodded. "I wasn't planning on it, but I didn't want to stand around waiting to see if they came back. What do you think we should do?"

      "I don't know yet. I had a feeling the crazies were going to come out of the woodwork, but I honestly thought we were going to have a little more time before they did."

      "Do you think our training was enough to prepare us for something like this?"

      "I'd like to think so. The problem is that I don't think I'm ready to shoot other citizens. I mean, I will protect what is ours until I die, but I'm not prepared for what all might come our way."

      He nodded in agreement. "Well, we do have shotguns in the safe. I think it's time we break them out. Have you ever seen any of those men before?"

      "I didn't recognize any of them. At least, they have never been to the shop here. It doesn't mean they don't live around here."

      Kyle shrugged. "We might not be able to hide, but we can certainly defend ourselves if they come back and try to take anything."

      Even though Megan didn't like their behavior, she wasn't sure if she was ready to pull the trigger on an intruder. While her husband went to the safe and pulled out a pair of shotguns, she thought about what the world was coming to. It hadn't even been a full day since the power had gone out, and they were already dealing with the wrong kind of people. As she looked around the living room and realized the house no longer had any glass, she knew it was going to be impossible to live there with all the dangers that could be lurking around them. She started to think about alternatives, but nothing came to mind.

      She thought about the possibility of moving into the butcher shop, but she also knew they were going to need to keep the building as cold as possible for as long as possible. It wasn't going to do any of them any good if they continuously needed to move in and out on a daily basis. When Megan heard Kyle closing the safe and turned to see him walking back into the living room, she shared her concerns about staying inside the house for a prolonged period. The thought that they could be attacked and had no way to keep their attackers at bay was the only thing on her mind, and he empathized with her concerns.

      "There's no way we can set up in the butcher shop," Kyle said. "The continuous in and out each day would make it impossible to keep the cold in."

      Megan nodded. "I already thought about that as well. The only other thing I can think of is moving into the barn. I'm just not sure that is the best idea, either."

      "It's actually not that bad of an idea when you think about it. We will be in an enclosed area, and we won't have to worry about all the open windows now that the glass is gone. I say we set up in the office and bring in all the animals also. The less we have outside, the less likely anyone is to try to take it from us."

      The idea of moving into the office that had been set up in the barn wasn't something she was excited about, but it was the best option to make sure they were well protected. It didn't take long for them both to pick up a shotgun and head outside, starting the work of moving the animals into the barn. Megan knew it was only a matter of time before someone would come to try to take what was theirs, and although she wasn't sure if she was ready to defend the property, she certainly knew she had the training to do just that. As the hours passed, she thought about her family as she worked.

      They had been at the forefront of her mind since the attack that had taken their electricity, and even though she was doing everything in her power to help protect the homestead, Megan wanted to know if her family had made it out of the city. It was a long day, but she wasn't surprised that it had taken several hours to round up the herd of cattle and move the other animals inside. The job was made slightly easier by the fact that the dogs were able to help them round up the stragglers, but with the stress of having to move things around and keep watch on the property, Megan was at her wit's end by the end of the day.

      Kyle had done a large portion of the work, considering he had spent most of the day moving things from inside the house to the barn, making sure they would have the little things they would need. The main barn door was open, and she watched the sun disappear on the horizon. The thought of spending their first night without electricity in the barn was a bit of a scary one. Megan had no idea who might be coming their way or if they would try to steal from them, but she knew between herself and her husband, they'd be able to push back and keep anything bad from happening.

      It had been years since the last time Megan had been anywhere near a war zone, but those memories were fresh in her mind with everything that had happened that day. All of her training had come back in a flood of memories, and she was practically standing guard at the door, keeping an eye on the road and end of the driveway in case there was any sign of activity. There was a huge difference in how she was keeping an eye on things compared to when she was overseas, but the main concern she had was making sure nothing was taken. After it had been dark for a short time, she heard her husband walking up behind her and jumped at his touch.

      "I'm sorry. I definitely didn't mean to startle you. I guess we both have our heads on a swivel."

      Megan nodded. "I don't like the idea of having to defend ourselves here, but I'm certainly not going to let anyone take what belongs to us."

      "Between the two of us, I think we can handle whatever comes our way. What do you say about the idea of me starting a small campfire and cooking us something to eat?"

      She shook her head. "I don't think starting a fire is going to do us any favors. If anyone sees the flickering from the flames, it will give away our position."

      "I figured I would ask."

      She simply nodded and turned back toward the open door, hoping no one would come in the night. As time passed by, they closed the door until she could see just a small strip of the road outside. Megan knew she was going to need some rest, and although she had closed her eyes several times to try to fall asleep, the rest of the night was a restless struggle. There wasn't anything she could do, but she knew Kyle wasn't sleeping, either, with the way that he was tossing and turning. The hours of the night continued to pass, and she already knew the following day was going to bring with it a level of exhaustion she hadn't felt in quite some time.

      Throughout the night, they had seen several figures moving in the dark in the distance. Kyle had fired a blind shot into the air in order to scare off whoever those people were, and she had blindly fired one round off herself. Although she was already struggling to sleep at that point, the restlessness was worse after that. Megan had managed to close her eyes and fall asleep, but she hadn't been asleep very long when she opened her eyes again and noticed the sun starting to come up in the distance. With the amount of pounding and racing that her heart had put her through, she was going to be in for a rough day with how exhausted she already felt.

      Megan's body refused to get up, and there was no point in trying to roll out of the makeshift bed with how early it was in the morning. Glancing outside one last time, she could see just a slight haze in the dark. She was only guessing what time it was, but she figured it was around five. Rolling over, she glanced at her husband, who had his eyes wide open. He nodded at her, and she knew he hadn't slept very well, either. Although she wasn't going to get much more rest, she closed her eyes again and fell asleep.
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      When Megan opened her eyes again, she had no idea what time it was. Her best guess was that it was around eight in the morning, judging by the placement of the sun in the sky. Although she hadn't gotten much sleep, the exhaustion level she was experiencing was surprising, but she slowly sat up and wiped the sleep from her eyes. It was difficult not to think about how long they would go without peaceful sleep, but with everything they had gone through already, she already knew it was going to be a long time before she could close her eyes in peace.

      Kyle had been lying a few feet away from her, but she didn't see him when she first glanced around. Immediately, she realized she wasn't the only one who had been worrying about her family. He had to be concerned about his own parents, and she stood up to look for him. In the back of her mind, she almost knew what he was going to tell her when she found him, and she couldn't blame him for wanting to check in with his own family. Her concern had simply grown throughout the night, since she had no idea where her family was at that moment. As she made her way to another area of the barn, she could feel a heat she hadn't felt the night before.

      When she walked through a doorway close to the office they had been sleeping in, she could hear her husband moving around. Instantly, Megan smelled the aroma of freshly brewed coffee, and she was delighted to know the small wood-burning stove they had installed for the winter was working. She had nearly forgotten about it, but she was so thankful she was going to get a morning cup of coffee that she forgot everything going on for just a moment and wrapped her arms around her husband from behind, obviously sending a jolt through his body as he jumped slightly.

      "Everything all right?"

      Kyle nodded. "Yeah, I just didn't hear you come in. I was making us some coffee."

      "I know. I can smell it. You should have just woken me up. It's not like I was getting much sleep anyway."

      "I thought about it, but I wanted you to get as much rest as possible."

      "I appreciate that. How long did I fall back asleep for?"

      "I feel like you got another couple of hours. I've been racking my brain and trying to figure out a way to find out about my parents, but the only thing I can think of is actually going to check on them. I need to know they are safe, and I'm sure they are terrified of everything that has happened."

      "I know you are worried about them, but do you think it is a good idea to head out with everything that has already happened?"

      Kyle sighed. "I've already been thinking about that. I know it will take me about a day to walk, but I also think that it'll be better if I don't take a horse. I don't want to draw any more attention than I have to."

      Megan nodded. "I don't like it, but I know you need to check on them and be sure they are safe."

      He kissed her on the cheek and handed her a mug with coffee in it. Although she was looking forward to the caffeine, she hated that he was going to be walking to his parents' on his own. The altercation they had run into the night before was more than enough evidence to let her know trouble was brewing, and it was only a matter of time before it would come for them again. As the two of them sat silently drinking their morning cup of coffee, she thought about how much she wished she could just walk to check on her own family. The world around them was changing, and even though it had only been a day since the event had taken place, she knew they were in for much rougher times ahead.

      It was obvious that her husband was worried about his family, but she was worried about her own. Although she didn't like the idea of his heading out alone, she would do the same thing if it were possible for her to check on them. After a short time of sitting together and glancing out through the door occasionally to make sure the coast was clear, she helped him pack a few things before he headed out. It wasn't the fact that she was going to be alone that bothered her. It was more about knowing the trip would be much quicker on horseback, even if he didn't want to draw attention to himself. After making sure the bag was packed and that Kyle had his shotgun, they walked through the main door of the barn and stood in front of each other for several moments.

      "Are you sure you want to make this trip?"

      Kyle shrugged. "I don't think I have any other choice. I know both of my parents are probably freaking out right now, and I'm sure I am at the forefront of their minds."

      "I could always go with you."

      "One of us needs to stay here to make sure no one comes onto the property. I'd prefer it if neither of us were separated, but I'm not going to be able to focus on anything until I know my parents are safe. I know you would do the same if you were in my shoes."

      Megan nodded. "You're right. I would give anything to know my family is safe right now, and although I don't agree with you having to go out there on your own, I know it's the only thing that's going to make you feel any better."

      "I'll be back as soon as I can. You shouldn't worry about me and just focus on keeping the property safe."

      She half-heartedly chuckled. "If you think for a single second that I'm not going to be sitting here worried about you the entire time, then you are wrong."

      "I know, but if I'm saying it out loud, it makes me feel better."

      "Just get back as soon as possible. I'll take care of everything here."

      Kyle nodded and leaned in to kiss her on the forehead, reassuring her that everything was going to be just fine. He reached down and picked up the backpack they had put together to make the trip. With his shotgun in hand, he walked out the door. Megan watched him as he walked down the driveway and made it to the main road. There was no reason to feel as nervous as she was already feeling, but there was a lump in her throat that she couldn't get rid of. They had both been trained in the military and knew how to defend themselves, but it was always going to be a different story when they were outnumbered.

      People would be out looking to get their hands on anything that would give them a leg up with everything going on. Megan knew a group of unarmed men would be able to take his shotgun with almost no problem. Those thoughts continued to rush through her mind as she watched Kyle disappear down the street. Although she had more than enough to keep her mind busy throughout the day, she knew she was going to think about the safety of her husband and family constantly.

      There wasn't much consolation in that fact, knowing her family would be traveling from Washington in order to try to get to the homestead, but she would feel a little better knowing at least part of her family was safe. Once her husband was out of sight, she realized she was holding her empty coffee mug. It was a simple reminder of the chores that needed to be done, and checking on the animals became her first priority. Taking a deep breath, she exhaled while she pushed all the negative thoughts from her mind and tried to focus on what needed to be done. It was going to be a long day, regardless of how she felt.
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      Left alone to take care of the homestead and the rest of the property, Megan was already nervous. It felt as though all the military training she had gone through meant nothing, given the fact she hadn't been able to calm herself down since her husband had headed out. Another thing that continuously bothered her that morning was the fact that it had been almost a full day since the last time she had spoken to her moms. She wasn't sure how many hours had passed, but it was somewhere close to sixteen, and she had no idea if they had even made it out of the city. In an attempt to clear her mind, she focused on the things that would need to be done in order to keep the homestead habitable.

      There was an old well pump out by the house, and she was thankful they hadn't dug it up like they had been told to do when they had the property inspected. The hand pump would work perfectly to keep fresh water coming, and she found several buckets in the barn she could use to transfer the water back and forth. The barn had a wood-burning stove and an old sink they would be able to use in order to wash dishes and clean themselves up. After making sure the coast was clear, she started making trips back and forth to ensure they had water on reserve.

      Once she had completed that task and checked on all the animals on the property, she started to focus on the things they would need from the house. Kyle had helped her the day before by carrying things back and forth, but they had run out of daylight before they'd had the opportunity to grab everything they needed. The house became a shell of itself, and she moved one item after another into the office in the barn. It didn't take her long to transform it into a makeshift bedroom, and she was feeling much better about the arrangements that would give them a feeling of being at home. Within a few hours, Megan had managed to create a small apartment in the barn, and she was excited for her husband to return to see what she had done.

      She was stoked by how much she had accomplished and was already looking forward to being able to show her husband when he returned. Megan glanced around at the work she had finished before heading around the barn and feeding all the animals. While she was thankful they were all going to be staying in around the same area, she wasn't sure how long they were going to be able to last in such conditions. It wasn't the first time she'd had to survive without electricity, but she didn't know how sustainable the situation would be. It would take some time before they were established, although she was hoping the blackout wouldn't last forever.

      After checking again to make sure that all the animals were fed and had access to water, she decided to make her way to the butcher shop. Megan hadn't checked the shop since the night before, and the temperature was going to rise throughout each day. The only way they were going to be able to keep any of the meat or other items cold was by monitoring the situation as best as they could, and although she was all alone, it was something that had to be done.

      The entire situation felt more and more like it did when she was overseas and in battle zones. Every time she walked around outside, her eyes darted back and forth, scanning the area for intruders making their way in her direction. Had it not been for the severity of the situation, she would have been chuckling at herself. The biggest problem with that was the fact that there were real dangers lurking around, which had been made evident by the group of men who had approached them the day before. Their threats resonated in her mind, and she wasn't going to forget them anytime soon. Even as she was walking toward the shop, she kept her head on a swivel.

      The last thing she wanted to happen was to be taken off guard, especially given the fact she was running around the property on her own. Although she was worried about Kyle, her husband was more than capable of taking care of himself. The only difference between herself and her husband was she was a woman, and she knew if anyone saw her out on her own, they would look at her as though she was an easy target. It would make them much more likely to attack her than they would be if Kyle were by her side. All the worrying she was dealing with was more than she could handle. She needed to push those fears aside and focus on getting things done around the homestead.

      The only way they were going to survive for however long the blackout lasted was by ensuring that they had as much of a head start on the situation as possible. By ensuring they had their animals and vegetables, they would have enough food to get them by for quite some time. Still, there was a certain fear that came with that, especially with how many people were going to be ill-prepared for what was happening. When she made it to the back of the shop, she turned her attention to the job she was doing. The temperature in the butcher shop was the only thing that mattered, and she forced all the other thoughts from her mind, knowing she was needlessly worrying about things she couldn't change.

      When she reached the front of the building and turned toward the entry door, something caught her attention from the corner of her eye. As soon as she looked toward the road, she noticed two men walking her way. Immediately, she froze for several seconds, remembering the warning the four men from the night before had given them. Although she had her shotgun, which she had been carrying throughout the entire morning, she wasn't ready to pull the trigger unless she had no other choice. Aside from that, she couldn't make out the faces of either man walking in her direction, and as soon as she came to her senses, she pulled the door open and slipped inside the shop.

      Pulling the shotgun off her shoulder by its strap, she made sure there was a loaded round. She was ready to defend herself if she was given no other choice. Megan could feel her heart starting to race, and there was a pounding inside her chest from how hard it was beating, but she ducked behind the counter and hoped that whoever was about to walk by hadn't seen her go into the building. She hadn't even checked the temperature in the freezer, but the only thing that concerned her at that moment was the fact that there were two men approaching the front door. She could make out the shadows through the glass.

      Although she had been hoping the men had waited to enter the shop, she understood that they had seen her when there was a knock on the front door. Megan took a deep breath and tried to relax before exhaling slowly. As quietly as she could, Megan peeked around the corner of the counter without being seen. There was just a moment when the panic seemed to overtake her every thought, and it wasn't until she aimed the barrel of the shotgun at the door that she realized she recognized both of the men standing outside. To her relief, it was a guy who lived just a few miles up the road, along with his son.

      It took her a couple of moments to calm back down, given how fast and hard her heart had been pounding. Megan was already making her way toward the door to greet them when he knocked again. She was relieved to see them and was glad it hadn't been the same people from the night before. For just a moment, it felt like a normal day again, and she opened the door to the shop with a smile on her face, thankful to see familiar faces on the other side.
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      "I wasn't sure who was approaching the property," Megan said, opening the door. "Why don't the two of you come in and cool off?"

      James and Chris both smiled and walked through the door she held open. Megan had known James for quite a while, given the fact that they only lived a few miles up the road. He and his wife, Pearl, bought products from their shop on a regular basis. With a more relaxed demeanor, knowing the two men weren't a threat to her or the homestead, she welcomed them into the shop. Although there was a part of her wondering where the man's wife was, she was just thankful to have someone she didn't need to worry about nearby. As the man and his son took a seat on the bench by the counter, she smiled at them both.

      "Where's your wife?"

      James sighed. "She never made it home from work. Pearl works in El Paso, and I feel like I need to go there and bring her back."

      "I don't know if that's such a good idea."

      "I don't have any other options. I've already seen the devastation on the roadsides from people driving, and I need to make sure she's all right. The problem is, I don't want to take Chris with me. Do you think it would be all right if he stayed here with you until I return?"

      "You know I'm old enough to take care of myself, right?" Chris asked. "You don't need to always treat me like a child."

      He turned to his son. "I'm not treating you like a child. I don't think you understand the gravity of the situation and how dangerous people are going to get."

      "Why can't I just stay at home and watch over the property?"

      "I'm already worried about your mother, and I don't want to be worrying about you while I'm looking for her. Besides, the property doesn't even matter at this point. The only thing I care about is making sure our family stays together."

      "Whatever. If it's so important that we stay together, then I don't understand why I can't just come along with you."

      Megan sighed. "I have no problem with Chris hanging out here until you get back. I could actually use a hand around here."

      There was a look of relief that washed across James's face, almost as though he had been expecting her to say no. It was obvious there were going to be many people looking for loved ones, and although she didn't think it was a good idea for any of them to be traveling alone, she certainly wasn't in any position to stop them from making sure people they cared about were all right. Although she didn't need help, it would be nice to have the company as she waited for her husband to return. The few hours that had gone by were already starting to get to her, and she would be grateful to have some company during her chores.

      "I think it would be great to have a helping hand around here for the day. I don't know if traveling by yourself is such a good idea, but I certainly understand why you would want to keep your family safe."

      James nodded. "I just don't know if she's all right or what is going on, but I can't stand the idea of her being out there alone. I don't care what happens to our property, but I would definitely prefer to have Chris somewhere safe."

      "There's nothing wrong with that. Chris is welcome here, and he can help me with the animals and garden."

      James tilted his hat in her direction. "I can't tell you how much I appreciate this."

      "It's not a problem at all. Do you need any supplies for the trip? I'd be more than happy to pack you a few things to sustain you until you get back."

      James shook his head. "I just want to get there and bring her home. Thank you for letting Chris stay here and offering supplies, but I just want to get to El Paso, find my wife, and make my family whole again."

