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Jasmine Richards scanned the answer key in front of her. She couldn’t believe how poorly she’d done on the pop quiz. After two years in the veterinarian program, Jasmine expected more of herself. Granted, it had been a rough week from start to finish. The surprise test was the least of her problems. Her mother’s health continued to wane. It weighed on her mind with enough force that her grades were slipping. She had worked far too hard to give up on her studies now. Cursing under her breath as she finished reviewing the test, she turned her attention back to the instructor and forced herself to listen as the woman spoke.

Every bit of knowledge she could retain would help her later in her career. With the money she made as a veterinarian, she would be able to take care of her mother and her kid sister, Olivia. As the teacher announced the end of class and outlined their assignment for the following week, Jasmine quickly shoved her book and laptop into her bag. Making a beeline for the door, she hesitated when the teacher called her name behind her. Jasmine cringed and skidded to a stop, turning around to face the woman while plastering a smile on her face.

Despite the crippling social anxiety she felt in any situation, Jasmine had long ago mastered the art of faking it. She waited for the line of students to file past her before walking over to the woman’s desk. Jasmine enjoyed the weekly two-hour course with Miss Rosewood, but the woman had a habit of sticking her nose into her students’ lives. While she was sure some of the others might appreciate it, Jasmine preferred to keep her personal life private. Her struggle at home wasn’t unknown to the faculty.

“Mrs. Rosewood, what can I do for you?” Jasmine asked.

The woman smiled at her in a way that made a flicker of rage move through Jasmine, though she didn’t let the emotion show on her face. It was the same look of pity, of sadness, that she got whenever someone asked about her mother. Each time, it elicited the same response from Jasmine. Her mother had always been a fighter. She couldn’t remember a time when her mother hadn’t been there for Jasmine and Olivia. They were an incredibly close-knit trio. Four years prior, though, their world had been shaken when it was discovered her mother had acute kidney failure.

She refused to let either of the girls get tested to find out if they were eligible donors. Until recently, Jasmine had respected her mother’s wish. Yet, with each passing day, as the woman grew weaker, Jasmine struggled with her decision. She couldn’t take the time to think about it at that moment. Forcing herself to smile at the teacher, she waited patiently for the woman to speak again. If she wanted to pry into Jasmine’s life, she wasn’t going to make it easy for her.

“I noticed you had a time on the quiz today. How are you holding up? I know it’s been a rough few weeks for you,” she said.

“Yeah, I’m sorry about that. I know it will affect my grade, but it shouldn’t lower me beyond a few points. I’m sure I’ll ace the next one,” Jasmine said.

There was that smile again. “I’m not worried about your grades, Jasmine. I know what you are capable of. How is your mom doing?”

The question struck her right in the gut, the same as it always did. She never knew how to answer when people asked. Did they want to know the truth? No. They wanted the sugarcoated version, the one where they could feel good about themselves for asking but still keep the situation at arm’s length.

“She’s hanging in there. We hope for a miracle every day. She’s the next one on the donor list, which is great news as well,” Jasmine said.

Immediately, the woman lit up, clapping her hands with joy as she advanced on Jasmine. Instinct kicked in, and she bolted backward to dodge the woman’s embrace. She didn’t even like it when people she’d known for years touched her. Jasmine had thrived during the pandemic. While money had been tight, at least she’d had a legitimate reason to avoid the entire human race. Instantly, the woman’s demeanor changed, a red flush jumping to her cheeks as she gave Jasmine her space again.

“Well, that’s really great news. Please let me know if you need anything. I am happy to extend—”

“Nope,” Jasmine quickly said. “We are doing fine, but thanks for the offer. I’ll see you next week.”

Not wanting to risk being forced into another conversation, she made a beeline for the exit. Racing down the hall, Jasmine jogged out the front doors and into the beautiful Florida sun. It was a wonderfully warm day. It was on afternoons like that one that Jasmine truly appreciated everything she was working for. Quickly making her way to the bus stop at the edge of the campus, she leaned against the station shelter and pulled out her phone while she waited for the bus. Jasmine had just enough time to get home, change, and then relieve the day nurse for a few minutes before heading off to her bartending job a few miles from home.

Olivia would be wrapping up her classes for the afternoon and be home by the time Jasmine made it there. At sixteen, Olivia was at the top of her class despite their somewhat unique home situation. The brilliant young woman would take over caring for their mother for a few hours before the next shift of caregivers came in. If there were any way for Jasmine to take on the role herself, she would have gladly done so. As it was, they needed the money more than they needed Jasmine at home. She knew her sister and mother would be fine on their own while she kept a roof over their heads.

The only thing that kept her going most days was knowing there was an end in sight. As a veterinarian, she would be able to take care of her family and get her mother the care she needed. While some might have seen the weight the twenty-two-year-old had on her shoulders as a burden, Jasmine saw it as a blessing. She had a family who loved her and a roof over her head. That was all that mattered. When her phone started to ring and her sister’s name appeared on the screen, Jasmine grinned and quickly answered the video chat.

“Hey, kid, where are you?” Jasmine asked.

“We just passed Brentwood Avenue; I’m going to be at least five minutes late getting home. We’ve got a substitute today, and he’s got no idea where he’s going,” Olivia said.

Jasmine sighed. “All right, did you let—”

“Yep, I called Katy before I called you. She’s fine there for a little longer.”

“You are one smart cookie. Do you know that?” Jasmine asked. “Listen, I picked up an extra shift tonight. I know you were planning to go out with your friends, but rent’s due, and we really need the money.”

There was a pause on the other end of the call. Jasmine knew her sister was disappointed. It was a Tuesday night. She never asked her sister to take the overnight shift on the weekends, but the last few months had been costly ones. Her mother’s medication had nearly doubled in price, and her hours were being cut at the bar. There was no way Jasmine was going to ask Olivia to give up her weekends, though, not with how hard the girl was working in school.

“It’s okay. I like hanging out with Mom. Plus, with midterms coming up, I could use all the extra study time I can get. What time do you think you’ll be home?” Olivia asked.

“Soon, probably a few minutes before you. I see the bus heading this way now. Listen, I got another email from Grandma and Grandpa. I didn’t want to read it without you, but I saw that they were talking about dates.”

“You mean…you mean we can really go?” Olivia asked.

Jasmine smiled. “We’ll find a way.” Their RV was as old as the hills, but Jasmine figured she could pull off paying for gas for the trip. It would take a lot longer than flying, but a road trip with her sister was always a good time. Jasmine had gone so far as to print out the map her grandparents had sent to try to plan the route that would be the most fun for the girls.

Olivia squealed with excitement as she bounced in the bus seat on the screen. As Jasmine quickly ended the call and climbed onto the public transportation, she couldn’t help but feel the same excitement Olivia did. It was one of the few rays of sunshine in their lives. Thanks to a genealogy project Olivia had done the previous semester, the two had discovered their deadbeat father’s parents not only wanted to have a relationship with them, but even wanted the sisters to visit that summer. It was an exciting adventure they were both looking forward to.
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The short bus ride barely gave her time to doze off before being jerked awake at her stop. She was thankful to have people in the area who cared about her family. Even the driver, a man closer to a century than eight decades, made sure she was up and off the bus so she didn’t miss her stop. It was a quick three-block walk to the quiet area they called home. Situated a mile from the coast, the apartment complex had a small private pool and all the amenities the trio needed. From on-site laundry to a custom wheelchair ramp, the apartment and community went above and beyond to help out the single mother and her daughters.

Jasmine planned on repaying the favor when she graduated. Every day on the bus ride to school, she would look at the vacant buildings for rent. Any one of them would be perfect for her own tiny clinic. Even as a student, she did what she could for the pets in the area. Jasmine jogged to the side gate of the complex and slipped her key into the lock. It creaked open, immediately alerting the three animals that roamed free of her arrival. An ancient Jack Russell bounded in her direction from the manager’s office while two overweight black cats meandered in her direction for their daily petting.

She gave all three of them several minutes of attention before jogging around the courtyard and pool to the apartment’s front door. Unlocking it, she called out for the afternoon aid as she dropped her bag and keys near the petite kitchen table. It only needed to be big enough for two. Sarah James hadn’t joined her daughters for a meal in months. She simply wasn’t strong enough anymore. Not that it would have made much difference. Sarah’s appetite had dissipated as the illness had progressed as well. When a portly woman in scrubs appeared and gave her a warm smile, guilt surged through Jasmine. Olivia hadn’t made it home yet to relieve the woman.

“Hey, Meredith. I’m so sorry—”

“You know, on Tuesdays, I have to pick up Johnny from school. He’s already called me twice now,” she said.

“I know. My teacher kept me over. I should have sent you a text. I thought Olivia was going to be here. I promise it won’t happen again.”

The woman pursed her lips. It was a line Meredith had heard before. In the future, Jasmine would make it clear to her teacher that she couldn’t stay. Good help was near impossible to find with what social security paid out on behalf of their mother. She couldn’t afford to lose Meredith.

“You know I adore your mother and both of you girls, but I need to be there for my own family, too, Jaz. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

Jasmine nodded and held open the door for the aide. She closed it softly behind her before jogging to the back bedroom, where her mother was sitting in bed, reading. When Sarah saw her daughter standing in the doorway, she gave Jasmine a weak smile. Instantly, Jasmine went to her mother’s bed and sat on the end of it, careful not to disturb the woman’s slight frame.

“Hey, sugar,” Sarah said. “How was class today? Did you learn how to save the world one dog at a time?”

Jasmine chuckled. “No, but if the president’s cat ever suffers from a hairball, I know what to do.”

“See now? I knew you were destined for greatness,” Sarah played.

Jasmine smiled at her mother. “Thanks, but I don’t feel destined for anything but bed today. I’ve got to grab a quick shower, but I’ll come to talk for a few before work.”

Sarah frowned. “You’re pushing yourself too hard, Jaz. You don’t need to be working all these extra hours on top of school. Why don’t you dip into the—”

“No,” Jasmine snapped. “That’s Olivia’s college fund, and I’m not touching it. I don’t want her to have to work like—”

“Like you do?” Sarah asked. The woman sighed and shook her head. “I never wanted this for you. I never wanted you and your sister to be worried all the time. It’s not right. Without the nurses, the pills, and the aides, the two of you wouldn’t have to worry about anything.”

Jasmine groaned and rolled her eyes as she stood. She could already see where the conversation was leading, and it wasn’t going to end well. They’d had the same fight hundreds of times before, but Jasmine refused to budge on the subject.

“Mother, we are not putting you in a state nursing home. Please don’t start this again,” Jasmine growled.

Before Sarah could argue with her daughter, they both heard the sound of the front door opening. Seconds later, Olivia called out to them before appearing in the doorway. She was all smiles though her cheeks were flushed, and she was noticeably out of breath. Jasmine knew she’d run home from the bus stop. Quickly excusing herself, Jasmine checked the time on her phone and cursed under her breath as she jogged to the bedroom she shared with her sister.

She quickly changed into the uniform for the bar where she worked and ducked into the shared bathroom. Ten minutes after stepping in front of the mirror, she emerged with a full face of makeup and her hair pulled back. Jasmine wasn’t a fan of wearing animal fat and chemicals on her face, but it definitely made a difference in tips. Despite running low on time, Jasmine stopped back in her mother’s bedroom to tell the pair she was leaving. Sarah’s ailing health was always at the forefront of her mind. Jasmine never knew when it might be their last goodbye.

“Do you need me to pick up anything on my way home?” Jasmine asked the pair.

Sarah shook her head.

“I could use some more shampoo,” Olivia said.

“Sweetheart, I don’t want your sister walking to the store that late at night. It’s a rough area already,” Sarah said.

Jasmine could sense an argument coming between the two.

“You can use mine tonight. I’ll stop in the morning on my way to class and grab you more. Can you check the kitchen and make a list for me tonight? Just leave it on the counter,” Jasmine said.

Olivia nodded as Jasmine gave them both a wave and slipped back into the small living room and dining area. Grabbing her purse and keys, she jogged back out of the complex and headed down the sidewalk. The ten-minute stroll was her favorite part of the day. It gave her time to think and reflect on everything she was going to do with her life and the future. No matter how glum things sometimes felt, she was optimistic about what the years ahead held for her family. By the time she reached the bar, it was already starting to get busy. In a college town, there wasn’t much else to do besides hang by the ocean and drink on a Tuesday evening.

Jasmine quickly made herself busy filling orders as the afternoon bartender closed out her till for the day. The early evening flew by as she filled one order after another, and by the time her break came at nine, she was ready for a breather. Plopping down on a barstool, Jasmine grabbed her phone and quickly checked in with her sister and mother. She’d ignored the man sitting to her right for the most part, but in the swing of shifts, he’d managed to get ahold of the remote for the television. Frank was a harmless local. Now, as the news played in the background, Jasmine couldn’t help but listen in.

“Never changes, huh?” the man grumbled. “Same shit, different day. Hell, different decade. Chinese are pissed, Russia is crazy, and the US has gone to shit with the liberal beliefs.”

Jasmine cringed. “Sure, I guess.”

“Just look at that. Now they’re fixing to get friendly with those same asshats who are sending over spy planes.”

She frowned. “Spy planes? Maybe you’ve had enough there, friend.”

He chuckled and rolled his eyes. “No, ma’am, not nearly enough if you ask me. I’m telling you, something big is coming.”

“Oh yeah? Are you an oracle now, Frank?”

“Don’t need to be. I’ve seen it before. There is a war coming, but this time, I don’t think anyone is prepared. This country is weak; we just don’t know it. People have been telling the government for years that we’ve got an Achilles heel.”

Jasmine rolled her eyes as Josh, the owner’s son and chef, brought out her dinner. He gave her a playful wink before slipping away. She blushed and wished she could follow him instead of sitting there, listening to Frank’s tangent. As it was, Jasmine turned her attention to the cheeseburger in front of her and did her best to enjoy the break.
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By the time she left the bar after work, Jasmine was ready to pass out in her bed. Despite Josh doing his best to talk her into a nightcap back at his place, she had no desire to be out late. Plus, Jasmine had actively declined the offer from him a half dozen times before. While he was charming and flirtatious, she wasn’t about to go out with the boss’s son. She valued her job far too much to get caught up in drama. She was happy Olivia hadn’t thrown a tantrum about the shampoo.

Walking the streets alone at night felt nothing like it did during the afternoon. Despite being familiar with the area where she was born and raised, it had gone downhill in the past few years. The republicans blamed the democrats; the democrats blamed the republicans, and the independents blamed them both. Jasmine didn’t have time to think about politics, though, not with everything else she had on her plate.

It wasn’t until she could see the streetlamps in front of the apartment complex gate that she let some of the tension slip from her shoulders. Just as she reached the gate, a flash of red and blue illuminated the street around her, and she spun around, her heart already pounding in her chest. The lights stopped as an officer emerged from the passenger side to walk in her direction. Jasmine rolled her eyes as soon as she recognized the figure.

“Jesus, Carl, you scared the daylights out of me,” she hissed.

“Well, it serves you right for running the streets this late at night.”

“Running the streets? Thanks for making me sound like a freaking hooker. I was at work, if you must know.”

“Since when do you work Tuesdays?” Carl asked.

Jasmine glared at him. “Last time I checked, my schedule was none of your concern. We aren’t dating anymore, right?”

“Come on, Jaz, don’t be like that. You know I never wanted to end things,” he grumbled.

“And yet, you did, so forgive me if I don’t feel like standing around and making small talk,” Jasmine snapped.

“It’s not like you left me much choice,” Carl said.

“Can we please not do this again?” Jasmine asked.

“You know, you never gave me a reason for why you said no…even after all these months, I still have no idea why you turned me down.”

She fought the urge to groan and sigh dramatically. She wasn’t sure why she’d turned the man down. It was true Jasmine loved him, and Carl adored her and her family. It was something about the look in her mother’s eyes when she told her they might be moving in together, a sadness and resignation Jasmine had hated to see. Her mom still saw herself as a burden, of that Jasmine was certain.

Yet, for the two sisters, it couldn’t be further from the truth. Carl had filled her head with ideas. Wonderful thoughts of taking a break from school and focusing on her mother’s care. Yet, that would put her in debt to him, no matter what he said. She would forever be trapped as his kept woman, the housewife with no path of her own. Jasmine wasn’t okay with that; it wasn’t what she wanted. Seeing the pain in Carl’s eyes, though, made her second-guess everything. He’d been the one to end things when it appeared their relationship had reached a stalemate. Neither was willing to budge.

“I have to get inside,” she muttered.

He snorted. “Yep, that’s what I thought. Leave instead of talking about things. You know, Jasmine, you think you are being tough and protecting yourself, but really, you’re just doing more damage. One of these days, you’re going to realize you should have let me in.”

She shook her head and turned back to the gate, slipping her key into the lock as she heard Carl storm back to the cruiser behind her. When it pulled away, Jasmine finally let out the tense breath she’d been holding. Jasmine quickly made her way through the gate to the apartment, slipping inside and quietly closing the door behind her in the dim hall lighting. Just as she had done hundreds of times before, Jasmine pulled the cash she’d made that night from her purse and stuck it in a tin on top of the fridge.

Their landlord was accustomed to getting the rent each month in small bills. He didn’t mind as long as it was paid. While the kindhearted man had offered them leniency, Jasmine had politely refused his offer. She was going to show the world, her landlord, and Carl that she could take care of her family on her own. After getting the coffee pot ready for the morning, she started to head for bed. Her mother called out to her from the adjacent room, and Jasmine quickly ducked inside.

“Hey, why aren’t you asleep yet? You know what the doctor said about getting enough rest, Mom,” Jasmine whispered.

Sarah rolled her eyes. “That’s all I do is sleep and read. I wanted to see you, sweetheart; that was all.”

She smiled at her mother and lay down next to the woman, careful not to disturb the tubes that kept Sarah’s lungs filling with fresh oxygen.

“You look tired, honey. I know you say you aren’t pushing yourself too hard, but I can see the circles under your eyes—”

“I’m fine, Mom, I promise. Things aren’t always going to be this…chaotic. I’ve got finals in a few weeks, then my summer course load is only half of my regular schedule, so I can pick up some extra hours and get us ahead.”

“You shouldn’t have to get us ahead,” Sarah muttered. “You know, I’ve been thinking about talking to someone about tracking down your father. I know you won’t take anything from him, but Olivia is still under eighteen. He should be paying child support.”

“Yeah, well, he should be doing a lot of things, but no one has heard from him since my tenth birthday, so I’m not going to hold my breath. You’re at the top of the donor list. You’ll be back on your feet soon. I promise I’ll slow down then,” Jasmine said.

“Honey, we need to talk about the possibility that I won’t make it that long. That—”

Instantly, she was standing, cutting off her mother’s words before she could say anything else. Jasmine refused to consider the possibility that her mother wouldn’t get better, that a kidney wouldn’t come in time. First thing in the morning, she was going to go down to the medical building to get tested. Her mother didn’t need to know where it was coming from, but Jasmine couldn’t let her mother die.

“I’ve had a really long day. I need to turn in. I love you, Mom. Don’t give up hope, okay?” Jasmine said.

“We need to talk—”

“No,” Jasmine growled. “We don’t. I’m done discussing it.”

“I’m going to die, Jasmine, whether you are ready for it or not.”

She glared at her mother, the words hitting her with enough force that she couldn’t speak. Without another word, Jasmine spun around and left the room. It was rare for her to lose her temper with her mother, but she wasn’t going to have the same conversation again. Taking a deep breath to calm her nerves, Jasmine quietly crept into her shared bedroom. Olivia was passed out in her bed, homework strewed across the floor and a pen still in the girl’s hand. Jasmine smiled and shook her head as she quickly picked up everything in the soft glow of the television still playing on top of the dresser.

There was unrest across the nation. The same story from before still ran on the national news. Despite the fatigue, she couldn’t pull her eyes away from the screen. Images from all across the globe were now being sent to the station—small balloons, unclaimed by any nation. Several dozen had already been shot down by the government, but more continued to appear in the skies without any rhyme or reason. She didn’t have the energy to think about it more. It was likely some publicity stunt by a new band or movie being released.

In a few days, the story would explode—the guilty party would issue an apology and likely pay a hefty fine. The world and nation would go back to the horrors from the weeks before. Famine, droughts, acts of war…it had no bearing on Jasmine. She yawned and quickly shut off the television before climbing into bed and plugging in her phone. After setting the alarm, Jasmine started to doze right away. There was no time in her chaotic schedule to ponder the end of the world.
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Sitting in the waiting room at the medical building, Jasmine scrolled through her social media. She hadn’t planned on waiting around for the results, but the training doctor at the office that morning had been a close friend of Sarah’s. The kind man saw the test as an opportunity for his students to learn while helping her get immediate answers. With no classes until later in the afternoon, it left her with a rare few hours to kill with nothing to do. Normally, she’d jump on the opportunity to get some extra studying in, but she was exhausted from the night before.

Jasmine still felt awful for the way she’d spoken to her mother, but she was resolute in her decision to have the test done. If there were a chance she could save Sarah’s life, Jasmine wasn’t going to bend. Her mother could be as stubborn as she wanted, but Jasmine was thinking not only of her own survival but Olivia’s as well. She needed her mother. If Sarah were gone, Jasmine didn’t know how the pair would survive. She was the glue that held their little family together.

Suddenly, the seat next to her filled, and Jasmine’s eyes darted up. There were two dozen empty seats in the small lobby; why would someone sit right next to her? Instantly, though, the tension eased from her body when Jasmine recognized the masculine figure to her left. She grinned at the man, his makeup on point with his rainbow-spiked afro. Jasmine couldn’t help but burst into laughter at the sight of him.

“What the heck did you do to your hair?” she asked.

Harvey Platt gave her a wink. “It’s for the school calendar. They’re looking to ‘diversify,’ and guess who got nominated from my fraternity?”

“Hmm…let me guess…Paul?” Jasmine asked.

He chuckled. “Don’t get me wrong, I love the look, but spikes are so last season. What about you? Don’t tell me that cop of yours gave you the clap? A little testing under the belt?”

Jasmine cringed and shook her head. “Gross. Plus, I told you we broke up. I’m getting tested to see if I’m a match for my mom.”

Harvey gave a low whistle. “Sarah finally gave in. That’s big.”

She fell silent, not wanting to lie to her friend but also knowing the truth would get her a long lecture from the flamboyant man. He adored Sarah, much like everyone else who met the ailing woman. Jasmine didn’t need to reply. Harvey took one look at the expression on his friend’s face and groaned before shaking his head.

“Girl, she is going to have your hide. There is no way she’s going to let the doctor—”

“Haven’t you ever heard of an anonymous donor? It happens all the time. I’ve already talked with the legal department, okay? She won’t know anything unless someone opens their big mouth.”

“Oh no, I’m not getting caught up in any of this drama. You don’t have to worry about me opening my mouth. I just wanted to see if you and Officer Hottie did the nasty. I should get back to the shoot. God only knows how they’re freaking out with me AWOL,” Harvey said.

“Thanks, Harv. Have fun…with whatever this is,” Jasmine said.

She gave her friend one final wave as she watched him go. Turning back to her phone, she tried to pass the time without dozing off by scrolling through the latest news stories. It was much of the same. The same balloons that had been spotted all over the nation before were now above most of the global land masses. No one knew where they had come from, but the handful that had been shot down proved to be nothing more than solar-powered weather balloons. They’d been deemed a harmless nuisance, though the crazies were out in full force, claiming a government conspiracy. Jasmine was already tired of seeing it plastered all across her social media.

“Jasmine?” the doctor called.

She bolted upright, completely forgetting about the news and her phone, as she slipped the device back into her bag. The man smiled at her as he walked over with one of his students. He handed her a slip of paper, but she didn’t open it, unsure if she was ready to know the results. So much of her hope hinged on her ability to help her mother. She thanked the doctor, quickly explaining that she wanted to find out the results in private before he could tell her. He was a good man who was happy to respect her wishes.

After giving him one final thanks, Jasmine made her way back out into the school courtyard and across the parking lot to the small café situated between two gyms. She wanted something hot and caffeinated to keep moving. Grabbing one of the few free booths in the back of the dive café, Jasmine situated herself before tugging out her laptop. The waitress didn’t bother to stop over. Jasmine was a frequent flyer of the establishment, and Hilda already knew what she wanted.

Minutes later, a pot of black coffee and a decanter of heavy cream were set at the edge of her table. She smiled at Hilda, slipping the woman a ten-dollar bill before pouring her first cup. She would have the next three hours undisturbed to study before her classes for the day started. Hilda already had her tip, and she was thankful for the guaranteed seclusion. Yet no matter how she tried to focus, the letter in the front pocket of her bag called to her, pleading with her to open it and learn if she could be her mother’s saving grace. After debating with herself for a few more minutes, Jasmine couldn’t hold out any longer.

She snatched the letter out of her bag and opened it, her eyes scanning the paragraph-long test results as her heart pounded. She couldn’t believe it; she was a match to be her mother’s donor. Nothing else mattered now. Jasmine didn’t hesitate to grab her computer and shove it into her bag, along with the rest of her notes, before darting for the door. Hilda called after her, questioning if everything was all right, but Jasmine didn’t stop. She had to get home and give her mother the good news.

The results changed everything. She was happy to put her education on hold if it meant her mother would survive to see both Jasmine and Olivia graduate. Tugging her phone out as she jogged across the campus to the bus stop, she pulled up the schedule and was delighted to find there would be a bus arriving in fifteen minutes. Jasmine wasn’t sure if she wanted to stop and get Olivia out of school to share the good news with her and her mother at the same time or not yet. She needed to be thinking things through with a clear head. As she sat down, Jasmine tapped her foot on the pavement.

It felt like time was standing still, her heart pounding with excitement. There was no way her mother wouldn’t be just as excited as she was. Granted, she had protested the idea before, but everything was different now. Her health had taken a rapid decline. They were out of options. Jasmine wasn’t going to let her mother die simply because she was stubborn. Two could play that game, but Jasmine knew Olivia would be on her side and liked the idea of having a backup.

With her mind made up, she strapped her bag over her shoulders and started to jog down the sidewalk. Olivia’s school was only a mile from campus; there was no reason to take the bus when they could catch the next one from the high school. Plus, while she was walking, she could work out the conversation with their mother. She wasn’t going to go down without a fight, but hopefully, being outnumbered and seeing how much her daughters cared about her would sway Sarah’s mind. Jasmine wasn’t ready to lose her mom; she wasn’t sure if she would ever be ready for something like that.

When Jasmine was less than an eighth of a mile from the school, she pressed the button for the crosswalk and waited for it to change. Jasmine had decided what to say to her mother. Now she just needed Olivia on her side to make it happen. Suddenly, the stop light above her flickered before going dark. She frowned, looking both ways before she crossed the street. It had to be an electrical problem. Thankfully, it was still early enough in the afternoon that the roads weren’t busy.

Jogging to the main entrance of the high school, Jasmine pressed the buzzer to let the receptionist know she was outside, but nothing happened. She frowned and pressed it again, but the result was the same. Something was going on.
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It wasn’t until she started pounding on the door that someone let her in. The buxom woman appeared out of breath. The striking change shocked Jasmine. She had known Clarissa Green for most of her life. She’d worked in the school system in one capacity or another for as long as Jasmine could remember. Now, her role as the receptionist for the high school was her only priority. Jasmine followed her to the office, noticing the entire school was dark along the way.

“Is the power out?” Jasmine asked.

Clarissa rolled her eyes as she took her seat behind the long desk. “Look at you, college girl.”

Jasmine chuckled. “Sorry, I guess I’ve just never seen this place dark before. Aren’t there backup generators?”

“Yeah, but after Hurricane Petunia last year, they were all damaged when the roof fell in. We’ve got one, maybe two, and they’re all going to keep the AC on so the students don’t overheat—if they ever kick on. Now, what can I do for you, Jaz? Oh, no…is Sarah…”

“She’s fine,” Jasmine quickly said. “At least as far as I know. There is a generator for her machines, so even if we lost power, she’d be okay. Of course, if it stays out longer than a few days, we’ll have to get her to the hospital, but for now, she’s doing all right.”

“Good! We always say a prayer for her at group on Wednesdays. Is it Olivia?”

“Yeah, well, no…I mean, she’s fine, but I was hoping to pull her out for the rest of the afternoon. We’ve got some things to take care of,” Jasmine said.

“Sure thing! It might take a few minutes. I’ll have to send a runner,” Clarissa said.

“Do you want me to run down there? I don’t mind. I know it’s not protocol, but—”

“Awe, shoot, I don’t care about that. I know you and your momma, hell, your whole family. If you don’t mind finding her, I’ll go ahead and sign her out for you.”

“Thanks, Clarissa,” Jasmine said.

She turned back for the double set of glass doors, heading left through a second set instead of right, which would lead her back outside. Olivia’s American History class would be letting out in a few minutes. Then she’d be off to lunch. Instead, Jasmine was going to change everything for the afternoon and, hopefully, the rest of their lives. Already the humid Florida air was starting to seep into the ancient building.

Hopefully, for the sake of the students and staff, the backups would kick on before long. If nothing else, Olivia would be happy to be free from the muggy air. Their apartment’s air had a backup generator for their mother’s comfort. Olivia could complete her schoolwork in relative comfort. When she reached the classroom door, she tapped lightly on the glass and waved at the old man at the front of the class. He already looked like he was melting in the heat. Seconds later, her sister joined her in the hall.

“Is Mom–

“She’s fine,” Jasmine quickly said. “Better than fine, actually.”

Fishing out the test results, she handed the paper to her sister as they started walking down the hall. Olivia paused when she finished, her eyes seeking out Jasmine’s as she handed back the note.

“Wow,” Olivia stammered. “Does Mom know you got tested?”

Jasmine shook her head. “Nope, that’s why I came to get you. I don’t want to tell her on my own.”

“Chicken.”

She snorted. “There is power in numbers. You know this is the best thing for her. She’s going to be upset, but I figured with both of us there, we might be able to talk her into it.”

“Let me get this straight. You are breaking me out of school to be your accomplice? You know I have finals next month, just like you, right?” Olivia asked.

“Come on, you’re a straight-A student. One afternoon to help me save Mom’s life isn’t going to hurt your grades. Do you really want to sit here until the power comes back on? Or would you rather come back home with me and sit in the air?”

Olivia groaned. “Damn you and your air conditioning bribes. Fine, let’s go.”

Jasmine gave her a victorious grin as they headed out into the sweltering Florida sun. There was a bus stop just a few blocks from the school that they quickly made their way to in order to wait for transportation. It was several miles to their apartment. They would both be fried if they tried to walk. Plus, the city had backup generators that had to be in better shape than the school’s. The bus would have AC, and they’d have a few minutes of respite from the heat before walking from their stop to the apartment complex.

As they waited for the bus, the heat quickly sapped their joy. Looking around the neighborhood, she saw that no one in the area had power, and she quickly grabbed her phone to see how widespread the outage was. If they were going to be days without power, they needed to set up transportation for their mother to get to the hospital sooner rather than later. Before she could unlock her phone, a man stopped in front of them, grabbing her attention with his panic-stricken expression.

“Have you heard the news? Do you know what’s going on?” The guy looked like he’d seen a ghost.

The sisters glanced at each other before Jasmine responded. “About the power being out?”

He seemed harmless enough until he dropped a bomb neither girl had been expecting. “No—well, yes—about the United States power grid.”

Sarah looked at Jasmine with her eyebrows raised in skepticism at what the stranger was about to share.

“The balloons everyone thought were a stunt were actually high-tech drones that took out the country’s power supply. Word on the street—well, for those in the know—is that the same attacks were carried out on a bunch of other countries as well.”

Jasmine held up her hand to stop the guy. She needed clarification. “What does that mean?”

“A nuclear EMP strike. Nations that were once the light of the world are now plunged into darkness—ours being one of them. Any moment the national government is expected to declare martial law—”

Jasmine felt like she was going to be sick. “I don’t think the bus is coming.”

“I don’t get it. If things are that bad, if we are like…totally in the dark now, how did you get that information?” Olivia asked the guy.

“I work at the news station and am on my way home to get my wife and kids out of town as fast as I can…before people realize what’s going on and go crazy. You girls need to get home—fast.” And he departed as quickly as he had shown up.

Jasmine looked at her phone—dead. Olivia followed suit with the same results. They were still in a daze as she stood, neither knowing what the implications of this really meant. They had to get back home to their mother. It wouldn’t be long before the rest of the country disintegrated into chaos. With each passing hour, as people became desperate, things were going to get rough. All they had to do was hold on long enough for the government to get things under control.

“Put your phone away; it’s useless. Listen, I don’t think the bus is going to come. Let’s start walking,” Jasmine quickly said.

Olivia groaned. “Do you have any idea how long that’s going to take us?”

“Twenty minutes if you quit bitching and starting moving,” Jasmine growled.

Despite shooting her older sister a look of daggers, Olivia put her bookbag on her shoulders and started walking down the sidewalk. Jasmine quickly grabbed her arm and tugged her across the street. She didn’t want to stay on the main road. Her gut was churning with indecision and fright. Jasmine had always trusted her instinct, and now it was time to listen to it again. Olivia protested as soon as they were in the alley, but it would keep any prying eyes off of them. Up ahead, she heard the sound of voices and footsteps approaching. She grabbed Olivia and tugged her behind a large dumpster. Her sister jerked her arm free.

“Don’t you think you are overreacting just a little here? Good Lord, we aren’t the only people walking around the city for Christ’s—”

Jasmine grabbed her and jerked her back down into a crouched position. “Please, for the love of God, Olivia, would you just stay down for a minute?”

Her sister glared at her but didn’t argue, staying crouched despite the obvious displeasure with their proximity to the stinking garbage. After a few more seconds, a pair of men emerged in the alley. They were obviously drunk, but it was their heated discussion about their afternoon plans that made her stomach lurch. Word had already spread about the power grid, and the filth was starting to bleed out into the street. The pair was trying to determine which would take priority—taking advantage of women or businesses.
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At least the very real and present danger had silenced Olivia next to her. Jasmine could feel her sister’s body trembling with fear. They had no weapons on them, and while Jasmine had taken a half dozen self-defense classes, she was no match for two men. Knowing their best chance was to lie low and hope the men didn’t see them, she turned her attention to the terrified teen at her side. She squeezed her sister’s shoulder to get her attention, raising the finger of her free hand to her lips to indicate they had to be silent.

Olivia nodded, seeing the very real threat in her sister’s gaze. The pair were still stumbling along without a care in the world. Every step brought them closer to the sisters’ hiding spot. If they kept down the path, they would see the pair for certain. Jasmine didn’t want to think about what they would do to her little sister after they killed Jasmine. She wouldn’t let them touch her as long as she was alive. Suddenly, there was another voice, a man calling the two back to the bar. She continued to hold her breath even as they retreated in the other direction.

Minutes passed in silence, but still, she didn’t move. Jasmine wasn’t sure if it was the fear or adrenaline that kept her trapped behind the dumpster, but it was the sniffling of the girl next to her that snapped her out of it. Tears had started to roll down Olivia’s cheeks. Her sister was absolutely petrified and counting on Jasmine to get her home to their mother. Mustering her courage, she took Olivia’s hand and jogged out from behind the dumpster. Instead of going straight down the alley, they darted to the right and headed for the main road.

She kept hold of her sister’s hand the entire time they ran. Even when Olivia pleaded with her to slow down and let her catch her breath, Jasmine pushed them both forward. She wasn’t going to let anything happen to the teen. Her future was too bright. When they were a few blocks from the complex, Olivia stumbled and nearly collapsed on the ground. Jasmine knew she had to let the girl take a brief respite. They were in the home stretch and could walk the rest of the way. They moved slowly in silence for a few minutes while they both caught their breath.

“What the hell is going on, Jaz?” Olivia finally asked.

“I have no idea.” She remembered reading a novel a long time ago about an EMP strike, but the details she remembered about the suggested ramifications were vague at best.

“The power can’t be out for long. People are going to feel ridiculous when they realize how much they’re overreacting.”

She prayed those words were true. Jasmine frowned but said nothing, her pace quickening as they moved along. The only safe place outside of the city she could think to go was to their grandparents’ house—the people they’d only met through FaceTime and never in person. While she loved the idea of jumping into the old RV and driving up the coast to New Hampshire, it was an unrealistic idea to entertain. Their mother would never survive the journey, and they weren’t going to leave her in Florida on her own, not even at a hospital with full-time care.

“Look, there’s the gate. I’m sure Mom is freaking out at this point. It’s a miracle she’s not blowing up our phones—” Jasmine stopped herself, remembering they weren’t working.

Her sister caught her blunder. “How long do you think we’re going to be without power?” Olivia asked.

Jasmine shrugged. “Honestly, as much as this nation needs it, I’d gamble and say a few weeks at most. I bet the big spots like the White House are already back online. Now it’s just a matter of it trickling down to us little guys.” Something in her gut told her that wasn’t true, but she needed her sister to have hope and not give in to despair.

“Great. That means swamp coolers at school and still having to show up,” Olivia grumbled.

Jasmine couldn’t help but chuckle at her sister’s disappointment. “Listen, you know homeschooling is always an option.”

Olivia groaned again. “Right, and give you a reason to get rid of Meredith? Mom would never let me sleep or take a breather. I think she wants me to be in college with you already. She knows I’m only sixteen, right?”

“Take it easy on her. She just wants what’s best for you. Don’t forget how rough Mom had it growing up. There’s a reason we never knew our grandparents. They weren’t exactly shining role models.”

“Yeah, she used to tell me she ended up with a man just like her father. I guess that’s why she wasn’t sad when Dad left.”

“She’s given us everything she has; that’s all I’m saying.”

Olivia frowned. “I know. I didn’t mean it like that. Mom is wonderful. I just wish she would let me cut loose every once in a while. You’re in freaking college and working a full-time job. I work at home and go to school. She doesn’t need to worry about us anymore.”

“I’m sure she knows that, but she’s our mother. That’s something that’s never going to change, no matter what. We should just let her enjoy worrying about us and be thankful she’s put up with both of us for so long,” Jasmine said.

“You know, you are going to make some farmer an amazing horse whisperer someday,” Olivia teased.

“Oh, yeah?” Jasmine asked.

Olivia gave her a grin, but Jasmine could tell she was still upset. She watched closely as her sister jogged to the gate and used her key to slip inside. Olivia waited for Jasmine to enter before letting it swing closed behind them.

Almost immediately, Jasmine knew something wasn’t right. The courtyard was normally bustling with activity at the first sign of a good story, but there was no one in sight. Even her usual trio of greeters was absent. Olivia ran ahead of Jasmine and around the corner to their apartment. Before Jasmine could reach the front door, she heard a blood-curdling scream. Instantly, she bolted into motion, following the harrowing sound to where her sister stood in the doorway of their mother’s room.

Her hand flew to her mouth, instinct taking over as she pulled her little sister away from the scene and out into the hall. She held the girl until she stopped screaming, an uncontrollable tremor taking hold of her body.

The open apartment door had been Jasmine’s first warning sign. The humid air permeating throughout had been the second. It was quickly followed by a lack of noise. There had been no humming of machines. A split second after seeing her mother’s lifeless body on the bed and the room ransacked by whatever bastard had looted their home, Jasmine jumped into action.

Her first and foremost goal was keeping Olivia safe, and that meant the terrifying scene she’d just witnessed. Whatever they faced next, they had to be strong and stand together. There were calls to be made, a sequence of events that would need to take place. Her mother had made plans in the event of her passing, but Jasmine had never imagined it would come so soon.

And then it dawned on her.

She had no way to reach out to anyone or get the ball rolling on any of the things that needed to be done to plan a funeral. With no phone, no power, no cars—there would be no help.

Holding her sister close as the sun beat down on them, Jasmine prayed she had even an ounce of her mother’s strength.
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“We…we have to help her. It’s way too hot in here for her,” Olivia stammered.

“Liv, sweetheart, there is nothing we can do for her now—”

“What? What the hell is wrong with you, Jasmine? Why aren’t you calling 9-1-1? She needs us!”

Jasmine didn’t know what to say to her sister. All she could do was hold Olivia close as the girl struggled against her. Going back into the apartment where her mother’s body was wouldn’t do Olivia any favors. The child was now sobbing softly. She’d given up on fighting against Jasmine. The reality of what had happened was starting to break through Olivia’s denial. They had to decide what to do next. Gently setting her sister on the wicker furniture situated along the walkway, Jasmine grabbed her phone out of habit to call the funeral home. She walked away from Olivia to keep her from hearing the conversation, but when she tried to make the call, the black screen didn’t illuminate. She sighed. For the time being, the device was useless.

For the first time in her life, Jasmine didn’t know what to do, and her mother wasn’t there anymore to ask. It was up to her to figure out a game plan. That man at the bus stop had told them to get out of town, and as she looked around, she agreed that was probably the best thing she could do. Their newfound grandparents—Kent and Magnolia—were the only people Jasmine and Olivia had to turn to. And even though they couldn’t tell them they were coming, Jasmine knew they had to go.

Resigned to the plan that was slowly forming in her mind, she went to check on Olivia and let her know what she thought they should do. But when she got back to the hall, her sister wasn’t there. Instantly, her heart started to pound as she frantically looked around for Olivia. She called out to her sister but got no response. If anything happened to her little sister, she would never forgive herself. Darting into the small apartment, she saw the door to her mother’s room open and followed the sound of soft whispering to the back bedroom.

Olivia was on her knees next to the bed, crying as she spoke to their mother’s body. Jasmine saw that she’d covered Sarah with the sheet and knew it was a good sign. Her sister was accepting that their mother was gone. Her heart lurched, but there was no time to think about the heartbreak or react to it. Leaving Olivia to say farewell, Jasmine quickly raced to their bedroom. She grabbed the bookbags they’d used on camping trips as a family before their mother had become too ill to make the trips anymore.

Thankfully, in the days prior to the fatigue and weakness that later consumed Sarah, she had been incredibly organized. After every expedition, Sarah had been meticulous about making the girls repack the bags. They had enough food and supplies to last them for a week each, ten days total, if they grabbed their mother’s bag as well. It wouldn’t be the only thing they would need. Tossing the packs into the hall, she raced to the kitchen and grabbed every candle, lighter, and all the packs of matches she could find.

Tossing them onto the couch, she went back in for the first aid kit and all the medication they could stuff into the free space of the three bags. Finally, Jasmine grabbed the keys to the RV off the hook by the front door. It was time to hit the road, whether or not Olivia was ready. She took a few minutes to change her outfit before grabbing the printed map she’d made, thinking about the trip to New Hampshire they’d planned to make this summer. She was grateful for the forethought, even though it was just happenstance—luck. Grabbing a couple outfits for Olivia as well, she knocked on the frame of Sarah’s door moments later. Instantly, Olivia looked up and wiped away the tears. She saw the gear in her sister’s arms and stood.

“Are we going somewhere?” Olivia asked.

Jasmine nodded. “Yeah, um…I think we should head to New Hampshire to stay with Magnolia and Kent until the authorities can get this sorted out.”

Olivia nodded. “Good, yeah, that’s probably best. When does our flight leave?”

In that instant, Jasmine saw that her sister was still struggling to cope with the reality of their situation. It came as no surprise. She was only sixteen years old, and despite the hardships they’d faced as a family, Olivia had a good life. With the world plunged into chaos, though, everything was going to change. Sooner or later, her little sister would be faced with the harsh new truth, but for now, Jasmine was going to let it slide. They didn’t have time for Olivia to come unhinged. With each passing minute, the chaos outside would become worse. Jasmine knew by the time night fell, they needed to be far away from the city. That only gave them a few more hours of daylight to travel.

“Actually, we are going to drive there.”

Olivia frowned. “Really?”

“I thought that a little time together would be nice. We can fly any time, but this might be our last chance to take out the RV for a while. What do you think? See the coast? That sort of thing?” She didn’t bother to tell her sister that the airports had likely shut down. She didn’t really understand the full ramifications of an EMP, but she knew it was worse than either of them wanted to believe.

Her sister’s eyes lit up as she nodded.

Jasmine didn’t want to give her sister any time to change her mind. “Good, now why don’t you go get changed? I thought we’d save a few bucks and hoof it to the storage facility. It’s only a half mile away,” Jasmine said, again not acknowledging that she didn’t believe public transportation was in service.

Olivia groaned at the sight of the hiking boots, but she didn’t argue with her sister as she stomped past her and into their bedroom. With the few minutes of time alone she had, Jasmine quickly grabbed her mother’s pack from the woman’s closet and set it in the hall with the others before closing the bedroom door and looking at her mother’s body.

A tear slipped down her cheek as she stepped forward and kneeled at the end of the bed. With one ear listening for her sister in the hall, Jasmine quietly said her final goodbye to Sarah, her instincts telling her it would be the last time in their apartment and maybe Florida.
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By the time Olivia emerged from their shared bedroom, Jasmine had her boots on, bags loaded, and was ready to go. The teen groaned and rolled her eyes when she saw the heavy pack. Her eyes briefly flittered to their mother’s bag, now sitting on the floor, waiting for Jasmine to pick it up. The flicker of joy that crossed the girl’s face before the truth settled back in was beyond heartbreaking for Jasmine to witness. She wanted to pull Olivia into her arms, but she couldn’t. They had to stay strong, at least until they were with their grandparents.

“That half a mile sure seems a lot longer if we have to carry all this,” Olivia grumbled.

Jasmine chuckled. “Come on, it won’t take us long at all. Think about how nice that air will feel blowing through your hair with the windows down.”

Olivia gave her a grin and opened the front door. Jasmine was happy to see her sister was ready to move on—away from the apartment. Grabbing their mother’s bag, Jasmine jogged out into the fading sun first. She quickly glanced around to make sure no one else was around. Instead of sticking to the main road, she moved down the sloping bank that led to the highway. Cars were stopped out on the road, with people frantically trying to flee to get…somewhere.

Her sister didn’t argue with her when they raced across the right lanes of stopped traffic to the commercial district on the other side. By cutting across the highway, they had cut their journey in half. The usual fear that the police would come knocking on their door for jaywalking no longer mattered. Based on the looks of the cars on the highway, they weren’t working, either, and Jasmine wondered what she would find when she tried to fire up the RV from the 1970s.

Fifteen minutes after leaving their apartment, the pair was at the front gates of the storage facility. Her stomach lurched when she saw the gate already open. It was supposed to be kept shut at all times.

As they slowed to a walk and moved farther into the compound, Jasmine’s unease grew. She made a point of checking on the old RV, affectionately named Myrtle, at least once a month. She’d been there just six days ago. Jasmine let out a huge sigh of relief when Myrtle’s slot finally came into view, and Jasmine saw the old girl still parked right where she had left her. Olivia was more vocal in her relief, snatching the keys from Jasmine to get the windows rolled down right away.

Jasmine took her time in her approach, first circling around it to make sure no one else was in the vicinity before scoping down the remaining three rows of storage slots. With no one in sight, she finally climbed into the old RV. Myrtle wasn’t just an RV to the girls. Everywhere they looked were trinkets and reminders of their mother. Her heart lurched. She would do anything to keep the beast. It would be a challenge.

Even with both tanks full tank of gas, the sixty gallons it held would only get them about six-hundred miles—if the RV even started. They were going to need fuel at some point, plus a way to store it. With no weapons beyond the hatchet in their camping bags, Jasmine knew they were going to have to be incredibly cautious. Jasmine quickly pulled out her printed route map and made sure the atlas was behind the seat.

“We’re leaving in thirty minutes,” Jasmine said.

Olivia frowned. “Thirty minutes? Why are we waiting? I’m ready to hit the road for this adventure!”

“Same here, kiddo. But there are a few things I need to check before we head out. Would you mind making sure everything in here is ready to go?”

“If it helps us get out of here sooner, I’ll do whatever you want,” Olivia said.

Jasmine chuckled. “Just do me a favor. Promise me you won’t leave the RV, okay? I’ll be back soon.”

There was a flicker of fear, of a question unasked that Olivia refused to acknowledge yet. Instead, she nodded and quickly went about doing what Jasmine had requested. Jasmine tried to be discreet as she rifled through her bag and found the hatchet, tucking it into her belt as she slipped outside. She hated everything about what she was about to do, but it was the only way she could be certain that Olivia would be safe.

Three slips from where Myrtle was parked, an inconspicuous but enormous twenty-year-old camper sat beneath a tarp. The owners of The Moonie were currently vacationing on another continent. They wouldn’t mind Jasmine borrowing a few things from inside. Slipping beneath the tarp, she took the blade of the ax and quickly broke out the small window on the side door. She cringed at the noise, promising herself that she’d pay to fix the damage as soon as the world was back to normal.

Unlocking the door, Jasmine slipped inside and looked around. It was in pristine condition. There were only two things Jasmine was after. The owners of The Moonie were avid hunters. They didn’t leave any guns behind when they traveled, but there were two crossbows and a few dozen arrows to go along with them. Grabbing the weapons from the back bedroom, Jasmine fumbled her way back outside to the large hatch on the side of the camper. She flipped it open and grabbed the full gas can they kept for backup.

It was only five gallons, but that was fifty more miles than they had before. Jasmine cursed and scrambled back out from beneath the tarp. She hated that she was going to have to make two trips, but it would help them in the long run. Setting the crossbows and arrows outside Myrtle’s door, she quickly unlocked the passenger door. Then she stuffed the weapons on the seat and called out to her sister.

“Olivia! It’s just me! I’ll be back in a minute!”

“Jasmine—”

She didn’t wait around for her sister to answer. With each passing minute, she knew danger grew closer. People would be looting by now, beyond the scope of innocent women alone in their apartments. Sprinting back over to the RV, she rummaged through the rest of the camper for anything else they might be able to use and then grabbed the gas can.

“Looks like you could use a hand.”

Her entire body tensed, the tarp billowing around her at the sound of a man’s voice. Swallowing her fear, she pulled the hatchet out of her belt and popped off the blade cover. Her hands were trembling as she ducked out from under the heavy black tarp. Instantly, though, the tension eased from her body when she saw the familiar face. Without thinking, Jasmine dropped the hatchet and the gas can and ran to Carl, his arms wrapping around her without hesitation as she held him tight. She didn’t want to let him go; he was a welcome sight after everything that had happened.

“You don’t know how happy I am to see you,” Jasmine whispered.

“I went by your place as soon as I could get away. Saw Sarah…” he said.

“Do you have any idea what’s going on? This guy on the street told us it was an EMP, but to be honest, I don’t really know what that means. He just said we needed to get out of town.”

“My understanding from top brass—and I have no idea how they got their information since everything is down—is that most countries are without power. As soon as the US was hit, the armed forces all went on the offensive and sent out nuclear EMPs along with a dozen other countries. Others retaliated, hit the big US cities with EMP sweeps before everyone went black. Everyone was just wiped off the power grid,” Carl said.

“Holy shit…how long before it’s back up?” Jasmine asked.

He hesitated. “They’ve instructed us to tell civilians we are facing the next eighteen months with what grids are still standing.”

“Jesus…but there are still some standing?”

“There are private grids; that’s what they mean—windmills, that sort of thing,” Carl said.

Her jaw dropped. “Are you telling me that for the next year and a half, the entire country is back to the days before power?”

Carl nodded. “Yeah, except now we’ve got high-powered rifles and martial law. Jasmine, things are only going to get worse.”

Her stomach lurched. It was time to get out of the city before it was too late.
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With Carl’s help, she managed to get the gas can and extra supplies loaded into the empty storage bay in Myrtle’s rear compartment. Olivia had been trying to tell her earlier that Carl was there, but Jasmine had been too rushed to hear her. Now, as she carefully made some final preparations, Jasmine could feel Carl watching her. Olivia was in Myrtle’s back bedroom, doing God knew what. Jasmine didn’t mind if it kept her distracted for a while. She had no idea what they were going to face on the road.

“So, what’s your plan?” Carl asked.

Jasmine shook her head. “We’re going to Magnolia and Kent’s house in New Hampshire to wait for things to die down. What about you?”

“Well, I hadn’t thought much beyond making sure the three…the two of you were safe.”

Her heart was racing. She spoke without thinking. “Come with us. We could really use the help.” Instantly, she regretted opening her mouth.

The hesitation she saw in his eyes was all the answer she needed. Quickly making herself busy to get ready to head out, she prayed the flush of her cheeks would fade quickly. It was a terrible idea. Of course, he didn’t want to come with them. She had broken his heart. Before she could react, he was taking her arm and forcing her to give up the pretend busy work.

“Jasmine, I promise you that when things have calmed down, I will find you. I can’t leave right now, though; the people here need me. It’s getting bad out there. People are looting, killing—”

“I know. We saw what they were capable of. It was wrong of me to ask.”

“No, it wasn’t. If I thought for one second that the innocent people here could make it without me and the rest of the police force, I’d come with you, Jaz. The fact of the matter is, I know you can keep yourself and Olivia safe. You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for. Just give me a few weeks to get this place settled, and I’ll find you up there, I promise,” Carl said.

“Carl, I’m scared. Olivia is totally out of touch; I have no idea what the roads look like, and I know things are bad—”

“Jaz, just trust your instincts. They’re sharp. You’ve got Sarah’s atlas there, and you know where you’re going. Stay off the main roads, get fuel whenever and wherever you can—you may have to siphon it out of abandoned vehicles—and stay safe,” Carl said.

She smiled at him. “Are you really going to come to New Hampshire?”

He nodded. “Just as soon as I can.”

Jasmine held him close for another minute before she felt the pressure of time creeping in. They had to get on the road. As Carl headed out of the RV, Jasmine called for Olivia to join her in the co-captain’s chair.

“Why am I here again? I mean…you’re better with a map than I am,” Olivia muttered.

“Because I don’t want us to be caught off guard,” Jasmine said.

Instantly, Olivia fell silent, turning her attention back to the atlas. As much as Jasmine wanted to protect her little sister’s fragile state, Olivia had to understand the dangers that lay ahead of them. It was a little over nine hours to New Hampshire under the best conditions. They needed to get moving. Hopefully, they could make it as far as Charlotte tonight. Silently saying a prayer, Jasmine turned the key in the ignition, not knowing if it would even crank. It roared to life, and Jasmine thanked whatever higher power had graced them with transportation that worked when nothing else seemed to. Jasmine had no idea how the RV worked when no other vehicle seemed to, but she was grateful, nonetheless. She slipped it into drive, and the vehicle lurched forward on the gravel. She eased it down the narrow row to the main road and flicked on her blinker to head right, not that it mattered. It wasn’t like she was going to get pulled over. She hadn’t seen another working vehicle since she’d gotten Olivia from school. Everything just seemed frozen in time, and people had abandoned cars right where they’d stopped.

There was hardly any traffic on the road—just tons of abandoned cars—but that didn’t stop her from avoiding the main roads altogether. For several hours, they moved up the coast until Jasmine couldn’t wait any longer to use the bathroom. Not wanting to draw attention to themselves or the fact that they had a working vehicle, she brought the RV to a halt in a small gravel pull-off, away from any signs of civilization. Locking both doors, she left the motor running after a brief moment of consideration.

They had already pushed the old girl farther than she’d gone in years. Shutting down the engine felt like they’d be asking for trouble. Instead, Jasmine opted to keep the motor running and keep the break short to conserve fuel. They were just about to cross the halfway mark, both in fuel and on the miles left to go. She’d barely started washing her hands when there was a knock on the door.

“Uh, Jaz…are you almost done?” Olivia asked.

She sighed. “You know you can go at any time while I’m driving, right?”

“Yeah, no…it’s not that. There are cars coming,” she said.

“Cars?” Jasmine muttered.

She shoved open the door, her hands still damp as she glanced out the back windows. Sure enough, there appeared to be a dozen old cars taking up both lanes of the small road. They were quickly gaining ground. In a few minutes, the group would be on top of Myrtle. There was no way in hell they could outrun whoever they were. Cursing under her breath, she quickly shut the back door leading to the bedroom.

“Shut all the curtains and lock the doors, now,” she growled.

Olivia didn’t argue, jumping into action to follow her sister’s orders. Jasmine raced to the front and killed the engine, hoping they’d go unnoticed by the group. She locked both of the front doors before pulling the curtain closed behind her. Grabbing one of the crossbows from the compartment beneath the bench seats, she loaded it and pointed it at the door. With the safety still on, they waited. Her heart was pounding as the vehicles approached.

Just as she’d suspected, they slowed down one by one. She heard doors opening and closing outside, the sound of muffled voices approaching the RV. Outside, there were shadows cupping hands over windows to try to look inside. She carefully set the crossbow on the table and approached the door. Someone knocked on the front door. Jasmine glanced at Olivia. The poor creature looked like she was about to faint from fear. Something deep inside Jasmine stirred, her determination to keep her sister safe doubling instantly. She grabbed the crossbow and shoved it into her sister’s arms.

“Do you think you can shoot this?” Jasmine whispered.

Olivia nodded. “Yeah…but I don’t want to—”

“Get in the bathroom. If anyone that isn’t me opens that door, I want you to shoot. Do you understand me?”

“Jasmine—”

“Go!” she hissed.

“Anyone in there?”

Jasmine gave Olivia one final pleading look, and her sister disappeared into the bathroom, closing and locking the door behind her. Taking a deep breath, Jasmine stepped down to the bottom step and placed her hand on the door.

“Listen, we don’t want any trouble. Please, just move on; we are armed in here,” Jasmine said.

There were a few minutes of silence on the other side.

“We don’t mean you any harm. Just need to see who is in there,” they said.

She frowned. “Why?”

“Jaz? Girl, is that you?” came a familiar voice.

Jasmine recognized Harvey’s tone immediately, and relief coursed through her. She quickly unlocked the door, calling out to Olivia that it was safe for her to come out. When she opened the door and stepped outside, Jasmine was shocked by the sight in front of her. Harvey was there with at least twenty others. They were all of different races, nationalities, creeds, and sizes. Harvey was at the front, wrapping his arms around her in an instant.

“Girl, you don’t know how pissed I was when I saw old Myrtle ahead of us! I thought someone had lifted the little lady,” Harvey said.

Jasmine chuckled. “Nope, just us getting the hell out of Dodge. What about you?”

“Well, it started with just a handful of us from campus. You remember Lance and Jill over there? We’ve all got family here in the Carolinas. Figured there was safety in numbers. What about you two?”

“Headed to my grandparents in New Hampshire,” Jasmine said.
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Harvey gave a low whistle. “That’s one heck of a haul for the old girl.”

“I know. We’re hoping to make it to Charlotte tonight.”

Harvey looked around the group, calling out a name and waiting as an elderly man stepped forward. He appeared to be in shape, a military cut making her lean toward a former service member.

“This is Conrad McDermott. He’s got a son, daughter-in-law, and grandbaby in Charlotte. He was going to split off from us at Route 12 up there about a quarter mile and head inland if you want some company,” Harvey said.

“Thanks, but—”

“Before you go answering, miss, you should know a thing or two about Charlotte. Have you ever heard of the Tenderkin Project?”

“No,” she muttered.

“I have,” Olivia said.

Jasmine turned to see her sister standing behind her. She had put down the crossbow but still appeared to be on edge.

“We were studying it last week in school. It’s where the military houses most of the satellite codes and contact information. They moved it after the last location was targeted by terrorists a few years ago,” Olivia said.

Conrad grinned. “Very good, young lady. The fact of the matter is that Charlotte was likely one of the first places hit with one of them nuclear EMP things. I’m almost positive the whole place is dark. I’d wager the city is in total chaos by now—people rioting, looting, and killing without so much as a second thought. Let me put it this way: folks are saying God’s left us. Well, Charlotte is the city that’ll make you believe those words.”

Jasmine felt like she was going to be sick. She cursed under her breath. Once again, Jasmine was left with the weight of the world on her shoulders. She had no idea what she was going to do. On the one hand, they needed to get to their grandparents’, but on the other, Jasmine wouldn’t put Olivia’s life on the line to save anyone else. Her eyes moved to Olivia.

At that moment, her mind was made up. Kent and Magnolia needed them as much as they needed them, and Jasmine was going to answer the call. She gave her nod of approval, and the group quickly told each other their farewells. She still wasn’t sure she loved the idea of driving right into the heart of Charlotte, given what they knew, but Olivia was determined to get to her grandparents safely. After hugging Harvey and wishing him the best of luck, she invited Conrad into the RV to work out a plan. They settled down at the table with the atlas between them.

Olivia had retreated into the back room, and Jasmine wasn’t going to stop her. They had no idea how long the blackout would last or what would still be standing when the power did come back on. Grabbing the pencil her mother always kept tucked in the spine of the atlas, Jasmine flipped to the map of Charlotte and circled the RV park they were hoping to reach that night.

“This is a good place; I know it well. We’ll pass it a few miles before my son’s house in the suburbs. We can ride the entire way together,” Conrad said. “I have to warn you, though, the corner here—that’s Redwood Corrections. After the EMP, I’m betting chaos broke loose. If we are lucky, the worst were kept locked up and the keys tossed into the waterway, but I wouldn’t count on it. Are your grandparents hunters? They got guns?”

“I…I don’t know…we’ve only known them for a few months, but it wouldn’t matter. Charlotte was just a stopping point. My grandparents told us about that RV park, and we thought it would be a safe stopping place. My grandparents are in New Hampshire. I think with my mother passing, though, getting to them is the only hope Olivia has left,” Jasmine quietly said.

“Awe, hell. I had no idea. Was it recent?”

Jasmine didn’t know how to tell the man it had been mere hours since they’d found their mother. She knew it would bring more pity to his gaze, and she couldn’t handle that. Jasmine had to stay strong for her sister. Instead, she simply nodded and turned her attention back to the map.

“We should get going right away,” Jasmine whispered.

Conrad shook his head. “Let’s get near the city, but then we want to wait until night falls. We’ll park the RV and my truck a few miles south of the RV park. We can scan the area and figure out the best plan after that.”

“You want me to take my sixteen-year-old sister on a mission past an overrun prison on foot?” Jasmine asked.

“Lord, no. I want her to stay in the RV and keep an eye on things. I’d like to go on the run myself and keep you both out of harm’s way, but this here is a two-man job. I’ve got to have someone watching my back,” Conrad said.

She let out a weighted sigh. Jasmine hated the idea of leaving Olivia behind almost as much as she hated the idea of Olivia going with them to the campground. Either way, it was going to be a struggle to keep her little sister safe. With no other way around it, Jasmine nodded to confirm her approval of the plan. Even once they were in place outside the city, they’d have a few hours to kill before nightfall.

“If you’re ready to hit the road, then I’ll go on and take the lead. We can set up camp once we get there,” Conrad said.

“Yeah, I don’t like sitting still,” she said.

“Good, now, give me two flashes of the headlights if you spot danger. One if you need to stop for some other reason.”

“Got it.”

Jasmine escorted the man out of the RV before climbing behind the wheel. She didn’t need Olivia to be her co-pilot as long as they were following Conrad. Still, as soon as she pulled off the gravel and onto the road, Olivia joined her up front. She could tell her little sister had been crying but wasn’t going to push the issue. She would share when she was ready. With everything going on, Jasmine couldn’t blame her for breaking down. If she could have, Jasmine would have done so in a heartbeat.

There was no time for her to lose her cool, at least not yet. Jasmine would keep pushing forward until she couldn’t or didn’t need to be constantly on her guard. It was nice to see that Conrad didn’t hold back as they flew down the road. Old Myrtle struggled to keep up with the man’s old pickup truck. Jasmine didn’t want to think about what the elevated speed was doing to their gas mileage. Before long, they would need to find fuel, but she had no idea how. Jasmine was certain the pumps were already dry—if they even worked—but she wasn’t going to give up Myrtle. It was the only thing they had left of their mother.

“How long before the phones come back?” Olivia asked.

She sighed. “Months, years, I don’t know, kiddo. Right now, the phones are the least of our problems.”

“Maybe for you, but I’ve got friends that I’ve got to stay in touch with. They’re going to want to know why I’m not in school, you know.”

“Olivia…I don’t think anyone is going to be in school for quite a while,” Jasmine said.

She snorted. “I wish.”

Jasmine sighed, keeping her eyes on the road. “You know, at some point, we are going to have to talk about Mom…and about what’s happening in the world. It’s getting rough out there. Lying to ourselves—”

“Do you think Grandma and Grandpa are okay?” Olivia whispered.