      Megan nodded and understood how the man felt. A few moments later, they walked to the front door of the shop and watched him as he left. Chris was already a teenager and more than capable of taking care of himself, but she understood why James didn't want his son out in the world with everything that was going on. She was already thankful for the distraction, even though it was only going to be a matter of time before she was worried about her neighbor as well. In just over a day's time, everything around them had changed. Not only were they going to be protecting their way of life but their livelihood entirely.

      As the two of them stood outside of the shop and watched James disappear down the road, she remembered how she had felt watching her husband walk away just a few hours before. Megan glanced over at Chris, who was standing next to her, and immediately knew there were more emotions going on with him than what he showed. The young man was terrified and upset, knowing he was stuck with her and not allowed to travel with his father. The young man hadn't started showing his emotions, but they were obvious, no matter how hard he tried to conceal them from her. It was difficult for her to be put in the position that had just been thrust upon her, but she was grateful to have the extra set of hands through the day.

      The fact that he would be able to help her keep her mind off her own emotions was just another bonus, and she already knew the type of fear that the young man must have been feeling. The truth of the matter was she was scared to death for the safety of her own family, and knowing her husband was out in the craziness of the world and alone was at the forefront of her mind. Megan was going to have to try to make the best of the situation, no matter how hard things got for the two of them.

      Megan watched Chris as he tried to take one last look at his father, who had last been seen walking down the road. Each of them had been put into a position that left them worrying about their loved ones, and she knew how the young man felt. Taking a deep breath, she tried to focus on all the positive things she could think about. It was going to be difficult for both of them, especially since they each had loved ones who were traveling on their own. The only saving grace was she knew God was going to protect them through the hard times ahead, and she closed her eyes to pray.

      As she prayed, Megan asked God to watch over her family and protect them during their long journey. She also asked for the man upstairs to keep watch over her husband and James, who were checking on the people they cared about. The relationship she shared with God was a tumultuous one, but she knew he wouldn't let her prayers go unanswered. When she had finished praying and opened her eyes, she saw Chris standing next to her with his hands in his pockets while staring at the ground. There was plenty of work that needed to be done on the homestead, and she could offer him a way of keeping his mind busy until his father returned. It was going to be hard for both of them, but she was optimistic that they would be able to make the most out of the bad situation they found themselves in.

      "I think your father is going to be just fine, and it won't take long before he comes back with your mother."

      Chris nodded. "Do you need my help around here, or were you just saying that to make me feel better about being stuck here?"

      Megan chuckled. "There's plenty of work to go around. I can usually do the majority of it on my own, but it would be nice to have you giving me a hand and keeping my mind busy. I've been worried about my own family as well, and I'm glad your father is loaning you out to me for the day."

      He smiled slightly. "Just point me in the direction of the work, and I'll be more than happy to give you a hand."
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      The hours seemed to fly by, with Chris helping her throughout the property. The homestead practically took care of itself without much work needing to be done. The problem was that she knew each of them needed to keep their mind as busy as possible with their loved ones out looking for other people they cared about deeply. Chris was a hard worker and willing to do anything she asked him to do, and she was thankful to have him there. Not only was it much less work for her, but the conversations they had between their work were something that kept her from thinking about Kyle.

      They tended to the homestead and the greenhouse, which obviously was the young man's favorite part of the day. As they plucked away at the vegetables, he chuckled loudly. Megan was thrown off by what Chris thought was funny, but when she made her way across the greenhouse, she knew what he had found. He had come across the special plants her husband had planted, with leaves anyone would recognize. She took a few steps closer until they were standing side by side, both looking at the beautiful buds hanging from their branches. When he glanced at her with a smile on his face, she simply smiled back.

      "I didn't know you smoked," Chris said.

      "It's not something we tell a lot of people, but it also works well cooked in with butter and oil. It's an amazing plant all around."

      "My parents smoke from time to time, although they think I don't know."

      "It helps with so many things that I'm surprised people look down on it, but with everything my husband and I saw overseas, we use it to help with our anxiety."

      He nodded. "That makes sense, but I think a few of my friends just use it recreationally. I've only tried it a couple of times, but don't tell my folks."

      "That's between you and them. I can assure you that your secret is safe with me. How do you like school?"

      "It is all right. I'm ready to graduate and be done with it, but we have a good football team. We were sure we were going to make it to the state championship this year."

      "Well, we have no idea how long this power outage is going to last. You might have a shot at that."

      Chris shrugged. "My dad thinks this is going to last for quite some time. He heard something about an EMP strike, which is what caused the power outage, and everything that they taught us in school tells me that it's going to be a long time before we are out of the dark. Do you think my dad is all right?"

      "I'm pretty sure James knows how to take care of himself."

      "I just wish he would have let me go with him. I don't like the idea of him being out there by himself. Why do you think he keeps treating me like a kid?"

      Megan wanted to answer the question to the best of her ability without going against James or making Chris feel as though he were a child. She thought about the best way to answer, and there was no right way to respond. It was difficult being a teenager, and she could remember many times when she was that age and thought she was right about everything. Trying to give herself a few more moments to think about the question, she sucked in a deep breath and exhaled slowly, knowing the young man was already more emotional than he was letting on.

      "I don't want you to think about it as your father treating you like a child. No matter how old you get, you are always going to be his little boy. I think that as parents age, they lose sight of how fast their children grow up."

      "I suppose that makes sense. Do you think my girlfriend is all right? She lives in town, and I haven't been able to see her since this all happened."

      Megan sighed. "I don't want to give you any false hope, but I do believe the people in town are just fine. We have a strong community, and I can't imagine that people around here won't take care of each other."

      Overall, she could tell Chris was a good kid. After they left the greenhouse, an idea popped into her mind, and the two of them headed toward the barn. She saddled up a horse and let him climb up on the back of it, and he immediately found the joy he had been missing. He rode around the front station area for nearly an hour before she called the horse back over and watched him as he climbed down. It was the happiest she had seen him since his father had left, and she was glad she had found something to put a smile on his face. Afterward, they talked about his young life and more about his playing football.

      Megan had never been a big fan of the sport, but she listened to his stories with an enthusiasm she didn't know existed. She could tell by the way he talked about the sport that it was something he enjoyed, and she felt a little bad knowing he probably wouldn't get the chance to play that season. The last thing she wanted to do was dash his hopes, so instead of saying anything that would decrease the amount of joy he had talking about it, she continued to let him speak. The conversation turned back to his girlfriend and the hope that his father would make it back soon. As they were putting the horse back into its stall, she heard his stomach growl. It was obvious something had embarrassed the young man as he blushed slightly.

      "Would you like me to make something for you to eat?"

      Chris smiled and nodded. "I could definitely go for something to eat."

      "Well, let's get something in that stomach of yours," Megan replied.

      With that, the two of them headed out toward the front of the barn, and she lit the grill. After a few minutes of making sure the grill was getting up to temperature, she made her way up to the butcher shop and grabbed a few steaks. When she returned and threw the three steaks onto the grill, Chris smiled. It was clear that he was looking forward to eating the high-quality beef, and she actually looked forward to grilling it. It didn't take long to get them to the tender stage that she wanted them in, and when she was done cooking, she pulled them off the grill and set them on two separate plates.

      Chris wasted no time devouring two out of the three steaks as she slowly picked at the one in front of her. Megan knew she was hungry, but it was difficult for her to eat without her husband there or knowing if he was all right. The entire time they were eating and throughout the time they had worked together, Megan had spent more time glancing back at the road than she did actually getting through her chores. The only thing she could do was hope and pray she would see any sign of the others returning, even though she knew her husband would be just fine on his own.

      Once they had finished eating, she showed Chris where the water pump was, and he washed off his plate. The teen was a good young man and had a heart of gold, but she could also see that he was concerned about his father and mother. There wasn't anything she could do to take that worry or fear away; she felt the same way. As time continued to pass, she kept a close watch on the road, hoping to see something that would tell her the others were safe and sound. There was no telling what kind of dangers anyone traveling could run into, but she simply kept praying to God that He would keep a careful watch over them.
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      The day was coming to an end, and she was already noticing the sun setting in the west. Although her expectations weren't high that they were going to see her husband or Chris's father before sundown, she was hoping that one of them or both would return. Chris was ahead of her as they made their way back to the butcher shop to check on the temperature one last time before settling in for the night. Megan had almost all of her attention placed on the road, hoping to see some sign of one of the men returning. At some point, she must have stopped walking without even realizing it, and when she glanced back up toward where the young man now stood, she noticed he wasn't walking, either. He simply stood at the edge of the front of the shop, watching down the road.

      Her heart started to race with hope that one of their loved ones was returning, but as she started to rush in his direction, Chris turned around with a worried look on his face. With that in mind, her heart started to pound loudly. It took her a moment to catch up to the young man. Although she was hopeful that what he was seeing was their family returning, the look on his face told her otherwise, even if she didn't know what he was seeing at that point.

      "What's wrong?" she asked when she was close enough for him to hear her.

      "There are four men walking in this direction. I don't think I recognized any of them, but it's hard to tell."

      "Get back to the house now," she snapped.

      "Are you sure you want us to go to the house and not to the barn?"

      "I'd rather them think we are in the house and not let them know where we're staying. I'm right behind you."

      Her words had struck a chord in the young man, and he immediately started to race in the direction of the front porch. Megan knew there wasn't anything of value left in the house, since she had moved the majority of their belongings into the barn. Her mind reminded her of the men that had approached them the day before, and if it was the same people, they were going to be in trouble. She raced after the teenager, making sure she was holding her shotgun tightly. Even if they were outnumbered, she was going to do everything in her power to protect the property and both of them.

      Megan could feel her heartbeat, and it felt as though her steps were coinciding with each beat. By the time they reached the front porch, she was partially out of breath and worried about what was coming next. She had been able to gain her composure by the time she saw the four men rounding the building out in front of the property. It didn't take her long to recognize them from the day before, and she was ready with her shotgun if she needed to use it. The man who was obviously in charge of the group was the first to approach, and he didn't seem to be bothered by the fact that she had a gun. With her heart pounding and a rush of adrenaline flowing through her veins, she positioned the gun so that it was not pointing at the man but fairly close in proximity.

      "What do you want?" Megan asked.

      "I told you we would be back. We were just passing through again, and I thought I'd give our old friends the pleasure of our company. Where's your husband this time?"

      "He's on his way back with his brothers."

      The man scoffed. "Do you think we believe that? I bet it's just you and the kid here."

      "I'm not a kid," Chris snapped. "Why don't the four of you just keep moving and leave us alone?"

      "Oh, I didn't mean to upset you. I just don't think you understand the gravity of the situation you are in right now. You see, there are four of us and only two of you. I don't believe anyone's coming back to help you now," the man replied.

      "I don't know what you mean by that, but I can assure you this is a fight you don't want to have."

      "Says who? You and the kid? I don't think we have too much to worry about, and besides, it seems to me that you have more than enough here to go around."

      "My husband will be back any moment."

      The man chuckled. "You've already said that, and just like I said, I don't believe you. I think your husband left you here. I also think the two of you could have been a little nicer to us yesterday."

      "You should just leave. When he gets back here with his brothers, he's not going to go easy on you."

      "I know the feeling. We're not going to go very easy on you, either. It's a shame the boy is innocent in this, although he could be a lot of fun, too," he replied, motioning to the other three men.

      Within a matter of seconds, the four men were surrounding the front porch, blocking them from being able to go anywhere other than inside. Although Megan was concerned with Chris's safety, she wasn't about to go down without a fight. In the back of her mind, she would be able to fire off at least two rounds before the two men left standing would be able to get the jump on her. Either way, it was going to be a losing battle, no matter how she looked at it. Knowing she wasn't going to be able to stand by and let them attack without fighting back, she started to position her gun in a way that would give her the best opportunity to take the men down.

      Although she knew she wouldn't have enough time to take them all down, she wasn't going down without a fight. It wasn't just the property she was protecting; it was Chris as well. She had made a promise to James that she would look out for the young man, and that's what she was going to do. Megan kept her eyes on the one in charge, but she also scanned the eyes of the other men. Whoever made the decision to make a move first was going to be the first one to face the wrath of her shotgun. Everything else would be a fight to the death. As the men got into position to take them down, she was ready to face whatever came her way, no matter what the outcome was.

      Without warning, the sound of a car horn blasted through the silence that had overwhelmed them. At first, Megan had no idea where the noise had come from, but when she suddenly saw headlights pulling up the driveway, she froze for just a moment. She couldn't believe there was a vehicle running down the road, and to see it pulling down her driveway and towing a camper behind it, she didn't know what to think. She glanced over at Chris, who appeared terrified about what was happening. Although she had no idea who was driving up, she was glad to have the distraction that gave her the upper hand. The four men who had started to surround the porch spun around when they heard the truck, and from out of nowhere, someone in the passenger seat of the vehicle started shooting rounds into the air.

      The four men who thought they had the upper hand were shaken, and within a matter of moments, they ran away from the property as fast as their feet could carry them. As the truck came to a stop in front of the house, Chris ducked behind the railing, but Megan had already seen who was driving. It was impossible to understand how they had managed to get a truck running, but she was happy to see her mother behind the wheel with a huge smile on her face. Her worry faded away, and Megan was delighted to see that her family had made it to the homestead, even though she had no idea how it was possible for them to get a running vehicle. It gave her hope that not all of the country was lost.

      "Who is that?" Chris asked, snapping her from her thoughts.

      "That's my family. My two mothers and my stepsister. They drove here from DC."

      "How in the world do they have a running truck?"

      Megan shrugged. "I have no idea, but we're going to find out."
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      Even though she knew it was her family who had pulled up in the truck, Megan barely had enough time to process that her mothers and sister were safe. Once it registered how much better she felt, knowing they were alive, she rushed down the steps of the porch and ran toward her family. Kathy and Karen were the first ones to climb out of the truck when it came to a stop, and she met them halfway across the yard, wrapping her arms around the pair. She didn't realize how good it would feel to know her family was safe, but she was thankful they were all together once again. When her stepsister, Ashley, climbed out of the back seat of the truck, she immediately hugged her as well.

      "It seems like someone's happy to see us," Kathy said.

      Megan smiled. "Of course, I am, Mom. I've been worried sick about all of you. I didn't know if I was ever going to see any of you again."

      "That kind of sounds like you had no faith in any of us."

      "It has nothing to do with it. I just knew all the cars had stopped running and thought it was going to take me a lot longer to get here. As you can see, we are already dealing with vagrants."

      Karen nodded. "We saw all of that from the road when we were pulling up. I told your mom to floor it and pulled out the rifle."

      "It's a good thing you did. I probably would have only been able to get a couple of shots off before they overwhelmed me."

      "Do you know who those men were?"

      Megan shook her head. "I've never seen them before. I'm assuming they were stranded along with everyone else and are just looking to cause trouble. I don't think we are going to have to worry about them for now."

      Kathy shrugged. "People like that always come back, but you should tell us who this young man is."

      "This is Chris. His father is James, and he left his son here to help out around the farm while he went to look for his wife in El Paso. Before we go too far into that conversation, you need to tell me how you were able to get a truck running with everything that has happened."

      "That would be because of Ashley and her big brain. If it weren't for her, we would have ended up having to walk the entire trip, and it would have taken us a lot longer to get here. You see, she had been working on a project at the house that involved casing the basement in a giant Faraday box."

      "I didn't know any of those had been proven to work."

      Ashley smiled. "That's what I was trying to figure out. Honestly, I had no idea whether my project was going to be successful, and I wasn't even sure how I was going to test it."

      "Well, I suppose that's the one good thing an EMP strike has been able to teach us," Kathy said. "It was actually pure luck that we had a bunch of spare electrical parts in the basement that we had been storing to rebuild the old truck."

      Megan was blown away by what her family was telling her, and although she had been pretty certain that an EMP strike was what had caused all the power outages, hearing the story from her mother about how Washington, DC, had been attacked first shocked her. Her family went on to tell her that the entire world was in shambles, and then, as soon as the EMPs were launched by Russia, several other countries fired theirs off as well. It didn't take long for humanity to be thrust back into the Stone Age, aside from maybe a handful of people who might have had the same idea Ashley had.

      The entire world was already going to hell in a handbasket, according to her stepmother. The rioting and looting were taking place all over the country, and both of her parents claimed it was only going to get worse before it got any better. Everything they told her was things she already knew to be true, but it came as a shock. As they continued to tell her the story of their travels from DC to Texas, she glanced over at Chris and saw the complete shock on his face. If everything was stunning her with such depth, she knew the young man beside her was only starting to worry about his father more.

      "Are you all right?" Megan asked. "I can see you over there deep in thought."

      Chris nodded. "I didn't think about the fact that this could be happening all over the world. How long will it take to get back to normal?"

      Karen nodded. "We didn't mean to scare you, but it looks like you're old enough to understand the type of danger that lurks all around us. Things are going to take months, if not years, to return to how they used to be."

      "Do you think my father is going to be all right?"

      Megan nodded. "I think your dad is going to be just fine. James knows how to handle himself, and I'm sure he will be back soon."

      "Where is Kyle?" Kathy asked.

      "I honestly don't know where he is at this moment, but he felt like he had to check on his parents to make sure they were safe. He left this morning, and I've been worried about him ever since."

      "Well, we're all here now to help each other get through this as a family. It's been a long drive, and we would love nothing more than to just get settled in and figure out what to do next."

      Megan knew her mother was right and that they needed to focus on planning for the future, but with the others reminding her that Kyle hadn't returned yet, she wasn't sure how to feel. It was obvious that Chris was feeling the same concern over the fact that his father was gone, but she knew both of the men would return at some point. The only problem was she was going to have to continue to worry until they arrived, and she had no idea when that would be. Knowing that they all needed to have something to keep their minds busy, she focused on helping her family get settled in.

      Although she was happy they were back together again, there were a couple of people missing before they would be made whole—Kyle and his parents, if he decided to bring them back, along with Chris's father, James, and his wife. It was going to be another long night if they didn't return, but she now had her mothers and stepsister there to help her get through. Kathy made her way back to the truck, and she started to pull it and the trailer around closer to the barn. After she explained how much damage the house had sustained, there was no way for her to explain how excited she was. She no longer had to worry about her family, but it only served to make her worry about her husband more.

      "Where would you like me to park this thing?" her mother asked.

      Megan pointed to the far side of the barn. "I think over there is going to be the best place. Park it right along the fence, and that will give you access to the barn through the side door."

      "You know, Kyle is more than capable of taking care of himself. I know you're worried about him right now, but he's going to be back anytime."

      As her mother started to pull away and position the camper beside the barn, Megan thought about what she had said. It was almost precisely the same thing she had told Chris about his father, even though she had no idea whether the man was safe or not. Immediately, she started to worry more about her husband, knowing there were far too many variables to calculate a safe return. Still, there were plenty of things that needed to be done at the homestead and more than enough to keep her mind busy for however long it took Kyle to come home.
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      With Chris helping alongside her, it took a bit of time to get her family settled into a good spot. Megan was so happy her family had made it to the homestead that she nearly went an hour without worrying about Kyle. He was on her mind throughout, but she had so much she was assisting her mother with that she didn't have time to be concerned. It wasn't until they were able to get the camper lined up with the edge of the garage she realized nothing inside of a camper works. She wasn't sure why she assumed anything had been replaced inside of a camper, but it did come as a bit of a surprise.