Jasmine didn’t hesitate to nod and promise Olivia that they were going to be fine. The little white lie was the least she could do to keep her sister safe from the demons of depression that lurked around every corner. If the girl needed more time, it was the least Jasmine could give her.
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It took every ounce of self-control she had not to press Olivia and see where she was in the grieving process. She hated the silence that filled the little camper. It was hard enough to keep her own head from swimming, but knowing her sister had to be reeling as well only added to her frustration. Her mind was still struggling to adjust, every minute a battle to keep from toppling down the slope of panic. The men from the street earlier had only been a sample of the depravity now running free in the country.

Had it not been for Harvey and his traveling companions at the door earlier, the outcome would now be different. She hated herself for how careless they’d been. How was it just now dawning on her that they could be attacked or worse at any moment? A shudder of fear surged through her, but she didn’t let it break through the surface. Olivia was an insightful young woman; she would pick up on any shift in Jasmine’s mood instantly. Rubbing her eyes, she tried to think about anything but the chaos around them.

“You know, if Mom were here, she’d be giving us the riot act for driving at these speeds,” Olivia softly said.

“Safety before satisfaction,” they said in unison.

The sisters laughed at the memory of their mother’s favorite catchphrase.

“Did she use it on you for the birds and the bees talk, too?” Olivia asked.

Jasmine cringed. “No, that must have been awful. I didn’t really get the talk. I just got ‘no boys until you finish college,’ and that was it. Thank God for sex ed.”

There was a moment of silence.

“Do you…do you think we’ll be able to bury her?” Olivia asked.

The question caught Jasmine completely off guard. Her jaw dropped slightly. She had no idea how to answer her sister. She wasn’t sure that Olivia was ready to hear the truth, and they couldn’t afford the time it would take for Olivia to recover from another breakdown. While the sixteen-year-old girl might not recognize the true dangers they now faced, Jasmine did.

“I’m sure that—”

“Don’t lie to me, Jaz, please,” Olivia whispered.

She sighed. “I don’t know, Liv. I really wish I did. I like the idea of being able to go get her, to bring her back to New Hampshire with us, but the world’s in chaos right now. If I can get word back to Carl somehow—”

“Carl?” Olivia asked.

Jasmine gave her a grin. “He’s going to follow us up to New Hampshire after the chaos dies down some. He didn’t want to leave the community without at least one officer.”

“That one’s a catch, you know that. It’s the damn end of the world and he’s checking in on you.”

“Language!”

Olivia and Jasmine both burst into laughter. It felt good to be joking around with her sister again, though it did little to ease the pain of their mother’s loss. She hated to think about Sarah’s body still there in the apartment. How long would it be before someone was able to handle it? They had talked about the power being out for months, possibly even years. No one was prepared for what was to come. Jasmine refused to believe the nation couldn’t pull itself together significantly faster.

When her sister rose again, Jasmine turned her full attention back to the road, though there wasn’t much to see. The closer they got to Charlotte, the less they saw signs of anyone else on the deserted highway, but the frequency of stalled or wrecked cars had slowed them to a near crawl as they maneuvered between them.

Olivia returned moments later. “I cannot believe how much things are going to change now. Like…everything runs on power. If we didn’t have Myrtle…we wouldn’t have anything. Jesus, Jaz, there are people out there who are totally stuck!”

“I don’t think most of the world is worried about leaving their homes, Liv,” she said.

“You mean the EMP or whatever it was that Conrad was talking about?” Olivia asked.

“You heard that, huh?”

Her sister nodded. “I asked Harvey about it when you were talking to Conrad. No phones, lights, nothing?”

“Not unless they had it in a faraday box—according to what I remember. Almost everything uses some sort of electronic component or another. Even solar and wind-powered energy. Believe it or not, we got lucky. If Myrtle were a few years newer, I don’t think she’d run, either. Luckily, she has no bells or whistles…not even power windows.” Jasmine laughed, but there was really no humor in what she had said.

“Whoa…” Olivia stammered.

“We’re going to be okay, Liv, I promise. I’m not going to let anything happen to you,” she said.

Olivia smiled at her. “I know. I just thought we should have grabbed some guns or something. Suddenly, a crossbow doesn’t seem like such a badass weapon,” Olivia said.

Jasmine laughed. “Well, it’s better than nothing. Plus, the bow has a ton of advantages. Right now, given our complete lack of skills and aim, a crossbow is going to give us an element of surprise that we should take advantage of.”

“I’m really happy you’re so smart, Jaz. I hope you know that. You’re an amazing sister.”

“You’re not so bad yourself, kid. It looks like Conrad is slowing down ahead. Why don’t you get in back—”

“And get the crossbow ready, just in case?” Olivia asked.

Jasmine grinned at her sister and nodded. She knew the girl was slowly starting to process everything happening. It was a good sign, but she knew she still had to keep a close watch on Olivia. Ahead of her, Conrad was moving off the road and onto a dirt path that led up a sloping hill. Her stomach lurched, wondering if Myrtle would make the climb. She was powerful and built in an era when things were made to last, but that didn’t help when it came to ground clearance. She moved slowly, yelling back for Olivia to hang on as they bumped over the berm in pursuit of the pickup ahead of them.

It felt like the trip took hours when it was a mere ten minutes, but when they finally came to a stop, Jasmine understood why Conrad had picked the hilltop location. Bringing Myrtle to a stop, she slipped the beast into park and quickly climbed into the back. Things were jostled around, including Liv, but otherwise, it all appeared intact. Stepping out into the fresh air was a wonderful feeling after hours on the road in a state of panic. All around them, the sounds of nature diluted the true chaos of the world. Jasmine would have gladly settled on the hilltop had it not been for Kent and Magnolia’s safe sanctuary in New Hampshire.

“It’s colder here,” Olivia said.

“No big skyscrapers and apartment buildings to block out the ocean. Plus, we’re farther north. I can’t wait to see how you handle New Hampshire in the winter,” Jasmine said playfully.

Her sister nudged her in the ribs with her elbow, making Jasmine jump as Conrad joined them. They had set up the camper enough times to know how to do it on their own, but as soon as they started to level Myrtle with the ground, Conrad stopped them.

“There’s no point in doing that. We won’t be in the area long enough for you two to put down any roots. I don’t think it’s safe for you guys to spend the night here, especially with the corrections facility out of power.”

“What are we going to do about fuel?” Olivia asked.

Conrad jerked his head toward the forest. “There are a few farms just east of us. With the time we’ve got before the sun goes down, we’re gonna go make some trades.”

“All of us?” Olivia asked.

He nodded. “No reason for you to stay behind. I’ll keep an eye on you both. Plus, that’s a lot of fuel to carry for two people. Dump what you’ve got into the tank, and let’s hit the road. Grab your weapons. God willing, we won’t need them, but these are dangerous times. We need to be prepared.”

Olivia’s eyes darted to Jasmine, and she nodded for her sister to listen. Conrad had shown how much he cared about their safe passage; Jasmine trusted him with their lives.
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Jasmine was impressed with her sister’s spirit. Despite obviously still being unsure of Conrad, Olivia kept pace with the two as they moved down the hill. Each woman had a crossbow strapped to their back, but Conrad took the lead with his shotgun. Jasmine noticed a small pistol tucked into the man’s belt as well. While the thick forest offered a perfect cover, it quickly thinned to farmlands at the base of the hill. They didn’t speak, crouching low and jogging single file through the tall wheat in the direction of a farmhouse.

Her heart was pounding as they approached. All she could do was pray that Conrad’s idea was a good one. As soon as the trio was over the fence and crossing the driveway, the front doors opened, and two men appeared with shotguns in hand. Instantly, she stopped, standing protectively in front of Olivia, though the young girl tried to peek around her. Granted, one of the men was a teen himself. Crisped with the tan of hours working in the sun and the muscles to match, Jasmine fought the urge to groan when the two teens locked flirtatious eyes.

“That’s far enough,” the elder of the two barked.

Conrad froze, slowly setting his gun on the ground before raising his hands in a show of surrender. Jasmine prayed the man knew what he was doing.

“Easy now, friend. We mean you no harm. Had the driveway and road been closer, we’d have come calling the proper way.”

“Proper or not, y’all can just keep moving on all the same,” the man replied.

“I’d like nothing more. Be that as it may, we’ve got about enough fuel to get a few miles but not many more. Now, I see you’ve got a fine fleet of pickups there. Any chance they run on gas?” Conrad asked.

The man snorted. “Maybe you ain’t heard, friend, but the EMP wiped out all the vehicles. You can take the gas if it suits you, but you won’t get far without a battery or alternator.”

Conrad grinned. “Now, friend, that’s where I’m looking to barter with you. The EMPs only affected vehicles with computer components—older makes are still chugging along. We’ve got a pickup and RV. I’ve got no use for the pickup; my roots are here in Charlotte. You get us the fuel these ladies need to keep moving, and the pickup is yours. I’ll ask if you’ve got a spare box of ammo and a gun that you sweeten the pot a skoosh.”

The man looked shocked as he lowered his weapon. His teen companion, a son Jasmine presumed, followed suit.

“You’re telling me you’ve got a running truck?” he asked. “Sure, is hard to believe, given your approach on foot.”

“Well, now, as you pointed out, there aren’t any other running trucks in the area. These ladies here are looking to find their family. The truck and RV are hidden. I understand your hesitation given the times, but I’d be happy to walk you up there and show you.”

The man snorted. “Follow a stranger with a gun into the woods? Fella, I wasn’t born yesterday.”

“I’ll stay.”

Jasmine spun around to glare at her sister. “You’ll do no such thing!”

“Oh, come on, Jaz. Trust is a two-way street. You say that yourself all the time when you’re trying to pry my midnight plans out of me,” Olivia said.

“Midnight plans! You are in some serious trouble, young—”

“It’s the end of the world, Jaz. Look, I don’t want to hike back up that frigging hill. You two go with Mister…”

“Reyes, I’m John, and this is my son, Michael. My mother’s hiding somewhere inside, too,” John said.

Olivia turned to Jasmine. “See now? I’ll stay here. You two go with Mr. Reyes, and when he brings back the truck to load up the fuel, I’ll hitch a ride back.”

Jasmine glared at her sister again. She was too flabbergasted to speak, despite knowing that everyone was looking at her and waiting for some sort of approval. The idea of leaving her little sister with complete strangers made her incredibly uneasy, but it wouldn’t be for long. They had made it down the hill in twenty minutes. Making it back up in the same amount of time would be easy with her sister on the line. Her stomach lurched. Her mother would never approve of Olivia’s staying, at least not alone. Before she could make a decision, Olivia grabbed her arm and pulled her away from the others.

“Jaz, I know this freaks you out, but it’s the only way we are going to make it to New Hampshire,” Olivia whispered.

“I don’t know. There are other ways we can get gas—”

“Oh yeah? Like stealing or maybe holding someone at crossbow-point? That’s just…it’s not rational. Aren’t you always the one telling me to look at the big picture? Well, this is it. It’s the easiest and best way. I’ll be fine. It’s the end of the world. I can take care of myself for a freaking hour.”

Jasmine glanced back at the waiting group. An elderly woman had joined the others on the porch with a tray of lemonade. She couldn’t deny that her gut agreed with Olivia. If there had been a danger present, Jasmine knew she’d have sensed it. It was the protective nature of a mother. With Sarah gone, the weight of Olivia’s life had been shifted to her shoulders whether she was ready for it or not.

At some point, she had to trust her sister. When Jasmine nodded in approval, Olivia squealed with delight and made her way back over to the others, quickly introducing herself to the trio of family members. When Conrad jogged to Jasmine’s side, she could see the relief in his eyes. It wasn’t lost on her that he’d given up his only possession to help them out. She would forever be indebted to him for the sacrifice.

Just as she’d suspected, the trip back up the hillside took the same as the trek down. While the men were obviously struggling to keep up, they didn’t ask her to slow down. When they finally reached the clearing, Jasmine waited for them before stepping out. She was anxious to get back to her sister but knew safety was vital. After Conrad took a cursory glance at the area and deemed it safe, they stepped out. Immediately, they went for the pickup truck. She looked at the RV, but it appeared untouched.

Still, Jasmine hated the idea of leaving it on its own and hesitated to climb into the pickup. John saw this and paused as well, leaving Conrad behind the wheel of the truck to start it up. John’s eyes lit up when he heard the engine roar to life. At that moment, she knew he’d had his doubts, just like the rest of them. Finding others you could trust in the world had become ten times more dangerous.

“Hey, you know, if you wanted, you could just bring the camper back down to the farm. That way, you don’t have to waste the fuel coming back up here to get it,” John said.

Her eyes darted to Conrad. “We have to leave it parked for a little while.” She didn’t know what else to say to keep from staying still too long.

“You’re welcome to leave it there for as long as you need, even overnight, if that’s what it takes. Listen, it’s the least we can do for you. You don’t know how worried my mom has been about the women in her bridge club. This truck is going to help in saving a lot of lives around here. The least we can do is make sure your home is still in one piece when you’re ready to leave,” John said.

Jasmine could see the honesty in the man’s eyes and quickly nodded. John gave her a friendly pat on the shoulder before climbing into the truck. She jogged back to Myrtle and quickly unlocked the door before climbing in. The beast fired right up without hesitation, though the low fuel light caused her some concern. She knew, before long, it would be back to full, and they would be on their way. While they waited for night to fall, Jasmine had every intention of checking Myrtle’s fluids.

Minutes later, they were emerging onto the main road again, but it was only for a half mile. They turned right down a gravel road that led quickly to the driveway and farm situated near the end. Her heart steadied some when she saw Olivia sitting on the front porch, a cheerful grin on her face as she waved to the approaching caravan. As much as she wanted to slap the RV into park and race to her sister to assure herself that everything was fine, she knew she couldn’t leave Myrtle in the middle of the driveway.

John quickly jumped out of the pickup and guided Olivia into a slot next to the house along the row of four red pickups. Jasmine had to admit that she felt better knowing Olivia wouldn’t be alone while she and Conrad went scouting. There had been unease in the mountains that was gone now. It felt good knowing they’d be able to breathe easily, even if it was only for a few hours.
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“Are you sure we can’t just stay here? I bet Kent and Magnolia would love it,” Olivia said.

Jasmine chuckled and shook her head. “Nice try. I know it’s just because of that boy out there. Are you at least enjoying yourself with the time you have?”

“You better believe it. He’s about as charming and country as they come.”

“Oh yeah? You thinking about becoming a child bride?” Jasmine asked.

Olivia rolled her eyes. “Gross. I’m more of an Oxford-educated type, but he sure is easy on the eyes while we’re here. Regardless, you know I’m ready to go if you want backup when you go scouting for a way around this mess?”

“Over my dead body,” Jasmine growled.

Olivia sighed. “Yeah, I figured you’d say as much. Suddenly, my staying here with Handsome Farmer Boy out there doesn’t seem so bad, does it?”

“You little…” Jasmine shook her head.

She’d been played by her own sister but was more proud than upset. Olivia was right. Leaving her at the farm was considerably safer than taking her along on the rescue mission. Plus, Jasmine had seen the way Martha hovered around the pair of young, hormonal teens. They weren’t going to get a minute alone to do anything more than hold hands. While they’d been invited to dinner by the family, Jasmine had declined. She wanted some time alone with her little sister before leaving her again. It had been a chaotic day, to say the least.

In the last twelve hours, they had lost their mother, their home, and every sense of security they had. It had been a reeling day. Jasmine was worried that Olivia was moving forward too fast and not allowing herself time to process. She had to be exhausted; Jasmine knew she was. Pouring them both another cup of water, she looked at the pile of dishes in the sink leftover from the burgers she’d grilled. The meat had been a gift from the Reyes family, and she knew Olivia would adore the comfort food. Silence filled the room as they both sipped on the water.

It was almost time for Jasmine and Conrad to leave. Olivia would be left alone for hours instead of minutes this time, and there was no way Jasmine could promise her that she would make it back. There were still bits and pieces that Jasmine had left out when she had talked to Olivia. The prison they would pass was worrisome. Getting in was one thing; slipping out with the only running vehicle for miles around was another.

“What if something already happened to them?” Olivia asked in a whisper.

“I know we haven’t known Kent and Magnolia for long, but let’s think about what we do know. They are homesteaders with a near century of combined experience. We’ve seen pictures of their place and of what they drive. They might be old, but they are made of some serious grit,” Jasmine said.

Olivia chuckled. “Yeah, I guess that’s true. Just…just promise me that you’ll do what you can to stay safe.”

“I promise I’ll keep my head on a swivel, okay? And the same goes for you, kiddo. I see you all dreamy eyed out there with that boy, but remember, there can be danger anywhere. We’ve got a running vehicle, and we’re on a farm full of amenities. This place could be a target, so stay sharp.”

Her sister nodded. Jasmine hated the flicker of fear she saw in the young girl’s eyes but knew it was necessary. She wasn’t joking around about keeping her head on a swivel. Olivia didn’t know about the prison a few miles away, and Jasmine wasn’t going to tell her. She wanted Olivia to be alert but not paranoid and on edge the entire time. Martha seemed to be on top of watching over the young pair, and for that, Jasmine was grateful. There was a knock on the door of the camper. Olivia’s eyes darted to hers. It was time for Conrad and Jasmine to head to the city.

She quickly jumped up and opened the door for him. When he came in, Jasmine was surprised to see that he had a second shotgun in his hands. He handed it to her, but immediately, Jasmine set it on the table. She didn’t like the weight of the thing. There was something about the crossbow that felt like second nature to her, an extension of herself. The shotgun, on the other hand, felt cold and heavy, its deadly force guided by nothing but a finger. She didn’t trust herself with the firearm. Conrad gave her a confused glance but said nothing as she strapped the quiver of arrows to her shoulder, pulling on the crossbow afterward.

“It’s going to take us about forty minutes at a quick pace to get to the outskirts of the city. We don’t want to be there any longer than necessary,” Conrad said.

Jasmine nodded, turning back to her sister just long enough to give her a hug before following Conrad back out. Olivia followed them. The farmer and his family were waiting for them on the porch. Immediately, the teens split off to get some distance from the grown-ups. She was happy that her sister was out of earshot. If things went south on their mission, Olivia would have no one left but the strangers Jasmine now entrusted with her life.

“I really appreciate you guys taking on Olivia for a little while,” Jasmine said.

“She’s no trouble at all,” Martha said.

“Are you sure you guys don’t want me to come with you? I hate to think of you being outgunned,” John said.

“Honestly, I’ll feel better with you here watching over Olivia. I’m all the link to Florida that she’s got left, and if something happens to me…”

“Don’t you think like that, sweetheart,” Martha said. “You are going to be just fine. If it eases your mind any, she’s always got a place to call home here. You both do.”

Jasmine didn’t trust herself to say anything back to Martha, instead nodding in understanding as the pair headed for the forest across the road from the farm. She didn’t say a word as she followed behind Conrad. Their movements were silent, the man seeming to account for every obstacle in their paths despite the pitch black of the night around them. It was strange to see everything dark. Jasmine couldn’t remember the last time she’d not seen a single light glowing in her surroundings.

Twenty minutes after they’d left the farm, she saw a towering structure blocking out the moonlight in the distance. It sent a chill down her spine to see the corrections facility, but it was the sounds emanating from the walls beyond that terrified her the most. There was joy, chaos, screams, and more. The men on the inside had found themselves some form of amusement. She tried not to think about it as they quickly moved past the structure while keeping a safe distance. The town wasn’t far from the structure.

It was only when they’d put a half mile between them and the prison that they stepped out onto the road. Everywhere she looked was another abandoned car. It was eerie and strange to see. Never in her life did Jasmine think people would leave their cars scattered across the road, but they held no value now. They couldn’t offer the owners safety in the new world. She quickly sent a prayer up to the heavens, thanking God that they were alive and well.

Ducking down a narrow, paved road that led into the RV park, Conrad lifted his hand for her to come to a stop. His eyes darted around, seeking out whatever had triggered his internal alarm. Suddenly, she spotted movement from the corner of her eye and spun around. The crossbow was on her shoulder within an instant, ready for whatever danger emerged. When the brush started to rustle, her suspicions that something was following them were confirmed. She braced herself, ready for a fight. Nothing was going to stop her from making it back home to her little sister.
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She was ready to fire, but her intuition held her off. When a man emerged with a pitchfork in his hand, Jasmine was happy she had held her ground. They were outnumbered. A group of elderly and middle-aged men and women quickly surrounded them. Some had guns, and a few had bats or other instruments to use as weapons. While the group appeared to have heart, they didn’t come off as hardened criminals. When she spun around to get a full scope of the group, Jasmine recognized a pair of familiar faces and lowered her weapon at once. It was their grandparents.

“Jasmine? Is that you?” Magnolia asked.

Instantly, she ran to the couple, who lowered their weapons immediately and pulled her into their arms. She had never been so happy to see a familiar face in her life. The tension eased from the air at once, with Conrad and the others dropping their weapons.

Jasmine pulled back from her grandparents just enough to see their faces. “What are you guys doing here?”

“Where is Olivia?” Kent asked, ignoring Jasmine’s question. “Please don’t tell me…”

“She’s fine,” Jasmine assured them. “We left her somewhere safe. I didn’t want her sneaking in here with us. We came to see if it was safe to come here tonight or if we needed to bypass the city and push forward without sleep. I remembered you telling us about this place and thought it would be a good stopping point.”

“Good, good…” Magnolia said.

Jasmine could see something was holding them back from immediately loading up to get out of there. She glanced around the group and saw the mirrored look of concern. They didn’t have time to be coy about what was going on.

“Magnolia?” Jasmine pressed.

She sighed. “We have the only working RV right now. As soon as everything happened, we got on the road to try to get to you girls and your mom. We had no idea we’d meet you on the way. Just like you, we stopped here, thinking it would be a safe place to spend the night before continuing to Florida to get you guys. We hate leaving them in a lurch. We’ve been trying to help people get to more permanent spots using the RV and taking them to friends or family.”

“Do they need you or your camper?” Conrad asked.

Kent’s eyes darted to the man. “What are you suggesting?”

“Listen, it’s not safe here, not for any of you. The way I see it, you’ve all got to get out of here or plan on bulking up your security. You’ve got a scared sixteen-year-old girl back at a farm with strangers. If you’ve got no emotional attachment to the camper, it might be worth considering leaving it here for these fine folks,” Conrad said.

Magnolia’s eyes lit up as she turned to her husband. “Oh, Kent! What do you think? We’ve been talking about donating it for so long now, anyway. It was just luck that we hadn’t gotten around to it yet.”

Kent pursed his lips and looked at Jasmine. “What’s this RV you two have got?”

Jasmine could see that her grandfather was testing her. She didn’t like being put on the spot, but she prided herself on her ability to absorb knowledge. Whenever Myrtle went in for her inspections, Jasmine didn’t sit in the reception area and play games on her phone. Instead, she got her hands dirty with the mechanics who worked on the old RV at the mom-and-pop shop. It wasn’t a skill she’d ever thought she would need, but like everything else, she was now thankful it was embedded in her memory.

“A 1974 Marley Camper. She’s been kept running with six-month checkups since my mom bought her twenty years ago. We’ve got two thirty-gallon tanks and enough gas to get us to New Hampshire. The spare tire, muffler, and brakes all passed their last inspection, and I’ve got the paperwork to prove it,” Jasmine said.

Kent grinned. “You don’t say?”

“Should I list off the fleet filter numbers as well, or do you believe me?” Jasmine asked.

He chuckled, but it was Magnolia who spoke.

“Lord, I think I see a bit more of your father in your than you’d like, sweetheart. Now, if the two of you are done, I believe we have some work to do before we can head out,” Jasmine’s grandmother said.

She could see that Kent was still wary about leaving behind their camper. Knowing how much time and work he had put into it, Jasmine could understand why. They made their way over to the RV, still running despite everything around them being dead. Magnolia didn’t stop bustling around, barking out orders so the others knew what to do when they departed.

Kent made himself busy right along with Conrad. She couldn’t believe how quickly Magnolia and Kent had things packed up and ready to go. If Jasmine hadn’t already known that the couple had only recently met the other travelers at the RV park, she’d think they were old friends parting ways. By the time they gathered again at the front gate of the campgrounds, Kent and Magnolia both had backpacks, twin handguns in holsters, and walking sticks. Even knowing that their grandparents were badasses, it was impressive to see the elderly couple strapped and ready for war.

With a single nod to Conrad, Magnolia took point behind the man as they slowly moved across the road and into the forest. If she’d been worried about the elderly pair keeping up, Jasmine was sorely mistaken. She struggled to keep pace with them, her breathing becoming labored as they finally paused for a moment. They had passed by the prison a half mile before. Her grandparents must have deemed it safe enough to stop. She was grateful for the reprieve even though the farm was only another two and a half miles from them.

She quickly started to chug down some water before Kent chuckled and signaled for her to slow down.

“You’ll make yourself sick if you aren’t careful. Hydrating is a good thing, but you’ll just dehydrate more if your stomach turns and you puke it back up,” he said.

“How do you guys know so much about survival? I mean, I thought I was doing okay, but after seeing you two in action…I feel like a total idiot,” Jasmine said.

He grinned at her. “Don’t be. I can already tell you’ve got the guts and brains to go with that determined spirit. Tell me, how’s your sister holding up?”

Jasmine had given them a brief rundown of what had happened with their mother, but details weren’t necessary. They understood what the loss of power had meant for the woman.

She sighed. “I don’t know. One minute I think she’s coping, and the next, I worry about her non-stop. She keeps asking about burying our mom. It’s like what’s happening around her isn’t sinking in. How do I answer a question like that? Jesus, for all I know, the whole apartment complex is already up in flames. I’m just…I’m really happy that you guys are here now. I have no clue what I’m doing with her.”

He chuckled. “Spoken like a true parent. I’m sure you’re doing just fine, but we aren’t going anywhere, either. You’ve got family to help now.”

“I hate to break up this warm conversation,” Magnolia said. “But we really should be moving along.”

“I’m inclined to agree with her,” Conrad muttered.

For the first time, Jasmine noticed that Conrad didn’t look like himself. His gaze was darting around the small clearing they’d taken a break in. She couldn’t help but feel guilty for having missed it before. Her stomach lurched as she slowly picked up her crossbow and glanced around. Magnolia and Kent picked up the sense of danger and were on their feet as well, guns drawn and ready for danger. Suddenly, the crossbow didn’t feel like enough when she thought about how many men the prison behind them held.

They could overtake the small group with sheer numbers alone. Suddenly, the brush to her right jostled, and a figure emerged with a shotgun in his hands. Instantly, there were nearly half a dozen weapons in the intruder’s face. Jasmine quickly jumped around to stand between her grandparents and John Reyes. They had no idea that the approaching man was a friendly. As soon as her grandparents understood that he wasn’t a danger, they lowered their weapons and the tension in the air eased some.

“Are the kids okay? Olivia?” Jasmine asked instantly.

He nodded. “Yeah, but we got a rider out of Charlotte who came by. He said there was movement at the prison. It looks like they sent out a hunting party. Maybe a mob. I got worried about you guys. We need to get out of the woods. We’ll be faster on the road—”

“And spotted a hell of a lot quicker, too,” Kent said. “I’m all about a good hike but outrunning an angry mob with no place to hide sounds like something I’d be up for twenty years ago.”

“They’ve got scouts in the woods—”

“Or so you’ve heard,” Kent grumbled.

John sighed and shook his head. Jasmine could see the two men weren’t going to come to a common ground unless she stepped in. There wasn’t time for them to be bickering amongst themselves about the best route. All that mattered was getting back to Olivia and keeping her safe.

“Both of you be quiet and listen,” she growled. “This is what we are going to do.”
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The group moved silently away from Jasmine, though there had been a good bit of bickering when they’d heard her plan. For the first time, Jasmine had been stern in her decision. It was Olivia’s life on the line with the rogue men running around. A life that Jasmine was responsible for now. She wasn’t going to let anything happen to her little sister. Watching the group move in the direction of the farm, she kept her position in the forest, crouched low and watching for any signs of danger.

As the minutes passed by slowly, she didn’t move from her position. There was nothing in the area. The forest swayed gently around her as she listened for anything out of the ordinary. Every once in a while, she would hear rustling, but it was always a small creature enjoying life. Jasmine envied the wildlife. Their world had flourished with the power outage. Humans had lost their upper hand on nature. Part of her was excited to see what was going to happen with the species, but only after they made it to the homestead.

Suddenly, there was movement to her right. The crackling of brush underfoot told her that it was larger than the small creatures she could hear throughout. Her heart started to race as she readied her crossbow. The delicate sight offered her a closer view of the area a few hundred yards down, but it was too dark to see anything. She cursed under her breath as two men emerged from the forest, stumbling out onto the road. Jasmine could see they were enjoying life. Matching pairs of orange jumpsuits were tied around their waists.

Panic coursed through her. She knew she could get off a few shots before they got close, but others would come. As they slowly started to meander in her direction, Jasmine kept her position hidden. Jasmine prepared herself, an extra arrow across her legs and ready to go as soon as she fired off the first one. It would take her at least thirty seconds to reload the bow, another thirty to take aim, and a prayer that she would hit her targets not once but twice. When a third man emerged, followed by a fourth, Jasmine knew it wasn’t worth the risk. She needed backup.

Moving slowly and cautiously away from the road, she made a beeline for the farm. Thankfully, the footpath they’d started to wear back and forth was easy to find. By the time the farm came into view beneath the moonlight, Jasmine could barely breathe from running so hard. John was on the front porch, keeping watch for her already. The man jumped into action as soon as he saw her racing his way. She skidded to a stop a few feet away from him, struggling to catch her breath long enough to tell him what was going on.

“Men…” she gasped. “Coming this way—drunk. At least four of them. Maybe ten minutes back on the road.”

John’s face paled. “Okay, you get to the house with the others.”

She shook her head. “I can go back out there with you. I can help—”

“I know. That’s why I need you here watching over the kids and my mom. If we aren’t able to stop them, I need your word that you’ll get my mother and son out of here.”

Jasmine nodded, following the man to the main house. She couldn’t believe what a wonderful setting she had encountered. Her grandparents were in the backyard with Martha, all gathered around a fire while the teens lingered and talked close by. She hated that they were about to break up the wonderful reprieve from reality with her news, but they had to be safe before they could truly relax. The men on the road infringed on that the moment they started walking in the direction of the farm.

While the teens seemed oblivious to the newcomers, the adults quickly saw something was going on. The four joined John and Jasmine. In a hushed tone, she told the others what she had seen. Immediately after they had rushed to get their weapons, Jasmine jogged to the RV and told the kids to be quiet. The teens protested, but it quickly died down when they saw the others emerge with their guns in hand.

“Jaz, what’s going on?” Olivia asked.

Jasmine wasn’t going to lie to her sister. “There were men on the road dressed in prison jumpsuits. I don’t want you guys to worry. Everything is going to be fine. Why don’t you two head inside? I’ll be in to check on you in a few minutes.”

The teens nodded and went inside, still crowded together, but she didn’t have time to worry about their budding romance. She planned on keeping an eye on them while watching the road as well.

“What’s the plan?” Jasmine asked.

“We are going to head them off quietly. Just like you moved through the forest. We’ll keep an eye on them and make sure they don’t get too close,” John said.

“And if they do?” she asked.

He didn’t hesitate. “Then we will take them down, and you are our last line of defense to keep our kids safe.”

She felt like she was going to be sick but nodded, nonetheless. They didn’t have time to talk about things further. As she watched the others slip into the forest, she silently said a prayer for their safety. Moving to the porch, Jasmine slowly started to pace back and forth. She wasn’t going to relax until she knew everyone was back home and safe. In the flickering candlelight of the living room, Jasmine saw the teens curled up together on the couch, probably worried and struggling to keep each other calm.

If she could be with them, she would. The others needed her to keep watch. When she saw Martha join the teens, Jasmine was relieved she could turn her full attention back to keeping watching. The minutes moved by slowly as she studied the woods and road simultaneously. It was impossible for her to get a good angle on the road. She thought about leaving her post to glance down the long stretch of pavement but knew it was a bad idea.

All someone needed was a single unguarded door to slip into the house. Jasmine wouldn’t let that happen. Jasmine swung around when she heard someone step onto the porch behind her. Instantly, she lowered her weapon and let out a breath of relief. It was only Martha. The woman looked just as startled as Jasmine felt.

“I’m sorry. I was just coming to see if you’d like some tea or possibly some coffee?” Martha asked.

She shook her head. “No but thank you. Thank you for everything, actually. It’s nice knowing Olivia wasn’t alone while I was out with Conrad. She might think she’s an adult—”

“But she’s just a kid,” Martha finished for her. She chuckled. “I know the age well. John was a handful, just like his boy in there.”

Jasmine smiled. “Well, it’s good to know it’s not just Olivia. I feel like I’m in way over my head.”

“Trust me, honey. Right now, we all feel that way. I do hope they’re safe out there. How long has it been?”

“About twenty minutes, I’m guessing, but it’s hard to know without a clock,” she whispered.

Suddenly, the conversation died down when she heard muffled voices approaching on the road. Her heart was pounding as she told Martha to get back inside. She was grateful for the moonlight that illuminated the road as soon as the forest parted roughly five-hundred yards from the porch. She held her breath and her position as the voices grew closer. When the figures emerged on the road, Jasmine was able to let out a sigh of relief. It wasn’t the group of freed prisoners. Instead, it was the four who had gone out to make sure their area was safe.

Lowering her weapon, she jogged across the yard to meet the group, relief coursing through her at the sight of them. Jasmine didn’t want to think about how different it would be if the group hadn’t been her grandparents and comrades. She wrapped her arms around Magnolia, with Kent joining in the embrace. It was hard for her to hold back the tears. She hadn’t thought about how devastating it would be to lose the couple. All she wanted was for her little sister to feel safe again. How different things had become in less than twenty-four hours.
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“What happened?” Jasmine asked.

“We saw the men you were talking about. By the time we got there, they had at least ten guys all gathered and camped out on the road. We waited and watched, but a few of them decided to head back and drag along the other drunks with them,” John said.

“They’re gone for tonight, but who knows how long that will last,” Kent grumbled. “My offer still stands, John. You and yours are welcome, along with Conrad, at the homestead any time.”

“Thanks, Kent, but I’ve got to stay and at least try to help others,” John said.

“Well, come on now. Let’s get back to the house. I’m sure the others are worried sick,” Magnolia said.

Conrad hesitated as the others started to walk back in the direction of the farm. It was starting to get lighter with each passing minute. The sun would be flooding the area with light soon. She knew he was anxious to get to his son and the man’s family. Jasmine reached out and touched John’s arm to stop him. He turned back and saw Conrad hesitate as well. She knew it was time they parted ways. She hated to see him going off on his own. If the last few hours had taught her anything, it was that there was safety in numbers.

“Are you sure we can’t help get you there, at least?” Jasmine asked.

Conrad shook his head. “Naw, I appreciate the offer, but I can move quickly on my own. I can’t wait any longer to get to them. I know you’re in good hands now, you and Olivia both.”

Jasmine couldn’t help herself from hugging the man. “Be safe. You know where to find us if you need anything or a place to hide.”

“I will. You be safe now, too. Remember, surprise is your biggest friend right now,” Conrad said.

Jasmine hated to see him go but knew he had to get to his family. Looking back at the porch where her sister and grandparents were embracing, she understood exactly where Conrad was coming from. As they watched him heading back into the forest, she prayed silently for him to have a safe trip. It had been an exhausting twenty-four hours, and she was ready to collapse. That couldn’t happen until they were back at their grandparents’ homestead.

“How are you holding up?” John asked as they walked.

She shrugged. “As well as can be expected, I imagine. I’m happy you guys are all safe. I heard you talking to Kent. Are you sure we can’t talk you into joining us?”

He shook his head. “Naw, we’ve got family from all over the country who will be coming here looking for a safe haven. I don’t know how I’d feel if they came and we weren’t here. No, this is our home. I’m happy we were able to help you make it back to yours.”

“Home,” Jasmine muttered. “I don’t know that we have one of those anymore.”

“Sure, you do. It’s wherever the two of you make it. Keep that in mind,” John said.

She smiled at him as they approached the porch. Her sister hugged her right away. She never wanted to let the girl go again. Given how early it was in the morning, Jasmine assumed her grandparents would want to hit the road right away. Neither of them appeared to be in a hurry as the group walked into the backyard and picked up the meal they’d started before the chaos. Jasmine hated that Conrad was gone but understood his rush. She could feel it herself as everyone settled.

The more the group seemed to relax, the greater her anxiety became. She didn’t understand why they were all happy to be milling around as if they had time to wind down. They had to get on the road if they wanted to make it to New Hampshire. Dropping herself into one of the reclining patio chairs, she unhooked the crossbow and quiver from her back before relaxing. Maybe she could give the others a few minutes to catch their breath before they headed out again. After all, their mental health was just as important as their physical well-being.

It didn’t take long for her to start to doze despite how she tried to fight against it. Nothing was going the way she wanted. They should have already been loading up the camper. There would be plenty of time for rest after she knew everyone was safe. Yet even as she tried to reason with herself, she slipped away into a restless slumber while the sun rose above the trees.
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Someone was gently shaking her arm and whispering her name. Jasmine bolted upright, immediately searching around for the danger. Everything that had occurred the day before came rushing back to her. The natural fight-or-flight instinct returned with each second she was awake. When she finally managed to remember her surroundings, she was relieved to see her grandmother had been the one to rouse her. From the location of the sun, Jasmine knew it was late in the afternoon. She cursed under her breath, hating herself for falling asleep and being out for so long.

“Why didn’t anyone wake me up? We should have been on the road hours ago. I don’t want to be driving around at night,” Jasmine growled.

“You needed the rest, dear. We thought it was best. Now that you’ve had about nine hours, though, we really should be pushing off,” Magnolia replied.

“Nine hours? Shit,” she grumbled. “I wanted us to get an earlier start—”

“Oh, honey. No need to worry about that. You aren’t driving alone anymore. I’ll catch some shuteye while you and Kent take the wheel, then he and I will switch out,” Magnolia said. “I wanted to give you as much sleep as possible, but we are all loaded up and ready to go.”

“Wow,” she muttered.

Climbing to her feet, she shook off the weight of the sleep and grabbed her weapon. It was strange to see Myrtle gassed up and running in the middle of the driveway. Her sister was sharing one final moment with John’s son before they left. Without any coffee, she was still groggy when Martha embraced her and John shook her hand. They were loaded into Myrtle minutes later. She was quickly ushered to the passenger seat and given a travel mug full of coffee. As the hot liquid hit her soul, Jasmine felt herself becoming more alert.

She was happy to see the way Kent handled the old beast. He eased them forward onto the road, watching turns and not riding Myrtle roughly as they rolled out onto the highway moments later. Olivia had gone directly to the back of the camper to mourn the loss of her crush, knowing they might never see each other again. Jasmine wanted to go to Olivia, but it appeared that Magnolia already had it covered. When their grandmother disappeared into the back room as well, leaving Jasmine alone with Kent, she felt genuinely relaxed.

When they were moving along at a good pace, Jasmine’s mind started to fill with questions for her grandfather. There was still so much she didn’t know about her father, things she had to find out before Olivia did. It didn’t matter if the man was a part of their lives or not. Jasmine would protect Olivia from their father, even if it was just the memory of him. She wasn’t going to let anything else destroy her sister’s world. They’d already overcome so much.

“I can see the wheels turning in that head of yours,” Kent said.

She grinned at him. “Sorry, I guess this is all a lot still. I’ve got so many questions for you and Magnolia.”

“I suppose now is as good a time as any. Go ahead and ask away. If there’s anything I can’t tell you, we’ll ask Magnolia together. She’s the one with a good memory. Me? Not so much over the years.”

Jasmine was still unsure if he was going to be able to fill in all the gaps, but at least he was open to trying. She drew a breath, wondering where to start as the road unfolded in front of them.

“I guess we should start with the tough ones,” Jasmine said. “Do you know why my dad abandoned us?”

The man behind the wheel fell silent for a moment, appearing to ponder the question. She knew she’d caught him off guard. The color had drained from his cheeks. For a moment, she wondered if the question had been too much, if she’d ruined the relationship with her grandparents already. He let out a sigh and gave her a grin.

“All right then. Let’s start at the beginning. We’re family now. You deserve to know the truth.”
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“Your father wasn’t always so…flaky, I guess you’d say. No, that came years later. I think we spoiled him as a child. We tried to give him everything we thought he’d need to get out into the world as an adult, but in the end, he simply wasn’t prepared,” Kent said.

“I barely remember anything about him anymore,” Jasmine said.

“He didn’t reach out to us after moving to Florida, not for a very long time, and when he did, he’d already found his way back to New Hampshire. We get postcards every now and then, but he won’t come home, no matter how hard we try.”

“What about now? Now that everything has changed?” she asked.

Kent sighed and shook his head. “I wish I knew. I don’t know that we’ll ever see him again, or he could show up at any minute.”

“S-so there is a chance we are going to see him?” Jasmine asked.

Kent’s eyes flickered to her for a split second. He gave a curt nod but said nothing else. She let out a hefty sigh, wondering if she should tell Olivia about the possibility. It was going to destroy her sister. As far as Jasmine was concerned, there was no reason for Olivia to know what was going on unless their father actually showed up. Jasmine didn’t want her sister to carry the weight around with her on the off chance that nothing happened. They had already overcome so much.

“Listen, I don’t want the two of you worrying about your father. No matter what happens, we are going to take care of you. You guys are our granddaughters. You’ve done nothing wrong. Don, on the other hand, has made his fair share of mistakes. If it comes down to it, he’ll need to atone for those sins,” Kent said.

She gave him a weary smile. As much as she wanted to believe him, she knew how powerful the bond between parents and their children could be. It would take some time before she trusted anything Kent or Magnolia said to them. Until that time came, she would keep Myrtle ready to flee if needed. Jasmine didn’t want to think about meeting her father again. Don had left the trio when Olivia was barely a few months old. It had given Jasmine several years with him, but she barely remembered any of that time.

Her mother had always been the sole positive influence in her life. Even thinking about Don filled her with rage. Jasmine knew Olivia had romanticized the version of their father in her head, but that reality was going to come crashing down if she had to meet the man. What kind of bastard left behind his wife and two children? Her hands twisted in her lap. It was an old habit she did when she was angry. Kent snorted and shook his head, a grin on his lips.

“What?” she muttered.

“Your father does the same thing. Your momma would bite her cheek to keep from flying off the handle,” he said.

She smiled at the memory of her mother biting her cheek. The most recent occasion that jumped to her mind was when Olivia had been called down to the office for wearing a shirt the school staff deemed inappropriate. Given the state of the nation, Olivia had been incredibly outspoken about their state’s decision to restrict access to clinics for women. Her shirt, tastefully done, had voiced that opinion while still remaining politically correct.

The call had come in only after Olivia had refused to turn it inside out. She had read the student handbook and code of conduct front to back on several occasions. Despite her outspoken nature to prove she had done nothing to break the rules, Olivia had the bad habit of keeping authority at every corner. It often left her mother in a tight situation. The outcome of the ordeal no longer mattered; it was simply another memory she would cherish of her mom.

As they drove, the conversation mingled with long pauses of silence as they both contemplated what the world had become. Jasmine still had so many unanswered questions, but as the minutes turned into hours, she knew she ran the risk of Olivia overhearing something. What she shared with her sister was carefully calculated. She didn’t need Olivia having a complete breakdown after everything that had happened.

“Do you know why he left?” Jasmine asked.

Kent shook his head. “You know, I’ve asked him that myself a half dozen times. I never could get a straight answer. We all make mistakes in life, and no matter his reasoning, I know he regretted walking out on your mother and you girls.”

Jasmine rolled her eyes. He could regret it all he wanted; the fact of the matter was that Don hadn’t made a single move to reach out to either of his daughters. He had to know Sarah had been sick; Magnolia and Kent both knew, after all. They had spoken to him; she knew he was aware of the situation. Yet he had stayed away, the same as he had for a decade before. She wasn’t willing to offer her estranged father anything other than the hope that he wasn’t dead. Beyond that, as far as Jasmine was concerned, he was a stranger to them and would be treated as such.

“How much longer do we have?” Jasmine asked.

“We are keeping a steady pace; we should be at the homestead in about four hours if nothing goes wrong.”

“See, now, why would you say something like that?” Magnolia asked.

They both turned quickly to smile at the woman. She was happy to see that her grandmother was awake from her nap and seemed to be in good spirits. Jasmine quickly rose and offered her seat to Magnolia. She knew before long they would be pulling over so she could take the wheel. Kent had been awake longer than any of them; he had to be exhausted. Making her way to the back bedroom, she gently knocked on the door before peeking in. Olivia looked up at her but didn’t bother to smile.

“Hey, kiddo. Did you get some sleep?” Jasmine asked, sitting on the end of the bed.

Olivia shrugged in reply. She sighed, knowing her sister was dealing with a lot. Jasmine could put up with the little bit of attitude she was getting from Olivia as long as it didn’t spill over into her relationship with their grandparents. Magnolia and Kent had done nothing wrong, and they didn’t deserve the brunt of Olivia’s frustration.

“We should be there in about four hours. Are you excited to see the homestead?” Jasmine asked.

When her sister gave no reply beyond the same mundane shrug, Jasmine felt her fuse quickly shortening. She ground her teeth together, her hands starting to move back and forth again in her lap. Jasmine hoped things were going to get better once they got to the homestead and Olivia had some sort of stability once again. She was still so young. Jasmine had to remind herself that everything happening had to be hell on the young girl’s heart. As long as Olivia didn’t treat anyone else like complete garbage, Jasmine was going to let it go for a little while.

“Fine, if you want to be gloomy and pout the entire time, that’s your prerogative. Kent needs to get some sleep. So, you are going to have to clear out of here and take your sulking in it to the other room.”

She huffed and rolled her eyes, snatching up the book she had been reading and scooting off the bed past Jasmine. Standing up, she started to move back to the main section of the RV as Kent pulled the old beast off to the side of the road. Olivia had already taken up a curled position in the corner of the bench seat. Her nose was buried in the book once again. Jasmine shook her head and rolled her eyes as she headed to the side door and stepped outside into the sweltering late-afternoon sun. Despite the intense heat, it felt good to be breathing fresh air again.

When the others joined her around the side, Jasmine felt a wave of relief coursing through her. It felt good not to be alone on the road. She was incredibly grateful to have her grandparents there. Their upbeat spirits reminded her that things wouldn’t always be so bad with Olivia. It gave her hope that someday soon, she would see her sister smiling and happy again. At the moment, though, it felt like that day wouldn’t come fast enough.
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It wasn’t long before they were back on the road. While the trio of adults had stretched their legs and soaked up some vitamin D, Olivia had stayed inside, her nose stuck in the pages of her novel. She didn’t know how long she was supposed to let the girl pout before calling her out on it. There was no point in them having the stern discussion until they made it to the homestead. Despite the ease of the drive so far, Jasmine was well aware of the possible dangers that lurked around every corner. At least half the nation was without electronics. Everything from generators to radios was wiped out.

They were lucky the EMPs hadn’t taken out the homestead and Myrtle, but it also made the group a target. When she was back behind the wheel of Myrtle, Jasmine felt a little better. It was something she could control in a world that had disintegrated into chaos. Magnolia took the passenger seat as they set out, carefully giving Jasmine directions and filling her in on their route long before she’d need to change roads. It was nice to have them riding along with the sisters. When her grandmother reached out and turned on the radio, Jasmine gave her a confused look. Magnolia smiled at her granddaughter.

“Even in times of chaos, the emergency broadcast system should be up and running. I’m hoping we can get an update, but the last time we checked, it was still static,” Magnolia said.

“That makes sense. It would be nice to have an update. The last we heard was that the world had gone crazy, and that was about it,” Jasmine said.

She watched the road as Magnolia worked the radio, finally finding the only station that came in with a crisp signal. Jasmine hated that there was no music. Instead, Magnolia turned up the broadcast as they listened to it restarting.

“The national government, along with NATO and allied forces, has declared an emergency for all citizens. A nationwide ‘shelter in place’ order had been decreed. Martial law had been declared for all territories within the United States.”

There were three long tones cast over the speakers before the message started again. It was disheartening that no update had come yet. How were they going to defend themselves if needed? She heard and felt rustling behind her and glanced in the rearview mirror, delighted to see Olivia walking in their direction.

“What does that mean? Martial law?” Olivia asked.

“Well, now, there is no official precedent. If I remember correctly, it’s only been declared twice by a president before. In theory, it means that the military—not the government—is running things,” Magnolia said.

“How is that any different from normal?” Olivia asked.

Jasmine was just happy to see that her sister was taking an interest in something and talking with the others again. She had been starting to worry about the girl’s mental state.

“That’s a hard one. The military is more…shoot first, ask questions later. Let’s just say I’m happy the homestead is well-outfitted and about as far away from any military compounds as we can get,” Magnolia said.

“Couldn’t they come to take everything anyway?” the girl asked.

“Well…they could, I suppose, but I don’t think that’s going to happen. Our homestead was designed with a fallout like this in mind. It’s small enough that we won’t be noticed by anyone. We can sustain maybe six people tops throughout the seasons, and that’s with everyone working together,” Magnolia said.

“Were you worried about leaving it to come to find us? What if something happened while you were gone?”

Magnolia reached out and took Olivia’s hand. “Sweetheart, you are family. There was no question in our minds about walking away from the homestead. No material possession is worth more than your life to us. We had to find you. We just got lucky that it happened sooner than we’d expected.”

Jasmine watched and listened in silence as the pair continued to talk. She kept her eyes trained on the road, though, not wanting to risk Olivia getting an attitude again if she knew Jasmine was listening. She could feel the tension easing from the girl. It was wonderful to have their grandmother with them. Jasmine didn’t know what she would have done had the pair not found them in Charlotte. It had been one lucky moment after another since leaving Florida.

“Do you think what they are saying is true?” Olivia asked. “Are we going to be without power for a year?”

“I believe so,” Magnolia said.

“What about the other nations? The ones that aren’t working with us. What if they get the power back on first?”

“I promise you that the very first thing the government is working on doing is getting our defenses back online. We have to have faith in them and in God that we’ll get through this as a species and a nation. It’s not just the United States that’s gone dark, don’t forget. Other countries are going to be struggling to get back online as well,” Magnolia said.

When her little sister went silent again, Jasmine let her thoughts wander away from the conversation between the pair. She hadn’t thought about the very realistic threat that opposing nations now posed to the crippled United States. Hopefully, Magnolia was right in her assumption that the government would be getting its defenses back online first. While she was confident the country could survive the next year without power, she wasn’t sure they could survive an attack.

It was a terrifying thing to think of with her young sister under her wing. Jasmine saw their next exit for the homestead up ahead and quickly moved into the neighboring lane. Not that it mattered. There was hardly anyone out on the road. Occasionally, they had passed groups of people walking along the side, but that was it. They were down to just an hour left before their arrival at her grandparents’ land. Despite the quickly setting sun, the surrounding landscape was majestic. The road took them along the coast, where houses and businesses dotted the view.

Jasmine was thrilled at the prospect of finally being off the road and having the opportunity to settle down. She couldn’t imagine what life was going to be like in New Hampshire. There was definitely a chill to the wind outside. It was expected, given how far north they were, but it still caught Jasmine by surprise. How long would it be before she once again felt the humid Florida air? She didn’t even know if she would ever see her home state again. It didn’t matter. What did Florida have now that her mother was gone? Turning her attention back to the others, Jasmine tried not to let the grief of her mother’s passing bring her down.

“Wow, it’s really gorgeous out here,” Olivia muttered.

She had taken a seat on the floor between the two women. Jasmine briefly thought about how irritated her mother would have been, knowing it was dangerous if they got in an accident. Considering what was happening, though, and how thrilled she was to see her sister wanting to be around the other again, Jasmine was happy to let it slide.

“Wait until you see the homestead. It’s been in our family for almost a century now. Well…the care of it has,” Magnolia said.

“What do you mean?”

“The homestead is a historical landmark sanctioned by the state. It’s been that way for as long as it has existed. The lighthouse on the edge of it, near the ocean, was once used by all the surrounding communities to bring in ships safely. Now, it’s more of a tourist attraction. After the pandemic, there was no rush by the locals to get it back open to the public.”

“So, there is a lighthouse on the property?” Olivia asked. “That’s so cool!”

Magnolia grinned. “Yep, it’s on its own two-acre lot by the ocean. It has a parking lot and driveway that are separate from the homestead. There are also another ten acres of protected forest. We’re the only ones with hunting rights to it as the trustees.”

Jasmine was happy to see the wheels turning in her little sister’s mind. Everything that Magnolia told her about the property seemed to draw Olivia out of her depression a little more. It was starting to look like everything was going to be okay after all.
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“Will you teach me to hunt?” Olivia asked suddenly.

Magnolia’s eyes lit up. “You better believe it. Heck, I’ll teach you both. With the extra mouths to feed, keeping game meat on the table is going to be our saving grace.”

The two talked about plans for hunting as Jasmine drove, still blown away by the surrounding scenery. She followed the occasional direction given by Magnolia until they were only a few miles away from the homestead. To the right, all she could see was the pristine ocean lapping at the white, sandy beaches. It was still warm enough that she had every intention of enjoying the water as soon as they were settled on the property. With the address seared into her mind, Jasmine saw it ahead on the right. Her heart pounded with anticipation. Flicking on the blinker, she turned into the driveway and gasped.

Even Olivia, who had been talking non-stop with their grandmother, fell silent as the trees lining the road cleared to show the breathtaking scene beyond. To the right, the water and lighthouse dominated the view while the homestead took center stage. Off to the left was a forest dense enough that she could see nothing beyond it. It was one thing to hear Magnolia describe it but another to see it firsthand. How on Earth the lush grass grew so close to the water was amazing. A small cliff could be seen behind the homestead and barns, but it wasn’t steep, maybe twenty feet.

There was a walkway that led down to the lighthouse and the beach below. As Magnolia gave Jasmine instructions to follow the gravel drive around the house, she listened and watched the rest of the homestead appear behind the classic white farmhouse. In addition to a large greenhouse and barn, there were a half dozen other smaller buildings that she couldn’t identify. She parked the RV next to one of the small buildings nestled next to the greenhouse. It amazed her that Myrtle was a perfect fit for the gravel slot. It was only when she saw a covered outlet and drain line up in her driver-side mirror that she realized it was the home of their former RV.

“Well, girls, welcome home,” Magnolia said. “Why don’t you go wake up Kent, Jasmine. I’ll help Olivia get the old girl leveled and set up outside.”

Olivia looked around, still awestruck by their surroundings.

“We weren’t sure if you two were going to be comfortable in the house, so we wanted to make sure you had your own space. Now, don’t get me wrong, we’ve got two extra bedrooms, and we’d be just tickled pink for you to be at the main house with us. But this is the last piece of your mom. We understand if you want to stay out here, at least until the winter settles in,” Magnolia said.

“Thank you so much for thinking of us,” Jasmine said. “We’ll talk about it later if that’s okay.”

Magnolia nodded, understanding it was a big decision for the sisters to make. As she watched her sister and grandmother disappear outside, she headed to the back of the RV to wake her grandfather. The man startled awake as soon as she called out his name and pulled back the folding door. As soon as he saw they had arrived back home, she could see the relief in his eyes. The old man was on his feet in an instant, following her outside to join the others. Jasmine was soon back behind the wheel, working on leveling the old RV with the others as Kent hooked up the sewer lines.

It felt good knowing they were going to be stationary again. She loved traveling, but it wasn’t the same with Sarah gone. She had always been the one to breathe life into their trips. Now, it was nothing but a constant reminder of the good times they’d had. Maybe it would be best for Olivia to stay at the house with their grandparents. The closer she was to family, the better. As for Jasmine, she planned on staying in Myrtle. She adored her grandparents for extending the invitation, but she wasn’t ready to live with them just yet.

There was no telling how long it was going to take before Jasmine truly felt safe on the homestead, but until that time came, she would stay in the RV and continue to make improvements and repairs on the old girl. If they needed to flee, she wanted to be ready at a moment’s notice. Outfitting it for the winter would be another task, but one she didn’t want to avoid, either. To her, a year without power seemed optimistic the more they learned of the dire state of the nation. There was no telling how long it would be off. Kent walked over to the driver’s door as Jasmine killed the engine and jumped out.

“You really are something, Jasmine. Your mother did one hell of a job raising you two. She’d be real proud of you, you know?” Kent said.

Jasmine blushed. “I don’t know about that. I feel like I’m screwing things up with Olivia at every turn.”

Kent nodded in her direction, his eyes moving over her shoulder. She turned around and saw Olivia with Magnolia, a brilliant smile on the young girl’s face as their grandmother pointed out different things around the homestead to her.

“She’s here because of your quick thinking. Both of you are safe, not because of Magnolia and me, but because you had the good sense to get here before the world went to shit. That took guts and intuition, no way around it.”

“Thank you. I don’t know what to say. All I could think about the entire time was, what would Mom do? She would have gotten us the heck out of there, so I did. Now…well, now I don’t know what we’re supposed to do. It feels like slowing down after the chaos isn’t right, you know?”

He nodded. “Sure do. I was in the military for a few hot minutes. You two got thrust into a war zone you weren’t ready for. That buzz in your body is gonna take a few days to work itself out. Adrenaline can wreak havoc on the mind and body. Once you two get a routine established here, you’ll find yourself adjusting just fine.”

Jasmine was enjoying the conversation with her grandfather as the other two approached. When Magnolia announced it was time they got a proper tour, both of the girls were excited to agree. She was dying to know what all the different outbuildings were that dappled the property.

Moving down toward the cliff of the property, they came to the next building. It was about the size of the RV and easy to decipher once they approached. The familiar sound of clucking chickens, along with the flood of feathered fury that raced out as soon as Kent opened the door, informed her it was a chicken coop. There had to be at least fifty of them altogether. A few dozen being ducks and a handful of turkeys as well. Magnolia handed Olivia and Jasmine both a basket and led them around to the back of the chicken coop. From there, she opened a hatch to reveal several roosting nests, each one packed with eggs.

Since the couple had been gone for two days, they had left the flock inside. Jasmine hadn’t realized just how many animals they had until they approached the barn to find Kent doing the same thing he had with the coop. Immediately, four goats, two cows, and two horses raced out into the fenced-in pasture attached to the barn. Olivia was beyond excited, setting down her basket with several dozen eggs and jogging over to the fence.

Both of the horses were quick to greet her. Jasmine could barely hold back the tears as she watched her sister joyfully stroke each one’s neck. She couldn’t believe they were finally there, and for the first time in days, she felt safe. Jasmine was finally able to admit that her decision to come to the homestead had been the best one. Now, all she could do was pray that Carl found his way to them safely as well.
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It was nearly eight o’clock that evening by the time they got to the house. After the tour, they quickly went about helping their grandparents with the chores and checking over the property. The greenhouse had proven to be as abundant as the chicken coop. She couldn’t believe the plethora of fresh produce they had on hand, thanks not only to the greenhouse and chickens but also to the orchard, smokehouse, and natural resources planted outside as well. They had already stuffed themselves on the wild blackberries and several strips of jerky from the smokehouse, but she was excited about cooking with Magnolia, nonetheless.

The woman was a wealth of knowledge, just like her husband. They were able to do everything from making their own cheese to building their own windmill. Jasmine knew it would take her weeks to learn all about the couple, but she was happy to dedicate the time. She couldn’t remember the last time she had seen Olivia so relaxed and happy. Even back in Florida, when their mother had been alive, Olivia had a weight on her shoulders that no sixteen-year-old should have to bear. With their arrival at the homestead, it appeared to be gone.

As soon as they stepped into the house, Magnolia started to give the girls directions. Jasmine was amazed that Olivia followed the woman’s every word. Each time Magnolia spoke, it was more of a kind suggestion than an order. It warmed her heart to see Olivia so excited about helping her grandmother. They quickly set about putting away the fruit and working on getting things ready to grill outside while Kent put away the couple’s traveling bags.

“Does the windmill only power half of the house?” Olivia asked.

Magnolia shook her head. “Oh no, we could never power the whole house with a simple windmill—it doesn’t have a generator. That’s why it still works. We can only use it for a few things, so we use it for the freezer, refrigerator, and kitchen. There are lanterns to light your way throughout the house when it gets dark.”

“Oh…sure, I guess that makes sense,” Olivia muttered.

Their grandmother chuckled. “People in this area are kind and resourceful. Most of our neighbors have wind power, but that doesn’t mean others won’t be drifting this way. It’s best if it looks like all we’ve got is candles and lanterns. Does that make sense?”

Olivia’s eyes lit up with understanding as she nodded. Jasmine was busy cutting potatoes for the grill while the others washed the produce and eggs.

“Tomorrow, I’ll have you two help Kent move the big freezer from the back porch into the basement as well,” Magnolia said.

“That way, people won’t be able to hear it from the road?” Olivia asked.

Magnolia beamed with pride. “Very good, sweetheart! We’ve got enough eggs that we’ll dehydrate them tomorrow as well. That way, we can vacuum-seal them, and they’ll be good until winter when the chickens stop laying as much.”

“I had no idea you could do that,” Jasmine muttered in astonishment. “I mean, I’ve seen powdered eggs before, but I had no idea we could do it at home.”

Their grandmother gave her a wink. “We can do just about anything here; you’ll see that. All you need is hard work and a little know-how.”

A few minutes later, Kent joined them in the kitchen to let Magnolia and the girls know the grill was ready. He helped them finish up the prep work, folding the chopped potatoes, onions, green peppers, homemade butter, and seasonings into foil before taking it out and setting it on the grill. The thick steaks were next to join as the group moved outside. When Magnolia surprised them all with a bottle of wine, Olivia pleaded with her guardian to let her have a glass. She didn’t hesitate, knowing the girl deserved at least a glass after everything she had endured.

While they weren’t going to make a habit of it, she saw no harm in one glass. As their dinner simmered on the grill, she listened with rapt interest as Kent and Magnolia regaled them with stories of their childhoods. She was delighted to see Olivia was open to hearing about their father, despite what he had done in abandoning their family. The last thing she wanted was for her sister to carry any resentment or hatred in her heart. Kent was showing Olivia how to sharpen a knife he had given her over a wet stone when Magnolia asked Jasmine for help setting up the picnic table for dinner. With some distance between herself and her sister, Jasmine thought about the sleeping arrangements.

“How would you guys feel if Olivia stayed at the house with you but I stayed in Myrtle? I’d like to get her winterized if you think that’s possible?” Jasmine said.

Magnolia didn’t reply. Instead, she pursed her lips and appeared deep in thought. For a moment, Jasmine was certain she had upset her grandmother when suddenly, her eyes lit up.

“You know, we’ve got a little wood-burning stove in the barn that’s just sitting there gathering dust. We were going to install it in our RV years ago but never got around to it. Plus, we rarely ever used the old camper. I bet it would fit just perfectly in Myrtle! We wouldn’t have to do much work at all,” Magnolia said.

Jasmine let out a breath of relief. “So, you don’t think it’s a terrible idea?”

“Sweetheart, you are twenty-two years old. End of the world or not, you need your own space,” Magnolia said. “Olivia, on the other hand, she’s just a child still. You are both welcome in the house, but keeping Myrtle for yourself is a wonderful plan, honey. You aren’t going to get any arguments from these old farts.”

“And having Olivia living in the main house?”

“Is a blessing I never saw coming to be honest. The two of you being here with us, well, it’s just a wonderful breath of fresh air. We were happy in our retirement, just taking care of this place, but you two…you give us purpose. I can’t tell you what it means that you picked our place to call your home, no matter how long or short that stay might be,” Magnolia said.

Kent called over to the pair that dinner was ready just as Olivia came walking over slowly with the towering tray of food. She couldn’t believe how proud her sister looked at having harvested and cooked the meal with her own hands. Jasmine had to fight back the tears as Olivia set the tray on the picnic table in front of her. The group quickly sat down and started making their plates in silence. It smelled like heaven as the foil was opened and tender morsels of meat and vegetables found their way to each of the four plates.