      Ashley explained to her that most of the new parts for the truck had been stored in the basement before her project had even been started. Megan didn't know much about electrical components used in a vehicle, but her stepsister explained that had the truck been a little newer, it would have been nearly impossible to get it back up and running. Even though the camper didn't have any power, nothing inside worked. She was just thankful that her family had made it from DC and survived the destruction in the nation's capital. There was nothing that would make her feel any better at that moment except seeing her husband walking up the driveway.

      "Do you think you'd be able to get anything else running around here?" Megan asked.

      Ashley shook her head. "It would be one hell of a coincidence if someone around here had a Faraday box with car parts inside of it. You have to understand that the blast from the EMP would have fried everything connected to the power source."

      "That makes sense. I was only curious, and I have to say that I am a bit surprised about the whole situation."

      "It was simply the luck of the draw. I am fascinated by Faraday boxes and protecting ourselves in a situation like this. It was pure coincidence that we hadn't taken the parts out of the basement yet. When do you expect Kyle back?"

      Megan shrugged. "I have no timeline, but I wish I would get some sign that he was all right."

      "That's how I feel about my dad," Chris said, approaching them from the barn. "I hope he finds my mom, but I just wish they were back already."

      "It's only a matter of time before—"

      "I feel like they both should have been back already," Ashley said.

      The more she thought about it, the more she realized she wasn't going to be able to sit around for much longer, waiting for the two men to return. The only reason she had stayed at the homestead in the first place was to watch over the property and take care of the animals. Aside from the fact that her family was now there with her, she had no excuse for not leaving to look for her husband and James. She also started to think about how long they had been gone and how long it should have taken them to make the journey there and back. It was hard to believe that neither of them had returned up to that point, and it was up to her to find them.

      Megan knew it wouldn't take her very long to make the trip on her own, especially given the fact that she knew where to look for her husband. The only thing that would slow her down was trying to find James, since she wasn't sure where Pearl had last been seen. She voiced her opinion to the others, and both of her mothers understood. It was difficult to think that something could have happened to either of the men, but she knew deep down inside that at least one of them should have returned before that time. After grabbing her shotgun and a few other things to take with her, including a first aid kit, she started for the barn door again. Ashley and Chris both were there waiting for her.

      "I don't think this is a good idea," Chris said.

      "I'm sure Kyle and your dad are just fine, but they both should have been back already. I'm not going to be gone for very long, but someone needs to—"

      "I agree they should have been back already, but that doesn't mean you need to be the one going out to look for them," Ashley snapped. "It's far too dangerous for anyone to go out there alone."

      "I understand you're worried about me, but my training is going to keep me safe."

      "You do realize that it wasn't that long ago that we pulled up here and saved you from a group of men who were trying to take the property from you, right?"

      Megan nodded. "There's now going to be three of you here with weapons, and I am sure Chris can shoot them as well. I have no idea where Kyle is, and someone needs to try to find them both."

      Neither one of them wanted her to leave, and although her parents weren't saying anything against it, Megan knew they weren't very happy with the idea of her being out in the world alone. Still, it was something she felt like she needed to do. The world was already far more dangerous than it had been just a week before, and she didn't have the patience to wait for a moment longer. Although she hated the idea that she was upsetting Ashley and Chris, Megan had no idea what else she could do to calm herself other than to head out and find them on her own.

      She had the items she would need to defend herself and a few things she thought she might need in case she found one of the men injured. With that in mind, she headed to the backside of the barn where the horses' stalls were located. After spending just a few moments preparing one of them for the ride, Megan guided him to the front of the building, where the others were standing. She let the others know she would be back as soon as she could and told them all to pray for their safe return. After a round of hugs from the family and a promise to Chris that she would be back soon, she led the horse toward the end of the driveway, where it met the road.

      As she started to approach the road, she kept her eyes peeled in both directions. At first, through the darkness, it was difficult to see much of anything. It was going to be hard to see until the sun rose in several hours. Although she had a choice to stay or to go, she felt like it was something she had to do, and she slowly started to mount the horse she had brought with her. Just as she tossed her leg over the saddle, she thought she spotted something in the distance. There was immediately a rush of adrenaline that coursed through her entire body. Her heart started to race, and there was a pounding in her chest that was loud enough to drown out every other sound around her.

      There was a silhouette of two shadows making their way in her direction. Megan glanced back at the others for just a moment, seeing that they were already coming her way. In an attempt to protect her family and herself, she galloped in the direction of the two figures. She could vaguely make out the sounds of her family protesting, but she took off down the road regardless. Megan wasn't going to let anyone take what was rightfully hers, but as she approached the figures, she knew who both men were. As thankful as she was to see that they had returned safely, she realized that neither one of them had brought back who they were looking for.

      There was a lurch in her stomach that forced her to bring the horse to a stop several feet away from them, and it was only then she realized both of them were covered in blood. She had no way of knowing what the guys had been through, but there was a fear gripping her that she had never felt before. Something had gone horribly wrong, and that fear held her tight as she climbed off the back of her horse. The moment, which should have been a happy one, brought with it an unknown emotion between the three of them when she noticed the solemn looks on their faces.
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      "Are you okay? What in the hell happened to the two of you?" Megan stammered, moving closer to them.

      "It's bad out there. There are things that have happened that no one would believe without seeing."

      "What do you mean?"

      Kyle sighed. "Well, I made my way to the retirement community and saw the whole place has been reduced to rubble. A commercial plane must have lost power, and there is nothing left of the entire area."

      "Your parents?"

      He shook his head. "There's no chance they survived."

      Megan could hear the sadness in her husband's voice as she carefully made her way closer and wrapped her arms around him. The sadness filling the air was unlike anything she had prepared for, and she knew it was going to take him some time to accept the fact that his parents were no longer among them. It was becoming clear that they were going to hear about a lot of deaths in the upcoming weeks from any travelers who might pass through, but at that moment, she only cared about the loss that her husband was dealing with. Kyle and his parents were very close, and they had loved her just like she was one of their own. As she held her husband, James slowly made his way down the road and toward the homestead, where his son was anxiously waiting.

      It was hard to understand the type of pain her husband was dealing with, but it was becoming clear that he wasn't the only one agonizing over the loss of a loved one. Megan gave her husband several moments to collect his thoughts as she watched James walk toward the homestead. She wasn't sure what had happened to Pearl, but it was clear she wasn't going to be showing up anytime soon. Her heart ached for Kyle and his loss, but she was also starting to feel the emotional pain that her friend was also going through. Although she didn't want to know the details of what had happened to the guy's wife, she felt like she needed to know. After taking just a few moments to hold her husband and comfort him, she broke free from the embrace and looked at Kyle.

      "Where is Pearl?"

      Kyle wiped a tear away from his eye. "I spent a little time looking around the retirement community area. I guess a part of me was hoping I would find some sign that my parents had been able to escape, even if I knew it was an impossibility. I was headed back when I saw a car that had gone off the side of the road."

      "It was hers, wasn't it?"

      He nodded. "There was something inside of me telling me I shouldn't move closer to the vehicle, but I had to know for sure if whoever was driving was all right. A tree branch had gone straight through the windshield and impaled the driver. It wasn't until I was a little closer to the car that I realized it was hers."

      "I'm so sorry you had to see that and for the loss of your parents."

      "I had a feeling things were going to end that way, but I let hope lead me there. When I arrived at the side of her car, I knew there was no way she could have survived. I mean, no one could have survived that."

      "You know there was nothing you could do, right?"

      "I had to try, though, right? If there was any chance she was alive in the vehicle, then I had to know for sure. There was blood everywhere, but she had died on impact. It took me a couple of minutes to regain my composure, but I left with the full intention of coming back here and letting James know."

      "When did you find him?"

      "About a mile down the road. I could tell it was him coming my way."

      Megan sighed. "I can't imagine how he must have felt being pushed into that position. He didn't have to see her that way, did he?"

      "At least he had a warning about what had happened to his wife before actually having to see it. That was what took us so long to return. We decided it was best if we buried her before heading back here."

      "At least the two of you were able to give her a final resting place."

      "Maybe, but I don't think anyone should have to lose someone that way and then have to be the one burying a loved one at the same time."

      There was nothing but pain resonating from his voice, and as she tried to wrap her mind around what the world was becoming, she turned to look at James, who was just embracing his son in the driveway. Although she was glad the two of them had returned safely, things were starting to change for the worse. The entire world around them was going to change and probably already had, but the fact that they had already lost three people was something that was going to take them all a little time to recover from. While she was glad that her husband had been there to help support James and bury the woman, she knew how hard it had to have been on both of them.

      Megan hugged her husband again and gave him a quick peck on the cheek, being careful not to get any blood on herself. The fallout from the EMP strikes that had been fired all over the earth was resonating with pain, and it was going to take time before any of them were all right again. Death was all around them, but there was much more to fear. They had already been threatened twice by men coming for what was theirs, and it was going to get much worse before there was any chance of it getting better. After kissing her husband, she took the reins of the horse and her husband's hand, and they slowly started making their way back to the driveway.

      She was glad the family was back together and that Chris had his father again, but there was a lot of pain all around. The loss of their loved ones was devastating to hear, but seeing it firsthand was something that was much more difficult to deal with. In all her years in the Marines, she had seen a lot of death. The difference between what she had seen in her past and what the two men were dealing with was the fact that the new deaths were of people they loved. As they walked through the darkness, she knew it was going to be up to her to protect them all.

      The fear she had felt before was slowly starting to fade, knowing the road ahead was going to be a long one. Megan had been holding on to the hope that when her husband returned, he would do so along with his parents. She had also been hoping that James would be able to find his wife and bring her back, but neither of those things was possible any longer. There was no telling what was going to become of the world, but she needed to put all of her focus on the homestead and the people around her. There was a chance they would be able to come out on the other side of the darkness alive, but there was going to be a lot of work that would have to be done before that would even be possible.

      Kyle was emotional over the things that he had found on his trip to El Paso, and as they reached the driveway that would lead them back home, she knew things would be changing. Both of her mothers were standing near the edge of the road, and Ashley was just a few feet away from them. Not far from the group were James and Chris, and she could feel the devastation along with all the emotions around her. She brought the horse to a stall, and Kyle stood next to her, squeezing her hand tightly. As Megan watched the father and son holding each other closely, along with her own family consoling Kyle, she knew nothing would ever be the same again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Megan's heart felt as though it was shattering into thousands of pieces. She couldn't imagine the pain that not only James and Chris were feeling but also Kyle. Her own family had somehow managed to survive the foreign attack; they'd pulled through long enough to make it back home, but now, there were so many more dangers facing them. As much as she wanted to pull the father and son into her arms, she could tell that they needed each other more than anything at that moment. Turning back to her family, she gave them a moment of privacy. Kyle, his eyes red from the tears he'd shed for his mother and father, gave her a half-hearted smile.

      "I see our numbers have grown," he said.

      She smiled as they walked, lacing her fingers through his. "Yeah, you'll have to talk to Ashley about how she managed that. Something about the basement of their brownstone being a cage of sorts? I'm not sure..."

      "Whoa," he stammered. "Well, I can't say that I'm surprised. Your kid sister has always had a knack for stuff like that. I'm just happy they made it. I know you were worried about them."

      "I've been worried about all of you. This whole situation feels like a bad dream that I can't wake up from," Megan said.

      "Yeah, I know just how you feel. In El Paso, there was chaos. People aren't helping each other or trying to survive. They are scared, taking matters into their own hands, and destroying everything without a care in the world or thinking about the consequences."

      "That sounds about right. That group of men who passed through here before? Yeah, they came back. My mom and Karen rolled up just in the nick of time, but something tells me we haven't seen the last of them. Especially now that they know we've got a running vehicle," Megan said.

      Kyle's jaw clenched. "Just let them try to do something while I'm here. I'll put them six feet under—"

      "Kyle," she growled. "That's the same sort of thinking as those people you were just criticizing in the city. I agree if they come back, something needs to be done, but I don't think jumping right to murder is the answer."

      "Why not?" he asked. "That's what this world has come to. Planes dropping, people dying, and the country is in turmoil. What's the point in going on pretending like we are decent people?"

      "Well, for starters, we aren't pretending," she muttered.

      A somber silence filled the air around them as they continued to walk in the direction of her waiting family. It wasn't right that they were there and Kyle's parents hadn't survived. It didn't seem real, yet she could see the tears in her mother's eyes and knew it was all a horrible reality. There was nothing she could say to her partner to make things better, and there were no promises of a brighter future. Behind her, she could hear the father and son whispering back and forth as they slowly started to walk, but she didn't turn. They needed time to heal together, time to make sense of the heartache, and to try to carry on.

      Up ahead, she saw her mother, Karen, and Ashley all waiting for them. Megan didn't need to tell the trio of women what she had discovered. One look at the tears streaming down her mother's face, and she understood that the loss of Kyle's parents and the father and son felt emanated out from them to everyone within their circle. It didn't matter that they barely knew James and Chris; the horrible circumstances had brought them together with a camaraderie that no one wanted to experience. Only time would heal the wounds sliced open that day.

      As they reached the three women, Kyle shook Karen's and her mother's hands. They both gave him their condolences before asking how he was otherwise and checking in on his mental state. For several minutes, they made small talk until, after a little while, James and Chris walked back toward where the group was gathered in front of the butcher shop. She could tell they had both been crying, and she desperately wanted to pull them into her arms but held back. Though they had all been dealt a devastating blow, they needed to move forward, not only in life but in the healing process as well.

      "I think it is time for us to head back home," James said. "We need to be together right now as a family."

      "Are you sure?" Kathy asked.

      "We definitely don't mind having you here, and we have plenty of space and resources. I hate to think of the two of you at your place on your own... You don't need to go," Megan said.

      James shook his head. "I appreciate the offer, but we need time together. I don't know what we are going to do now...Pearl...well, she was the glue that held our worlds together."

      A tear slipped down the man's cheek as his son stormed away. She wanted to chase after him but knew it wasn't her place. As much as she adored Chris, she wasn't a member of his family and didn't know the first thing about helping a teenager through grief. Instead, she kept the conversation going, hoping James would change his mind.

      "Can we send you some supplies?" Kathy asked. "I hate to think of the two of you worrying about survival at a time like this."

      "No, but thank you. We've got a good bit of stuff at the house. Pearl had gone shopping just a few days before all of this. She knew how to stock up for the boy and me...so we could get through the week while she was working."

      "Good, it sounds like she's watching over you two even now. You'll let us know if we can do anything, won't you?"

      He nodded. "I will. Thank you, guys, for everything. I just don't know what I would have done without you folks taking in Chris like you did so I could...so I could find Pearl. I suppose it's better to know, right? Instead of wondering where she is."

      "Yeah, man," Kyle said. "Come on, I'll help you guys get your things packed up."

      Watching the two men walking toward the house, Megan was shocked. She couldn't believe they were simply going to let Kyle and Chris leave. They were at an emotional point in their lives. They needed people who cared around them. She pursed her lips and turned back to her mother and the others.

      "We can't just let them go," she whispered. "They are beside themselves with grief. Don't we have an obligation to help?"

      "They know we are here if they need anything. I think right now that's the best that we can do. I know it's hard, but everyone grieves in their own way," Kathy said.

      "I know how you feel, Megan," Ashley muttered. "I just want to go to them and tell them not to leave, to stay here and let us take care of them."

      "And you two have the biggest hearts for that," Karen said. "Kathy is right. We need to let them process this in their own way. Plus, we're going to be right down the road if they need anything."

      She shook her head as the three men emerged from the house again. It wasn't right that they had to mourn on their own, but she wasn't going to speak out. It was clear that she and Ashley were in the minority when it came to approaching the situation. It wasn't something Megan could dwell on, though, not with so much needing to be done on the property. Plus, she had her own loss to struggle with. Kyle was only putting on a brave face because the others needed him. When they had time alone, she knew he would break down.

      His parents had always been wonderful, if not a little distant. They had their own lives, clubs, and friends. The pair had loved to travel. She had to believe that they were looking down on the group now, rooting for them to survive the looming months ahead and sightseeing from their heavenly perch. It wasn't long before they were walking to the end of the driveway with Chris and James, bidding the pair farewell and reminding them once more that they would always have a place at the homestead. Though it didn't feel like much, the gesture was appreciated by the father and son. Only time would tell if they'd all survive whatever came next, but she had to believe there was hope, that the good would continue to outweigh the bad that had gripped the world.
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      "How are you holding up?" Megan asked Kyle.

      He shrugged, barely glancing at her as they sat on the front porch of their peaceful home. Hours had passed since Kyle and James had returned home. After learning about the close call Megan had with the group looking to take their homestead and resources, they all agreed that a constant watch was necessary. Megan took the first shift. She was eager to keep watch over her home and family. Though she'd tried to get Kyle to sleep after they had eaten, it was clear he couldn't find rest. She sympathized with his struggle. He'd lost both his parents in one day.

      Megan had always loved her father, but their relationship hadn't been a close one. As his only child, he'd left her the property, but if anyone else had been in his life, that might not have happened. He wasn't much for dating, never had a girlfriend for longer than a few months, and generally kept to himself. After everything that had happened, she was thankful to him for leaving her the land. She didn't know how Kyle felt. Her father's death had been sad but not earth-shattering, like the loss of his parents. Kyle and his parents had always maintained a special bond, much like the one she shared with Kathy.

      "It doesn't feel real, you know? Like I keep thinking they are just down the road a little ways or maybe on a trip with their friends. My brain won't register that they are gone," Kyle said.

      "That has to be hard," she softly said.

      "It is. Then, I remember seeing the crater where their little townhouse was. I remember the body parts lying around and the people trapped in the chaos. I think about the bodies I saw lying there. I think of their neighbor's dead eyes looking back at me and finding Pearl's body. Everything comes rushing back as soon as I close my eyes."

      "We've got a few things that might help you get some sleep. I am positive Karen has a few herbs you could puff on to take off the edge," Megan said.

      "Yeah, I tried that, too. It did help a little bit, but it also relaxed my brain too much... All those horrific things I saw just came seeping back in."

      Once more, she was stunned into silence as the sun started to creep into the sky. Megan had no idea how long Kyle would be able to maintain his sleepless state but knew it wasn't healthy. They had managed to get her mother and family settled in the camper with the truck tucked away in the barn. It was agreed early on that the vehicle should be kept hidden and not run for all of their safety. They had no idea how many running vehicles were out there, but she was certain it was an incredibly low number. Having fast transportation wasn't nearly as important as their lives and safety. The less attention they drew, the better off they would be.

      "I wish there was something I could do. I hate how much pain you are in," she said.

      "It's just so significant, you know? And unexpected. I'm fine one minute, and then the next, I remember they are both gone and I'll never speak to them again. I don't know if there is an afterlife. You know I'm not a spiritual man. If we are all just dust in the wind, then that's it...they're gone forever," Kyle said.