Her stomach growled with anticipation as everyone started to dig into the feast. It was unlike anything she’d ever tasted before. Knowing the food had been grown and harvested with love made it all the more special to her. Looking around the table at her small and unexpected family, Jasmine felt the loss of her mother tugging at her heart once more. She’d have been in heaven there with them before the illness had ravaged her body. Since the illness had taken hold, though, Jasmine imagined the journey might have killed her mother.

There was no way they would have risked it had Sarah still been alive. She tried not to think about it as the others broke out into conversation about the plans for the following day. When Olivia learned that she was going to be staying in the main house with running water and a soft bed, she was overjoyed. There was a hesitation when she learned that Jasmine would be staying in the camper, but Magnolia quickly explained the reasoning to Olivia in a way she would understand. Jasmine was amazed at the level of communication Magnolia seemed to have with her little sister. She was incredibly grateful to have her grandmother and grandfather there.

Raising Olivia without Sarah seemed slightly more doable with her grandparents’ aid. Without them, there was no question in Jasmine’s mind that she would struggle. She hated to admit the flutter of excitement that came with thinking about having her own space. It was something she hadn’t thought about since she was a teen, long before her mother had gotten sick. Now, it was such a normal thing for a twenty-two-year-old college student to have seemed incredibly out of place. She wasn’t sure if she would ever adjust to the new world.


21
[image: ]


By the time they all retired for the evening, Jasmine was exhausted once again. Despite having gotten several hours of sleep earlier in the day, the emotional turmoil of the past few days had started to wear on her. It was strange to be alone in the RV, knowing Olivia was right inside the house. Yet the solace was uplifting as well. She had never had much time to herself outside of the bus ride and walk from school and work. Now, alone and faced with everything that had happened, Jasmine didn’t know how to feel. She made herself busy tidying the RV for a few minutes before taking a quick shower.

Knowing they had running water took a weight off her shoulders. They only had ten extra gallons of gas, which worried her some, but she knew she could do a scouting trip and find some later on down the road. With the current state of the nation, though, she wouldn’t be able to rest her head with ease until the tanks were full and Myrtle was ready to flee with them at a moment’s notice. By the time she made it to the bedroom and collapsed on the bed, Jasmine felt rejuvenated. With her hair still damp and a towel wrapped around her, she slipped off to sleep.
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There was a gentle knocking on the camper door that immediately woke Jasmine. She bolted upright, grabbing her clothes and quickly tugging them on before darting to the door. Jasmine was still only half awake when she opened the door and Olivia stepped in. She was shocked to see her sister bright-eyed and cheerful despite the early morning hour. The sun was barely starting to crest over the water. Olivia handed her a steaming cup of coffee that Jasmine gratefully took and started drinking right away.

“How’d you sleep, Jaz?”

“Oh, not too bad. How was it in the house with Magnolia and Kent? I bet it was comfortable.”

“It was really nice. I slept like a log in the bedroom. Honestly, once you’ve been in the room for a bit, it feels like it’s bigger than it really is.”

“What do you mean?” Jasmine asked.

Olivia smiled. “The bed is just so comfortable, and the rest of the room just put me right at ease. I don’t know how to explain it, but it felt a lot like it was made for me.”

“I get it. It’s good that you feel so at home.”

Jasmine was happy to hear that Olivia was able to get a good night’s sleep. She was worried with how everything else around them seemed to be falling apart, that her sister wouldn’t get any rest. She was glad she was wrong. While she wasn’t sure if her own sleep was a reciprocation of how exhausted she was or not, she felt completely new after sleeping so hard.

“What are your plans for today?” Jasmine asked.

“Well, we have some chores that need to get done still, but they can wait until you’re ready to go.”

“I think I’ll be ready after I drink this coffee. What are Magnolia and Kent doing?”

“Actually, they’re waiting for us so we can help with the chores,” Olivia said. “Though they weren’t too concerned as to when we get started. I just told them that I was bringing you some coffee and that if you were still asleep, I’d wake you up.”

“I appreciate the coffee. I don’t think I’ve ever had a cup that tasted so good.”

“I wouldn’t go that far, but it’s definitely a good way to start the day.”

She was happy to hear that her sister was adjusting so well to living with their grandparents. Jasmine had worried about Olivia on and off all night before she’d passed out. Her dreams had been harrowing memories of her mother, chopped together with the discovery of her body back at the apartment. All she could do was pray that her sister wasn’t suffering from the same mental trauma. With the few minutes of time alone she still had, Jasmine finished off the coffee and splashed water on her face. By the time she emerged from Myrtle, she circled around into the house to get a second cup of coffee loaded in her travel mug, and then she crossed the yard.

The trio was waiting for her near the barn, with Magnolia seeing her first. She offered her an enthusiastic wave as they walked to meet her in the middle of the grass. Jasmine was happy to see that everything looked the same as it had the day before. She was excited to get started on the day and spend more time on the property. There was so much to do and learn, and Jasmine was grateful for that, knowing the more they had to do, the easier it would be for her and Olivia to adjust.

No matter what the future held, she was happy, knowing Olivia had family who would always look out for her. They had family now that they could rely on, taking some of the weight from Jasmine’s heart. She adored her sister but knew, eventually, they would have to split up, even if it was only for a few days. Her mind drifted to Carl; all she could do was pray he was safe. Not being able to call or text him to check in was hell. She was desperate for any update about the Florida community they’d called home for decades.

“Were you able to get yourself some decent sleep?” Kent asked.

“Yes, I did. Better than I’ve been able to for days. It’s really nice to have a nice place to lay my head, and I think it helps to know Olivia is fitting in.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear that. I was worried you wouldn’t be able to rest.”

Jasmine smiled. “I thought the same thing, but I slept better than I thought I would. I’m ready to take on the day. So, what’s our first task going to be?”

Kent chuckled. “I guess you really are ready to get started. Well, we have an elderly neighbor down the road that we need to check in on. Nothing out of the ordinary, but she is older, so we’d just like to make sure she’s doing all right and see if she need anything.”

“All right. I think I can manage that. How do we go about getting there?” Jasmine asked.

“Well, that’s something I need to ask you.” Kent laughed. “Have you ever ridden a horse? If not, it’s no big deal, but it will be helpful if you have some experience.”

“I can’t say that I’ve got a lot of experience with horses, but when I was about five, I remember riding one when we went to the county fair. Other than that, I don’t remember ever being on one again.”

“That’s quite all right. Just the idea you’ve been on one will help you figure it out. You know that old saying that it’s just like riding a bike?”

Jasmine chuckled. “I’ve heard it a time or two. Why?”

“The same thing goes for horses. We’ll teach you how to ride like a pro before you know it.”

Olivia groaned. “She gets to ride the horses?”

Magnolia chucked. “I promise we’ll get you on one of them today, too. They’re a huge asset to the farm. We’ve still got a running car, but the less we can use it for now, the better. No need to go bragging about what we have. Liv, you can help me with the morning harvest at the greenhouse and coop. When they get back, how about the two of us go on a ride down to the beach?”

The teen’s eyes lit up. Jasmine was impressed by how quickly her sister trotted off to go do the chores with Magnolia. She could see she had a lot to learn about parenting from the woman. As she walked to the barn with Kent, Jasmine listened to his every word. She didn’t want to forget anything he told her about the process of saddling the horses. While she’d spent time around equines, given her schooling, she had spent the bulk of her early studies on small animals, not the massive beasts.

Jasmine was blown away by the sight of the barn. The loft was packed with bales of hay and straw. Every creature in the structure came to the front of their stalls when the barn door opened. They greeted the two humans with enthusiasm as Kent showed her the process of feeding them. An hour after the morning chores were done, the duo was walking the two horses, fully tacked up, to the front gate of the homestead. Olivia and Magnolia waved at the pair from the front porch as Jasmine climbed into the saddle.
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They headed out onto the deserted road. She didn’t know where they were going, having headed in the opposite direction of the way they came in the day before. Yet the scenery around her was enough to make her forget about the dangers lurking in every dark alley. The estates on the peninsula were spread out, with several acres of forest between each. She already adored their new home. Still, it tugged at her heartstrings to think of Florida as she wondered if she would ever see the state again. What was the point when their mother was no longer with them?

Trotting along the road, Kent told her all about the history of the peninsula and the lighthouse that their family was the guardians of. She was fascinated with the stories and hung on his every word. No matter what the future held, Jasmine was grateful for the time she got to spend getting to know both of her grandparents. It was unbelievable that the care of the lighthouse had been entrusted to Magnolia’s family for generations. They had done a good job with its upkeep. She adored everything about the area they were calling home, even if it was temporary.

Harper Pier, as Kent explained to her, was one of the first lighthouses in the state. While the pier had long ago been taken down, the name had stuck around. Since the entire area was protected as a nature preserve, Magnolia and Kent alone had hunting rights to the property. Even then, before the apocalypse hit, they had to get permission and set times to be able to hunt the land. Now that everything had disintegrated into chaos, though, something told Jasmine that no one was going to care if they were out hunting. After all, who knew what martial law would bring?

“There’s a total of five homesteads on the peninsula,” Kent said. “We like to keep an eye out for each other here. Along with the homesteads, there’s a shopping area right in the heart of the community.”

“Sounds to me like you’ve all grown pretty attached to one another here.”

“That we have, especially with the woman we are going to check in on now. She lost her husband last year, and we’ve been the only ones to keep her going. She’s an amazing woman with a great big heart.”

“So, when you said it was just going to be a normal check-in to see how she’s doing, it’s really more than that,” Jasmine said.

“I would have to say so. Ever since the passing of her husband, Magnolia has checked in on her every day. We were all really close around here anyway, but this has just bonded even more.”

“It’s good to have a close community like that. Family is important, even if that family isn’t related by blood.”

Kent smiled. “You know, you’re a pretty smart young woman.”

“Well, I have my mother to thank for that. She taught us how to treat people with kindness and how to be strong when it was needed.”

“She did a good job of raising you two.”

Jasmine smiled and nodded. She missed her mother a lot, but she knew she needed to be there for her sister. Being strong was just another lesson handed down to her after her mother’s death. There were still things she wanted to do with her life, but it was easy to see things might never be the way they were before. Plans had changed when the power went out, and now, she knew she would have to step up in ways she never thought she would.

“How much farther is this woman’s place?” Jasmine asked.

“We’re just about there. It’s that next driveway coming up.”

Trotting after Kent, she followed him down a paved driveway to a modest house situated near the ocean’s edge. She could see how the place could be considered paradise to anyone who visited. When the wind picked up, though, given the early morning hour , and she felt a chill, Jasmine was reminded of the harsh winter months yet to come. It wasn’t always going to be as easy as riding the horses down the road to check on others. She’d heard of the blizzards and record snowfall that often peppered New Hampshire. Before long, they would need tractors and snow spikes to make the short trek.

When they got to the house, she followed Kent’s lead and tied off her horse to the front porch rail. She had quickly become fond of both Sugar and Cube, the names affectionately given to the stallion and mare the couple had. Climbing the steps of the small but well-tended porch, she waited while Kent knocked gently on the front door. There was no answer, but he didn’t hesitate to push it open and call out the woman’s name. From somewhere in the house, Jasmine heard a female voice reply, and the pair stepped inside.

Once again, she did what her grandfather did and removed her muddy shoes before walking through the quaint house and into a back living room. The elderly woman smiled and started to rise, but Kent quickly insisted she sit back down. It was easy for Jasmine to see that he genuinely cared about his neighbor. The moment was a touching one as they both took a seat on the sofa next to the woman’s chair. Jasmine felt entirely at ease around the pair.

“Jasmine, this is Rebecca Gilmore. She’s an old family friend we’ve known for quite some time.”

Rebecca smiled. “It’s nice to meet you, Jasmine, though I’m pretty sure Kent here just called me old.”

“If you’re old, then I’m ancient,” Kent said with a grin. “We came to check in with you and see how things were going. I’m showing Jasmine the area and wanted her to meet you.”

“That’s awfully kind of you. Though, you know there’s no need to worry about me. I’m doing fairly well. I have to admit, I expected to see Magnolia.”

“She’ll stop by later tonight with some supper and a few other meals. We have to make sure our friends are well taken care of.”

Rebecca laughed. “So, now you’ve called me old and said you have to take care of me like I take care of my dog.”

Ken scoffed. “You’re an old coot, you know that?”

“Maybe so, but you’re right there with me. Besides, my dog keeps me company.”

“He looks healthier than you do, that’s for sure.”

“Yeah, but he’s a good boy, so I need to make sure he gets what he wants. So, Jasmine, I have to tell you that you have some pretty amazing grandparents. They’ve been good friends to me, and I feel blessed to know them. I don’t know where I’d be if it wasn’t for the two of them.”

Jasmine smiled. “They are really good people, and I’m fortunate to have them in my life.”

“Well, I think that goes both ways. We’re blessed to have good neighbors and amazing grandkids.”

As the pair headed back outside into the slowly warming sun, she looked around and followed Kent as he walked the property. She was blown away to see how much they truly cared about Rebecca and were dedicated to making sure she survived the coming months. Knowing they had at least two properties to get through the winter, Jasmine felt a pit growing in her stomach. She was happy her grandparents had her and to help out. While there was no doubt in her mind that Magnolia and Kent could handle things, it would be a weight off their shoulders to have the pair helping.

An hour after they had left the homestead, they were climbing back on the horses and heading down the driveway once again. For a moment, she thought their trip was over and they were heading back to the house, but Kent quickly went in the opposite direction. She was intrigued to know where they were going next but didn’t want to ask. He seemed to be deep in thought, realizing just how much work they had in the coming months to make sure the community was prepared. Moments later, she saw a small village come into view and instantly became uneasy.

Thus far, she hadn’t had the best of luck in the city. Charlotte, plus her own hometown, had both proven to her that people could not be trusted. As soon as things had gotten tough, those in the village had disintegrated into chaos. She didn’t want to come face to face with that again. Shifting with unease in the saddle, she kept a close watch of their surroundings with her hand tightly wrapped around her crossbow. Jasmine wasn’t going to let anything happen to her grandfather or herself; the others needed them.
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“What are we doing here?” Jasmine asked. “I thought we were going back to the homestead. I don’t have my quiver with me.”

He looked back and grinned at her. “No need for weapons here, darling. I promise you that.”

Jasmine wasn’t sure if she believed her grandfather as she looked around the row of small businesses that lined either side of the street. It was like something out of a dream. Doors were open, and people were shopping as if nothing had happened. Her grandfather must have seen the baffled look on her face and quickly chuckled. She was blown away beyond words as they continued through town, reaching the end and quickly dismounting to tie off their horses next to a dozen others at a bar.

Inside, she could hear patrons laughing and carrying on despite the early morning hour. She wondered how many of them carried guns and how on Earth they were paying for their drinks. At least the sight of horses was a good sign. If the people inside were drinking, she could take solace in knowing they weren’t driving. How well they’d be able to navigate their steeds back home, though, was another question altogether. She was still completely baffled by everything she saw around her. It didn’t take long for her to notice several of the people milling around town had saddle bags or baskets with them.

At that moment, Jasmine realized that they weren’t trading goods and services for money. Instead, they were using the resources at hand to barter with each other. It was amazing to see what could be done with a group of individuals who opted for peace over the violence she had seen in the other cities. The questions flooded her mind as they started walking down the sidewalk toward the businesses.

“So, what do you think?” Kent asked.

“It’s absolutely amazing that there’s peace here. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before. Most places seem to be fighting over whatever is left, but here, everyone is helping and doing their part to see the community succeed. It’s remarkable.”

“That it is. See, when the lights went off and all the power was gone, the town got together and had a meeting. Everyone here has the same goal in mind, and they just want to make sure the peninsula is kept safe. We all decided to work together in order to make that happen.”

“I can’t believe the community came together like that and so fast. It’s only been a couple of days since the EMP. I honestly assumed everything would be closed down and people would be fighting over things.”

“Not here. We have a wonderful community. It’s almost like we are one big family.”

Jasmine continued to look around the town in awe. It was hard to believe there were so many businesses still working together to help the community. Still, one of the things she noticed was a group of men sitting outside the bar. They weren’t completely drunk, but they were obviously enjoying themselves quite a bit.

“Are you sure it’s a good idea to have those guys out drinking so early in the day?” Jasmine asked.

Kent chuckled. “Well, I think they’ve earned the right to have a few drinks.”

“What do you mean?”

“They all work the night shift. They have guards that run in shifts so they can keep an eye on things, just in case someone comes around and tries to start trouble. Those guys you see over at the bar are the night crew. They probably just finished their shift, and this is their time to relax.”

“They really put everything together quickly. It’s awesome to see how well they work together.”

“Like I said, we’re a close community.”

Jasmine couldn’t believe how well-organized the community was. It made sense now why the men in the bar had been drinking so early in the day. They had put in a hard night’s work to keep the community safe. Instantly, Jasmine wanted to know how she could join the patrol. After all, once the homestead was prepared for the winter, she would have an abundance of free time on her hands since she couldn’t return to college. They would need to find things to do to fill the long, cold months ahead. While Olivia might not be old enough to join the patrol, she would certainly be able to do other things to earn her keep.

Jasmine wouldn’t have either of them freeloading off of their grandparents or anyone else. Despite the fact that she wasn’t a bona fide veterinarian just yet, she still had several years of education under her belt. If nothing else, she could assist in keeping the animals of the community healthy. It wasn’t much, but it was a start. As they turned into the first small shop, she was hit with the enticing smell of baked goods. All around her, people were talking and trading for the baker’s wares. With her eyes on a particularly delicious-looking loaf of cinnamon raisin bread, Jasmine heard her stomach grumble.

Kent saw the desire in his granddaughter’s eyes and gave her a grin, beckoning over one of the men behind the counter to where the duo was standing. From somewhere on his person, Kent produced three small bottles of tequila. They were the same ones she had seen a dozen times at hotels and on airplanes. She listened with rapt interest as the two men playfully bartered back and forth until a deal was struck. Moments later, Jasmine and her grandfather were emerging from the bakery with the bread Jasmine had been eyeing, along with three more loaves for the homestead.

“You look like you’re still shocked by all of this,” Kent said.

“I am. It’s crazy to think about how so many other communities are just fighting about everything, but not here. It really seems like everyone is family. I don’t know how to explain it.”

“I understand. The one thing those other cities don’t have is hearts filled with love for humankind. We all care about each other and want nothing more than to survive this.”

Jasmine smiled. “I approve of that way of life. So, what else do you have planned for us?”

“Our grain field should be ready to harvest in the next few weeks, and the feed store needs some for the other homesteaders. We have a few acres and can afford to offer it to the store for something in return.”

“So, you want to make a deal with him before the harvest comes in?”

Kent smiled. “That’s right. We don’t use money like people did before the power went out. We prefer to trade services and goods. That way, no matter who you are or what you have to offer, there’s always going to be someone willing to offer something for it.”

It was still hard to believe the community managed to operate in that kind of manner. It reminded Jasmine of the Wild West before money and riches called for everyone to change their ways. Suddenly, her stomach growled, and Kent laughed when he heard it.

“You know, you’re welcome to dig into that bread. That’s the whole reason we got it to begin with.”

Jasmine didn’t need to be told a second time, her hand dipping into the paper bag and pulling out a large chunk of the cinnamon loaf. It was pure heaven the moment it touched her lips. The aromatic flavors instantly quenched her hunger. She had never tasted anything so amazing and fresh before. It made her forget about all the chaos in the world around them. Somehow, in the small New Hampshire town, it felt just like any other afternoon. There was a trepidation inside of Jasmine, though. She didn’t want to get too comfortable. There were still insurmountable dangers outside of the small community that could threaten them at any time.

She wouldn’t be able to sleep at night until she knew they were safe. The more she thought about it, the more she liked the idea of joining the watch guard to keep the community safe. After all, Olivia loved life on the homestead and wouldn’t need nearly as much of Jasmine’s time as she had before. She could already see a strong bond forming between her sister and her grandparents. Making her way into the feed mill after Kent, Jasmine was no longer surprised to see that everyone in the building greeted her grandfather with a warm welcome.

It was apparent that her grandparents were beloved by everyone in the area. Jasmine could easily understand why. She had never met two people more gracious and giving. How her father, the bastard who had abandoned them, had come from such amazing people, Jasmine would never know. It didn’t matter anymore; they had the family she had been searching for. Their father was now nothing more than a bad memory.
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By the time they were heading back for the homestead, Jasmine was still completely baffled by what she had seen. She didn’t know how to bring up the subject of her joining the guard with her grandfather, unsure of what his reaction would be. She knew she wasn’t the most skilled with a weapon, but she was more than willing to learn. Plus, having someone with some veterinary knowledge on their guard watch would come in handy for the community. There was no reason the village wouldn’t want her working with them.

If she didn’t have her grandparent’s blessing, though, Jasmine was certain no one would let her join. It had quickly become apparent that both Magnolia and Kent were outstanding members of the village. She wouldn’t go against them if they truly didn’t want her joining, but the least she could do was try to broach the subject with her grandfather. He seemed like a reasonable man, but she knew how protective he was of both of his granddaughters. In the short time they had known each other, Kent had proven time and time again that he would stop at nothing to keep the sisters safe.

While it was touching, it was also going to wear on her quickly. She hadn’t had anyone looking over her shoulder in so long, since before her mother had gotten ill. At the thought of Sarah once again, Jasmine felt her heart ache. Eventually, she and Olivia were going to have to have a heart-to-heart conversation about the very real possibility of not being able to put their mother to rest. She desperately wanted Carl to get to New Hampshire to find out how things were going back in Florida.

“You know, you’ve been quiet for a bit now. What’s on your mind, kiddo?”

“I was just thinking about how great the community worked together back there, and I was thinking about trying to get a position with the guard watch. I think it would be something I could be good at, and I’d like to put in my fair share of help.”

Kent laughed. “That’s a great idea. I think it’s something that would suit you just fine. I think before you do something like that, though, you should start to familiarize yourself with a gun.”

“Is that necessary to be a guard? I thought I could just use my bow. I mean, I’m a pretty good shot with that.”

“Well, normally, I would say a bow would be just fine, but in some scenarios you’d run into as a guard, you’d probably do a lot better with a gun. Besides, I want to make sure nothing happens to my granddaughters.”

“I don’t have much experience with a gun. I’ve shot one a few times when I was younger but only a shotgun.”

“You’ll definitely want to learn how to use more than one weapon,” Kent said.

Jasmine knew her grandfather was right. She’d always had an interest in firearms, but it wasn’t something she’d picked up before. Still, if she wanted to get into the guard and help keep the community safe, she’d have to learn soon.

“Do you think you’d be able to teach me how to shoot a gun? Maybe just give me a few lessons so I can learn what I’m supposed to do with one.”

Kent grinned. “Hell, I don’t think there’s anything that would make me happier than to teach you how to fire a gun.”

Jasmine was touched to hear that he not only supported her but had faith in her abilities. As the homestead came into view and they turned down the driveway, she was delighted to see her sister waving at her from the greenhouse door. By the time they reached the barn and had the horses untacked, Magnolia and Olivia had joined the pair. Olivia hadn’t forgotten about the promised horse ride with her grandmother, and Magnolia was happy to agree. She wanted to give the horses a few minutes of rest first, and then she would teach Olivia the same process of saddling the horses that Kent had taught Jasmine earlier.

There was so much to be done on the property before the winter set in that there was no time to waste. She followed her grandfather back out of the barn as they talked about what they needed to do next. The winter wheat needed to be checked, and an exact amount written down for the feed mill. From there, Kent would make a trade and barter with the locals to get rid of the wheat he wouldn’t need for the coming months. While the livestock would take some of the cut, they wouldn’t need nearly all of it, given how much hay they had to get them through the winter.

She could understand her grandfather’s willingness to help out his fellow neighbors. They had proven they would do the same for her grandparents as well. When they crossed through the forest and into the wheat field, Jasmine was blown away. Once again, she was left with a sight that she had only ever dreamed about. It was beautiful to see the tall wheat blowing in the gentle breeze. Looking at her grandfather for approval, Kent nodded, and she walked down the rows, running her fingers through the tall stalks as she did.

“How much of the fields did you plant with wheat?” Jasmine asked.

“Oh, I’d say we have about three acres of the stuff. That will give us roughly a hundred bushels to be able to barter with when the time comes.”

“How are you going to harvest all of that?”

“Well, it’s not going to be easy work, but I do have a tractor and old mower with a rake that will do the trick.”

“I assumed that’s not the way you’d normally take care of the fields.”

Kent laughed. “No, not at all. I would usually just hire a local combine owner to handle all the work, but he lives a few miles away, and he’s not going to be able to work on anyone’s fields this year.”

“That will make things a little tougher.”

“Oh, I’m not afraid to get my hands dirty. It will take time, and it ain’t going to be easy, but I think we’ll manage just fine.”

“That makes two of us, then,” Jasmine said. “I’m not afraid to get my hands dirty and put in the hard work, either.”

Kent smiled. “I bet you’re not. That’s a really good thing. It’s not too often that we see people your age who are willing to do hard work. Most people these days just want to sit around on their phones and play games all day.”

“That’s never really been me. I’ve always liked to learn, but I don’t want to be sitting in the house all day. I’ll help with whatever I can.”

“That’s good. You’re just like your grandmother in that way.”

She turned away from him, not wanting him to see the glistening tears in her eyes at the comparison. From what she had seen of Magnolia, the woman was truly a remarkable creature. Being compared to her in any form was an honor. Jasmine was excited to get to work, but the wheat wouldn’t be ready for another week. Instead, she and Kent headed for the machine shop situated at the edge of the field. It was there that they would be working to get the old tractor and machinery up and running in time for the harvest. Well, if she was certain that there were other, more knowledgeable people in the area to help Kent, she was touched that he wanted her at his side.

As they walked, she looked down over the cliff at the beach below and was delighted to see her sister and grandmother trotting along the shore on horseback. She couldn’t remember the last time she had seen Olivia so carefree and relaxed. Even before the nation had gone dark, Olivia had carried the weight of the world on her petite shoulders. Jasmine couldn’t believe it had taken the end of the world for her sister to truly be free enough to be a child again. Turning her attention back to her grandfather, Jasmine hung on his every word as he started to explain what they would be doing.

Between changing the oil on the tractor and going over both of the pull-behind machines with lubricant, they spent several hours in the machine shop before a loud bell rang out across the rolling acres. Kent gave her a playful wink, explaining it was Magnolia calling them to the house for lunch. Jasmine wasn’t going to complain. She was once again starving but felt good knowing she had earned her meal.
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It was hard to believe how much had changed in such a short period. Sitting around the kitchen table with her grandparents and sister, eating a fantastic meal from scratch, Jasmine had to pinch herself to see if it was real. She continued to miss her mother wholeheartedly but had discovered a love for New Hampshire that Jasmine never knew she had before. After gorging herself on a salad harvested from the greenhouse, along with a hearty bacon and egg sandwich, she was perfectly full enough to continue on the workday without feeling exhausted.

Once again, Olivia and Magnolia branched off, talking about starting on canning for the winter months. Jasmine was ecstatic to see her sister had taken such a shine to life on a farm. It was something Jasmine never would have believed had she not seen it with her own eyes. While Olivia was incredibly hard-working when she set her mind to something, Jasmine had never seen her sister as the farm type. No matter what either of them was before, it was apparent things were different now. Jasmine had expected to see a change in her sister, but nothing like she saw now. Olivia was a completely different person from the terrified young girl who had climbed into the RV in Florida.

It seemed as though her sister was blossoming into a new woman before her very eyes. She found herself excited about what the future held for them both. Walking along the edge of the property with Kent, Jasmine looked forward to returning to their work on the machinery. Already that morning, her grandfather had taught her a plethora of things. It continued to amaze her what a deep well of knowledge her grandfather had about an assortment of topics. As they worked, they talked about his life and her own, the bond deepening between them with each passing minute.

“So, is your family from around the area, or did you settle here later in life?” Jasmine asked.

“Sort of, but they weren’t originally from here. My parents were from Poland, and they both immigrated here from there. They lived in the village for most of their life, but they held on to a lot of their Polish background.”

“Wow, Poland?”

“Yep. They came a long way to get away from the tyranny their people were experiencing, but they loved it here. They’re both dead now, but they were absolutely wonderful people and amazing parents. I couldn’t have asked for a better upbringing.”

“You’ve been here your whole life, then.”

“I’ve called this area my home for all my life, though I was gone for several years when I went off to fight in the war. Then again, when I fought in another war.”

“Did you enjoy serving in the military?” Jasmine asked.

“I did, for the most part. Not everyone agreed with what we were trying to do over there, but I was following orders and doing what I thought was best for the betterment of our country.”

“What about Magnolia? How did the two of you meet?”

Kent smiled. “We were high school sweethearts. The two of us spent a ton of time together in school and just hit it off. We got married while we were both teens and have never looked back. She’s the love of my life.”

“I can see it, but I was curious about how you met. You both seem to care a great deal for each other. I hope that one day I can find a love that deep.”

“You will, Jasmine. You’re a smart woman and know how to handle yourself. There’s a love just waiting out there that’s as true as what Magnolia and I have together. Unless that is, you already have a guy back home?”

Instantly, a blush jumped to her cheeks as she looked away from her grandfather. It was a loaded question, and one she didn’t know how to answer without giving him all the details about her engagement to Carl. After distracting herself for a few minutes with the wheel she was trying to loosen, Jasmine decided the best approach was the honest one. Clearing her throat, she told Kent about Carl and their called-off engagement. She didn’t leave out the part where they had rekindled that romance moments before Olivia and Jasmine fled Florida.

It was only fair that Jasmine told Kent she was hoping he would be at the homestead with them soon. Her grandfather listened with rapt interest, paying attention to every detail and nodding along as she spoke. It was strange and wonderful to be opening up about Carl. Jasmine had started to worry she would forget about him the longer they were apart, but now it was obvious the opposite was true. With each day that he didn’t show up on their doorstep, Jasmine grew more concerned about her estranged former fiancé.

She finally finished her incredibly long explanation of who Carl was to her, and the machine shop fell silent for several seconds. Instantly, Jasmine was worried she had said too much or that her grandfather was upset that she had invited Carl to the homestead. The last thing she wanted to do was wear out their welcome. Still, if her friend was not going to be permitted to be on the property, it was best that Jasmine knew sooner rather than later. She didn’t know what she would do in that circumstance, but it was a situation she didn’t want to face.

“Well, I don’t know anything more about the young man than what you’ve just told me, but he sounds like a good, upstanding young man. The fact that he’s a police officer makes me like him a little more already.”

“It’s the whole reason he wouldn’t come with me. He didn’t want to leave the community without any protection from whatever was coming.”

Kent smiled. “Carl sounds like he’s a smart man, too. I know my input on the matter doesn’t really matter, but I care a great deal about you and your sister. I trust you picked a good man for yourself. After all, you have a good head on your shoulders, and I bet he’s a good fella. Especially since you chose him.”

“We’ve had our differences, and we don’t always agree on everything, but he is a really good guy. I can’t thank you enough for letting him come here. I know you’re going to like him, and he’ll be able to help out, too.”

“Anyone you care about must be worth their weight in gold. You’ve really got some good instincts, and I should know. I mean, I landed your grandmother, and she’s been with me this whole time. Though, we don’t always agree on everything, either, but love conquers all.”

“I’m glad to hear that. It makes me feel better about my relationship with Carl.”

“Well, I have a good feeling about this guy, but I wish he’d hurry up and get here already.”

Jasmine smiled. “He’ll be here soon enough.”

“Not soon enough for me. I can’t wait to have another man here at the homestead.” Kent chuckled. “I’m tired of being outnumbered by women.”

Once again, Jasmine was left completely baffled by her grandparents and their willingness to open up their home to anyone in need. She couldn’t believe how blessed she was to have the pair in her life and knew there were dozens more who felt the same way. They continued to work side by side for several more hours until, finally, as the sun was starting to set, Kent pulled the old tractor out of the machine shop with the first of the two machines attached.

It moved with ease, proving their hard work had paid off. When he did the same for the second piece of machinery and they were met without any problems, she felt immensely satisfied, knowing they had done the job well. Jasmine had always worked for as long as she could legally hold a job. Yet working with her hands alongside her grandfather felt unbelievably good. As they slowly walked back in the direction of the house after putting away the tractor and tools, Jasmine felt the pangs of fatigue at the edges of her mind.