      She had no words, tears falling down her cheeks as she listened to him speak.

      "It's the little things. I have my dad's power drill in the garage. The one we used for the new stall doors? It's just there, and he'll never call me again to ask when it's coming back. Mom will never bake us a pumpkin pie again... Who do I ask for help now?"

      "We're going to make it through this, honey. I know it doesn't help any and that you're just heartbroken, but time is going to help."

      "Yeah," he muttered.

      Her heart lurched with pain. Nothing about what had happened was right or fair. They'd been good people, just like Pearl. She couldn't imagine a kinder pair of people. That hadn't mattered, though, not when the nation was under attack. Everyone had become collateral damage for a war they didn't want. She didn't know what was happening or how many of the rumors they'd heard were true, but more and more, it was starting to feel like their government had abandoned them. Hope was becoming a distant dream.

      "I know you're trying to help, and I love you for that... I just wish I'd gotten there sooner. I wish I had left as soon as we knew something was wrong," he said.

      "You can't beat yourself up over that."

      "It's my fault. I could have been there," he growled.

      "So I could lose you, too? You said it yourself: you watched planes falling out of the air. How were you going to save them, honey? It was a damn plane."

      "I don't know, okay? I just don't know anymore. Why are we even trying so hard when we already know what's going to happen? Things aren't going to get better. They're going to get worse. We're going to be invaded, or a nuke dropped—"

      "Stop it," she hissed. "Just stop. We don't know what's going on or what is going to happen in the future, but I do know if your mother was here right now and could hear you talking like that, she would smack you into next week!"

      A tense silence filled the air between them, but it only lasted for a moment before Kyle shook his head and chuckled. She knew her harsh but truthful words had gotten through to him.

      "You're right, you know that? I think my mother would have already smacked me around just for pouting this long. She'd tell me, 'Kyle, the world isn't going to cry just because you are. Now get off your ass and make a difference.'"

      Megan smiled. "You better believe she'd say that. Your father would chime in with a grunt and say, 'Listen to your mother, boy. She's the smartest woman I've ever met, and that's the truth.'"

      "God...I'm going to miss them, Megan."

      Once more, her heart lurched. "I know, sweetheart. I'm going to miss them, too. They were amazing people. Do you remember when we first got married and couldn't even afford a honeymoon?"

      He smiled. "Yeah. They got everyone in their church group to make us meals for two weeks, then bought us a pool. We spent our honeymoon at that little run-down rental in the city but ate and lived like kings."

      "Then the pool ripped the same day we went back to work! Like God knew we were done with it," she said.

      "That was a mess..."

      "The neighborhood kids loved it. They played in the mud pit it created for days after that until it dried up."

      He paused for a moment. "Thanks, Megan. I think I just needed to hear about them. It helps to talk about their lives."

      "And I'm going to be right at your side for the rest of your life to remind you about them. Our kids will know what amazing grandparents they had."

      He gave a low whistle. "Kids, huh?"

      She gave him a playful wink. They had agreed a mere three weeks before that they were ready to start trying, but now, she wasn't sure if it was a good idea. Still, she had stopped taking her birth control, and a refill wouldn't be easy to come by now. Unexpected pregnancies were yet another facet of the new world she hadn't considered until that moment.

      Megan's mind started to drift away from Kyle's parents to everything that was different now. She hadn't considered the women out there who were pregnant or had been in labor at the moment the power went down. All across the globe, babies were being born, the elderly needed care, and young lives were being shaped.

      Her eyes moved across the land as the first rays of light started to kiss the land. Sunrise was always her favorite time of day. It reminded her that it was a new day and a fresh start. Though they'd found themselves in a strange new world, not knowing what tomorrow would bring, she knew they'd face whatever came next together. Suddenly, movement on the road caught her attention. She nudged her husband and pointed at two figures heading their way. The worry faded to elation when she recognized James and Chris. Her heart sang when it dawned on her that they'd come back to join the growing community. Perhaps everything would be okay after all.
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      "What are they doing back already? It's a four-hour hike back to their place. They couldn't have stayed for longer than a few hours," Kyle said.

      "I don't know, but I hope everything is okay," she muttered. "God only knows that if anyone deserves a break, it's them."

      The pair stood and headed down the steps to meet the father and son in the driveway. She didn't have her gun, nor did Kyle, but they were sitting on the porch waiting for the pair if needed. The two men heading to meet them, though, weren't a danger. They were friends. Halfway down the drive, they stopped. Right away, she could tell they were exhausted. Neither carried a bag, but in James's hand was the same sack they'd sent with the pair earlier the evening before. Chris looked like he was ready for war, his eyes darting around with dark circles beneath them.

      "We weren't expecting to see you guys again for a few days, not that we mind," Megan said.

      "Is everything okay?" Kyle asked.

      "No," Chris snapped. "My father refuses to defend his land."

      A pained expression darted across James's face, but he recovered. The anger was almost replaced by a look of understanding.

      "When we got back to the farm, there were about a dozen men there. They had a couple of mules and more guns than I could count—"

      "They were drunk," Chris snapped. "They were half passed out."

      "Son, I don't think they were as drunk as you believe they were. They were all well enough to keep their guns with them and sleep sitting up. I don't think that charging at them would have been a good idea...especially not with the single rifle we had between us."

      "Whatever," Chris grumbled. "I am one hell of a shot, and you know it. I've been at the range since I was old enough to walk. Why did you bother teaching me to use it if you're just going to chicken out?"

      "I wasn't chickening out, Chris, and I'm getting tired of your tone—"

      "We could have shot ten of them before anyone even fired off a round at us."

      She could see that the boy's words continued to upset his father. To the man's credit, he didn't lose his temper as she was coming close to doing. Megan could understand how upset he was after losing his mother, but there was no need for him to be lashing out at his father. There was no question in her mind that James had done what he thought was best to keep his son alive. It didn't matter now. The only thing on her mind was getting them settled in after what had obviously been a traumatic day.

      "Listen, no matter what happened or what you think should have transpired, you're here now. What's the point of bickering about it?" she asked him. "Why don't you and I get the cabin set up for the two of you?"

      Chris didn't look pleased with the suggestion but nodded and followed her. She was less worried about getting things in order and more concerned with a roving group taking over a property so close to them. Giving James and her husband time to figure out what the next step would be was paramount. As soon as they reached the steps of the homestead, her mother and the others joined her. Their own camper was more than adequate for what they needed, but the barn was where the cooking and bulk of the work would take place.

      "Oh, Chris, how nice to see you again," Karen said. "Are you and your father here for breakfast? The good Lord knows we've got enough to feed everyone."

      "No," he growled. "We're here because my father refuses to defend our home. He'd rather run and hide like a—"

      "Whoa, now hold on there, young man," Karen said.

      Megan could already hear the shift in the woman's voice. Karen was just about as laid-back as they came to a point. But she had always been a stickler for respect. As far as the woman was concerned, no amount of stress and hardship justified being rude to people. Yet she continued to smile as she spoke, her words soothing but firm. The young man had every reason to be upset and disgruntled, given what he'd been through, but her stepmother wasn't going to let him take out that frustration on his last remaining parent.

      "I understand that you're upset, but keep in mind your father is suffering just the same as you. Now tell me something: you seem like a smart kid. If you were in your father's shoes, what would matter more to you, huh? A bunch of material possessions or the only son he's got in the world?" Karen asked.

      The boy's mouth snapped shut. The woman's firm words were having an impact on him. From what she'd seen of the father and son, they had a good deal of healing that needed to take place, but it was a start and one that Megan was happy to see finally taking place. Karen didn't rush the child, not pushing him for answers as Ashley and Kathy started working on breakfast for the group. Having the wood stove was a godsend.

      "Now, what do you have to say for yourself, bud?" Karen asked.

      He frowned. "I guess I didn't think about it like that. I just keep thinking about him grabbing me and taking off... Everything we have is in that house..."

      "But not your lives. Now, I know you think you could take on all of those men, and from what I've heard, you're one hell of a shot. All it would take is one good hit, one stray bullet to land where they wanted it, though, and everything would be different. So, tell me, what do you own inside that house that you'd be willing to trade for your father's life?"

      "Well...nothing, obviously—"

      "Then why are you trying to make his life hell? He's trying to survive, just the same as the rest of us. Don't you think you owe him something?"

      "What do you mean?" Chris asked.

      "Your dad is out in the driveway right now beating himself up, thinking you hate him and that you just want to see him gone—"

      "I don't hate him! I never said that!"

      "Not with your words, but what about your actions? Words are cheap, but the way you treat someone proves what kind of character you have," Karen said.

      "Shit. I have to talk to him. I don't want him to think I hate him...that I want him gone...that's not right..."

      Before she could offer any insight into the situation, the teen was racing down the steps and out to the yard. She watched alongside her stepmom as the young boy raced to his father, not stopping until he had James in his arms. It was a tender moment as Kyle turned away and started heading in their direction. By the time he reached the steps where the women were standing, she was delighted to see that the father and son were talking with their arms around each other. Once more, Karen had shifted things in the right direction. Megan loved the woman just as much as she did her own mother.

      "Wow, I wasn't expecting that," Kyle whispered. "What did you say to him?"

      She shook her head. "Not me, Karen."

      He chuckled. "Of course, I should have known. Well, whatever you told him, it seems like those two are going to be okay. James said the men were heavily armed with guns and machetes but that it looked like they were loading up to keep moving. He said from what he could see, they were going to keep pushing south."

      "Do we need to be worried?" Karen asked.

      "No, at least not about that group. There are going to be others, but as long as they head south like James suspects, we'll be okay. Judging by the damage, though, I don't think they are going to have much of a home to return to."

      Megan didn't need to talk things over with her husband. She already knew what he was thinking. One glance and a simple nod told Kyle they were on the same page. The father and son were welcome to stay in the new cabin they'd acquired. Their home could be the farm for as long as they wanted to stay there. She leaned into Kyle as they moved into the house. Megan knew they could survive anything the world threw at them. It wasn't going to be easy, but they were stronger together. That was the only thing that mattered. She was ready for the fight looming over their lives.
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      The days morphed into weeks as things continued to progress on the homestead. The group of seven had become a community of their own. Together, they had not only made the homestead a true village, but they'd been able to help others in the area as well. Little by little, they had traded resources, food, and other goods for weapons and ammunition, along with supplies needed to reinforce their boundaries. In time, Megan knew they would start to run low on some of the things they had in abundance, such as fruits and vegetables along with fresh meat, but her hope was that they would be able to start canning, preserving, drying, and storing what they had for the cold months ahead.

      In the past, the temperatures had stayed ambient, but with climate change, she had noticed a significantly more dramatic difference over the last three years. As she slipped the saddle pad onto one of the mares standing in the barn crossties, she heard someone approaching from behind and turned to smile at her mother. Kathy, with a worried look in her eyes, manhandled the saddle off the wall where it was hanging and handed it over to her. Megan gently slipped it onto Honey's back. The mare snorted, happy to be getting out of the barn and away from the homestead for a while.

      Her mother moved to Honey's head, stroking the mare as she gave her a sugar cube. Though Kathy didn't know much about horses, she loved them nonetheless. Megan smiled, remembering all the stray animals Kathy had saved over the years. It was nothing for her to come home to a new litter of kittens or an aging dog that had been dropped off by careless owners. Kathy spoke softly to Honey, scratching the spots on her face resting beneath the mare's halter. Megan knew what was coming as she reached beneath the horse and grabbed the girth, pulling it through to the other side and slowly starting to tighten it down.

      "She looks like she's ready to go," Kathy said. "I bet she's tired of being trapped in the barn."

      "I wish we could let them run like we did before, but after what happened last week, I'm not going to take the risk."

      "That was terrible. I hope we never have to bury a body again," Kathy whispered.

      "You and me both, but I don't regret what I did. He had Honey saddled and the other two tied together. It's a miracle we got to him before he found the truck."

      "I'm sure his family doesn't think it's a miracle," she muttered.

      "Mom, we don't know he had a family, and you're not making me feel any better, okay?"

      "Sorry," Kathy said.

      Silence fell between them as Megan continued to work. The memory of the man's death was fresh in her mind. It was her fault he was dead. Had she caught him early on, things might have been different. As it was, she had been working in the storefront. She had seen movement in the barn and gone to check on the animals by lantern. The man had spooked, jumping onto Honey and bolting from the barn. She'd given chase bareback on Gumdrop.

      "He shot at me first," she growled. "What was I supposed to do?"

      "Exactly what you did. I shouldn't have said anything at all. It's just... I don't know how to deal with this new world. All the death and the chaos..."

      "I know, and you don't need to apologize. It was a shit situation."

      Once more, silence took hold as she grabbed the horse's bridle and moved to slip the halter down. Megan shook her head as the events played through her mind. She could hear the gun going off and watched the man fall in the moonlight. It was the worst feeling in the world to know she'd killed a man, and she'd shot him in the back as he raced away from her. One of the bullets from his gun had grazed her leg, leaving a wound she knew would stay with her for the rest of her life. Why did the man have to try to take their horses? Why did he fire at her? Megan ground her teeth as she grabbed Honey's reins and walked with the animal and her mother outside.

      "You did what you had to do to keep this place safe. I didn't mean for it to sound like you did anything wrong. You are the only reason we are all safe," Kathy said.

      "Then why bring it up at all?" Megan asked.

      "Because you're my daughter, and I worry about you. I don't like this new plan of yours to go gallivanting off on some adventure," Kathy muttered.

      "This isn't an adventure, and we aren't leaving to have a good time. We need to know what is going on with the rest of the county. We've set up a few good lines of trade, but beyond the few miles surrounding us, we don't know what is out there."

      "Then we should stay put and keep to ourselves. Let the rest of the world sort itself out. There is no need—"

      "So, you want us to sit here and wait for trouble to find us instead? You remember what happened at James and Chris's place, right?"

      "We're better prepared than they were," Kathy said.

      "But not prepared enough. We need to make sure that we don't get surprised again. There are people out there who need our help, and we could be bartering with them and making connections. We are only going to be gone for a few hours."

      "But do you need to be the one going? And do you have to take Ashley with you?"

      "She speaks three different languages, one of them being Spanish. There are enough Hispanic people in the area, so the language barrier might be a problem. I want people to know we come in peace, and that's hard to do if they don't understand us."

      "Then let Kyle and James go with her—"

      "Kyle couldn't hit the broad side of a barn, and he's not great on horseback. He likes things with wheels, not hooves. I'm the best rider and best shot that we've got, Mom. I have to be the one to go," Megan said.

      Outside, her riding companions were already mounted up and waiting for her as they talked with the others. Megan handed her mother the now discarded halter and smiled at her before grabbing the saddle horn and swinging herself over the horse's side. Her mother patted Honey's side again, tucking in the strap from the stirrups beneath the leather so it wouldn't rub on Megan's leg as they bounced along. She could see that her mother was worried and knew it wouldn't change until the trio were back on the homestead lands.

      "The greenhouse has crops that are ready to start drying and—"

      "And the chickens and ducks are ready to start hatching," Kathy said. "I know, honey. We've been here for three weeks now. I think we've got it covered."

      Megan smiled at her. "I know you do. I have faith in you."

      Kathy rolled her eyes but smiled as she shook her head. "Yeah, yeah, yeah, I get it. I have faith in you three as well. Just be safe and make it back to me, okay?"

      "I promise you that everything is going to be fine, okay?" Megan said.

      "All right," Kathy replied.

      With that, she gave her mother one final nod before squeezing Honey's sides with her legs. The horse moved forward, trotting and excited to catch up with her friends, who were waiting not far away. Giving one final wave to her friends and family, Megan, James, and Ashley set off down the road. Her heart fluttered with excitement. For the first time since the ordeal had started, she felt like they were making progress. She was cautiously optimistic that things might work out in the end.
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      "Are you serious? They wouldn't even let me date when I was sixteen, and you got to go to the NYC New Year's party?" Megan exclaimed.

      Ashley laughed. "To be fair, they went with me, and I remember that invitation being extended to you and Kyle as well, but you were too busy saving the planet."

      "Ah, that was the year we spent down in the Congo... Trust me, I would have enjoyed the party ten times more. I hated it there, but you know Kyle, he was at one with nature, and I do love that man."

      "So, how long have your moms been together?" James asked.

      Megan gave a low whistle. "Wow... let me see here... My parents got divorced when I was two, and she met Karen when I was six."

      "I was barely a year old when my biological mother died," Ashley said. "I've never known anyone but Kathy as my mom."

      "Well, I think it's wonderful that the two of you are so close. I had a stepbrother growing up, but he was about a decade older than me. Never liked him. Hell, after Pearl and I got married and settled out here, I only saw him a handful of times before he ended up in the slammer up north... I wonder how the prisons are holding up right about now."

      It was yet another facet of the power outage she hadn't stopped to consider. All across the country, there were thousands of prisons that would be pure chaos. She was sure some of them had tried to hold strong, but after a month without power or help, they must have all fallen. Now, those killers and unsavory people were once more running free across the land. Thankfully, there weren't any facilities within fifty miles of the homestead, and they were well prepared for battle if it came down to it.

      "Late at night, I think about them... just all of them... the people who weren't as lucky as us. The enormity of it..." Ashley whispered.

      "I know how you feel. I don't know if I'm ever going to stop thinking about it. It sneaks up on you. I'll be daydreaming about my favorite diner, then my mind feeds me anxiety over animals left at shelters or vet offices."

      "Or the people who were out on boats," James said. "The cruise ships... man."

      "I think it's time we change the subject," Megan said. "This isn't going to do anything but depress us, and we don't need that right now."

      "There has to be more that we can do, though," Ashley said. "We are sitting cozy at the homestead when people are suffering all over the country. That doesn't seem right."

      "It might not feel right, but it's all we can do for now. In time, we might be able to provide some assistance to others in the area, but we have to take care of our own families first. Maybe—"

      "Quiet," James growled.

      Instantly, the mood amongst the group shifted. What had once been a lighthearted and carefree ride through the county had changed. All three of them came to a stop. Megan's hand rested on her rifle, sitting across her lap. The safety was off, and she was ready to use it at the first sign of trouble. Keeping Ashley and James safe was her mission. She could feel her heart racing as her eyes scanned the land around them. Joshua trees dotted both sides of the blacktop road, a detail she didn't like. The less they could see, the better their chances of getting ambushed were.

      Listening all around them, she couldn't figure out what it was that James had heard or seen. He wasn't the type to call for silence unless there was a good reason behind it. Honey started to shift beneath her, and the animal's anxiety was a clear sign to her that James was right and something was wrong. Taking a deep breath, she moved the weapon into position but was careful to keep her finger off the trigger. They didn't need a misfire spooking any of the animals and causing panic amongst the others. Once more, her eyes scanned the road up and down, but there were no signs of danger. Megan was starting to wonder if her friend's senses weren't as sharp as she suspected.

      "Damn, I was certain I heard something," he muttered. "I guess I'm just getting paranoid in my old age."

      Ashley chuckled. "You're not old... just well-seasoned!"

      They all burst out into laughter as they continued on their way. The horses seemed tense, though, making Megan wonder if James had actually heard something. Standing around wasn't going to do them any good. They needed to keep moving if they were going to make it back to the homestead before it got too late. She knew her family and Chris would be worried until they saw the riders returning. Still, it was a beautiful morning to be out on the road. She'd started going stir-crazy after being at the homestead for so long.

      "So, you know three different languages?" James asked Ashley.

      She nodded. "Yep, English, Spanish, and Dutch."

      "Dutch, huh? That's a new one on me," James said.

      Ashley chuckled. "That was my mother's doing. For years, she was obsessed with the idea of moving to Holland. They have a better government, better taxes, and actually care about the environment. Plus, that's where her parents came from, so we've got family there. After she met Kathy, though, the only place she wanted to be was at her side. I don't blame her. Those two are soulmates."

      "I couldn't agree more," James said. "I never thought I'd see the day when someone could beat me at poker, but I'll be damned if Karen hasn't whooped my ass every time. Tell me something—she cheats, right? Like Kathy and her have a secret system?"

      They both chuckled.

      "Nope, but you're not the first one to get hustled by her, either," Megan said. "Ashley, do you remember when they were hosting that diplomat a few summers ago? I thought for sure they were going to start the next world war because Karen refused to let him win."

      "I do! He was so angry, and his face was so red. God, that's what made me go into politics. Did you know that? I thought to myself if my mother could get a rise out of this guy over a card game, imagine what I could do with a few good hands of cards and a lot more at stake. Of course, I never did reach her gaming skills, but the rest worked out in the end," Ashley said.

      Silence fell between them as they all considered how dramatically different things were now. They had no way of knowing if there was even a government for Ashley to one day play a role in. Megan's attention was diverted, though, when she heard something behind them. She didn't bring the horse to a stop but turned and glanced between the trees lining the road. It wasn't often that her instincts were off, and now, the alarms were being sounded inside her gut. Once more, she swore she heard something not far from the road, though Megan couldn't see anything out of place.

      "You okay back there?" Ashley asked from her position in the lead.

      James brought his horse to a halt as well. "Something out there? I think this place is just messing with our heads. I didn't hear or see anything, but it sure had me convinced otherwise."

      Megan wasn't as sure as her friend. "James, are you sure that—"

      "There!" he bellowed.

      Before she had a chance to react, a shot rang out through the air. It whipped past her with such proximity she was certain it hit her at first. Instead, she watched as James grabbed his leg, cursing out as his horse bolted forward. It didn't take long for her to understand that they were outnumbered. The only thing she could think about, though, was her sister, terrified and looking to her for answers. Swinging down off her horse, she spun and fired off the first shot, watching as a man emerging from the forest ducked. Megan didn't know if she'd hit him or if his instincts were telling him to get out of the way.

      At that moment, her senses alerted her to the presence of someone else closing in. Spinning the other way, she worked to get her rifle ready, but before she could, something heavy collided with her head. A jolt of excruciating pain seared through her skull and down her neck as the world around her started to fade into black. She took a step forward, her sister's scream ringing in her ears as Megan's knees buckled and she dropped. The ground was spinning and the sky darkening. Though it seemed to be moving in slow motion, she soon collided with the soft earth, the darkness consuming her as she slipped into unconsciousness.
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      Her head felt like it was being split open as Megan slowly started to come back around. Someone was saying her name, but it sounded as though it was coming from somewhere far away. She felt like she was in a tunnel, every noise and the brightening world around her sending waves of pain cascading from the back of her head through her spine and down to her limbs. For several minutes, she struggled to wrap her head around what had happened and where she was. After what felt like an eternity, the clarity she'd been looking for came, and her eyes flew open.

      Instantly, the pain became intense, the light of the sun piercing through her eyes with such intensity she had to shield herself with her hand. Despite everything around her spinning in circles, she remembered the only thing that mattered as she sat up and locked her eyes on James. He'd been the one calling out to her. Even now, he spoke to her, telling her that it was all going to be okay, despite focusing on his leg. She dragged her eyes down to where he was working and saw the bloodstained cloth he was tying off around his thigh had already soaked through.

      Jerking her head around, a move she regretted, Megan saw they were alone on the road. The horses were missing, but far more significantly, Ashley was nowhere to be seen. Her stomach lurched, threatening to show her the meal they'd had hours before once more if she didn't stop whipping herself around without a care in the world. As James began to speak once more, Megan forced herself to focus on his voice and the words that were coming out, despite the ringing in her mind.

      "Wh-where is she..." Megan stammered.

      "I don't know. They took her and knocked me out cold right after you. There is a trail from the horses that we can follow—"

      "Your leg," she managed to whisper.

      "It's fine, nothing but a flesh wound. It's that gash on your head that worries me. We need to get to the homestead and get you stitched up before it becomes an issue."

      Megan closed her eyes in an attempt to block out the sun as she shook her head. There was no way she was going to go back to the homestead, not when her sister had been taken by an armed and dangerous group. She couldn't imagine what they had planned for Ashley but knew it wasn't going to be pretty. Her sister was a fighter, though, a detail that might hinder her survival, given the circumstances. As she rolled over onto her knees and hands, Megan tried to force the world to stop spinning long enough to stand, but it seemed gravity was working against her.

      "You need to give yourself a few minutes. I don't know how long we were both knocked out, but pushing yourself too hard could spell disaster. You've got a concussion, I'm sure of it," James said.

      "I don't care," Megan growled. "I'm not going to leave her in the hands of those men another second longer. Jesus... Karen is going to kill me... I've got to get her back."

      "And we will, but running off without a plan or any way to defend ourselves isn't a great idea. We need to keep our heads on straight and think this through. I know you're worried about her, but Ashley is one hell of a smart woman. She isn't going to get herself killed. She'll do whatever it takes to make herself valuable to those men."

      Megan cringed. "Yeah, that's what I'm worried about. If they lay a single hand on her..."

      She couldn't finish the sentence, the truth behind it too horrifying to think about. Her sister was brilliant; there was no denying that. She was also stubborn and opinionated. While those were qualities Megan loved about her, they were also traits that tended to get Ashley in trouble. She'd go toe to toe with anyone, even if it cost Ashley her life. At the thought of losing her sister, a chill ran down Megan's spine. She felt like she was going to be sick. Once more, she forced herself to focus on what could be changed.

      As she pushed herself to her feet, the world remained in one spot, and she knew the sickness was starting to pass. Turning to James, Megan made her way over to him. His leg didn't look like it was going to stop bleeding anytime soon, and his color was pale. They had to get him back to the homestead and patched up before Chris was left without any parents. Megan's heart ached with indecision. She couldn't be in two places at the same time. Ashley needed her, but James did as well. Given that only one of them was with her, though, the decision was easy to make.

      "Come on," she muttered. "We need to get you on your feet and back to the farm. My mom will be able to patch you up."

      "I don't know if I can stand without passing out," James said.

      "Well, I guess we are going to find out then, aren't we? I don't know if we have any other option."

      "There is one. You could leave me here and go find Ashley. Then you can pick me up on your way back through. Either that or I can take a little nap, then hoof it back to the homestead on my own—"

      "Absolutely not. I am not going to leave you alone. You said yourself that Ashley is strong and smart. She can hold her own while we get you back to the homestead."

      He shook his head. "No. Your sister needs you, and that's ten times more important than me. I can make it on my own, or I'll get to heaven to be with my sweet wife—"

      "And leave Chris down here on his own? Do you think your wife would want you to do that? I think we're both being a little dramatic here. We can get you to the homestead, and I'll resupply. Then I'll go after them."

      "I don't like it. You aren't thinking this through. You know Karen is going to freak out if we come back without her daughter. It doesn't matter how good you think you are. All it took was one surprise swing, and we were all out cold."

      "It will be fine. I'm not worried about it."

      "What if the trail goes cold before you make it back?" he asked.

      "Then I'll just have to look harder," she growled.

      "I just don't want you to do anything you might come to regret. I know a thing or two about making mistakes... I wish I would have gotten to my wife before it was too late," James said.

      "I understand what you are saying, but nothing is going to happen to Ashley. I will hit the road again as soon as I get you to safety. There is no point in us wasting our energy by having this argument. I made a promise to your son that you would be okay, and I intend on keeping that."

      "What about the promise you made to watch over your sister?"

      "That is something I plan on honoring as well," Megan said. "Right now, though, you are my focus."

      The man seemed to understand she wasn't going to change her mind. Megan turned her attention to getting James mobile. The only way they were going to make it to the homestead was if he could stand and walk. Moving slowly to keep the world from spinning around her, Megan made her way to a tree that was nearly dead. She ripped off several of the narrow branches, each roughly two feet long. When she had a half dozen of them, she made her way back to James.

      Ripping the sleeve of her shirt off, Megan started to fabricate a brace that would also act as a tourniquet. It wasn't pretty, and she knew the tight hold had to hurt, but it was effective in stopping the bleeding. Though Megan had many skills, nursing and wound care weren't among them. Instead, she would leave that to the resident experts back on the farm. When she was satisfied with her work, she moved her shoulder beneath James's arm to help him stand.

      Little by little, the pair moved down the road. It was a tediously slow pace for her, but she knew it had to be pure agony for James. Though he put on a brave face and tried not to complain, he was suffering. There was something admirable about the way he carried himself. After hours of walking, the homestead finally came into view. Her relief was matched by James's when they saw help racing their way. His journey had come to an end, but hers was only just beginning.
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      "What the hell happened out there?" Kyle asked.

      "Where is Ashley?" Karen whispered.

      "Dad, are you okay? We need to get you inside," Chris offered.

      "He's right," Kathy said. "You look pale as a ghost. The two of you can talk and tell us where Ashley is and where the hell the horses are as we go. I need to see what kind of damage has been done."

      With that, the group started making their way back to the homestead. She told the others about being abused, about the shot taken at James, and the blow to her head. As she spoke, she saw the color draining from her stepmother's cheeks. It wasn't something any parent ever wanted to hear, but she wasn't going to hide the truth or try to sugarcoat things. With James safe in her mother's care, Megan wasn't going to waste any time getting back out on the road and picking up where the trail had left off. Helping Kyle and Chris maneuver James into the kitchen to lay him on the table, she started to fade away from the group.

      It was no use, though. Kyle saw what she was trying to do and approached her. She shook her head for him to stay quiet while the others listened to her mother's orders. It was obvious the man was in good hands. They didn't need her there, and she had to find her sister. The color hadn't returned to Karen's cheeks yet. It didn't matter how worried the woman was about her daughter, though; her focus was on helping Kathy keep the man in front of them alive. That sort of steadfast dedication took bigger balls than anyone Megan had ever known. Taking from her mother's and stepmother's strength, she pulled Kyle outside onto the porch.

      "I have to go back out and find her—"

      "Absolutely not. We need to think this through and get a plan in place," Kyle said. "You're wounded. Anyone with eyes can see that. You've likely got a concussion from what you told me and—"

      "I'm not debating with you, Kyle. I have to go."

      "No, you don't. I can go in your place. I'll head back and follow the trail."

      She shook her head. As much as she adored her husband and knew his heart was in the right place, she was the one who had seen the men. She was the one who had to go. Megan felt an obligation she couldn't shake. Looking into her husband's eyes, she could see that he wasn't going to be swayed. They were going to go together or not at all. Every minute she tried to waste on talking him out of the decision was one more minute that Ashley was fighting for survival. They had to get to her before it was too late.

      "Fine. We go together—"

      "Hell no. You're not going anywhere," he snapped.

      "Then we don't go at all, and you can go back in there and tell Karen why her daughter won't be coming home," Megan growled. "I told you I'm not going to argue with you. Either we go together, I go alone, or Ashley's fate is sealed."

      He glared at her with a level of irritation she'd never before seen in their years of courtship. Still, Megan knew he loved her beyond a doubt. His worry came from his heart, and she loved him for that. The moment for chivalry was gone. They needed to focus on survival, and their best chance of achieving that was to go together to save her sister. Her husband hated the idea of her life once more being on the line, but it made no difference. Ashley needed her, and that was Megan's only concern.

      "Why are you being so stubborn about this? Do you have a death wish?" Kyle asked.

      Megan snorted. "No more than anyone else going out into the world nowadays. We are never going to be safe, and I don't know what it's going to take for you to understand that. Not if I'm sitting here twiddling my thumbs or out looking for trouble. This world... it's going to try to kill us whenever the opportunity is there."

      "That doesn't mean you have to go looking for it."

      "And it doesn't mean I'm going to sit here, either. I'm sorry, Kyle. I love you with all of my heart, but I'm going to find my sister. You can come, or you can stay, but you can't stop me from going."

      Once more, he glared at her, but this time, Kyle said nothing. Instead, he stormed down the steps and away from the house. He already had his shotgun at his side and a bag she could only assume he'd packed earlier to go searching for her. Grabbing her own pack, Megan followed him. She didn't care if they spent the next two weeks angry with each other. She had no problem with the silent treatment as long as he didn't get in her way. Making her way to his side, she took the lead as they turned down the driveway and headed for the road.

      Despite the love she usually felt for her husband, listening to him grumbling under his breath a few feet behind her was starting to grate on her nerves. He had no right to be upset over the way she was acting, especially when he was the one who had insisted on going with her. Yet the lack of conversation and general unhappiness meant they weren't having a great time. It wasn't long before they were once more approaching the section of the road where the attack had taken place. The blacktop held the pools of dried blood that James had lost. At that moment, Kyle paused.

      Megan turned and looked back at him, seeing the color had left his face. She knew how hard it had to be for him to think back to his parents. They hadn't seen the end coming, though, unlike the others who were left alive. The only hope they had for survival was working together, and it would have been considerably easier if he hadn't iced her out. Taking a moment and a deep breath, Megan forced herself to let go of the irritation and frustration she felt.

      "This is where it happened. We know they continued going west—"

      "There is no way to know that," he muttered.

      "Actually, you can see the hoofprints in the dirt on the side of the road. One of the horses didn't like having a rider who didn't know what they were doing. I'm guessing they gave them trouble all the way until they stopped."

      "Fine, you win this one—"

      "It's not a competition, Kyle. I just want to find Ashley. We need to keep walking," she said.

      He said nothing, following her as they continued down the road. She knew he hated the way Megan was talking to him. The only way she was going to turn back and head for the homestead was with Ashley by her side. If it came down to it, she would end the lives of every single person involved in her sister's kidnapping. Though taking a life wasn't something she wanted to do, her family came first. As they continued walking, she didn't think about Kyle's anger or the rage she could feel radiating from him. Instead, she stayed focused on the road ahead, watching for any signs of her sister or danger. She wasn't going to risk getting ambushed again. This time, Megan was ready for whatever dangers they might stumble across. In the distance, she heard something moving between the trees, and her heart started to race. There was no backing down now.
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      "Are you sure you know what you're doing? We've been walking for hours, and the sun's starting to set. I don't think we should go much farther..."

      "I know we are on the right path, okay? You saw the horse droppings—"

      "Yeah, two miles back, and we don't even know if they came from the same horses."

      "Ah, yes, because everyone around here has horses—"

      "I didn't say that, but we aren't the only ones, either. I just think that if we haven't found her soon, we should make camp for the night and maybe talk about one of us heading back—"

      "No one is stopping you from going back to the homestead, Kyle. I don't know why it's so hard for you to understand this, but I'm not going back without Ashley."

      "I do understand it, but I also think you need to consider the possibility that we might not find her. We need to use our heads and think about this. There are four other people back at the farm who are counting on us to help them survive."

      "No, they are counting on us to bring Ashley back safe and sound."

      "What do we do if that's not an option? Has that decision already been made for us?"

      She shot him a look that conveyed what a ridiculous notion that was. She refused to believe that her sister wasn't alive and fighting to stay that way. The young woman had abilities that far surpassed Megan's. She wouldn't allow some jerk to take what wasn't theirs. For a moment, Megan wondered if her husband was right. If nothing else, stopping for a few hours might help the pounding in her head, but her legs wouldn't stop carrying her forward. The sun was starting to set in the sky, and she knew they'd be walking blind before long. Instead of giving up, though, she continued. In the distance, she thought she'd seen smoke but couldn't be sure.

      It wasn't until the familiar scent of burning wood filled the air that she knew someone was close by. Despite the heat, brushfires weren't common in their area. There was no reason for people to be out in the desert, given how many homes had been left behind by deceased owners or those looking to find their family somewhere else. It was a harsh environment during the best of times, but without power, only the strong could survive in the elements for a long time. As soon as she heard the cackling of voices in the distance coming from the same area as the fire, she paused and waited for Kyle to catch up with her.

      "Are you finally willing to admit that I was right?" she asked.

      "Be quiet and get down. There are people up there and a fire. I don't know if it's them, but we need to get closer."

      "What? You can't be serious. It's probably just travelers, and I don't think we should risk getting shot or scaring the daylights out of someone based on a hunch."

      "Fine, then you can wait here where you'll be safe. I'll go on my own."

      He groaned and rolled his eyes. "I'm not saying you should go alone. I'm saying we shouldn't go at all. Or, at the very least, let's try not to terrify whoever it is. If they've got guns, we are going to be in trouble."

      "We've got a gun, too, and I don't need a weapon. I'll strangle every last one of them with my bare hands if that's what it takes to get my sister back."

      "Come on, you and I both know you've got no hand-to-hand combat training. What makes you think you'll be able to bring down a fully grown man?" Kyle asked.

      "Why don't you keep pissing me off, and you'll find out," she snapped.

      Without waiting for a reply, she stormed forward but kept herself low as they inched along the road. Every time she heard a laugh or the crackling of the fire, she knew they were getting closer. The sun was no longer helping them, and the only way to tell if the group was the one they were looking for was to get incredibly close. Keeping crouched, they moved silently, but she knew her husband wasn't happy about the decision she'd made. More and more, it felt like he was determined to work against her at every turn. Little by little, they moved closer until she could see the flickering of the campfire. Fear gripped her heart when she saw four men circled around it, a trio of horses tied off beyond them, and a small figure wrapped with ropes to a tree.

      "Holy shit," Kyle whispered.

      "Do you believe me now? Or do you think we should stop for a few hours, maybe head back—"

      "I get it, Megan," he snapped. "I was wrong, and you were right, okay? What more do you want me to say? Would you like a divorce? Maybe someone else will take your side? I can lie down, and you can dig your heel into me if it would make you feel better."

      "Good God, there is no reason to be dramatic. I just want my sister home, okay?"

      "Me too," he muttered. "And I do feel like a piece of shit about how I've been acting...I just...I can't lose you."

      "Really? You have a funny way of showing it. I know you don't mean to be so...callous, but I'll admit that it was starting to wear on my nerves. This situation is far from ideal, but it's the only way I know to go... She's my sister."

      "I know. Like I said, it was wrong of me to jump down your throat. I've got your back on this and on everything else, Megan. I hope you know that."