After a hard day’s labor, she was looking forward to another amazing meal before crashing in Myrtle. It was quickly becoming easy to see why farm life was so appealing to so many people. She felt content with the work she had done for the day, knowing it was going to make a difference in the long run. As her grandfather gave her a satisfied clap on the shoulder, Jasmine turned to give him a grin as the house came into view. She couldn’t imagine a better way to end the day than with the man, his wife, and her little sister.
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“You’re kidding me,” Jasmine stammered. “You made all of this?”

Olivia beamed with pride as she nodded.

“Scout’s honor,” Magnolia said. “All I did was give her the instructions and the temperatures for cooking everything. Every measurement, every roll kneaded, even the breading on the chops, that was all her.”

“I’ll be damned,” Kent muttered. “I didn’t know you could cook, Liv.”

“Neither did I,” Jasmine whispered. “Where is my sister, and what have you done with her?”

Olivia rolled her eyes and smiled. Jasmine could see Magnolia was just as proud of the girl as she was of herself. She was too baffled to speak, her jaw hanging open as she looked out over the amazing spread before them. Given the beautiful temperature outside, Olivia and Magnolia had set up supper on the picnic table in the backyard. Her stomach grumbled with hunger, her mouth salivating at the sight of the cornbread, pork chops, fresh buttered vegetables, rolls, and pumpkin pie sitting on the table before her.

“Well, let’s dig in before it gets cold,” Magnolia said.

Jasmine didn’t need to be told twice. She quickly took a seat and snatched the plate in front of her, piling it high with every delicious morsel. The first bite was like heaven. She shook her head in amazement, looking at her sister once again. It was hard to believe the same person who had once burned tomato soup and grilled cheese had created everything in front of her. It was impossible to put into words the insurmountable pride she felt for her sister. It took every ounce of strength she had to keep the tears from falling down her cheeks. Olivia was a brilliant child with untold abilities, but to see her applying herself was truly remarkable.

“How did the two of you get along today?” Kent asked.

“Oh, we had the most delightful day,” Magnolia said. “Why don’t you go ahead and tell your grandfather and sister what we did?”

Olivia grinned. “We rode horses down to the beach. I never thought it would be so beautiful, but it was absolutely the best thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”

“Did you get to see any wildlife while you were out? I know the deer in the area should be roaming a lot this time of year,” Kent said.

“We didn’t see much more than sand and the waterfront, but I did catch a glimpse of some dolphins off the coast. They were prettier in real life than in any picture I’ve seen before. Then, we stopped by Rebecca’s to drop off her care package. She’s a really nice woman.”

Magnolia chuckled. “That she is, dear. Speaking of Rebecca, she told me to let you know the older she gets, the older you do, too.”

“That old coot is just asking for it.” Kent laughed. “That’s all right. It’s not like she’s wrong.”

“What did you do this afternoon, Jaz?” Olivia asked.

“Grandpa has an old tractor in the barn, and we worked on it to try to get it ready for the harvest. I really enjoyed getting my hands dirty.”

“You always have been mechanically inclined. For as long as I can remember, you’ve always taken stuff apart and put it back together.”

“Yeah, but this was different. It was nice to learn something new. Actually, I’m going to have Grandpa help me learn how to shoot a gun, too.”

“What would you need to do that for? You already have your bow, and you’re a pretty good shot with it, too.”

“Yeah, but they have a watch guard that protects the town. I’m thinking it might be a good idea for me to learn how to shoot so I can join.”

Olivia went quiet and lowered her head. Instantly, Jasmine regretted mentioning the guard and gun training to her little sister. She watched as Olivia dropped her head, poking around at the food on her plate in silence. Mentally kicking herself, Jasmine hadn’t even realized her mistake until it was too late. Of course, Olivia would be upset about her sister possibly joining up and defending the village. She would be right in the line of danger, exactly what she had promised Olivia she wouldn’t do. Her heart sank. There was no way she would join without her little sister’s approval. After everything they had overcome, and with all the progress Olivia was making toward healing from Sarah’s passing, Jasmine wasn’t going to risk setting them back again.

She hated herself for being so callous. The last thing she wanted to do was upset her. The guard could wait until her little sister was comfortable with it again, if that time ever came. She was disheartened but did her best not to let it show as Magnolia and Kent carried on the conversation. Seconds later, Olivia quickly excused herself and bolted for the house. Jasmine cursed under her breath and started to rise, but Magnolia reached across and took her hand, shaking her head as she softly smiled at her granddaughter.

“Just give her some time. This is a lot for her to process. I wouldn’t take it off the table yet. You said you wanted to learn how to shoot first, correct?” Magnolia asked.

Jasmine sat down and nodded, her eyes still darting back to the house to keep watch for Olivia.

“Well, that will take you at least a few weeks, especially since there is so much still to do on the homestead. I’d keep going ahead with your plan to join; just let your sister know she has time to adjust before then,” Magnolia said.

“What if she doesn’t? What if she hates me for joining?” Jasmine asked.

“It wasn’t all that long ago that you were a teenager yourself. You remember how those emotions of yours were constantly changing?”

“I do, but this feels so much different from just a teenage thing.”

Magnolia chuckled. “It’s not. She’s just going through those teenage up-and-down emotions. She’ll be fine. Don’t forget that we’ve already raised one child. Your grandfather and I would never let anything happen to either one of you. Worrying about the what-ifs in life will just drag you down and make you lose sleep. There’s nothing you can do about it.”

“I know you’re right, but I just don’t want to lose her, you know? I want to be able to do the things I want to do, but I know I need to look out for what she needs as well.”

“Well, I can promise you one thing. If you give Olivia a little time to come to terms with the decisions you make, you’ll find that she’s going to understand you better than you could have imagined. It’s all going to be okay; I promise.”

Jasmine sighed. “I hope so. I feel like I’m letting her down over and over, and I just want to do something good around here.”

“I understand that, and so will she if you give her time,” Magnolia said.

“Would you feel better about it if I went and had a talk with her?” Kent asked.

“Actually, that would make me feel a lot better. Thank you so much. I just want her to know I’m not going anywhere, but we all have to do our part.”

As she watched her grandfather walk away, she silently prayed he was able to make an impact on her sister. She hated the idea of Olivia being angry with her, especially after everything they had overcome as sisters. Kent and Magnolia’s words made sense to her, but she knew trying to reason with a teen girl was like trying to reason with an angry toddler at times, not that she blamed Olivia. Jasmine remembered well the havoc that budding hormones could wreak on the young mind.

While she had lost her appetite, she picked at the food while Magnolia made small talk. Jasmine couldn’t let her sister’s mood bring them all down, despite how she felt deep inside. Smiling at Magnolia, Jasmine turned her attention back to their conversation and the delicious meal. Roughly fifteen minutes passed, the meal nearly complete, when she saw the screen door of the back porch open and Kent emerge. Her heart sank at first, not seeing Olivia with him. When she emerged a moment later and gave her sister a smile, Jasmine nearly broke down in tears.

Whatever her grandfather had said to Olivia seemed to have done the trick. The pair joined the others at the picnic table just as Magnolia put the pumpkin pie front and center, cutting thick slices as Kent and Olivia finished up their dinner. She was relieved to see the tension was gone, though Jasmine knew a conversation would still need to be had. It could wait until another day. At that moment, all she wanted to do was enjoy the company of her family.
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Hours later, after taking a long, hot bath in the main house, Jasmine was sitting on the front porch, brushing her hair, when Magnolia joined her with a cup of coffee. She absolutely adored the fact that her grandparents seemed to drink the caffeinated beverage at all hours of the day, just like herself. It was amusing to see the little similarities they had, the small things that genetics had passed on despite the foursome not knowing each other before. There was a sense of peace throughout the homestead and the neighboring community. It was heartbreaking not to have any news from the outside world, but Jasmine was going to take the small victories where she could get them.

The day had been a success. They had met several people, and she had gotten a true sense of the area they now called home. It was inspiring to see what could be done when people worked together. Hopefully, the small Harper Pier community would serve as an example for the rest of the nation. As much as she wanted to be realistic and recognized the unlikely hood that humanity was going to be anything but brutal to each other, Jasmine refused to give up hope.

They had to cling to every strand of it they had. Looking out over the road as she sipped her coffee, she wondered where her father and Carl were at that very moment. It was hard not to wonder where the apocalypse had taken those she once knew. Was Frank still sitting at the bar, drinking? And had Meredith made it home to her family? There were so many people she worried about, but she could do nothing to help them now. Maybe in time, she would go back and check on them, but at that moment, her sole focus was Olivia, her grandparents, and the homestead.

“So, what’s on the agenda for tomorrow?” Jasmine asked.

“We’re going to need meat soon, so we’re going to have to butcher one of the cows. Do you think you can help us do that?” Magnolia asked.

“I don’t think I could kill a cow.”

“Oh no, dear.” She chuckled. “We’re not going to watch all of that. The only thing we’re going to have to do is help process the meat. Kent will do the hard part for us. We’ll be using some of it for trade in town, and then some of it we’ll store for the winter. Never can have enough meat on hand.”

“What about the hide? I’m sure you’ve already got a plan in mind for that.”

“That we do. We’re going to use the hide for insulation. You wouldn’t believe how well it works.”

Jasmine was amazed every day by the things she was learning about the area. Not only had the community come together to help one another, but they knew how to take care of themselves even after the end of the world, as most people were accustomed to. Still, she couldn’t help but think about the other people who couldn’t survive on their own.

“You know, I never imagined you and Kent would be able to put so much together at the drop of a hat. You have yet to not amaze me with the things you’ve been able to accomplish in such a short time.”

Magnolia chuckled. “Well, when you live the type of lives that we have, you learn a thing or two about surviving. These are all things that our family used to do on a regular basis. This is nothing new for us, but I’m really glad you like it here. One day, all of this is going to be yours and Olivia’s.”

Jasmine couldn’t believe what her grandmother was telling her. It seemed unreal to think that one day the homestead would belong to Olivia and herself. Not once had she given it consideration. One look at her grandmother and she knew the decision had already been discussed by the couple and decided on. Still, Jasmine didn’t want to think about that future, a world without her grandparents in it.

They were the only family Olivia and Jasmine had left. They couldn’t lose them so soon. Hopefully, they would live long and healthy lives, not leaving the girls until they were well into their nineties at least. She would be happy for the rest of her life if it was spent on the homestead taking care of the elderly couple. As soon as she had arrived in New Hampshire, Jasmine understood her future and destiny had shifted.

Gone were her dreams of becoming a veterinarian. Now, all she wanted was to make a home in the community. Turning her attention back to the conversation at hand, Jasmine thought about the idea of butchering one of the cows. It still didn’t sit right with her, but she knew their survival depended on the resources they had on hand. It was obvious Magnolia and Kent knew what they were doing. She wasn’t going to question their decision on the matter. However, it did bring up the potential for a good trade.

“Are there any other cow farmers in the area?” Jasmine asked.

“Well, there are a few others around here. Why do you ask?”

“I was just wondering if it would be possible to trade part of a butchered cow for a calf. That way, we could ensure our cows continue to produce over time.”

Magnolia smiled. “You really are a smart girl. That’s a wonderful idea. Tomorrow, when we go to the market, I’ll ask around to see about making that trade.”

“I just thought it would give us one less mouth to feed over the winter. We’ll be able to help some other farmer stock their meat storage, and we’ll have another cow to butcher next year when the time comes.”

“See, you’re already a natural at this. It must have been genetically passed down somehow, but I don’t know why that thought never crossed my mind.”

“To be fair, I’ve been learning from the two of you. I just see a need, and then I can see the way to fill that need, that’s all.”

“It’s an absolutely brilliant idea, and you’re right. It would help out a lot if we didn’t need to feed another mouth all winter, and I like that it could potentially help another farmer feed his family.”

Jasmine grinned. “I’m glad that you agree. In my head, it sounded a lot less impressive.”

“Well, I’m thoroughly impressed by the idea. Actually, I’m going to head over and get Kent. He’s going to think it’s a great idea, too.”

She felt good about bringing up the idea. While there was still a lot to learn about their way of life, it made her happy to know she was thinking about things the way her grandparents would.

Jasmine finished off her coffee and handed her cup to her grandmother, nodding when Magnolia asked if she wanted a refill before the woman slipped inside. She was absolutely thrilled that her grandmother liked the idea enough to bring it up to Kent. Looking out over the terrain, she scanned the forest along the road as far as the eye could see in both directions. Jasmine would do whatever it took to keep the homestead safe, even if that meant sitting on the front porch every night for hours with her crossbow in hand.

Still, she had not seen any sign of danger since they had arrived. In fact, it had been quite the opposite. There didn’t seem to be any danger within miles of the small peninsula. The layout was nearly identical to the beautiful community of Newcastle, just fifty miles to the north. The only difference Jasmine had seen was the number of people. Newcastle was a popular tourist destination, while Harper Pier saw almost none. Between the farming and fishing community, they had no use for tourists.

She waited for the others to join her on the porch. Jasmine quietly prayed to her mother’s spirit that Carl would find his way to them. She heard the others rustling inside and knew they would soon be joining her. Opening her eyes once again, her instinct was to look out on the road to spot any potential intruders. Just as she was about to turn her attention back to the porch door and wait for her grandparents, she spotted a figure emerging out onto the road from the forest. Instantly, her hackles were raised as she bolted to her feet, drawing her crossbow and popping off the scope cover to look down the site. Sure enough, a man was jogging in their direction.

“Kent! Magnolia!” Jasmine yelled, her gaze never leaving the scope.

She popped off the crossbow’s safety and prepared to fire as her grandparents raced outside. Magnolia gasped. Kent quickly placed his hand on the weapon for her to lower it.

“Don’t shoot!” Magnolia yelled. “It’s your father!”
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Jasmine couldn’t believe what she was hearing, the words not wanting to register in her mind. If it hadn’t been for her grandfather’s steady hand moving the weapon lower, she doubted if it would have dropped at all. As a matter of fact, she was inclined to raise it again, simply because it was her father. Her hands still trembled when she ultimately handed the weapon to her grandmother. Magnolia promptly set it on the chair, reaching out and taking her granddaughter’s hand for support as the man slowly approached.

No matter what her grandparents said, she refused to believe the approaching figure was truly her father. How could he show his face around them after everything he’d done? Drawing a ragged breath, Jasmine forced herself to remember that he wasn’t just their father. He was Magnolia and Kent’s son as well. If nothing else, the sisters adored their grandparents. She would never do anything to bring them heartache. Grinding her teeth, she glared at the man approaching but didn’t follow her grandparents when they jogged off the steps. Instead, she carefully kept watch over them through the lens of her scope.

Jasmine kept the safety on, but every fiber of her being wanted to send a warning shot into the man’s leg. Watching her grandparents, such kind and gentle people, embrace the man made her feel sick. At least Olivia was asleep in her room. She didn’t need to meet the bastard who had abandoned them. As long as there was a breath left in her, Jasmine planned on keeping the man away from her little sister. When the trio was just a few feet away from the porch steps, they paused and looked up at her. Donald James Richards was a stranger to her.

“My God, look at you. My little Jazzy—”

“I’m not your little anything,” she snarled. “Don’t you dare speak to me like we’re close.”

“You’re my daughter, Jasmine, no matter what,” he said. “I hope we can—”

Jasmine rolled her eyes, snorting to cut him off. “Mister, you are nothing but a drifter to my sister and me. Don’t pretend like there is anything between us. Grandma, how long is he staying?”

“Oh boy,” Kent said. “Come on, Jaz. Let’s you and I have a talk.”

“That’s okay, Pops, if she’s got something to say, best to get it out now,” Don said.

Magnolia cringed. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

Jasmine felt the rage boiling inside her. All the things she wanted to say to the man over the years were rushing through her head. She couldn’t pick just one insult for him. There were far too many she’d perfected over the years. Every time she had to pawn something to cover her mother’s treatment. Each hole she’d sewn in her worn uniform to keep clothing on her sister’s back. All of it was because of him. Jasmine had picked up her crossbow, and her hand was wrapped so tightly around it that she could feel her fingers throbbing.

“Sweetheart,” Magnolia softly said. “Honey, we need to talk without worrying about you shooting someone.”

Her eyes darted to the weapon in her hand. Drawing a ragged breath, Jasmine set down the crossbow. She didn’t stop moving, though, stomping down the steps to brush past her father. She clipped his shoulder with enough force that she heard him wince. Despite her grandparents pleading with her, Jasmine didn’t stop as she stormed for the barn. Since their arrival at the homestead, Jasmine had found a sense of peace in the stables, stroking and caring for the animals.

Jerking open the door, she darted into the barn. One of the equines immediately stuck its head out from the stall, a sleepy snort filling the silence. As she stroked the horse’s head, Jasmine did her best to calm herself down. What right did he have to show up there? He was supposed to stay gone. Her body trembled with rage. There was no way she would let her sister sleep under the same roof as the man who had left them.

Her eyes darted to the barn door when she heard it creak open. Suddenly, she wished she had the crossbow again as her father slowly approached. He kept her distance from Jasmine, and for that, she was grateful. The horse, on the other hand, recognized the man immediately and nickered in appreciation of his return to the homestead. Jasmine stepped back to give the pair room to greet each other. For a split second, she thought about bolting for the door. After all, he couldn’t chase her forever.

“I know I’m the last person you want to see right now,” he muttered. “If I had anywhere else to go, I’d sure as hell be there…”

She snorted. “There’s a shocker.”

“Listen, there is a lot that I’ve got to answer for, but things are different now—”

“Oh, please. Just because the world is ending doesn’t mean you’re suddenly forgiven for everything you’ve done,” she growled.

“I know, but I’ve got to start somewhere…sometime.”

“Really? Why now? What sent you running back to the family farm?” Jasmine asked.

His eyes darted to the door. He was hiding something, and she was determined to find out what it was. If he thought for one second that he could jeopardize her sister’s safety, he had another think coming. Before she could press him further for answers, the door opened, and Magnolia appeared. Her eyes moved between the father and daughter, trying to assess the mood in the stable. She cleared her throat and smiled at Don before stepping to Jasmine and wrapping her arms comfortingly around Jasmine’s shoulders.

“Jaz, I know this is sudden, so Kent and I were talking, and we thought maybe you’d like to stay in the house for a few days, just until you were comfortable with Don being back,” Magnolia said.

“And give him the chance to make a run on Myrtle? No thanks,” she hissed. “Olivia can stay in the camper with me—”

“There’s no need for that,” Don said. “I can stay here in the loft for now. It’s still warm at night. I’ve stayed in worse.”

“Don, you can’t stay in the barn. We’ve got a perfectly good bedroom for you inside,” Magnolia said.

He shook his head, holding up his hand to stop her. “These girls have been through enough, Momma. Let them have this. Jaz—Jasmine can keep watch over her camper, and now her sister’s safe from me.”

Jasmine glared at him but nodded in approval before storming back out of the barn. She didn’t care that her grandmother wasn’t happy with Don’s decision. Hopefully, they would wake up in the morning and he’d be gone again, another forgotten nightmare. Jasmine had no idea what she was going to tell Olivia. There was no way she would sleep until Don was back on the road and out of their lives. Jogging onto the porch, she grabbed her crossbow and carried it back around to the chairs on the opposite side. Taking a seat, she kept her eyes glued to the barn.

Nothing was going to distract her from the danger her father posed. No matter what he said or her grandparents thought, there was more to his story than he let on. As a matter of fact, she knew nothing about why he had come back. Thirty minutes after she’d taken her spot on the porch, Magnolia emerged from the barn and started walking in Jasmine’s direction. Magnolia looked like she’d been crying, and instantly, Jasmine was ready to react. Her grandmother didn’t deserve to be in tears. She jumped to her feet as Magnolia climbed the steps and smiled.

“At ease, sweetheart. He’s got everything he needs in there. I helped him get all set up in the loft,” Magnolia said.

“Oh, good, I’m thrilled he’s nice and cozy,” Jasmine muttered.

Magnolia sighed. “He told me he came all the way from New York. It took him six days to get here.”

Jasmine hesitated. She hated that her interest was piqued. There was no denying she wanted to know what was happening near that part of the country. Was it worth breaking her steel reserve regarding everything her father said and did? Before she could decide what she wanted to know, Magnolia sat in the chair next to her and started to share. With the decision made for her, Jasmine sat back down and rested her weapon across her lap.
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“He was in New York when it happened. He said one minute the subway was moving along, and the next, it was nothing but people screaming in the dark. Can you imagine? They were hit with an EMP, not that I’m surprised that the terrorists went for the Big Apple, you know what I mean?” Magnolia said.

She nodded but said nothing in reply.

“All those poor people in the city. They couldn’t have known what to do. Heck, we were prepared out here for the worst, and it still caught us off guard. He said he’s seen more looting and terrible things in the last week than he’s ever seen in his life. I suppose a journey like that changes a person. It doesn’t matter. He’s here now, and from the sound of things, he’s going to be around for quite some time. I do hope the two of you can find some common ground, if not for yourself, for the rest of us.”

“How can you ask me to do that? After everything he’s done?”

“Simple. Olivia. You’ll do whatever it takes to ensure your sister has everything you’ve never had in life, and that includes a relationship with your father. No matter how that man hurt you both, there might still be hope yet for your little sister.”

Jasmine groaned. “Why do you always have to go and point out things like that? She’s going to have her own opinion of him, no matter what I say.”

Magnolia chuckled and patted Jasmine’s leg affectionately. “Because, sweetheart, it’s what your mother would want. This is an opportunity for you to give your father not only a second chance but also a little grace. Seeing that might shape who Olivia grows up to be one day.”

She shook her head and looked out over the property, unsure if forgiveness was an option as long as Don Richards was holding something back from them. If he wanted her to open up and trust him, then it had to be a two-way street. Jasmine felt the fatigue from the day start to wear on her as she gazed longingly at her RV. Don didn’t seem to pose any immediate threat, and she knew her sister was safe inside with their grandparents. Magnolia sensed that her granddaughter was tired and helped her to her feet.

“We can all have a talk over breakfast. I’m sure Olivia is going to have a fair amount of questions. Until then, you need to get some rest,” Magnolia said.

Jasmine nodded. “Just promise me you won’t start the conversation or let him inside until I’m over here first. I don’t want Olivia to feel like we sprang it on her. She gets a little angry when she’s cornered like that.”

“Deal. Now go get some rest.”

She nodded and headed off the porch after giving her grandmother a final embrace. Jasmine felt a little better, knowing her grandmother would keep everything that had happened under wraps until she was able to get back over there in the morning. With only six hours left to sleep before the sun started to rise, Jasmine quickly made her way over to Myrtle and climbed inside.

There was no denying that it felt good to be back in her camper. It felt like home, safe and secure, surrounded by her mother’s memory. Without thinking about it, she lifted the corner of the blinds and gazed out across the lawn at the barn. Only the soft glow of a lantern in the loft was on now. Every few seconds, she’d see his figure moving across the loft and wonder what he was doing, but after a while, she gave up spying and flopped into bed. There was no question that she wanted to sleep but knowing that Don was just yards away tormented her.

If Carl had been with her, she’d be venting and talking his ear off. As it was, there was no one with her. For the first time in a long while, she felt completely alone in the world. The rest of her family was just across the yard, but she couldn’t go to them. How could she spew the anger and rage she felt about Don’s sudden arrival to the people who had raised him? No matter how she felt about him, he was still Magnolia and Kent’s son. She had practically raised Olivia and knew how protective she was over the young girl.

For hours she tossed and turned, trying her best to fall asleep but finding it impossible. Instead, she rose and got a cup of water, pulling up the blinds just enough to see the loft. The light was off now, but she wasn’t going to take it as a sign that he was asleep. She didn’t trust him not to rob them blind while the others slept. When the sun finally started to move over the tips of the trees, she felt comfortable slipping out into the yard and making her way to the house. There was no movement at the barn, which was perfectly fine with her.

The more time she had to prepare Olivia for the man sleeping in the barn, the better. Her sister was a delicate creature who had already survived so much. All Jasmine could do was pray Olivia was strong enough to face one last hardship head on. Slipping into the house, she smiled at Magnolia as the woman poured several cups of coffee. Grabbing one and topping it off with milk and sugar, she slowly made her way up to Olivia’s room. Knocking gently, she pushed open the door and smiled as her sister sat up.

“What’s wrong?” Olivia muttered.

Jasmine rolled her eyes. “Why does something have to be wrong for me to bring you coffee?”

“I haven’t seen you up this early with a smile on your face in years. It’s weird…something’s up.”

Handing the steaming mug over to Olivia, Jasmine sat on the edge of the bed and tried to think of what to say to her sister.

“There is something we need to talk about—”

“See, I knew it,” Olivia muttered.

“It’s not bad, at least…not like super bad. I don’t know—”

“Would you just come out with it?”

“Fine. Don showed up here last night. He’s sleeping in the barn right now,” Jasmine said.

Instantly, her sister paled, nearly choking on her coffee. Olivia silently lowered the mug, cradling it in her lap as her eyes flickered out the window to the barn. Jasmine knew the feeling well, having experienced it only hours before. She had no idea what version of Olivia she would get. Would her sister welcome their father with open arms or race out and try to set fire to the barn? The silence lingered for seconds before they turned into minutes. Finally, Jasmine couldn’t take it any longer.

“Are you okay? You’re freaking me out being this quiet,” Jasmine muttered.

“He’s out there? Like, right now?”

She nodded. “He came in late; I wouldn’t let him sleep in the house with you, not until we got a chance to talk. Listen, if you don’t want him here, or you don’t want to see him at all, just let me know, and I’ll handle it.”

Olivia shook her head. Her voice was barely more than a whisper when she spoke. “No. I don’t want to cause any problems. I bet Grandma and Grandpa are out-of-their-minds excited.”

Jasmine grinned and nodded. “Yeah, they’re thrilled.”

“So…this is really happening?” Olivia asked.

“Only if you want it to. I don’t want you to feel like there is any pressure, okay? We can figure it out. We can send him back to the barn and take Myrtle—”

Olivia gasped. “You want to leave?”

“No, of course not. I’m just saying it’s an option if you want,” Jasmine said.

“I don’t want to leave, Jaz. I love it here. The animals and the safety, all of it. I love Magnolia and Kent and the villagers and—”

Jasmine didn’t need to hear more. The fear in Olivia’s eyes was more than she could take. She quickly pulled her sister into her arms, promising Olivia they wouldn’t leave as the girl struggled to get herself under control. They would find a way to make it work at the homestead with Don there. Jasmine refused to uproot Olivia again. As long as her sister was happy at Harper Pier, they would continue to call it their home.
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After Olivia had finished her coffee and gotten dressed for the day, they slowly made their way downstairs to where the trio waited at the dining room table. Instantly, Jasmine felt anger surge through her body at the sight of their father. He jumped to his feet, his gaze moving between the two sisters as Olivia froze. Jasmine wasn’t going to force her into anything. If she wanted to bolt, Jasmine would be happy to follow her lead. Instead, Olivia stepped closer to their estranged father. When he opened his arms to her, Olivia stepped into them.

Jasmine’s jaw dropped. She couldn’t believe what she was witnessing. After everything he’d put Olivia and Jasmine through over the years, Olivia should have been enraged like her sister. It took every ounce of self-control Jasmine possessed to keep her feet rooted to the floor and not let them carry her out the door. Magnolia seemed to sense that Jasmine needed her. The woman quickly jumped to her feet, looping her arm through Jasmine’s and leading her to a seat at the table.

By the time she sat down, her sister and father had parted, sitting next to each other at the table. She couldn’t believe what she was witnessing. The two were chatting like they were old friends, only stopping when her chilly glare couldn’t be ignored any longer. Don turned to Jasmine, smiling as if he expected everything to be forgiven. She couldn’t believe he had everyone under his thumb. Couldn’t they see he was hiding something? He might have been able to charm the other three, but Jasmine was no soft-hearted fool.

Don had left them once before, and he would do it again. It was just a matter of time, and Jasmine was certain of it. He still had a lot of things to answer for, including what he was running from.

“It’s been a long time, sweetheart,” Don said. “It’s so good to see you and what a beautiful young woman you’ve grown into.”

“I don’t even remember ever seeing you. You left when I was a baby, and I only have memories of seeing you in the pictures Mom used to show us.”

“I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life, but leaving you girls the way I did was the worst one I ever made. I’m here now.”

“What brought you back?” Olivia asked.

“With everything going on after the EMP strike, I needed to get out of New York. It wasn’t like it is around here. People were fighting in the streets and trying to loot everything they could get their hands on. I knew I needed to get home and check on my parents, but I never imagined I would see you and your sister here.”

“So, meet anyone on the way here, Don?” Jasmine asked angrily.

“Jas—”

“It’s okay. Your sister has questions, and rightfully so,” Don said, interrupting Olivia’s plea to her sister. “You know, it was a long trip. The world isn’t what it used to be, but I managed to make my way here without too much of an issue. Granted, there were a few places I decided to steer clear of.”

“Are you sure you weren’t a part of whatever they were doing? I mean, you have a habit of getting into things you can’t run away from. Well, besides your family.”

Don sighed. “It’s not like that. I just wanted to—”

“What are you running from now?” Jasmine seethed.

Don said nothing, his lips pursing as his gaze narrowed in on Jasmine. She wasn’t going to back down; he was hiding something, and she knew it. Without another word, he stood and turned, storming out of the dining room, past the kitchen, and out the back door. Her sister’s head spun around, her eyes landing on Jasmine with more anger than Jasmine had seen in months. It took her back to before the apocalypse, when their biggest argument had been over curfews and boys. She was barely able to stifle the groan.

“Liv—”

“Don’t,” she growled. “Why do you always have to do that? You can’t just let me be happy for a minute, can you?”

“Oh, please,” Jasmine snapped. “I’m not going to apologize for looking out for you, Olivia. Be ticked off at me; it’s nothing new. That’s part of being a parent. You know, something that stranger outside knows nothing about because he walked out on us.”

“You are bitter, just like our mother,” Olivia hissed.

Her jaw dropped as she watched Olivia storm up the steps to her room. She didn’t know what she was supposed to do, given the circumstance. How could no one see that the man was hiding something dark? She wasn’t going to sit around and wait for them to be ambushed or for Don to disappear again. Instead, she stood and followed the man’s steps outside the house. She couldn’t let him walk away again until she had some answers.

It didn’t take her long to find him. Don had retreated to the barn and the animals that seemed to welcome him without question. She knew he wished his eldest daughter would do the same, but that wasn’t going to happen. He barely turned when he heard her enter, slamming the door closed behind her with enough force that the horse jumped a little.

“God, girl. Why can’t you just leave me alone? You know, I wanted your sister and you to have the things I never had, but it wasn’t me. I wasn’t any good for your mother or you.”

“Yeah, but what was good for us and what you should have done must be two different things. Do you know what it was like for Olivia growing up not even knowing you?”

Don sighed. “I don’t know what in the hell you want from me. You want me to leave and never come back? Fine. You’ll win that battle. I’ll leave just as soon as I can.”

Jasmine laughed sarcastically. “It doesn’t surprise me that you’re going to run away at the first sign of things getting a little rocky. I mean, isn’t that what you did when we were kids? You couldn’t handle the two of us and decided it would be better just to leave us to be raised by our mother alone.”

“I did what I had to do, Jasmine. I have my reasons for leaving, but you’ll never understand them.”

“How do you know that? You’ve never tried to explain yourself. You couldn’t even be bothered to tell us why you left.”

“What in the hell do you want from me?” Don snapped. “You want me to tell you that I was a horrible father? Then yes, I was. I didn’t do right by any of you, but I can’t do anything about that now. The past is in the past for a reason, and it should stay there. So, what do you want me to say?”

“All I want from you is the truth,” Jasmine said. “Tell me what you’re running from, or at the very least, tell me what you’re so afraid of.”

Before her father could answer, though she was certain from the look in his eyes that he was about to, the door to the barn opened, and Kent appeared. He took one look at the pair, though, and quickly retreated again. She knew he was only checking to make sure Jasmine hadn’t killed off Don or vice versa. Seeing them both alive, Kent seemed content to wait outside until their issues were resolved, as long as it didn’t involve any bloodshed.

“I don’t know what you’re hiding, but as long as you are keeping secrets, I’m not going to let you anywhere near Olivia, got it?” she growled.

He hissed out an exasperated sigh. “You act like I’m a criminal, but I haven’t done anything that you or even my parents wouldn’t do to survive and get back here.”

“That’s not an answer,” Jasmine said.

“Listen, you weren’t in New York. It was pure chaos. What I saw people doing was just, well, I won’t scar you with the details, but when I saw an opening, I took it.”

“Did you kill someone? Are people chasing you?”

He ground his teeth. “No, I didn’t kill anyone…at least, I don’t think I did.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It means, I don’t know, Jasmine. I took a horse, and this group took off after me. They were shooting at me, so I grabbed the shotgun in the saddlebag and fired back. It was dark. I don’t know if I hit anyone, but they stopped following me.”

“And now?” she asked. “Do you think they are on your trail again?”

He hesitated just long enough for Jasmine to have her answer. Just as she’d suspected, Don had put them all in harm’s way.
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“Idon’t think anyone followed me after I cut the horse loose, okay?” he muttered.

“You cut it loose? Why?” she asked. “Let me guess, to lead the others off your trail? That seems like the scum thing to do.”

“I let him go because I couldn’t care for him. I gave him a fighting chance. I thought I was in the clear, thought for sure that the posse wouldn’t follow, but about fifty miles west of here, I caught the sight of a scout on my tail. Now, he didn’t see me, and I immediately led him in the wrong direction. But if they followed me that far…you know?” Don said.

“Yeah, they probably aren’t far behind you now,” she said.

An awkward silence filled the air between them. She could understand why he’d come home; it was the one place he knew, but it didn’t change the fact that he’d put them all in danger. They needed to scout the woods immediately and find out if people were making a move against the homestead. She knew the villagers would need to be alerted as well. Who knew what kind of trash her father had dragged back home with him. Jasmine couldn’t stop herself from starting a checklist for leaving in the back of her mind.

Even if she had to drag Olivia and hogtie her inside Myrtle, she wasn’t going to put her sister in the line of fire ever again. Leaving might be a last resort, but it was one she’d consider. It was quickly becoming clear that he couldn’t leave again without breaking his mother’s and youngest daughter’s hearts. They’d need to work together, despite how Jasmine felt about the man. The others would come looking for them before long. She needed to figure out what they were going to do. One thing was clear to Jasmine, Magnolia and Kent had the right to know that their homestead might soon be under siege.

“Look, I don’t know what else we’re going to go through, and I know we have our own past that we’ll need to deal with, but I do know we’re going to have to all work together to keep the family and property safe.”

“I don’t think they’re going to be able to follow me out this far. After all, I sent them in an entirely different direction,” Don said.

“I’m sure you did everything you thought you could do at the time, but we need to get everyone together and let them know what could be coming. We’re going to have to come up with a plan to defend ourselves.”

“I know it’s the right thing to do, but can’t we handle this without telling the others? I don’t think I could handle being a failure in my parent’s eyes, and I know I’ve already let you and your sister down.”

“I don’t really see any other options, Don. It’s the only way we can keep everyone safe, and I’m not about to risk Olivia’s life just to cover for you. If you don’t want to feel like a failure again, then do the right thing. Make it up to them with how you proceed from here on out.”

Don sighed. “I know you’re right, but it’s just going to let them down when they know how bad I screwed up again.”

“It’s the cost of coming back into our lives after all these years. It doesn’t matter what you feel like; it only matters what you’re willing to do to keep your family safe.”

“I’m going to do whatever it takes to prove myself, Jasmine. Whatever you think we should do, I’ll follow your lead.”

She was shocked that her father agreed with her. Jasmine had anticipated a fight. Part of her knew the aggression would remain, no matter what, for some time. How could it not, given the scars Don had inflicted on her heart? Not once had he asked about her mother, though she knew it was likely that Magnolia had shared the news of Sarah’s passing at some point with the man. There wasn’t time to think about the fractured relationship between Don and herself.

Spinning around, Jasmine headed for the door. Despite knowing he would follow her, she still didn’t like the sound of his steps behind hers. It was a relief to see that Kent was still waiting for them outside. He smiled when he saw them emerge, but Jasmine quickly shook her head, indicating nothing had been resolved. They needed to get back to the house and have a discussion as a group. With the threat of danger now looming, Jasmine didn’t want to waste any more time on family fights. She wouldn’t let Don or anyone else bring them to their knees. Kent jogged to catch up to her.

“What’s going on, Jaz?” he muttered.

She shook her head. “Why don’t you ask your son? We need to get everyone together and start patrolling the perimeter right away.”

“What? Why?” Kent asked.

She shot him a scathing look. As much as she wanted to rat out her father, she wouldn’t be the bearer of bad news. If Kent had questions, he could ask Don. Jerking her head backward toward her father, Jasmine indicated Kent should talk with him instead of her as they climbed the porch steps. She was relieved to see Olivia was, once again, at the kitchen table with Magnolia. Her sister gave her a half-hearted smile when she saw the trio appear. They sat back down at the table, though there was a tense silence in the air.

“The reason I wanted everyone together is that Don has something he needs to share with everyone,” Jasmine said. “So, go ahead and tell them what you told me.”

Don glared at her, but his gaze slowly softened, and he looked around at the others before finally taking a deep breath. “There’s a chance that while I was racing to get back here, an angry posse might have followed me. We could be in danger if they managed to track me back to the homestead.”

Magnolia gasped. “What do you mean? Why would a posse be following you in the first place, and how are we in danger because of it?”

Don sighed. “Well, the short version of the story is that I stole a horse to get back here. I know now that it was a mistake, but I was desperate to get home. Still, I know what I did was wrong, but it doesn’t change the fact that they were chasing me down and trying to kill me. I tried to lead them off my trail, but it’s still a possibility they might figure out that I came here.”

“Are you kidding me right now, son?” Kent said, enraged. “After all this time, when you finally do come home, you bring a mob back that could hurt your family?”

“I’m sorry, Dad. It’s not like I meant for any of this to happen, but I wanted to get home. You don’t know how bad it was in New York. Every day was another day of fighting to survive. I’m truly sorry I put you all—”

“That’s enough, Don. I think you’ve done enough damage to this family as it is. Just stop talking because, after this, you no longer have a voice at this table.”

For the first time since meeting her father again, Jasmine saw a twinge of pain in his eyes. She regretted the decision she had made to force his hand. While the safety of the homestead would always come first, it broke Jasmine’s heart that Kent was once again disappointed in his son. Everyone made mistakes; at least Don was trying to atone for them. Shaking her head, Jasmine cleared her throat and focused on the task at hand.

“We need to beef up security around here. The first thing to do is start a watch routine. I don’t mind taking the evening shift, but we will all need to be more vigilant during the day as well,” Jasmine said.

“That’s a good start,” Kent said. “If someone is coming here, looking to take what is ours, I want to be ready for them. Jasmine, you and I will ride out and circle the area.”

“What about the people in town?” Magnolia asked. “Shouldn’t we let them know about the potential danger as well?”

Before Jasmine could speak, it was Don who chimed in.

“I can take care of that—”

Jasmine snorted. “Don’t you think you should stay here? Maybe out of trouble?”

Her father glared at her but said nothing as he leaned back in his chair.

“Olivia and I can ride into town after we stop to check on the neighbors,” Magnolia said.

“Absolutely not,” Jasmine instantly said.
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Jasmine was still fuming at the suggestion. “I don’t want Olivia anywhere off the property as long as there are people out there who might be dangerous.”

“Too bad,” Olivia snapped. “You keep telling me this is a new world, that I need to grow up. Well, this is me growing up. I am going to ride out with Magnolia, and you are not going to stop me.”

Jasmine had half a mind to grab hold of her little sister, drag her up the steps, and lock her in her room until she came to her senses. One look at her grandmother, though, and she knew it was a bad idea. It wasn’t an ideal situation for Olivia to spread her wings, but as long as she was with Magnolia, Jasmine had to trust she would be safe. Giving her sister a curt nod, Jasmine was thrilled when Olivia squealed and clapped her hands with joy. Now that the first of the situations were dealt with, they needed to get moving on their plan.

She could see Don was still upset over being left behind at the property, but it didn’t seem like he was going to argue with his parents on the matter. She understood where he was coming from. It had to be infuriating to know they were all going to be out there, and he was going to be stuck at the homestead. The job was still an incredibly important one. With all the others gone, Don would be the last line of defense against not only the posse after him if they showed up but anyone else who might try to steal from the property. It would take all of them working together to keep the homestead safe.

“I think Olivia and I can handle getting the horses ready to go. It shouldn’t take much, but having a helping hand will move things along,” Magnolia said.

“What are you and Grandpa going to take to scout the area, Jasmine?” Olivia asked. “If we have the horse, I mean.”

Jasmine chuckled. “I think Kent and I will be just fine on foot. I know we won’t be able to cover as much ground as we would on a horse, but it will keep us in a better position to hide if we do happen to run across something out there.”

“Wouldn’t it be quicker to get away on horseback?”

“Of course it would, but that’s not my concern. If we’re on foot, it will be easier to get out of their line of sight and give us the element of surprise. Don’t underestimate the power that gives you over someone in battle.”

Olivia laughed. “You kind of sound like a general in one of those movies right now, trying to give a promising speech while your troops look on in awe of your amazing skill.”

Jasmine smiled. “Well, I hope it’s working. I just think it’s going to be better for us on foot. We won’t attract as much attention, and we’ll have access to our weapons a lot quicker.”

“How long do the two of you plan on being out there?”

“I think we should set a time limit for all of us to meet back here. If we’re all on the same page, it will keep us from worrying about each other.”

“So, how long, then?”

“I’d say we’ll give it a solid three hours. We should meet back here in three hours and report anything we’ve seen or found,” Jasmine said. “Just make sure the two of you are back here by then. I don’t want to come looking for you.”

Olivia was obviously not thrilled with the plan. Jasmine could see her sister was worried about her safety. It was the only plan that made sense. She didn’t trust Don out in the woods alone with Kent. He had done nothing to prove he could be trusted. As the group separated to start on their individual tasks, Olivia headed upstairs to get changed while Jasmine went back out to her camper. She was going to take her crossbow, enjoying the practice she was getting on it, but she was also going to bring along the shotgun from the farmers as well.

Jasmine had become skilled with the crossbow, but she didn’t trust herself in a tense situation to be able to shoot without fail. The gun was a wonderful fail-safe. It broke her heart when she had to part ways with Olivia at the gate, but she knew her sister was in good hands as she watched them ride down the road. They moved at a quick pace, not wanting to linger beyond the safety of the gates any more than what was absolutely needed. As the pair disappeared, Jasmine and Kent headed into the woods across from the homestead.

They had taken a few minutes to look over a map of the area, with Kent pointing out the obvious places a posse might try to cross. As they moved quietly through the forest, neither spoke for several minutes. Jasmine was certain Kent was thinking about their new predicament. Don had put them all in danger. She didn’t want to be the parent making the decision at that moment. Jasmine moved silently, giving Kent both the mental and physical space to process the thoughts going through his mind.

With everything going through her head, and though she was keeping a watchful eye on the surrounding area, she had no idea how much time had passed. Jasmine was lost in her thoughts and worries for her sister. The danger Don had put them all in was not nearly as aggravating as the danger he had brought upon her sister. She shook off the thoughts and focused on keeping watch.

“You know, we’ve gone about two miles from home. I think we should start to circle back to the coast if we want to keep ourselves within the three-hour limit,” Kent said.

“How are you holding up so far, Grandpa?”

“If you mean with the walk, then I’m doing just fine. No matter how old these bones get, I’ll be able to hold my own.” He chuckled.

“What about with everything else that’s happened?” Jasmine asked.

“I don’t know. I mean, on the one hand, I was happy to see my son come home, especially with how the world is now. On the other hand, I thought he had changed his ways, but I guess I was wrong. He only thinks about himself.”

Jasmine sighed. “In a way, you’re right, but he only did what any of us would have done to survive. Are we all going to judge him for doing what we would have done?”

Kent chuckled. “Well, now, that’s surprising. You’re the last person I thought would ever defend Don.”

“What can I say? It’s been a crazy and wild week. I don’t know what to think anymore. Maybe it’s time to give him a chance.”

She was a little shocked by herself as well. Jasmine had no idea when she had started to soften toward Don, but it had definitely begun. After hearing his story and knowing he had been fleeing for his life, she could understand his predicament. Only time would tell whether his intention was to bring trouble back to the homestead. Thankfully, neither of the scouts had spotted any sign of trouble during their expedition. They were quickly nearing the coast, at which point they would walk down the beach two miles before crossing the property and doing the same thing on the other side of the homestead.

As they emerged onto the soft, sandy beach, Jasmine closed her eyes and took a deep breath. There was nothing quite as pure as the smell of the ocean in the early morning sun. It was a sensation she would hold on to for the rest of her life. Every time they faced hardship, Jasmine would remind herself there was beauty in the world. Meandering down the shore, she enjoyed the brief reprieve from panic. Just as she had come to expect in the new world order, the peace was short-lived. Kent reached out to stop her from walking. At the same time, she saw four figures emerge onto the sand a quarter mile ahead of them.

They quickly ducked back into the forest to hide from the group. Her heart was pounding, wondering if it was the same men who had followed her father. Suddenly, the danger was incredibly real. Her grandfather moved quickly, pulling his rucksack around to the front and fishing out a pair of binoculars. The seconds passed by with excruciating speed as she waited for Kent’s appraisal of the situation.
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After a few more seconds, Kent handed over the binoculars to Jasmine, and she took a look for herself. Instantly, the fright that had been coursing through her started to dissipate. It wasn’t four armed men emerging onto the beach; instead, it appeared to be a mother and father, along with two teen boys. She let out a ragged breath, handing the binoculars to her grandfather as he gave her a grin. Jasmine was relieved the foursome ahead of them didn’t seem to pose any threat, but she wouldn’t rest easy until she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that they weren’t in danger.

“So, what do we do now?” Jasmine asked. “It doesn’t look like they’re armed. We could probably just walk over to them.”

“They don’t look armed, but we sure as hell do. We need to be careful. I don’t want to spook them and make them think we’re after anything. They’ve probably been through hell and back, the same as everyone else.”

“That makes sense,” she muttered.

“Let’s head back out onto the beach. I want to give them as much visual notice as possible. Keep your crossbow on your back. Hopefully, they won’t spot it until we are close enough to make contact and let them know we don’t mean any harm.”

“Well, luckily for us, we’re nothing but an old man and a girl,” Jasmine said playfully.

Kent chuckled and rolled his eyes, giving her a playful nudge as they emerged onto the sand. They did their best to keep their gait casual, waving to the foursome when they were finally spotted. As expected, the group huddled together in a defensive stance. The only female of the group looked to the forest for shelter a half dozen times. Even though they weren’t quite within earshot yet, Jasmine had to assume it was her husband who made the decision to stay on the beach and face the approaching pair head-on.

As a surrogate parent to Olivia, Jasmine could easily understand the mother’s trepidation about facing the approaching pair. Her main priority was keeping the young boys behind her safe. When they were still a good fifteen feet away, Kent signaled for her to stop. She followed suit after him. He cleared his throat and gave the group a friendly wave before introducing himself and Jasmine.

“Hey there. My name is Kent, and this is my granddaughter, Jasmine. We live a short distance from here and don’t mean any harm.”

“I’m Adam Leech. This is my wife, Amanda, and these are our two twin sons, Vince and Freddy.”

“They look like strapping young men. How old are they?”

Adam smiled. “Just recently turned seventeen. Old enough to cause trouble but not old enough to know any better. They’re good boys.”

“Sorry to surprise you. We’re just doing rounds through the area and spotted you out here. Jasmine thought it would be a good idea to introduce ourselves and see if there was anything we could do to help out. Where y’all from?”

“We live in New York City and have a townhouse there. Kind of got stuck in the area when the EMP hit, like a lot of people did. My family and I are just trying to get back home.”

“I hear you. There’s nothing quite like the feeling of home, especially in a time like this with the world going to hell in a handbasket,” Kent said. “Where were you guys when the EMP hit?”

“We were on our yearly vacation. We decided to do something a little different this year and headed out to Portland, Maine. We were having a good time until this happened, but now we just want to get home.”

Kent sighed. “I understand that. I heard it’s gotten pretty bad up there in New York. I hate to say it, but if you haven’t run into any trouble yet, you’re going to if you’re going back in that direction.”

“It’s getting bad everywhere,” Adam said. “But all we know is New York. My family has been there for years, and my sons were born and raised there. It’s home to all of us, and we just want to get back so we can have some kind of normalcy again.”

Jasmine felt a sinking in the pit of her stomach. After what they had learned about the state of New York City from her father, she knew they were obligated to tell the family about their home city. If they decided to continue back to New York, it would certainly spell disaster for all of them. From what she understood, there was no law or morals left in the major metropolis since the power had failed. Her eyes darted to Kent.

“We’ve got a homestead just a mile from here on the coast. Why don’t you come on back? We’ll get you a good meal before you head on your way,” Kent said.

Amanda glanced at her husband, obviously wanting to take Kent up on the offer. It was Adam who hesitated. She knew he had his trepidations about walking off with strangers. In the new world, there was no telling who you could trust or who would sell you down the road at the first opportunity. There had to be something they could do to show the family they could be trusted. Suddenly, Jasmine had an idea. She moved slowly, reaching across her chest to pull off the crossbow. Stepping forward, Jasmine handed it to Adam.

“Have you ever shot one of these before?” Jasmine asked.

He nodded. “Once, on a hunting retreat my old company did. I wasn’t very good at it.”

“Don’t worry, neither was I at first. Why don’t you hold on to this for the walk back to the homestead? We promised my sister and grandmother we would be back from our scouting trip within three hours. Whether you guys want to come with us, we need to get a move on.”

She stepped back over to her grandfather to give the foursome some space to discuss their options privately. As they waited for the family to come to a decision, Kent turned away from them and looked out over the ocean. When he spoke, it was in a hushed whisper that the others couldn’t hear.

“I know you meant well with the bow, but you shouldn’t have handed them a weapon like that. We don’t know anything about them. Hell, you just met them and handed them something they could easily kill either of us with.”

“I understand how you feel, but my gut has never steered me wrong. I trust that these people don’t want to hurt us, and I certainly don’t think they pose any kind of threat.”

“I hope you’re right, but I’m not going to tell you not to trust your gut,” Kent said with a smile. “You know, it’s always a good thing to trust your instinct, and you should never question it.”

“Thank you,” Jasmine said. “You mentioned that it was getting bad in New York, but why didn’t you tell them the rest of what we know?”

“It’s not my place to give them that kind of information in front of their boys. If they decide they still want to leave and we do part ways, then I will tell them everything we know.”

“They’re old enough to make their own decisions about going home to a mess like that, don’t you think?” Jasmine asked.

Kent chuckled. “Yet you’re worried about your sister making her own decisions. See, they might be old enough to hear it, but it doesn’t mean they need to hear it from me. Their parents will decide what information to share with them when the time is right for them. I don’t feel like I should change someone’s opinion because I feel it’s right. It’s up to them to decide.”

It made sense, but there was no time to worry about it. Adam cleared his throat and got their attention as they turned back to the family. With a single nod, he indicated they were going to go with Kent and Jasmine back to the homestead. She was happy they hadn’t mentioned the state of New York at that moment. Taking two distraught teen boys back to the homestead would have been a hassle. They still needed to finish their sweep of the area as well, but at least they would know the family was safe. Hopefully, Magnolia and Olivia would be back by the time they returned. Otherwise, she wouldn’t feel right leaving them there to continue the scouting mission alone.
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Once they started walking down the beach again, Jasmine was relieved to see that some of the tension had eased from the air. She could tell the twins were excited to be going somewhere they might potentially get a hot meal. It was crazy to think the foursome had made it so far without a vehicle and without any weapons. Amanda was clearly one of the reasons they had made it all the way to New Hampshire. Her attention to detail, along with how closely she monitored her children and husband, were all indicators that she had kept them safe on their journey.

When the lighthouse came into view behind a shroud of fog, she could hear the audible gasp from the group behind them. The rest of the homestead was welcomed just as enthusiastically as they climbed up the slope to the main property. It was a huge relief when she saw Magnolia and the others emerge from the house and jog in their direction. None of them paused when they saw the foursome behind their family members. Obviously, they weren’t in distress, and the others quickly picked up on that detail. Only Don held back.

His hesitation made her question his motives once again. Jasmine refused to let it emanate from her. She wanted the family behind her to feel safe. Kent made short work of getting the group settled on the porch as Magnolia and Olivia busied themselves making drinks and snacks for everyone. When all nine group members were seated and placated, Jasmine knew it was time to get down to business. She was happy to have the foursome there, but they still needed to keep the homestead safe. The work for the day wasn’t going to stop simply because of the newcomers. If they wanted to survive, they had to keep getting ready for the winter.

Kent cleared his throat. “Olivia, why don’t you take the twins and show them around the property? I think they’ll enjoy seeing everything we have here, and it will be good for all of you to get to know each other.”

Olivia smiled, and Jasmine watched as the twins got up and started to follow. Amanda raised her arm to stop her sons, but Kent gave her a smile and nodded. She could tell the woman was nervous about letting her sons go out on their own, but Kent had seen it and tried to assure the woman it was safe.

“I promise they’ll be just fine here on the property. Olivia knows the entire area and knows where she can and can’t go. They won’t be in any trouble if they stick to the area, and she knows better than to go out past the boundaries.”

Instantly, she could see Amanda’s mind was put at ease. Kent’s words had caused the woman to relax, and again, she nodded in approval. A moment later, Amanda gave the boys a nod, and the twins were racing after her sister and down the steps. Jasmine was happy to see the twins enjoying themselves, and she was glad Olivia had someone around her age to spend at least a few moments with.

“Now that they’re not around, why’d you send them off like that?” Adam asked. “I mean, you might be able to fool them into thinking it was so they could see the property, but I’ve played that trick on them before to get them out of my hair.”

Kent chuckled. “Look, I’m just trying to preserve that youthful innocence for a while longer. There’s no reason they need to be here for this conversation.”

“What are you talking about?” Amanda asked. “What’s going on?”

As Kent went into detail about the state of New York City, the others listened in silence. She hated the matching looks of horror she saw on Amanda’s and Adam’s faces. Everything Kent was telling them was true, a detail Don confirmed for the pair. Even her father knew if the family returned, it would almost certainly be a death sentence for at least one of them. Every parent deserves to know the risk they are taking with their children. Jasmine could see the words were getting through to both of them.

“This is terrible,” Amanda whispered. “I don’t know what we are going to do. Neither of us has family in the country. How are we going to survive? I can’t keep running…”

Adam reached out and took his wife’s hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Don’t worry, sweetheart, we’re going to get through this. We will find a way.”

“How can you be so calm? Did you hear what they said? There is nothing left. We can’t go back to that; we can’t let Vincent and Freddie know everything is gone. All of our friends, our home, everything.”

Magnolia’s eyes darted to her husband. Jasmine didn’t need words to be conveyed between the pair to understand what was being communicated. Neither of them would hesitate for a single instant to let the family stay there with them. They didn’t necessarily have enough room in the house, but they would make it work somehow. She supported her grandparents one hundred percent. The only way the nation would survive was if its citizens pulled together to make it work, at least until the power could be restored and order along with it.

“I know it sounds like a lot, and it’s going to take time to soak in all in, but you’re more than welcome to stay here for as long as you need to,” Magnolia said. “Until you decide what you want to do as a family, you can stay in the house with us.”

“That wouldn’t be right for us to put you in that kind of position.”

Magnolia chuckled. “I can tell you’re not from around here. This is what we do for our neighbors. See, you need help and a place to stay, and we have the resources to offer that to you.”

“We don’t know what to say,” Adam replied.

“No worries. We have plenty of room in the house, and there’s no need to decide about anything right now. Take your time and figure out what you want to do. If you decide you’d like to stick around, we can build a little place on the property for you to live in.”

“We definitely couldn’t ever ask you to do something like that. We’re grateful for the place to stay, but anything more we can figure out on our own,” Amanda said.

Magnolia laughed. “It’s not a handout. It would be nice to have another family on the property.”

“We really couldn’t impose on you like that.”

“Oh, nonsense. It’s not an imposition by any means. It’s simply the American thing to do. It’s what we believe any good American should do for another. Would staying here be something you’d be interested in doing?”

The couple hesitated and then nodded. The smile on both their faces would have been answer enough for anyone with a set of eyes.

Magnolia smiled at the couple. “Well then, I suppose we should work on getting everyone settled in for a few nights. Something tells me that with the lot of you working together, you’ll have your own little house on the property soon enough.”

Jasmine watched as the two followed Magnolia into the house. She was happy everything had been resolved and the family was staying. It would do wonders for Olivia to have others her own age there. Plus, more hands meant they would be able to get more work done for the winter months. It was going to take a toll on their resources, and they would need to figure out what else they had to have ready to survive the harsh the climate, but she took solace in knowing the family was safe. Leaning forward, she turned her attention back to the task at hand. Newcomers or not, they had to finish the sweep of the surrounding property before they could move on to something else.

“Jasmine and I need to get back out there and keep scouting. Why don’t you start scribbling out plans for a homestead for these folks?” Kent asked Don.

“Plans?” Jasmine asked.

Kent nodded. “Your father is one hell of an architect. If anyone can build an efficient and sturdy little house, it’s him.”

Jasmine stared at Don in disbelief. He gave her a grin as a blush jumped to his cheeks. Quickly excusing himself to step inside to get started on what his father had asked, Jasmine watched him disappear. She couldn’t believe her father was an architect. There was so much she didn’t know about him. Now Jasmine was wondering what other stories he could share with them.
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Jasmine and Kent headed back out to the right side of the property once again. As much as she wanted to stay back and get to know the newcomers, they had a job to do, and daylight would run out sooner rather than later. Moving through the forest, she closely watched her surroundings to ensure they weren’t being watched or followed. The last thing she needed was to worry about someone lurking in the woods. Kent appeared to be equally lost in his own thoughts.

She was certain he was worrying about the winter months ahead. Everything on the homestead had been designed for a handful of people. The four additions would put a strain not only on their resources but on the homesteaders who lived there. Work would need to be doubled, and it wasn’t going to be easy to survive unless everyone pitched in. While he hadn’t brought up the strained relationship between Jasmine and her father since they had started hiking, she was certain it also weighed on his mind. It would be wonderful if she could forget about everything Don had done in the past and forgive him like Olivia seemed to be doing.

Her heart wasn’t ready to accept him in the new world. At least not yet. They still had a lot of work to do in their relationship. It was hard to believe that a week before, she would have given anything to have a conversation with her father. Now? All she wanted was for him to keep his distance from her. A little over a mile from the homestead, Kent crouched in the forest and motioned for her to do the same. Jasmine’s heart pounded, her eyes scanning the area for whatever danger her grandfather had spotted.

“Do you see it?” Kent whispered.

“No, what are you looking at?”

“Look straight ahead out in the area right there,” he said, pointing out in front of them.

Jasmine looked as far as she could and scanned the area where he was pointing but still saw nothing. She wasn’t sure if her grandfather’s eyes were just better than hers or if there was nothing out there and he was just paranoid. Either way, she shrugged.

“I still don’t see anything out there. Are you sure it’s not just your old age creeping up on you again?”

Kent chuckled softly but quickly replaced the smile on his face with a more stern look. Jasmine was still looking straight ahead when he pointed again.

“I might be getting older, but I can still see just fine,” he replied, and the smile returned to his face. “See, we’re not looking for a man out there, but look for the deer instead. There’s a buck about twenty yards ahead.”

Jasmine nearly laughed out loud when she realized what she had been doing wrong, but she quickly covered her mouth and looked again. She knew they could use the meat to help feed the two families, but she didn’t know what Kent had in mind when he pointed it out to her. Still, her eyes weren’t trained for hunting, and she still couldn’t see the buck he proclaimed was right in front of them.

“Are we going to shoot it for the meat?” she asked.

“As much as I would like to shoot it now and take back the meat, that’s not what we came out here to do. I don’t want to fire a shot until I know we’re clear of any danger. We still need to do some more scouting, but we’ll come back at dusk and do some hunting. See, you’re a natural survivalist. That’s a good characteristic to have.”

It took her several more minutes of crouching before she finally saw the beautiful beast near a small clearing ahead of them. The sight took her breath away. It was such a moment of pure beauty, cast into a world full of chaos and doubt. Jasmine never wanted the moment to end, but she knew they had to keep going to keep the property safe. For another half mile, they moved away from the property in the direction of the small community. After they had completed the circle, without spotting any dangers or signs that people had passed through, Jasmine finally let out a breath of relief.

She was anxious to get back home to Olivia and Magnolia. Now that they knew the land was safe, they had an onslaught of work to get done. It was barely after noon; they still had an entire day of sunlight they could use to accomplish tasks. Kent seemed to feel the pressure to want to get back to the homestead as well as he moved. She was once again surprised by the speed and stealth he possessed. It took them a little more than half the time to get back to the homestead than it had when they had originally left. The moment they burst through the clearing and saw the homestead, Jasmine was at ease again.

Olivia and the twins waved to the approaching pair, jogging to meet them at the gate. As she listened to Olivia telling her all about Don’s plans for the family’s new house, Jasmine couldn’t help but smile. She was beyond thrilled that her sister was settling into life on the homestead. If nothing else, they had that. She knew things were going to get rough, but they would pull through them together as a family and as a team.

“Did you guys see anything out there while you were scouting?” Olivia asked.

“No, but we are planning to go back out to do a little hunting later. With another family to feed, it might be a good idea to stock up on some meat so we don’t run out,” Kent said.

Olivia smiled. “Can I go with you? I’ve always wanted to go hunting.”

“Me too,” Freddy said with a smile.

“Well, I don’t know if we should all go out, but what about you, Vince? Do you want to go on the hunt, too?”

“No, not really. Hunting has never been something I’ve been into. While I have always supported it, it’s just not a thing I’ve ever wanted to do. Now, getting me out to the orchard is going to be another thing. I plan on helping Magnolia with that, if she doesn’t mind.”

Jasmine chuckled. “I know what you mean, and I’m sure she won’t mind a helping hand in the slightest. I’ve always had a knack for working in the orchard, as well. It’s just something I’ve always loved to do.”

“Would you rather stay and help in the orchard?” Kent asked.

“If you don’t mind, I’d really like that,” Jasmine replied. “You could take Don with you on the hunting trip. I’m sure he’d be glad to do something.”

Kent sighed. “Well, for you, sweetheart, I’d be glad to. Whatever makes you happy and helps around here, I’m willing to do. Besides, I’m sure Don will be excited to get out and go hunting with his old man again.”

“Thanks, Grandpa. I’m sure Grandma will be happy to hear she has so many helping hands around here.”

Olivia and the twins quickly raced ahead of Kent and Jasmine to go tell the others what they were going to do. The only reason Jasmine was okay with Olivia going along was that she trusted Kent. She wasn’t thrilled about Don going with them but didn’t want Vince to feel excluded, either. Plus, there would be plenty of time for her to practice her hunting and shooting skills later. Olivia had very little training with any form of weapon. In Jasmine’s mind, getting her trained somewhat was an important concern.

It was nice to pretend like she would always be there to watch over Olivia, but the reality of their situation was different. At any point, Jasmine could be called away to take care of something or help out the guard. She couldn’t be there to protect Olivia all the time. It was crucial that her sister possessed those abilities. As Jasmine and Kent parted ways, with her heading toward Myrtle for a brief respite, she looked out over the land and the others busily preparing for winter around her. How strange it was for them to be there without their mother. Her heart ached to see Sarah just one more time, though she knew it wasn’t possible.

Climbing up Myrtle’s steps, she closed the door behind her and made her way to the back bedroom. Flopping down on the bed, Jasmine gazed up at the ceiling and enjoyed the moment of peace. Sooner or later, she knew something would threaten the homesteaders, and they had to be prepared. There would be no rest for any of them until the homestead was protected.
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As the days turned into weeks and the group became accustomed to each other, one thing became clear to Jasmine. She had underestimated how much a group of strangers could accomplish when they set their minds to a task. Between the nine of them, they had managed to secure enough food to survive the winter through bartering and hard work. The house for the family of four, a small, four-room affair, was complete. All that was left were the finishing touches, and it was ready for the group to move in.