      "I forgive you, for the record. You don't have to worry about me going anywhere, at least not as long as you're okay with riding by my side. I don't know what the future holds, but I know I don't want to face it without you."

      "So, what's the plan now? We know they've got at least two weapons, and we've only got one. Are you sure it's them?"

      "Yeah, I'm sure. I can't make out Ashley or the horses, but I recognize the man who clocked me over the head. He's a piece of shit and a coward, if you ask me. What kind of man hits someone when their back is turned?"

      "Hell, what kind of man hits a woman at all? You just let me know what I need to do, and I'm there," Kyle said.

      Working together, they came up with a plan that might keep all three of them alive. The horses, though they loved them, weren't nearly as important. Kyle wasn't thrilled with letting go of his rifle, but he needed to get Ashley free and lead her with the horses away from the group. Megan would be a far more convincing decoy to give him time to work. Kissing the man she loved, she watched him slink away into the darkness to make his circle around to the other side. With the gun behind her back, she moved forward into the clearing and cleared her throat.

      "Hello, boys. Did you miss me?" she asked.

      Instantly, the four of them were arming themselves. She was happy to see that the only guns they had were the two they'd stolen from her and James earlier in the day. As much as she wanted to toy with them, her sister could now be seen tied to a tree. It was obvious they had been cruel to her. A split in her lip and the groundwork for a black eye were already taking shape. Seeing that only infuriated Megan more. Suddenly, the horses started to prance when they saw Kyle, and the men all turned to see what was happening behind them. As the guns started to rise in her loved one's direction, Megan acted.

      Pulling the rifle around, she fired off all seven rounds she had locked and loaded. Though she wasn't the best shot, two of the four fell, but not before one of the men fired a shot in her husband and sister's direction. The two remaining men, one wounded and the other a coward, immediately ran away from the burning fire. On the ground, she saw one of the two was alive, though barely. With every breath he took, she could hear the blood pooling in his lungs. Looking down at him as she reloaded, her eyes met his.

      "You fucked with the wrong family," she growled.

      The gun, level with his chest, fired once more, and his breathing stopped. Just as a smirk jumped to her lips, she turned to help her sister and husband set the animals free. Yet when she saw Ashley crouched over her husband's body lying on the ground, Megan knew their plan had backfired. He had been shot, and now, she didn't know if they would make it or not.
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      The entire life she had built with her husband flashed before her eyes. None of it seemed real. As she raced to where her sister was pressing her hand against Kyle's chest, Megan hated herself for the actions she had committed moments before. Standing over the slain kidnapper, she had invited fate to seek its retribution. Dropping to her knees, she took over, putting pressure on the wound as her sister worked.

      Though the young woman had no medical training, she had taken it upon herself to read every book on field medical care since the blackout had occurred. Now, she was the closest thing that any of them had to knowledgeable medical staff. As her husband's breathing became labored, she held his hand. They had come so far she couldn't bear the thought of losing him. Moments before, they had been angry at each other and infuriated with the bad circumstances, but none of that mattered now.

      She hated herself for bringing him along and possibly ending his life in the process. The very notion of carrying on without Kyle was wreaking havoc on her heart. He had been her rock for as long as she could remember. Not a day went by that she didn't adore the man that he was. It wasn't time for him to join his parents, not for many decades to come. Megan wasn't going to let him go without a fight. She needed him there.

      "Hey," she whispered. "I guess I wasn't as fast a shot as I thought. We should have listened to you—"

      "No," he whispered. His voice was hoarse and weak, breaking her heart as he spoke. "No, you were right. We needed to come here. We had to get Ashley and bring these pricks down. Did you get them?"

      She nodded. "Three out of the four. One wounded and two dead."

      "Good...good. That means you will be safe when you make the trip back with Ashley. You two should go now in case they've got others in the area—"

      "Over my dead body," she said. "We aren't going anywhere without you, got it? We are going to get you patched up and back to the homestead."

      He chuckled. "Come on, honey. You know this isn't something I can come back from. Maybe if we had medical facilities or doctors, but...you can't expect Ashley to patch me up and haul me home like you did with James."

      Her sister came jogging over, dropping down next to him with what appeared to be a fully stocked medical bag. She gave Megan a wink.

      "Speak for yourself. I am almost certain that I can get you through this. It helps that those pricks robbed a doctor's house before they attacked. We've got enough painkillers and medical supplies to fix yours and a dozen more injuries just like it. We've got to slow down this blood loss, though..."

      "What can I do?" Megan asked.

      "Just keep him talking. If he loses consciousness from the blood loss, there is a chance that he won't wake back up... I am not saying that it is going to happen, but I have no medical equipment to monitor him. If he slips into a coma, it's beyond my scope of knowledge."

      Turning her attention back to her husband, she nodded and understood. Every part of her mind started to panic. She knew it was a dire situation but felt helpless. It was a strange feeling for her. She had taken great pride in the vast wealth of knowledge that she had acquired over the years, but now she was a sitting duck. Watching her husband's eyes as they started to slip closed, she gave his hand a violent squeeze.

      "I don't think so. You aren't getting out of this marriage that easily," she snapped.

      The man's eyes snapped open. He gave her a playful grin. "Don't worry, I am not going anywhere. We have a lot of living left to do. I am not going to let you remarry someone better so easily."

      "Remarry? Hell, I can barely keep a hold of the husband I have now. I think I am going to keep you around for a while longer," Megan said.

      She kept the conversation light, talking about what they had planned on doing to the homestead over the year's period, though the blackout had delayed their plans. With everything that settled, they had a fresh opportunity to make something of the land. It was strange to think about how many people relied on them to stay safe and survive the coming months ahead, but she knew the obligation would help keep her husband's spirits light.

      "I think I have done everything I can for now. We need to get him back to the farm. Only time will tell if his body is able to pull through," Ashley said.

      "What do you mean? You've got everything stitched up. I can see the bullet in the blood, so I know it went straight through. He should be fine, right?" Megan said.

      She could see from the worried look in her sister's eyes that things were considerably more dire than they had been earlier with James. Yet she wasn't going to let the man she loved go so easily.

      "If you need him back at the homestead to make sure he survives, then let's get to it. Am I supposed to lift him onto a horse, or will it be better walking?" Megan asked.

      "No, what we need to do is build a sleigh of sorts. We can hook it to one of the saddles, and I know there is rope in one of the bags on the dead guy over there. Dragging him is going to be the only chance he has. If we try to move him upright, he's going to pass out from blood loss, and..."

      "And that would be bad because that is going to mean a coma, right?"

      Ashley nodded. "We need to go low and slow and watch out for any bumps, but at the same time, we need to get a move on fast. I will lead the horses, and you keep him awake."

      "Don't worry, I am not going to doze off. I've got too much left here to do yet," Kyle said.

      Even as the man spoke, though, she could hear him starting to slur his words. No matter how hard he fought, it wouldn't have been enough if his body couldn't continue. She hated herself for getting them all tied up with the horrible posse. Forcing herself not to cry, she squeezed her husband's hand once more and smiled down at him.

      Megan said nothing as panic started to move through her once more. For the first time, she was getting a good look at her sister, thanks to the glowing light of the fire. It seemed as though her injuries were far worse than Megan had originally anticipated. There were bruises up and down her exposed arms. She could see her sister's hand trembling slightly every time she moved.

      Megan had no idea what she had endured or how long it was going to take before Ashley was able to trust again, but Megan planned on being right next to her throughout it all. Deep in her heart, she blamed herself for everything that had transpired. If she lost any member of her family, she would blame herself. Every move they had made was at her bidding. They had given her the role of leading the group, but now she wondered if she had been leading them astray.

      There was no time to dive into the discussion further. They were running out of time to save Kyle's life. Megan jumped into action, scouring the area for the supplies they would need to build something the horses could pull. It was going to be a long journey. Thankfully, she managed to find a cluster of four saplings that were sturdy enough to tie together with rope and two blankets that she'd found in the men's camp.

      As she rifled through the pocket of one of the deceased, a chill ran down her spine. His glazed eyes looked up at the sky. Nothing behind them but organic material that would soon be reclaimed by Mother Nature herself. It wouldn't be long before the starving coyotes emerged from their dens, smelling the fresh meal. The beetles, flies, and other scavengers would be thankful for the feast.

      How soon, she wondered, would it be before the vultures flying overhead spotted the corpses? Taking the thought from her mind, she tried to focus on the task at hand. Though he had brought about his own fate, Megan knew hers was undecided. Of one thing, she was certain: She would never have a night of peaceful dreaming again. The lives she had taken would haunt her for every night to come.
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      "I thought we did everything right," Megan whispered.

      Her mother's arms held her tight. "Honey, sometimes things like this just happen."

      "This is all my fault. We went too fast trying to get him back here. I only looked away for a split second and...and he was gone..."

      "We don't know he's never going to come back. You heard what Ashley said. All comas are different. He could wake up tomorrow—"

      "Or we could watch him waste away to nothing over the next few weeks, then one day he'll just be gone forever," Megan growled.

      Kathy said nothing, simply holding her daughter as they looked out over the land. Megan hadn't slept in the three days that they'd been back at the homestead. At first, she thought that the exhaustion would take her eventually, but her nightmares proved that theory wrong. Each time she closed her eyes, she saw Kyle again, lying in a pool of his own blood because she'd insisted on going to find Ashley. Her sister had told her a dozen times that they'd arrived just in time to save not only her virtue but her life. They planned on taking what they wanted from her, dead or alive.

      "I'm sorry, Mom," she whispered. "I know you are just trying to help."

      "Is that all you think I'm doing? Oh honey, I'm not just telling you that to make you feel better. Kyle is strong and young. He has a lot worth fighting for, and you said it yourself that he had only just slipped off when you guys got here and told us what happened. He's got the best care around, and Ashley watches him every day. The wounds are healing."

      "You know, if he were awake right now, he'd be scolding us for not finishing up the cabin," Kathy continued. "He'd be telling us nothing comes before being prepared."

      "You're right. He would be so upset that we've spent three good, sunny days moping around over him," Megan said. "God, that man loves this farm and this family."

      She took a deep breath and nodded, once more moving into her own space on the swing. Wiping the tears from her eyes, Megan nodded in agreement. They had to keep the hope alive. If the situation were reversed, Kyle would never give up on her. He would be screaming from the rooftop that she'd be waking up at any moment. For the time being, if Megan couldn't muster her own faith, she'd borrow a little of his.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "I can't believe you let me sleep that long," Megan growled. "I asked you to wake me up after three hours, not thirty."

      Ashley rolled her eyes. "It was twenty hours, and you needed the rest. If anything had changed with Kyle, I'd have woken you right away."

      Megan glared at her sister, but it didn't do any good. Ashley was just as cheerful as she'd always been. Watching her sister change out the bandages on her husband's chest, she felt a flicker of hope. There was no sign of infection, and his color edged closer to normal every day. Yet Megan was terrified to have much hope, knowing the loss would devastate her if things went south.

      "Have you talked to our moms yet? James, Kathy, and my mom have just about finished the cabin. I think you'll be impressed with how much they've gotten done."

      "No, I wanted to check on Kyle before I went to talk to them. I am happy to see he is improving, at least physically," Megan said. "So, they are back in the cabin?"

      "Yep. You go catch up with them, and I'll finish up here, then join you."

      Instantly, Megan was on edge. She didn't like the idea of Kyle being left alone. If he woke up and no one was there or, worse, passed on alone without anyone by his side, she would once more be left in the lurches of despair, wondering if there was more she could have done. There was no question that Megan couldn't handle the added layer of guilt. Ashley smiled at her, though, in a way that put her mind at ease.

      "Don't worry; Chris is downstairs taking inventory of what we have saved up for winter. He's been my sidekick throughout this whole thing. Whenever I need to step away or get a little sleep, he comes and works in the kitchen so he can keep an eye on Kyle. I promise you that I will never leave him alone."

      "Thank you. I guess I'm just extra paranoid right now."

      "You've got good reason to be; don't forget that. If it weren't for you, none of us would be alive right now. I can't imagine the weight you carry. If keeping watch over Kyle takes some of that burden off you, I am happy to do it. Now, go see how things are coming along. You look like you need some fresh air."

      Not wanting to argue with her sister, Megan stood and stretched out. It broke her heart to see her husband on the kitchen table, his chest rising and falling as though he only slept. Touching his hand once more, she moved through the living room to the front door. Out of habit, she picked up her rifle and swung the strap over her shoulder before stepping out onto the front porch. Ashley had been right. She needed some fresh air. Already, Megan could feel a slight chill in the air as the nights grew colder and longer. It was light out, though, and she was looking forward to walking across the land.

      Before she could start her descent down the steps, a flicker of movement just beyond the property line caught her attention. It was brief, but she'd have known the eyes of the man who had taken her sister anywhere. In a flash, he had hidden himself again behind a thick tree. As she started to move down the steps to be rid of the man once and for all, she caught sight of someone else situated not far from where the first man had taken his position. Her stomach dropped. If there were two, she could only safely presume that more were not far away.

      Backing slowly into the house once more, she closed the door and locked it before racing to the kitchen, where her sister was watching over Kyle. She didn't bother to stop as she spoke to Ashley, racing out the back door while leaving the gun behind in case the men breached the front. She had to warn the others and get them into the main house before it was too late. Sprinting across the land, she kept her eyes peeled for any signs of danger but saw none. Still, Megan wasn't going to make the same mistake as before and underestimate the men. It had nearly cost Kyle his life. She burst through the cabin doors to a trio of smiling faces.

      "We need to get out of here. Do you have any guns with you?" she asked breathlessly.

      "Well, yeah," James said. "I've got the rifle, but—"

      "We need to move now. There is no time to explain. Just get to the house as fast as you can. I mean, run, got it?" she spoke.

      Her mother, seeing the look in Megan's eyes, didn't argue. Instead, she grabbed hold of Karen's hand and pulled her outside. They raced across the lawn. James, recovering from his injury, moved slower, but they finally managed to get to the house as well. Locking the back kitchen door, Megan struggled to catch her breath as the others all looked at her like she had lost her mind. It was understandable, considering everything that they had been through over the course of the last week.

      Between James being shot, Kyle in a coma, and Ashley being kidnapped, it was a miracle they had held it together. The others had often looked at her, though, as if she were losing her mind, especially since she had returned with Kyle. She was incredibly vigilant, looking for danger in every corner as she struggled to keep the people she loved alive. It didn't matter if they didn't believe her or if they thought she was finally snapping as long as they did as she told them. There would be time for judgment later if they were all still standing.

      "They're here," she stammered. "The men who did this to us. They're right outside that door, and I'm going to make them pay."
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      It wasn't long before the rest of them started to believe her. James was the first to move to the windows with his rifle in hand, peeking out from beyond the curtain for a tense few seconds. When she saw his body stiffen, Megan knew right away that he had seen the same thing she had. It was a little bit of a relief for her to know she wasn't losing her mind and there were, in fact, people just beyond the property line.

      "I count two of them," James said. "How many did you see?"

      "I only saw the two as well. We need to do a full scan of the perimeter, though, and make sure there aren't more. I will start with the back," Megan said.

      "That's a good idea, but we need to stay inside. Hold on a minute," James said. "I think I see a holster with two guns in it on one of their belts."

      "That means that they found more weapons, which means they mugged and likely killed more people," Megan growled.

      Knowing they had wounded more innocent victims only infuriated her more. She wasn't going to let them get away with it. There would be no escaping her wrath for them now. The last time, she had been worried about her sister and her husband's safety, but now, there was nothing holding her back. Moving into action, she went around the entire house from window to window.

      James and the others did the same, looking and checking to see if there was any more movement beyond the two men now approaching the house. A chill ran down her spine when she saw the arsenal they had collected. It wasn't just the pistols on the men's hips that worried her, but the rifles they held in either hand as well. If experience had taught her anything, it was that it only took one bullet hitting its mark to change all of their lives forever.

      "We know you're in there! We've got this place surrounded," the man called out. "We can do this the easy way or the hard way."

      "Do you think they have more men?" Karen asked.

      There was a tremor in her stepmother's voice that brought pain to Megan's heart. She hated that the woman was terrified, that they were all once more in fear for their lives, and it was because of her. Had she helped the men on that first encounter, had she given them what they wanted, everything might have been different. Taking a deep breath to steady her own nerves, she addressed not only Karen but the others as well.

      "We have a decision to make as a group. I'm not going to tell you all what to do. I don't know if they are bluffing. I don't know if we are all going to make it. I do know if we go out there, they are going to make us pay for losing two of their men," she said.

      "I'm not sending my son out there, no matter if they were giving out roses and cellphones. I'm going to fight," James growled.

      "Neither of us can shoot, but we've both got great eyesight. We can keep watch while you two take them down to make sure there aren't any more of them trying to get the drop on us," Kathy said.

      Ashley cleared her throat. "I've been practicing with my bow. I can—"

      "No." Came a chorus of voices.

      "We all love you, Ashley," Megan said. "You are way too valuable to be doing anything but what you are right now. You keep us all alive, got it? Without you, we're screwed."

      Looking around at the group as they all nodded in agreement, she knew the time had come for them to take action. There would be no warning for the men. Cracking the window, she took aim at the first and fired a single bullet. It missed by a foot, but their intent was clear. In a matter of seconds, they were under fire as the men outside burned through one loaded weapon after another.

      When the first man fell, Megan knew it was a fatality, just as she knew it wasn't her gun that had fired the round. The headshot belonged to James, but he barely flinched before reloading and going after the other attacker. Steadying her hand as the bullets continued to fly in her direction, she centered the crosshairs on her victim and squeezed the trigger.

      The bullet connected, his firing stopping at once as silence pierced the air around them. She was terrified by the quiet. Part of her wondered if it was a trap by some monsters lurking just beyond their view. Yet her mother and Karen had been scouring the house the entire time the crossfire was taking place. The man stumbled forward, his hands now pressed against his large gut hanging over his belt.

      He took two more steps before falling forward, first to his knees, then all the way down into the dirt. A wave of relief washed through her. She couldn't believe they were all standing. Moving carefully with James at her flank, Megan ventured out to the front porch. When she saw no signs of danger or people lurking about, they stepped down into the front yard.

      When she reached the man lying face down, she kept her gun pointed at him before kicking his side. He didn't move, and again, she felt a surge of relief. The man was dead. Looking across the yard at James, she watched him nod in confirmation that the other, missing his head, was dead as well. For the first time in weeks, she let go of the fear that had consumed her.

      "That's it then, right? There aren't any more?" Kathy asked from the porch.

      "That's it..." Megan said. "At least until the next group of assholes shows up. I think we're in the clear for a little while."

      With that, things started to return to normal. It was strange for her that their normal now included basic tasks to survive, like fishing and gathering water. Still, it was nice to know they were safe, even if only for a little while. While the others worked on assessing the damage to the main house and what could be done to make repairs, Ashley, James, and Megan dug out a deep pit and buried the bodies in it.

      Though she would have been just as content lopping off parts of their bodies and sticking them all across the property so others knew not to push their luck, Megan didn't want the others to have to see such a dramatic show. Day by day, their lives slowly returned to normal until it had been a week since the incident. Kyle was healing but had shown no signs of waking up. She saw the worry growing in her sister's eyes each time a new day would break and he was in the same state. Knowing there was work to be done, they had carefully moved Kyle to the sofa to continue healing. The kitchen was needed for winter preparations.

      Collecting the last of the eggs into her basket, she checked on the herd once more before heading back for the main house. She had no problem sleeping there with her husband but had long ago brought the mattress from their bed into the living room to be closer to him. Looking out across the land, she silently said a prayer that her husband would wake up, despite knowing the chances were slim. As she reached the halfway mark, a figure appeared in the doorway. As Ashley started to run across the yard, Megan knew something had changed with her husband. She felt like she was going to be sick. Though she knew the day was coming, it didn't make it any easier. Ashley skidded to a stop a few feet away from her.

      "It's Kyle, isn't it?" she whispered.

      Ashley nodded.

      "Just tell me and get it over with, okay?"

      "He's awake, Megan...awake and asking for you," Ashley said.

      Suddenly, nothing else in the world mattered but getting inside. Dropping the eggs, she bolted past her sister, ignoring the tears streaming down her face as she burst through the doors. As she skidded to a stop, Megan turned and looked at the sofa where Kyle was sitting up and sipping water with her mother at his side. He smiled at her.

      "Hey, stranger," he said. "I hear you've been having all sorts of fun without me."

      Racing to his side, she carefully dropped to her knees in front of him and wrapped her arms around his waist. He held her tightly as she closed her eyes. For the first time in her life, Megan believed in miracles. She'd started to lose all hope, but now it was restored.
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      "Are you sure we can't talk you into taking one of the horses?" Kyle asked.

      James shook his head. "No, but we appreciate it. I think we'll be better off on foot. I can't thank you all enough for everything that you've done for us, but we have to get moving. My sister has a place down on the coast. We are going to try to make it there. Even joking around, we always said that would be our bug-out location. I know they'll have a stronghold."

      It was hard to keep the tears back as they all stood at the end of the driveway. For nearly six months, they had lived, worked, and fought side by side with the father and son, but now, it was time for them to go. She understood their desire to get out there and pave their own way. Megan had felt the stirrings of those same desires. Things were going well on the homestead, and they'd built up a community of support and a network of trade routes with different people in the area. She was proud of what they'd accomplished.

      Yet there was a part of her that longed for more, a part that craved adventure on the road. She had often wondered if a time would come when staying at the homestead was no longer all that it took to keep her happy. Out there in the world, people were struggling, and she had already proven she could help those in need. However, that alone wasn't going to be enough to convince the others.

      Kyle would be the first one to protest her idea that they could expand their boundaries. Still, she knew her husband would stay at her side throughout it all, traveling anywhere she wanted to go. For the time being, though, all she could do was daydream about it. They had a job to do that afternoon, and it couldn't be postponed. Just as they had every other week for the last several months, Kyle and Megan would go out to Shirley's and check on the elderly woman.

      They bid farewell to the rest of the family and started off in the opposite direction James and Chris had gone. As they walked, they talked about everything that needed to be done to prepare for the planting season. Thankfully, the heirloom crops had kept them fed through the winter and would continue to do so for several years to come as long as they took care of things.

      "Do you remember that little Italian joint we went to on our first date? They had the worst food I've ever tasted before," Kyle said.

      She chuckled. "God, but they did have the best dollar drink menu, that much I remember."

      "Can you believe how much we've survived together?"

      "Well, we always knew owning the homestead would be a challenge. I just don't think either of us was expecting the world to come crashing down."

      He chuckled. "I wasn't expecting to live with my in-laws...let alone be happy they are there."

      "Ha! Well, I know I feel better with them around. At least this way, we can keep an eye on them."

      The conversation continued until they reached Shirley's place. It had always been easy for them to talk with each other. On the few occasions they hadn't seen eye to eye or were midway into a rift, it was pure torture for them both. Kyle had admitted as much to her on more than one occasion, and she felt the same way. She couldn't stand it when they fought, and they both made a point of no longer letting it get to that point. Their relationship had endured way too much to let a petty squabble drive them apart.

      Between watching for any signs of trouble and talking with Shirley about the latest news they'd picked up around the community, Kyle made sure that her water and food supplies were in good order. Megan knew how much the woman loved having company. They weren't the only ones to stop off and visit with her, either. Every day of the week, someone from the area made sure she had everything she needed.

      It was wonderful that they had all pulled together, but Megan knew it wasn't something that was happening across the globe. Humanity was greedy. She had seen the good in people, but more often than not, it was the darkness that emerged in the end. People didn't want to help their fellow man. They wanted to crush them and take things that didn't belong to them. It was sticking to her, but she refused to let that depressing reality take root.

      After a long visit with the woman, they were happy to be heading back home after a couple of hours. On her porch, they talked for another few minutes before starting down the steps. Just as they reached the bottom, though, a figure appeared on the road. Instantly, the mood changed as they both grabbed their guns and prepared to defend Shirley's land.

      Yet there was something familiar about the figure now running in their direction. Dressed in army greens, he jiggled a bit and hadn't lost a pound, despite the world ending. With a cheerful wave, Megan knew the man posed no threat. For a moment, she was too stunned to do anything, even lower her gun. It wasn't until Shirley gasped and yelled out for her grandson that Megan and Kyle both snapped out of their stunned state.

      Hearing his name, the young man raced over to them. He held Shirley tight for several seconds as she looked him over.

      "I thought you were dead!" Shirley yelled.

      "We all did. Last we heard, you were on a boat somewhere outside of Germany. We even had a little service for you and everything," Megan said.

      "I would be, and sure thought that my time had come more than once, but I guess God didn't see fit for me to be gone just yet. At first, the ship went dark, and we all thought it was the end times. We floated for quite some time till an American tanker found us. When we hit land, though, it became clear that something wasn't right.

      "Well, I'm ashamed to say we disbanded pretty quickly. I saw my first little flicker of power right on the border with Mexico, a little town that had a handful of old cars moving around. Then, when I got to Georgia, there was a base that was all lit up with old oil lamps and a few two-seaters from the first war up in the air! I thought about stopping..."

      "But you were worried you'd be tossed in the slammer and labeled a deserter?" Kyle offered.

      He nodded.

      "I don't think you need to worry about that. Did you see anywhere else with cars or power?"

      The man shook his head. "A few more cars but no more than two or three, and they were all older than dirt. Not any lights or nothing like that. Boy, I'd kill to hear some music again, wouldn't you?"

      She couldn't believe how casual the conversation between the two men was when she was reeling from the fact that some places continued to have power and vehicles. It was shocking. She shook her head in dismay.

      "There are places with power?" she stammered.

      He nodded. "I'm walking, talking, living proof of that, ma'am. Hell, I think things are going to be okay after all. We just need to do a little more looking out there, you know? I'm going to keep moving after I check on my grandma—"

      "Like hell you are, boy," the woman growled.

      It was clear that Shirley wasn't going to let her grandson go again without a fight. After learning what they could about where he had been and what he'd seen, Kyle and Megan made their way down the road in the direction of the homestead. Megan wanted to give the pair a chance to have a real reunion, not one with imposing guests there asking dozens of questions. Plus, Megan was excited to share the news with the other three members of their own family. She could barely contain her excitement. It would be wonderful to be able to reach out and check on people again, to connect on a global level. Yet, they were a long way away from that.

      "What do you think it means?" Kyle asked.

      "I don't know, but I think we need to find out..."

      "Yeah, I thought you might say that. Well, you should know I'm behind you all the way. Your mom, Karen, and Ashley can take care of things. You seem like you're ready for an adventure."

      She smiled at him. "You better believe it."
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      Later that night, Megan was reeling from the news that there were places in the world that had power. It wasn't something she had expected, considering everything she had heard and seen up to that point. She had no reason not to believe anything the man had told her, especially after everything she had done for Shirley. After telling the others about what she had heard, they were all just as surprised. There was talk amongst them about the possibility of going out to find out more about the places that had power, but the confusion was because no one knew where to start.

      "I know Killeen, Texas, had a US Air Force base," Kyle said. "I wonder if they would be able to tell us what areas might have power."

      "That's if it's even there," Megan replied. "There's a good possibility it was destroyed with everything else."

      "Do you think it's possible that they weren't in the middle of flights when all of this happened?" Karen asked.

      "There's a possibility. If there was an incoming attack on our nation, then I would have to assume that all the military bases would have been notified first. It would give them a chance to defend themselves and prepare at the same time. If the government knew an incoming attack was on its way, they wouldn't have shut down all the military activity at that time."

      "That's what I'm saying," Kyle said. "I say we head out that way and see what kind of information they will be able to give us."

      Megan nodded. "I think we need to know for sure what is available to us and if there are any incoming resources anytime soon."

      The conversation went back and forth for quite a while, and while, at first, not everyone agreed with her and Kyle walking to Killeen, they slowly started to come around. Megan knew the walk alone was going to take nearly ten days, but there wasn't any choice in the matter. They had all agreed that it made the most sense to figure out as much information as they could, even though she knew her mother wasn't sure about them leaving again. But if there were any possibility of places having power, she wanted to know about them.

      Megan was anxious about the possibility of finding a place that had electricity, and even though she knew it was going to be a long walk, she was so excited she could barely sleep. While she was lying in bed, listening to her husband's breathing next to her, she thought about all the possibilities that would come with any city having electricity. Even the smallest amount would be enough to start processing a whole new world, but she had no idea what they were going to find when they left to go to the Air Force base. Finally, after hours of tossing and turning, she was able to fall asleep.

      By the time she woke up the following morning, Kyle had already gotten up and started to prepare a couple of bags for them to take with them on their journey. Megan had no idea if her husband had said anything to the others, but they all seemed to have a complete change in attitude when it came to the idea of them heading out onto the open road again. It was nice to know they were all on the same page again, and she was also looking forward to the trip ahead of them.

      After she had given everyone a hug and promised they would return as soon as possible, estimating that it would take them about four weeks to come back, they headed out. Kyle had packed several bottles of water and jerky, and she was thankful she didn't have to do any of it herself. With the sun shining brightly in the sky and the hope of good news when they arrived at their destination, they left the homestead. Even though it was easy to see that everyone was looking forward to the news they would hear upon Megan and Kyle's return, Megan spotted her mother standing just a little farther back than the others. Megan hated the idea of leaving them to wonder what was going on, but it was the only way they were going to find any answers.

      It didn't take them long to put the homestead behind them, and when she glanced back, she no longer saw their house in the distance. Megan felt a little different than any of the times she had left before, knowing they had real hope for the future for the first time since the world had gone dark. Even though she had believed Shirley's grandson when he had told her there were places with power, she wasn't sure what they were going to find out. The one lingering hope she had was that they were going to be able to return with good news, and then she prayed that the world wouldn't be kept in darkness forever.
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      Kyle was walking just a few feet ahead of her as they continued down the same highway they had been on for days. It had been a total of ten days since they had left the homestead, and she was exhausted. Many things kept her pushing forward, but the main thing was the hope she had in her heart. After everything they had been through, her family deserved to finally hear some good news. The last sign they had passed a couple of hours before indicated that Killeen, Texas, was ten miles ahead, and she could tell they were on the outskirts of the huge city.

      The one thing that immediately stood out to her was the fact that everything seemed calm for being a larger city. Megan started to think about how orderly the military had always been and wondered if the base had implemented martial law. It was the only thing that made any sense, and there was no other way of explaining how quiet the area was for the high population that should be living there. The two of them hadn't said anything to each other in several moments, and it was obvious that her husband was just as surprised as she had been. If it hadn't been for Kyle standing next to her, she might have turned around and gone back home without talking to anyone.

      As they started to push a little farther down the road and closer to the base, she noticed five men on horseback riding in their direction. At first, she was concerned with how fast they were moving and if they had made a horrible mistake by heading there in the first place. A few seconds after her mind started to think that way, she realized that all five of the riders were wearing military fatigues. A few moments later, the group of horses had surrounded them. One man, who was obviously in charge of the others, jumped down off of his steed with a smile on his face.

      "It's nice to see you. From the looks of it, I'd say that neither one of you is from around here."

      Kyle nodded. "That's right. We heard this place might be up and running and had to get a look at it for ourselves."

      The man grinned. "We are part of the hundred and forty-third infantry. Everyone is welcome here, and we'd be more than happy to escort you to the building for new arrivals."

      "You have a building just for new arrivals?" Megan asked.

      "That's right. As I said, everyone is welcome, and we just want to be able to bring back some normalcy to the people in the area. The only thing we are here for is to make sure order is kept."

      The one thing Megan hadn't expected was to be met with such peacefulness. From the very start, her hope had been that they would find some sort of order in the area and hopefully electricity, but she was surprised by how kind the men were. Without anything further being said between them, the men in uniform started to trot their horses in the direction of the base. Kyle looked toward her and smiled, and she was simply too lost in thought to do anything other than grin back at him. With everything else that had happened along the way, she almost didn't want to believe that anything positive could come from following the man into the base, but she was holding on to hope that there was some good in the world.
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      Megan kept an eye on her husband as they made their way to the military base and then through the fence that separated the city from the base itself. She couldn't be sure what her husband was thinking, but she was blown away by everything she witnessed. It wasn't the kind of greeting she had been expecting. Each and every person who passed them as they made their way deeper into the base smiled and nodded. Although she had always been taught as a member of the military to treat everyone with respect, there was something different about each person's demeanor.

      The greetings they received as they walked were the kind of greetings that could have been expected in a small-town store. It was almost like everyone was happy to see them. Megan couldn't remember the last time she had felt so welcome somewhere, but she was already starting to feel more comfortable with the situation as time went by. Within a few minutes of entering the base, she and her husband were escorted to a small building toward the middle of the base itself. A few moments after entering the office, a woman walked out with a smile on her face and extended her hand.

      "It's good to see a couple of new faces around here. My name is Heather. It's nice to meet you."

      Megan smiled and shook her hand. "I'm Megan, and this is my husband, Kyle. We came here from just outside of Sierra."

      "That must have been one hell of a walk. What brings you all the way out this way?"

      "We heard there were some places around that had electricity, and we just had to see for ourselves. It wasn't quite what I was expecting. I can see you have a little something going on here. How did you manage to do any of this?"

      Heather shrugged. "It wasn't all that difficult once someone did an inventory of everything we had. One of our people was taking inventory and realized there was some power deep underground in one of the bunkers. After that, it was only a matter of time before we had a little more to work with."

      "I'm just fascinated that it seems so peaceful around here," Kyle said.

      "That was a little more difficult than getting the power running. As was expected, all hell broke loose as soon as the blackout occurred. I thought we were more than ready for any situation, but the amount of looting and rioting that took place in the city was more than any of us could have expected. It almost seemed as though everyone had lost their damn mind."

      "What did you have to do to get the order back around here?" Megan asked.

      "We did what the National Guard normally would do. We sent our people into the city, fully armed. They made arrests and slowly moved through the streets. It took a couple of weeks, but we managed to create an environment of order here."

      Megan couldn't believe everything the woman was telling her. Although it was obvious all the work that the military had done was more than enough to create a safe society, she was amazed at how they had managed to do it. They listened to Heather talk about how much it had taken for them to restore order to the area, and she was thoroughly impressed with the work they had done. While her stepsister had accidentally found a way to restore the truck that had brought them to the homestead, the military had gotten lucky with the fact that they had been using the underground bunkers as storage.

      After so many months without power, it was refreshing to see any type of electricity. Even though she was listening to the woman intently, she couldn't help but let her eyes wander around the base. If she hadn't known what had happened to the world, she would have honestly believed that everything was just as it used to be. Megan found herself getting lost in thought as her husband and Heather continued to have a conversation about how the military stayed in contact with the patrols being sent out throughout the day. It wasn't until she heard the woman say something about a ham radio that she snapped herself out of her thoughts and started to pay attention again.

      "How did you say you were communicating?"

      Heather smiled. "When the base converted over to the newer technology years ago, they stored all the old equipment in the bunkers. We managed to salvage several ham radios and have been using them to communicate ever since."

      "What are you doing here, aside from keeping the area in check?" Megan asked.

      "Our goal is to keep the area as peaceful as possible. I can only imagine how bad things are in other places, but we don't want anything like that happening here. We have also been sending out patrols to pick up supplies, which we distribute to those who need them. There's something else I would like to show you both."

      Megan found herself already getting excited. The military base had turned out to be more of a small town than an actual armed militia, and she was thankful they had decided to make the trip. As Heather walked them through a door and into a hallway, they passed several other members of the military, and each one of them smiled and nodded as though they were thankful to see new people. It was unlike anything Megan had ever experienced, and it also gave her new hope for the future. More than anything, she was happy there were people with good-hearted intentions among them.

      They continued down a hallway and turned right through a set of double doors. Heather led them through a locker room, and as soon as they reached the other side, she heard something she hadn't heard in quite some time. Although it had been a while, she knew what the sound of running water was, and her happiness reached an all-time high since the blackout had occurred. As she turned to look at her husband, she saw a huge smile on his face. It was clear to her that he was just as excited as she was, and she was already looking forward to the feeling of running water cascading off her body.

      Heather walked over to a locker and opened it, pulling out two towels and washcloths. Although the bars of soap reminded her of something she would have found in a hotel, it didn't matter. They had come across a small piece of paradise in a world that had been devastated. When the woman turned around and smiled at the two of them, she didn't know what to say. Throughout her years in the military, she had seen destruction and death, but what they were standing in the middle of was unlike anything she had witnessed.

      "The two of you are more than welcome to take a shower and take as long as you need."

      "How are you able to do all of this?" Megan asked.

      Heather smiled. "I don't need to interview you to tell me what branch of the military you were in, but I'm going to assume it was the Marines. The Air Force employs some of the most intelligent people in the country, and we just happen to have a few people who were able to figure out how to make things work again."

      "You actually have hot water?" Kyle asked.

      "That's right. That was something we just recently got going, and I figured the two of you would enjoy a hot shower after walking all that way. Just head up to the front desk when you are done, and I'll make sure that by the time you leave, you are fully stocked with supplies."

      The woman handed them everything they would need to take a shower, including a sample-sized bottle of shampoo and conditioner. Megan had no idea how the base had been able to become fully operational again, and although she knew there was a lot of work that needed to be done before that type of situation was within reach at home, she was glad to see that it was a possibility. As soon as the woman had left the room, she and her husband immediately jumped into a shower stall and turned it on. The feeling of hot water hitting her skin was heavenly, and it felt as though it was washing away all of her worries.
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      The following morning, Megan woke up feeling rejuvenated. Although the bunks they had been given to sleep in for the night were a reminder of her days in the military, it was everything else on the base that brought hope back into her heart. They had already lost a lot since the day that the world went dark, but she was optimistic that it wouldn't be much longer before they had something resembling normality back in their lives. Within a couple of hours of being awake and Heather giving them a couple of bags of supplies to take back with them, they headed back toward the homestead. Both of them were grateful for everything the base had done for them. The packs on their backs were more than enough of a reminder of what they had found. They had gone to the military base with their hopes high, and they were leaving with the recognition of how much good was in the world.

      Even though they knew good things would be happening in the future, she was well aware of the fact that it was going to take them over a week to get back to the homestead. Megan couldn't wait to give the others the news, and she knew it was going to bring back more than just hope to her family. The first day that they started making their way back home, they began running into people who had survived tragedies that were just as bad as their own. Although she had dealt with more than enough sadness in a short amount of time, she loved hearing about how other people had managed to overcome their own adversities.

      Each and every day brought with it a new group of people they met on the road home, and they all had stories to tell. Megan knew with each new story she heard, she was listening to another story about perseverance. The hope she had held on to that things were going to get better was actually the truth, and it made her feel much better about the future. Although it was obvious that the military base had given many of the people in the area something to look forward to, it seemed as though the farther they traveled back home, the harder people's lives had become.

      Megan didn't have the resources to reach as many people as the military did. She wanted to give back to the people who needed it most. They walked every day until they couldn't travel anymore. Although it was clear things were getting a little better with each passing day, it was going to be a while before they had anything normal back in their lives. During the nights, when they found a good place to settle in after a day of travel, she talked to her husband about finding a way to help as many people as they could. She was thankful that Kyle supported her and what she wanted to do, and the only thing they needed to do was come up with a plan.

      It had been a long time since she had done as much walking as they had done in the previous couple of weeks, and she was thankful that some of her training had come back to help her push through the pain she felt in her legs. Still, the only thing she was looking forward to was the fact that she would be back home with her family and be able to tell them all what they had found. The days came and went, and they were roughly three days from finally being back at the homestead. Time had started to feel as though it was moving slowly, and all she wanted was to be back with her family. As they were walking down the main road that would take them back to the ranch, they spotted a man walking in their direction. He seemed harmless, and they had already created a habit of stopping and talking to anyone who would tell their story. As soon as he started to approach them, she smiled kindly and nodded.

      He was another man who had managed to survive, and after he had told them his story, they returned the favor and told him all about what they had witnessed. He was as gentle a soul as they could find in the new world, and they listened intently as George explained that he had an elderly couple staying at his own homestead. The older couple on his property were headed back to El Paso, and Kyle mentioned that they were moving in the same direction.

      "Would you be willing to accompany us that far? It's not that I can't handle myself, but you just never know what you are going to run into these days."

      Megan nodded. "We have definitely seen our fair share of violence. Normally, we would love to help, but we have already been on the road for several weeks and are looking forward to getting back home."

      George nodded. "I understand that. I just figured I would ask."

      "El Paso isn't that far off of the way we are going anyway," Kyle said. "I don't think taking a little extra time to help a few people out is going to hurt anything."

      "Anything you can do to help would be greatly appreciated. My homestead is just about a mile from here, so you wouldn't be going too far out of your way."

      "You mentioned that an elderly couple is trying to get to El Paso, right?"

      "They might be traveling a little farther than that, but from everything that they have told me, I'm assuming it's not much farther than that, if that is the case."

      "We'd be glad to help," Kyle said.

      "Great. I will guide the two of you back to my property and see if they are ready to leave."

      Although Megan enjoyed the thought of being able to help when people needed it, she had also been looking forward to getting home as soon as possible. She couldn't fault her husband for offering their assistance, but she missed her family and was ready to be at home. George was a kind man, but she didn't like the idea that they were going to have to backtrack more than a mile to meet up with the older couple they were going to help. As they walked toward the man's homestead, Kyle continued the conversation with a man who looked to be just a few years older than them.

      She had no idea what they were running into, but the longer they walked, the more she realized that they were doing the right thing, even if she hadn't been on board at the beginning. Megan knew her family was going to be at the homestead, waiting for them to arrive. A few extra hours weren't going to mean anything in the grand scheme of things, and she was able to slowly change her attitude from slightly upset to happy that she was going to be able to give a helping hand.

      As they walked, George told them about how he had been trying to help as many people as he could. Times were hard for all of them, but she was once again surprised to see that there were caring people in the world willing to do whatever it took to help others. She was almost awestruck by the stories he told, and she found herself wondering how much property the man owned due to the fact it seemed as though he had many people there. The road they were on started to go slightly downhill, with an incline on the other side.

      Megan was glad they were going to be able to lend a helping hand, but she was hoping the couple would be ready to go upon their arrival. Even though she was ready to help, she wanted to get back to the homestead and tell their story to her family. She could help all the people in the world, and the only ones who would matter to her were the ones she loved most. It wasn't until they reached the top of the hill, and he pointed them in the direction of his homestead, that she realized how much the man had actually been doing. It was a magnificent sight to see, and she wondered how the man had been capable of putting together such a beautiful scene.
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      The only way to describe what she saw in front of her was almost like something a person would see after a hurricane had bashed the coast. Megan was shocked and impressed by the humanitarian effort visible before her eyes. The sheer number of shacks that had been set up on the property was impressive, but it seemed like more than that. She could see the main house as they made their approach, but the entire property was covered with shacks and tents. It looked like something she would have seen in a highly populated homeless area, but it was good to see that someone cared enough to offer the homeless a place to stay and shelter because they needed it.

      "The couple making their way toward El Paso is roughly in the center of all of this mess," George said.

      Megan smiled. "I wouldn't call this a mess. How did you manage to do all of this?"

      "It wasn't all my doing. You remember the old saying that it takes a village?"

      She nodded.

      "This is something like that. It started with my wife and then snowballed into what you see in front of you. Several of the neighbors and members of the community have pitched in to give us supplies to help those in need."

      "This is just as impressive as everything we saw on the military base."

      "The only thing we want to do is provide people with a roof over their heads and as much food and water as we can give them. Many people stay because they have nowhere else to go, but we get a lot of people just passing through, making their way back home in hopes of reconnecting with their family."

      Megan certainly understood the need for that, as they had been on their way home to her family. Although it was easy to see that many of the people staying in the shacks and tents were reserved, they were all just as kind as the people at the base had been. Each time they came across a new face, those people smiled and nodded, clearly thankful for the hope given to them. She was simply blown away by everything she had witnessed in the previous weeks, and seeing that there were so many people helping others made her want to do even more. As they approached the tent the couple was staying in, George took a couple of steps ahead of them and peeked his head through the small opening.

      She couldn't quite make out what was being said, but when she heard the woman's name was Loretta, her heart dropped. Although Kyle had been doing well with the loss of his parents, she hated to think that they would be traveling for a few days with a woman who shared his mother's name. It was hard enough for her anytime she heard someone who shared the name of her father and could only imagine the type of painful reminder it would be for her husband. Without thinking, she joined him by his side and took his hand, squeezing it as she did. He glanced her way and nodded, but the look in his eyes was enough to tell her what she already knew. The name had struck a chord, whether he liked it or not. When George turned around to introduce them to the couple, she felt her husband's hand gripping hers tightly. She turned back to the tent, and her heart stopped. Stepping out of the tent was Martin, Kyle's father. Right behind his father was his mother, and everything else happened in a flash.

      The four of them immediately rushed toward each other, all of them meeting in the middle and hugging as a group. Megan was overjoyed that her husband's parents were alive, although there were several things that needed explanation. She was just happy they were once again all together, but it was obvious that Martin and Loretta had been through hell. As the four of them continued to cry tears of joy, she couldn't help but notice that her mother-in-law was missing a leg, and her father-in-law had a patch over his left eye. Several moments went by of pure blissful joy, and she thanked God they had survived the plane crash.

      "What happened to you?" Kyle asked finally.

      Loretta sighed. "Well, as soon as the power went out, we decided it was best if we started heading to the homestead. It was obvious that there was something more going on than just a regular power outage, and we knew the best place to be was with you."

      "So, you weren't in the house when the plane crashed into the retirement community?"

      Martin shook his head. "No. Although we had made the decision to head to your place, we weren't able to get far enough away from the crash. The explosion coming from the plane after it hit the ground sent everything flying through the air. Your mother's leg was trapped beneath a pile of rubble, and I was struck in the face by something that we have no idea what it was."

      "How were you able to survive that?" Megan asked.

      "No clue. We both woke up in Killeen. It was some sort of military base. I'm assuming that after everything happened, the medics picked us up and took us there. They amputated your mother's leg, and there was no way of salvaging what was left of my eye."

      "I might have lost my leg, but I'm happy I have my arms to hug both of you with," Loretta said. "It took us several weeks to be able to get up and move around, but the first thing we decided to do was try to make it back to the homestead to check on both of you."

      "I went looking for you and saw all the devastation after the retirement community," Kyle said. "I thought I had lost you."

      "We're all here now, and that's all that matters. We've actually been trying to make our way back to the homestead ever since we were able to get back on our feet."

      It was the most joyous moment she had ever felt in her life. The happy and shocking reunion was more than enough to rejuvenate the energy they would need to make the journey back to their property. George was off to the side, obviously shocked by what he was seeing. They thanked him for taking care of his parents, and he was grateful to be part of the experience. Kyle shook the man's hand, and Megan followed it up with a hug. She was so grateful to all the people who had helped the older couple, but she was looking forward to them all returning home together.

      Megan was never going to forget what all the kind people had done for her family, and as they started to make their way out of one homestead and toward their own, she was starting to think of ways she could pay it forward. Kyle was already telling his parents about all the things they had been through and how they had managed to overcome the devastation of thinking he had lost his parents. It was amazing to see the three of them together again, and she knew there was a bright hope for their future.

      There had never been a time in her life when she had been as happy as she was in that moment, and she couldn't help but once again thank God for watching over them in such a dark hour. Megan knew there were a lot of people in the world who were going to need help, but it was nice to know she wasn't the only one who felt the need to provide that assistance. With part of the world already starting to come together and with them being reunited with Loretta and Martin, almost anything was possible. It might have been easy for everyone else to write it off as sheer luck, but there was something more powerful behind it all. Only God could have brought them all back together in such a magnificent way, and Megan was grateful they had been reunited.
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      "Your mother and I were healing when we came back around," Martin said. "At first, I was just thankful we had both survived the blast from the plane crash. It was hard to believe the world could turn so evil so fast."

      "What do you mean?" Kyle asked.

      "Well, we were taken to the military base almost immediately after the blackout started. We got to see how they managed to turn the area around, but they didn't have it easy. People started to riot and loot for everything they could find, and it was the military that brought back some sort of peace to the area."

      "We actually just headed down that way because we heard they had power. We were both shocked by how much they had been able to accomplish already," Megan said.

      Loretta nodded. "The only thing I ever heard about EMPs before all of this was some crazy stuff they tried selling us back in the seventies, when we were at the peak of the Cold War with Russia."

      "I'm not saying any of those products actually worked, but according to the Air Force, I feel like everyone should have dug the deepest holes possible and put all of their electronics down in the hole."

      Kyle chuckled. "I'm not sure that would have worked the same way as the deep bunkers the military had, but that would have saved people a lot of money."

      The four of them laughed together, and Megan was once again reminded of how happy she was that they were all together again. Kyle's parents had always treated her just like she was their daughter, and she loved them just as much as they loved her. Although they all knew it was going to take the country a long time to put itself back together, she couldn't help but think that they might actually be all right at the end of it all. There were plenty of people willing to put forward any effort they could offer, and that was more than enough to help the country get back on track.

      Megan knew they had found a couple of pieces of heaven during their journey, and she was looking forward to letting the other members of her family know about what they had found. The travel back was a mixture of both quicker and slower than they had anticipated. The fact that Loretta had lost a leg slowed them down, but knowing they were headed back to the homestead instead of El Paso was going to save them a day's worth of travel. The group spent their days moving toward their destination and their nights anywhere that felt safe enough to actually get some rest.

      A good portion of the country seemed to be moving in the right direction, but they were a long way away from feeling safe at any given moment. She and Kyle took shifts through each night, watching over the others as they slept. Megan took a couple of hours of time alone to think about how much good they would be able to do if they opened up the homestead to the rest of the community. It wasn't something they had discussed before, but she thought it would be the best way to give back to the community and help as many people as possible.

      With all the joy they each felt from being reunited, they had forgotten about the fact that Heather had given them a radio. It was the second night on their journey home when the realization struck her, and they sat by the makeshift fire Kyle had prepared and told his parents all about the trip they had made and everything leading up to the decision. Loretta and Martin were both fascinated with their story. They were happy their son had survived his own ordeal as they talked about everything they had witnessed at the military base and the fact that they had been given a radio.

      "Are you going to turn it on?" Martin asked.

      Megan glanced at her husband before shaking her head. "I wanted to share this with everyone when we returned to the homestead. I think it's important that each of us understand that help is eventually going to make it to us and that there is some hope for our future."

      "There's always hope if you believe in God," Loretta said.

      "I couldn't agree with you more. I pray every day that the people of this world are safe and out of harm's way, but I'm also grateful He has been protecting us this far."

      "The country and the world have a long way to go before they are back on track," Martin said. "With that being said, I certainly believe we are headed in the right direction."

      Megan smiled. "We are going to get there eventually, but it is going to take some time. I'm just happy to see there are so many people who have the right mindset and are willing to lend a helping hand."

      Martin and Loretta glanced at each other before smiling and looking right back at her.

      "If it weren't for the good people willing to help us, I don't think we would be here today," Loretta said.

      Knowing everything the couple had been through, Megan was happy to see they each had a positive attitude that couldn't be matched. Although it was going to take the world some time to heal and come back, she knew from what she had witnessed that they were moving in the right direction. There were going to be triumphs and disappointments, but there was hope all around them. As long as they continued to do right by each other and help those in need, the country was going to be all right. Megan hoped the entire world would be okay after everything that had happened, but it was nice to see that her compatriots were doing the right thing already.
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      The last of their days of travel came to an end, and as soon as they arrived at the homestead, the rest of her family saw them approaching with Kyle's parents. They rushed down the driveway, and there were hugs all around. It was yet another joyous moment as the whole family was reunited. The rest of the day was filled with stories, and all of them discussed the things they had seen and heard along the way. Karen and Kathy were shocked by what they were told, but Ashley continued to ask about the radio. Megan thought that it would be a more special occasion if they waited until that night to turn it on, and as soon as the sun started to go down that evening, her stepsister begged her to do so.

      Megan just smiled and nodded before making her way into the barn and pulling out the radio Heather had given them. It was going to be the first time they were turning the ham radio on, and she couldn't believe the excitement on the faces of everyone around her when she brought it out and set it on a stump next to the fire. She reached for the radio and switched it on. It only took a moment for the old radio to start blasting static, and as she waited for anything else to come through its speakers, she watched the faces and reactions of the others.

      There were several tense moments as they all waited for some form of communication to play through the speaker. Suddenly, the static cleared up, and they could hear people talking back and forth. As soon as the voices broke through, there was cheering all around. The happiness spread among them was something that was eventually going to reach the rest of the country, and although she had no idea how long it would take, she at least knew they were going to be all right. Megan was well aware of the fact that they had survived the hardest part of the apocalypse, and when the dust finally settled, the dunes they called home would be standing. She couldn't remember where she had heard it before, but she was already thinking about changing the name of the homestead to The Dust Dunes. No matter what she decided, she was happy her family was together and intact.
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      In the two years that had gone by since reuniting with Kyle's parents, a lot had changed. As Megan sat on the front porch, keeping watch over the property with her husband asleep in the chair next to her, she thought about everything that had transpired throughout the years. The beginning of the darkness had been the hardest part, especially given the fact that they had each thought they had lost their loved ones. Once her family had arrived from DC, it had sparked hope that everything was going to be all right, only for that hope to be dashed by the thought of her husband losing his family. It was the moment that he and his parents were reunited that changed things, and upon returning to the homestead, Megan and Kyle set out to help as many people as possible.

      They had spent the next several months creating a safe place for anyone who needed somewhere to go. It had taken quite a bit of work, but with the help of her family, she had managed to build several shacks on the property. In any given week, they would have twenty to thirty travelers stopping by for food or supplies. Megan had even managed to set up a supply chain with the Air Force base that would provide them with more supplies. Everything had gone how they had expected it to until the last six months. She knew the number of people who were traveling would slowly drop, due to the fact that there were so many people doing what they were at The Dust Dunes. She couldn't count the number of times she had witnessed a happy reunion, and she knew the decision they had made was the correct one.

      Suddenly, as she sat up in her chair, she felt the baby kick. It was a blessing that through all the darkness that had been thrust upon them, something light and cheerful had been gifted to them as well. Megan wasn't sure how far along she was, but she was excited to feel the baby for the first time. She reached over and put her hand on her husband's shoulder, shaking him awake. Kyle jolted, and his eyes flew open, ready for anything coming their way. After he looked around and didn't see anything, he glanced over at her with a quizzical look on his face.

      "Is everything all right?"

      Megan smiled. "The baby kicked, and I didn't want you to miss it."

      He grinned and reached out to feel her stomach. Megan watched his face carefully, and she saw the moment he lit up with joy. They had their issues with people of all sorts making their way throughout the country, trying to cause problems and harm others. In that moment, though, everything around them faded away. Happiness was written all over the man's face, which she hadn't seen in quite some time, and although they had done many good things together, she felt like they were finally going to be able to move forward with their lives. Kyle sat up in his chair and leaned in closer to her, kissing her on the cheek as soon as he was close enough.

      Although the world around them had faded away, there was a noise off in the distance she hadn't heard in years. Both she and her husband jumped to their feet, and she watched the road for several minutes. It was already late at night, and she was confused by what she heard. There was no chance she was actually hearing a vehicle driving down the road, but it seemed much louder than just one. After just a few minutes, she finally saw the first of several headlights making their way down their road.

      Her heart raced with excitement, knowing she was seeing the first of many caravans moving across the land. As soon as she saw the first Humvee, she knew it wouldn't be the last. The military vehicles rolling by were making their way across the state to help provide order, even if they hadn't found a way to turn the power back on. As the vehicles passed the front of their homestead, the people in them waved. Megan had known for quite a while that they were going to be all right, but it was the first progress she had witnessed in over a year.

      Rumors had been floating around the ham radio that the government was working on bringing electricity back to the public, but she had no idea how long that might take. The one thing she knew for sure was that the caravan of vehicles making their way across the state was a good sign, and she was hoping they would be able to restore power by the time her unborn child's first birthday arrived. Megan couldn't help but wonder what kind of surprise that would be for a child who had never witnessed electricity before. The country was going to survive. When the last vehicle in the caravan had passed, she glanced back at her husband.

      "What do you think?" he asked.

      "I think we are going to make it."

      Kyle chuckled. "I thought we had already decided that nothing was going to stop us."

      Megan smiled and glanced out over the homestead. They had proven time and time again that what he had said was true. They had practically had everything thrown at them over the past few years, and yet, they were still standing. She couldn't help but grin as she saw the dust settling on the road. It was at that moment she knew nothing would stop them, and no matter what life threw at them, her family and the rest of the world were going to survive it. They had found their happiness within each other, and they all were going to witness the grand return of their great nation.

      

      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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