Things would be tight with two bedrooms, a main room, and a compost bathroom, but it was a sturdy roof over their heads and a place to call their own. At each step of the building process, Jasmine had been shocked by her father’s skills. There didn’t seem to be a building skill he didn’t possess. The tension between them had started to ease, and though they were too exhausted to talk much at the end of the day, it was still a better relationship than they’d started with. The only people missing were Carl and Sarah. Every night when the sun set, she’d sit on the porch and look out at the road, hoping and praying she would see Carl again.

There was so much she still wanted to tell him but hadn’t gotten the chance before leaving. Was he still alive and fighting the good fight, or had he passed alone and afraid like Sarah? With a basket full of fresh picks from the garden, Jasmine made her way to where the others had gathered outside the small cabin on the edge of the clearing. Olivia had insisted on a housewarming party for the family. Word had quickly gotten out to the other locals, who appreciated every opportunity to gather and mingle. They were expecting over fifty people within the next hour, but Jasmine was looking forward to the event.

It had been too long since they’d all come together. Everyone was busy preparing for the chill that would soon be in the air. There had been no movement nor sightings of anyone else in the area that couldn’t quickly be explained. Family and friends continued to trickle into the community, looking for a safe haven or passage on their journey. People were never turned away, at least not if they had pure intentions. They’d run off a few drunks and homeless looters looking to make a quick score, but nothing more.

As Jasmine looked out over the property, she noticed Amanda approaching her from the side. She was happy to see she had fit in, along with the rest of her family, and things were running smoothly. She gave the woman a smile when she walked up to her and returned the smile in kind.

“Just wanted to let you know we’re going to be bringing out the food soon,” Amanda said.

“That’s good. I think we’re all ready to have a meal after the amount of work we’ve gotten accomplished today.”

“I’m going to need a few extra sets of hands,” Magnolia shouted.

Jasmine grinned at Amanda, and the pair headed over to help. It was a beautiful day, and she was glad to see things were coming together so well. The cool breeze flowed across her skin as they walked, and her body let out a small shiver. The goose bumps on her arms told her the weather would be changing soon, but she wasn’t worried. It seemed like the two families had come together as one, and they would be ready for whatever was ahead of them.

“How are you holding up with everything?” Amanda asked.

“I think I’m taking everything in stride. I’m glad to see we’re getting so much done around here, but I wish Carl would hurry up and get here already. The longer he’s out there, the more I worry about the man.”

She smiled. “I wouldn’t worry too much about Carl. From the way Olivia talks about him, he’s a fighter. I think he’s just doing everything he can, and he’ll get here soon enough.”

Jasmine chuckled. “He’s a fighter and as hard-headed as they come, but he’s a good man. I’m sure you’re right, and he’s just doing as much as he can to help people. You know, I want to thank you for being such a good friend. I forgot what it felt like to have one of those.”

“Not a problem, but I can say the same about you and your family. I don’t know where I’d be without all of you.”

It was amazing to watch the transformation not only of the land but of the relationships around her as time went on. Bonds were forming at every turn. Amanda had become a quick friend. Before the EMPs had struck, the woman had been a guidance counselor. Her abilities to navigate depression and the fears that came with teen hormones had proven to be a godsend. Jasmine knew she could seek out Amanda for advice and guidance when it came to Olivia. However, she wasn’t ready to build the amazing relationship that her sister had with Don.

The two were thick as thieves, spending their time together, talking and learning about what they’d missed in the last decade. Olivia seemed to have forgiven Don for his past transgressions, a detail she pointed out to Jasmine at every opportunity. Yet Jasmine wasn’t ready to accept Don just yet. There were still moments when she’d catch him staring out over the land with a worried look in his eyes. What was it that made him so nervous when everyone else was content at the farm?

Don approached her as soon as she was by herself. They had talked in passing several times, and she had to admit it was nice to have the man around. He had done a great job of contributing to the property, though it surprised her how hard he would work on a daily basis.

“How do you like the house?” Don asked.

“Actually, it’s quite amazing. It’s hard to believe how fast it all came together. Honestly, I really had no idea you were that talented. It’s a nice surprise.”

Don chuckled. “Well, I’m glad I could sneak that up on you. Just so you know, it wouldn’t be that hard to build you one, too. I could even put an extra room on yours so Olivia would have a place to stay with you.”

Jasmine laughed. “As much as I would be perfectly fine with that, I couldn’t get her out of Magnolia and Kent’s house even if I begged her to. She absolutely loves staying with them, and I don’t think I could ask her to leave.”

Don grinned. “You know, I have to admit that I love being under the same roof as her. I know we’re still working things out, but I wish you’d move into the main house, too.”

“Hey, Don,” Kent shouted. “Could you give me a hand with moving the horses over to the second paddock?”

“Yep, I’ll be right there.”

With the party time quickly approaching and the knowledge that guests would soon start arriving, Jasmine turned her attention back to helping the others prepare. The amazing summer spread of food made her stomach grumble with hunger. She’d been so busy that she’d forgotten to eat that morning. Soon enough, she’d be able to relax and kick back with everyone else, but that couldn’t happen until she was sure they were safe. That meant doing one final patrol around the perimeter of the homestead before letting Don take over for the next few hours. Jasmine had taken the evening shift to keep watch over the land and cherished the time to herself.

From dusk until a few hours before dawn, she would be alone to write, reflect, and think about the future. Magnolia called her name from the house, and Jasmine jogged in the direction of her grandmother just as the first of the villagers turned into the driveway. They would come in droves now, everyone looking to have a good time for a change. They all knew the same thing she did. The Farmer’s Almanac had predicted a harsh and early winter. If they were lucky, the community had another two weeks of warm weather before things turned bitter.

She let the worries slip away, plastering a smile on her face as she followed Magnolia’s orders to get the last of the dishes outside. Looking around as she stepped back out into the sunlight, Jasmine couldn’t help but feel the amazing sense of community around her. With hard work and friendship, everyone would make it through the disaster without hardship. They weren’t out of the woods yet, but the chaos could wait for an afternoon. Everyone deserved a little break now and then.
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Hours after the housewarming party had ended, all the villagers returned to their homes. It had been nice to see the community come together to welcome the new family into their newly built home, but Jasmine had to admit that she was glad to see everyone go. She never had a problem with people, but having a place to herself was a welcome thought.

Jasmine was sitting on the porch, thinking about how wonderful the day had been. Not only had the community come to show their support for its new neighbors, but they had also all left with their bellies full and smiles on their faces. She was content with the thought that everything was going to work out. Still, Carl kept creeping into her thoughts.

She wished he had been there to see the community come together the way that it had. The fact that he had stayed behind to help his own community was a testament to how much he cared about that sort of thing. Jasmine missed him, and her heart ached to have him there. A part of her couldn’t help but wonder if the man she loved was doing all right, but she quickly brushed the thought of something happening to him from her mind. It wouldn’t do either of them any good for her to dwell on it.

Jasmine started to think about how well things were going at the homestead. While she knew they would have been fine on their own, she was happy to have the new family there to give them a hand with the daily chores. Life was really better when they all worked together, and she was glad they had invited them to stay. The twins had been more than helpful with the manual labor that needed to be done. Adam and Amanda had both done their fair share as well, and Amanda had become a close friend of hers. With everyone working together, Jasmine knew winter would be easy now that they were ready for it.

As she continued to think about how life was going at the homestead, she heard the door open on the porch and watched as Adam came out and sat next to her. She could tell he still wasn’t used to the type of community they lived in, but she was happy to see he had enjoyed the welcome party as well.

“How are you feeling?” Jasmine asked. “This has to be a lot different from what you’ve seen in New York.”

“That was truly amazing.” He chuckled. “I can’t believe how people just come together and help each other. I mean, it was like seeing something come together from a dream.”

“Yeah, that’s how it works out in the country. It’s really a wonderful thing to witness, but you’d have to see it yourself or you might not believe it.”

Adam smiled. “You don’t see things like that in the city. I assure you. I can see growing accustomed to that sort of thing. I remember when we first bought our house in the city. It was a remarkable thing to see what we had purchased and that it was all ours, but we never had a single neighbor pop over and say welcome to the neighborhood.”

“Well, I hope you’ve come to enjoy it as much as we do,” Jasmine said. “Though, I have to admit there are times that I really miss the city life.”

“Me, too, but this is really nice, as well. Do you think there is anyone still safe in the city? I mean, the world went to hell, but there have to be people who found a way to survive, right? It can’t be over for everyone.”

Jasmine sighed. “I hope so. I have to believe there were a lot of people who figured out how to survive in the city. We just can’t give up hope that people have found a way. I believe the world is better than we give it credit for.”

“I hope you’re right. There are a lot of people I hope found a way to survive.”

Jasmine smiled as she thought about Carl. She hoped he was helping as many people as he could and was finding his own way. The porch door opened, and Amanda popped just her head out and grinned. Jasmine quickly nodded in Amanda’s direction, and Adam turned toward his wife.

“Adam, could you come inside and help me?”

He smiled. “I guess that’s my cue.”

Jasmine laughed as he got up and headed back into the house. She looked out around the property and smiled. She loved the feeling of being in the country, but there were a lot of things she missed about the city, like the constant movement of people and the sounds that came along with it. As she sat on the porch and enjoyed the quiet sounds of nature, she started to wonder if there were any reasons for her to be there. Granted, she knew her family was there, but did they really need her?

She had been thinking about leaving for a little while, but after seeing how everything was coming together at the homestead, she wondered how important her role really was. There were still things that she needed closure on. Her mother’s body was still in Florida, and a large part of her reasons for wanting to leave was to retrieve it and bring her back to the homestead. Giving their mother a proper burial would give them both the closure they would need to fully move on.

Jasmine thought about the possibility of leaving, but the one thing that stood out was the reaction she would get from Olivia. While her sister was old enough to handle things on her own, she knew she would freak out the moment she mentioned going out that far on her own. Her sister was just as protective of her as she was of her sister.

It was something she was going to have to figure out eventually, knowing that until her mother was buried properly, she wouldn’t be able to move on. She had raised them both with such kindness and respect that the thought of her not being with them was still a touchy subject. Suddenly, Jasmine was pulled from her thoughts when the porch door flung open, and Vince appeared.

“Is everything all right?” Jasmine asked.

“The news address on the radio just changed out of nowhere. It’s the federal government, and they’re telling everyone to shelter in place until spring. They even think they might have the power back on by March. What does it mean to shelter in place?”

The initial shock of the report made her cringe. While the rest of the country might see that all as good news, she knew something more was going on. As she looked at the excited face of the man standing in front of her, she knew he was too young to fully understand what was happening. She smiled at him.

“Well, it means the government is locking people down,” she replied. “It could mean any number of things, but for sure, it means they know there is still trouble out there, and they’re trying to minimize the impact it has on what’s left of society.”

“That makes sense,” he replied. “I’m going to see if they have anything else to say. Are you coming in?”

Jasmine shook her head and watched him run back into the house. The news struck her as odd, but there were signs that things would only get worse for everyone. While she had never been one to believe in conspiracies, there were only a few reasons the government would want everyone to lock themselves in. Maybe another attack was coming, but Jasmine didn’t see that being the case. Still, it was cause for concern.

Suddenly, she found herself thinking about Carl again. She was worried about him, and after hearing about the announcement, she was growing more concerned with every passing moment. Jasmine found herself thinking about heading back to Florida. She wanted to bring her mother’s body back to be buried, but now she wanted to find Carl and bring him home, too.

Knowing she couldn’t do anything at that moment, she shook the thought from her mind just as she heard a noise to her left. Suddenly, she saw movement in the bushes, and her thoughts rushed to the danger they had all nearly forgotten about. She was instantly on edge and stepped off the porch and headed across the road to see what was moving. By the time she got close enough to peer into the bush, a rabbit jumped out and took off, hopping down the road. Jasmine laughed at herself and couldn’t believe how jumpy a little bunny had just made her.
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It had been two weeks since the housewarming party, and Jasmine was just waking up. A chill rushed over her body as she removed the blanket covering her. Myrtle was colder than it had been in recent days, and she could feel it immediately. The weather was slowly changing. The warmer months were behind them, and she pulled herself out of bed and looked out the window.

Jasmine was surprised to see the first snow of the season had fallen through the night, and while it was a welcomed surprise, she wondered what lay ahead for her and the other families in the area. As she threw her jacket over her shoulders, she made her way the short distance over to the wood-burning stove they had installed years before.

She quickly threw a log into the stove along with some pieces of kindling lying next to it. Jasmine knew the cold weather was moving in weeks before and had prepared accordingly. Flicking the lighter and igniting a small flame with some paper, she started the fire and smiled as the wood started to cackle under the heat. The instant warmth that came with the flames brought back memories of sitting around the campfire as a kid.

Her mother had taken the two of them camping on several occasions, and the memories were ingrained in her mind forever. Knowing the day was just getting started, she grabbed the coffeepot and filled it with water from the camper tank. She placed the pot on top of the wood-burning stove and sat back, waiting for it to heat up for that first taste of caffeine in the morning. As with most of the country, she needed that first cup to start the day off right.

As she sat and waited for the coffee to percolate, she couldn’t help but think about how things were still going so well at the homestead. Adam and his wife, Amanda, had acclimated well to their new home, and the rest of the family was busy with daily chores. She couldn’t believe how far they had come in such a short amount of time, but she still wondered how Carl was doing. With the colder weather moving in, she knew traveling would be that much more difficult.

Suddenly, she heard people laughing outside, along with the sound of her sister giggling in the background. She quickly got back up and looked out the window. Sure enough, Adam, Don, and Olivia were all playing in the foot-deep snow that had fallen. Jasmine smiled as she watched her sister frolic in the white fluff. Grabbing the pot of coffee from the top of the stove, she poured herself a cup and took her first sip as she walked back to the window.

She was quietly enjoying her family and friends playing in the first snowfall when she heard someone knocking at the door. At first, she wasn’t sure she wanted to open it since the camper had just begun to warm up, but when she heard Magnolia’s voice announcing she was outside, she knew she had no choice. She quickly pushed open the door, and a rush of freezing air came flooding in, sending shivers through her entire body.

Magnolia just smiled and climbed into the camper, closing the door behind her. Jasmine knew with the first snow, there would be plenty to do, but at that moment, she just wanted to enjoy her coffee and watch her sister play in the snow. A moment later, they were sitting at the small table, and she was still sipping on her coffee.

“Well,” Magnolia said, “with the first snowfall, you know that means the ground is frozen. We’ll be able to do a lot more hunting since we’ll have a place to store the meat. The in-ground freezer we built is going to make things a lot easier.”

Jasmine smiled. “It’s going to make things easier, except for the ones who have to go out and hunt in this weather.”

“Fair enough, but I’m sure that group isn’t going to complain too much. They love this sort of thing. Still, I’m glad you came up with the idea for the freezer. Being able to keep the meat frozen is going to come in handy if we get some stronger weather.”

“What? A foot of snow isn’t enough for you?” Jasmine chuckled.

“It’s more than enough, but this is nothing compared to a few of the winters I remember having. I was thinking I might get myself out there and go for a hunt myself. You know, just to see if I still have the ability.”

“I think that’s a great idea. It will be good for you to get out there.”

Magnolia laughed. “Since you don’t know how to take a little hint, would you want to go with me?”

“Absolutely. I’d love to go on a hunt with you, Grandma.”

“That’s good to hear. I’m going to get ready. Will you meet me in the main house after you finish your coffee?”

Jasmine grinned. “I’ll be there in about twenty minutes, but I need my coffee, especially with how cold it is out there.”

After Magnolia left to go back to the house, she finished her coffee as she continued to watch her sister run around in the snow. She smiled when she saw Olivia chase after Adam with a snowball and fell face first, trying to throw it at him. Her sister was always finding ways to enjoy everything in life, and there were times she found herself wishing she could be the same way. In a lot of ways, she envied her sister’s youth, though she never had regrets about taking care of her.

Jasmine took the last sip of her coffee and started getting herself ready to go hunting with her grandmother. She was already looking forward to it. As she bundled up in her winter gear, she quickly grew thankful for the trade they had made just a few days earlier. Since she and Olivia had made their way from Florida, neither of them had anything ready for the wintry weather. So, she was happy they had come across another family who had extra clothing and coats and they were able to trade some wheat for the gear.

Quickly finishing getting dressed, she walked out the front door and was instantly hit in the face with the frigid air. Somehow, it felt colder the second time around, and all she could do was chuckle as she walked toward her sister.

“Hey, sis.”

“Yeah, Jaz? Do you see how much it snowed last night? This is amazing,” Olivia said.

“I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself, but I saw you already fell in the snow. Did you have a nice trip?”

“Oh, ha, ha.”

Jasmine smiled. “I just wanted to let you know I would be heading out with Grandma for a bit.”

“What are you going to do? Are you going into town?”

“No, I just want to have some quality time with her, and we have a few things to talk about. We’ll be back in a little while.”

She knew she was being vague with her sister, but she seriously wanted to spend some time alone with her grandmother. Jasmine knew if she told her what they were really doing that they’d have to bring everyone who wanted to go along, and she didn’t want to have to tell anyone they couldn’t go.

Jasmine grinned at her sister and quickly jogged up to the main house. Just as she reached the porch, she saw Magnolia was already waiting for her, and she gave her grandmother a grin. Within minutes, they were on their way to the forest.

As slow as they had to move because of the snow, she still enjoyed her time with Magnolia. The vast amount of wind that came with the snow had produced drifts difficult for either of them to maneuver through, but it didn’t take long for her to find some deer tracks headed off deeper into the woods.

Though they weren’t able to move very quickly, they followed the tracks in the direction they led. The pair had been tracking it for nearly an hour before they saw the large buck standing almost directly in front of them. Before either of them could draw their weapon, Jasmine noticed a herd nearby as well, and she suddenly found herself wishing she had invited some of the others. She knew one dear would be plenty for a few days, and she didn’t want to ruin the rest of the hunting season, either.

From her left side, Jasmine could see Magnolia starting to raise her rifle. A moment later, she had the deer in her sights and took in a deep breath, slowly exhaling until there wasn’t a breath left in her. Right then, she pulled the trigger, and the buck dropped.
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Jasmine and Magnolia decided to cut back to the main road after field-dressing the deer. Even with the amount of snow that had fallen overnight, it made it easier to travel. Spirits between the two were high after having successfully killed a deer on their first hunt together, and neither of them could keep from smiling. Jasmine felt closer to her grandmother than ever.

Though she had never dressed a deer before, Jasmine had no problem doing whatever Magnolia told her to do. After gutting the deer, they split the meat between them so it would be easier to carry back. She had to admit, even carrying half of the big buck, it was still heavier than she would have imagined. She struggled slightly as the two pushed through the fresh snow.

When Magnolia had finished carving the deer and breaking it down into two sections, Jasmine helped her to pack it in plastic and tie both halves with twine. The homemade bags worked perfectly as backpacks, which made hauling the carcass that much easier. Still, as the two continued down the road back to the homestead, they both were starting to get winded as the amount of weight on their backs started to take its toll.

Jasmine continued to push through the pain with a smile on her face. She was happy she had chosen to tag along for the hunt, and it was a pleasant thought to know they would be having deer steaks that night. It had been a long time since she had enjoyed a good venison steak, but the idea that this would be the first time she was eating a kill that she had been a part of made her giddy. She couldn’t have felt more excited than at that moment.

“You know, I have always been in a hunting family. I grew up in a time when that was how families fed themselves. Being raised that way created the person I am today. Kent was the same way,” Magnolia said.

“With the skills you showed today, that makes a lot of sense. So, did Don go on a lot of hunts with you as a kid?”

“As soon as he was old enough to carry a rifle, we had him out in the woods. The boy was a natural right from the start.”

Jasmine grinned. “I don’t doubt it, but how did you know he was a natural?”

“Well, when we took him with us for the first time, it was easy to see he would be great at it. Though, even that first time, he struggled. He didn’t like the idea of taking an animal’s life, and we had to explain the circle of life to him. We also had to explain population control to keep the animals healthy and feed.”

“Even back then, he didn’t like the idea of killing, but he was good at it?” Jasmine asked.

“Oh, so good. It took a while for him to come around, but eventually, we helped him understand how life worked,” Magnolia said. “Speaking of your dad, how are the two of you getting along? Have you been making any progress there?”

Jasmine sighed. “We’ve been slowly working on our relationship. I know most of it is on me right now, but it’s hard to forgive all the things I thought as I grew up without him.”

“Well, the two of you have plenty of time to work on that. Now that we’re all here together, it should make things easier. I just hope you take the time you need, and I hope he can earn your trust. It’s going to take both of you to build a relationship.”

“I know, but it might have to be put on pause for a little while.”

“What do you mean? Did he do something wrong?” Magnolia asked.

Jasmine started to respond and then froze. The hesitation didn’t go unnoticed by her grandmother, who looked at her with a waiting stare. She wasn’t sure what to say next. It wouldn’t be well received by anyone, let alone her grandmother, but she knew she had to go look for Carl. It was the only thing she couldn’t get off her mind. He should have made his way there by then, but she hadn’t heard anything. She hesitated a moment longer before replying.

“Well, at some point, I think I’m going to have to head back to Florida to see if I can find Carl,” Jasmine said. “It’s been too long as it is, and there are a few other things I need to take care of as well.”

“You want to bring your mother back, don’t you?”

“I…well, yeah. How did you know?”

“Any good daughter would want their mother to have a proper burial. You’re a wonderful daughter and a good woman.”

“So, you’re not mad at me for wanting to leave?”

Magnolia smiled. “Of course not. I can’t fault you for wanting to get your mother’s body. Plus, Carl sounds like a good man. I think you should go look for him and bring him back with you. I can’t promise I won’t miss and worry about you, but I understand your reasons for wanting to go.”

“I’ve been thinking about it for a while now but didn’t know how to approach the subject. I’m just glad you aren’t upset about it.”

“I could never be upset with you for following your heart. I would do the same thing if Kent was out there somewhere. Do you have any idea when you’re going to leave?”

Jasmine was blown away. For weeks she had been worrying about telling anyone she was thinking about leaving, and within moments of discussing it with her grandmother, she felt more at ease. While she wasn’t sure when she would be going yet, it was nice to know she had Magnolia’s support.

“Honestly, I don’t have it planned out. I’d like to talk to Olivia about it first and maybe talk to the others and see how everyone feels about it.”

Magnolia smiled. “Well, if I were you, I wouldn’t go wasting a bunch of time. It’s only going to get colder from here on out, and the trip is going to be more brutal the longer you wait.”

“Yeah, but I want to have a good idea of what I plan on doing. I’m worried Olivia won’t understand, and I couldn’t stand to hurt her.”

“I understand, sweetheart. I just think the sooner you get a start on making that trip, the better off you’re going to be. The weather is going to get worse, and it’s going to make traveling almost impossible. Plus, you should think about the people out there who aren’t as blessed as we are. They’re going to get more desperate as time moves on.”

She knew her grandmother was right, but she hadn’t worked out anything in her mind yet. Jasmine had constantly thought about going back for her mother and trying to find Carl, but beyond that, she hadn’t made any actual plans. Though, the more she thought about what Magnolia had said, the more she knew she needed to get moving.

As the two continued walking, Jasmine stayed silent. She was thinking about the people out there who would start to get desperate, which was something she hadn’t thought of beforehand. Not only would they be desperate, but they had also been suffering. She couldn’t stand to think there were people out there who might be freezing to death or even starving. She thought about how much help she could offer people, even if it was just teaching them ways to survive.

Jasmine couldn’t get anything out of her mind. She was worried about Carl and knew she was going to have to do something about it soon. He wasn’t supposed to take as long as he had, and she started to wonder if something bad had happened to him. With the way the world was, it wasn’t out of the realm of possibilities. People in New York had fought each other for everything they could get their hands on, and she was sure it was the same in every city affected by the EMPs.

Still, before she could decide when to leave, there were others she needed to talk to. Olivia was at the top of that list, and Jasmine knew neither would be ready to have that conversation. With everything the two of them had already been through, she worried her sister would feel abandoned. She didn’t see any way around it. Carl might be in desperate need of help, and she could be the one to find him and bring him to the homestead. Her heart raced as she thought about what she had to do. It was time to tell Olivia the plan.
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Both families had been excited to see the haul Magnolia and Jasmine had brought back with them. She was fascinated to see how quickly the group went to work processing the kill. Everyone was working together, and it was still a shock to her to see how well they all got along. It was one of the many things she wanted Carl to witness and be a part of.

While she watched the others go to work on the meat, she couldn’t get the conversation with Magnolia out of her head. Though she was glad the woman had agreed with her need to go back to Florida, she had brought up a lot of good points. Even if those points caused her to worry more, Jasmine was grateful she had brought up her plan.

Jasmine knew there wasn’t much time she could keep herself from talking to Olivia. She was going to have to leave soon if there was going to be any chance for her to make it to Florida safely. There was no more time to waste thinking about going, but she couldn’t leave until she had a conversation with her sister. She was still worried Olivia wouldn’t understand, but either way, she would go back and do what she needed to do. For her mother and Carl, it was time to tell her the plan.

Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted Olivia heading into the house. She knew her sister was going to her room to get ready for the afternoon chores, and she thought it would be the perfect chance to approach her without anyone else around to interrupt. Jasmine quickly dropped what she was doing and followed her into the house and up the stairs. It was truly now or never.

Olivia was surprised to see her sister walk through the door to her room just after she entered, but Jasmine just smiled at her and asked her to sit on the bed. She knew her sister was confused, but it was time they talked about her leaving, and she might not get another chance if she didn’t do it now.

“You know, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately, and we need to have a serious talk about something that has been on my mind,” Jasmine said.

Olivia chuckled nervously. “Well, you’re going to have to tell me what’s going on because you’re starting to worry me.”

“It’s nothing bad, but you might not agree with what I have to say. I want you to know what I’ve been planning.” She took a deep breath to calm her nerves. “I need to go back to Florida. I need to make sure Carl is all right since he hasn’t made it to the homestead yet.”

“Are you fucking kidding me right now?”

“It’s going to be all right. It’s just something I need—”

“You need to stay right here. After everything we’ve heard about happening around out there, you want to leave?”

“Carl should have been here by now. I need to check on him. If I can find him, then I’ll bring him back to the homestead.”

“We need you here, Jaz. I mean, who else is going to keep us safe?”

“There are plenty of people here to keep an eye on things. This is something I really need to do. I won’t be gone for long, and I’ll be back before you know it. Either way, I’m going, but I wanted you to know my reasons for going and not just take off.”

Olivia glared at her. “How long do you think you’ll be gone?”

Jasmine knew she couldn’t tell her a definite answer. There were too many variables at play that could extend the trip. She thought about the different outcomes of her trip, and she knew there wasn’t going to be a direct response she could give. Even if the trip went smoothly and she didn’t encounter any problems, it would take at least two weeks to get there and back.

She knew it wouldn’t be possible for her not to run into anything, and even if she could find Carl as soon as she got there, he might want to stick around longer. Jasmine tried to give herself as much time as she could to appease her sister’s thoughts, but four weeks sounded like the right amount of time to get things done in Florida.

“I shouldn’t be gone for any longer than a month. That gives me time to get there and take care of anything Carl might want to finish before we leave.”

“A month?” Olivia asked. “That’s way too long. Anything can happen here while you’re gone.”

“It’s going to be just fine. Don and our grandparents are going to be here. Besides, with everything that still needs to be taken care of, you won’t even know how long I’ve been gone before I’m right back here by your side.”

“I doubt that. You’re the one who has been taking care of most of the things around here. How can you sit there and act like it’s no big deal?”

Jasmine sighed. “I don’t have a choice. I mean, I can’t get him off my mind, and I’m constantly worried about him. Grandma and Grandpa will be here to handle things.”

Olivia scoffed. “Speaking of our grandparents, they’re never going to let you leave. They know how much it means to have you here on the property.”

“I’m not trying to make things worse for you, but I’ve already talked to Grandma about everything. She’s on board with my going to find Carl and even said she would be doing the same thing if it was Grandpa out there. It’s not going to be as bad as you think.”

“Yeah. You’re telling me this now, but when you go out there alone and run into something bad, you’re going to get yourself killed. But I’m not supposed to be worried about that, am I?”

“I’m not going to get myself killed. You’re being a little dramatic right now.”

“Do you even care about me at all? I mean, you’re just going to leave me behind like everyone else,” Olivia seethed.

Jasmine paused. She couldn’t stand to see how upset her sister was, but she expected it before they had started talking. She knew her sister wouldn’t like the idea of her leaving, but Olivia would be just fine. She had their grandparents and Don to look after her while she was gone. It was easy to see her sister was angry, and it wouldn’t get easier, but when Olivia got off the bed and rushed out of the room, Jasmine didn’t try to stop her. It wouldn’t do either of them any good.

While she was sure Olivia would get over it, Jasmine still felt the need to make sure her sister was all right. She got up and started to follow her. She couldn’t leave things the way they were. Before she could catch up with Olivia, though, she heard Magnolia shout her name from within the house.

At first, she thought her grandmother had heard the conversation and was about to talk to her about it, but the second time she heard her name shouted, Jasmine could hear the worried tone. She rushed through the house in the direction she had heard the woman’s voice.

Jasmine reached the bottom of the steps in a matter of seconds. She was winded, but what stood in front of her brought her motion to a complete stop. Olivia hadn’t made it out of the house because Kent had stopped her. She could see the worried look on all their faces, but it wasn’t until she saw Don and Adam standing at the front door that she started to panic. Fear gripped her as she walked up to the men and looked out the front door.

Instantly, her stomach plunged, and her heart started to race. As she looked out over the property and the fresh snow-covered ground. The tracks from where her sister and the others had been playing were far from her mind as she looked down the road and started to shake. The moment they had feared might be right in front of them.

Jasmine was only sure of one thing as she and the others looked past the property to the connecting road. Five men were walking in their direction. As the men continued to make their way down the road and toward the house, she didn’t know what to think. Was it the men who were still trying to track down her father? She wasn’t sure, but she was sure they needed to be ready for anything.
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The five men walking down the road were only close enough to see that they were male and that there were five of them. Jasmine’s first thought was to get the binoculars, so she rushed over to the stand next to the window and grabbed them. She quickly made her way back to the window and looked through them and down the road.

Her heart started pounding. Not only were there five of them, just as she had seen without the binoculars, but each was armed. There wasn’t much they could do in the allotted time before the men reached the homestead, but they couldn’t sit around and do nothing at all. She quickly tried to formulate a plan in her mind.

Jasmine knew she didn’t want to put anyone else in harm’s way, and she wasn’t even sure of what they were coming for. While in the back of her mind, she had been concerned with the posse looking for Don, she never gave it much thought after the initial few weeks. Knowing there was only one way to find out what the men wanted, she grabbed her crossbow and headed for the front door.

“I’m going to go out there to see what they want. Watch my back from here, and if anything happens, do whatever you can to take them out,” Jasmine said.

As she opened the door and started stepping out, Don grabbed her arm and stopped her. She couldn’t believe the nerve he had in a moment like that, and she snapped her head back and glared at him. The man looked scared, but he was determined, and it confused her.

“Let go of me,” Jasmine seethed. “What in the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“I know I have a lot to do before you trust me again, but if you think I’m going to stand back and let you go out there alone, you have another think coming,” Don said. “There’s no chance I’m letting that happen.”

“You better believe that’s exactly what I’m planning on doing. I’m going to see exactly what they want and tell them to get out before something bad comes along.”

Don chuckled. “You know what five men like that would do to a girl like you? I wouldn’t even want to talk about the things they would try to do to you.”

“Well, I can’t think of a better or faster way to find out what kind of men they really are. I can just let them think I’m some helpless girl who’s all alone. What they do next will tell us all we need to know.”

“I don’t think that’s a great idea. Now, I’m not saying you’re not right, but I don’t like the idea of you being that close to those men without some backup.”

Jasmine smiled. “I have all the backup I need right here. I don’t think any of you are going to let something happen to me.”

“Well, no, but they can do a lot of damage in the time it will take us to get there to you.”

“It’s a chance we’re going to have to take. We need to know their true intentions, and this is the fastest way we can figure that out.”

Don sighed. “I guess you’re right, but I still don’t like it. We need to have a sign that you can give us to let you know you don’t trust them.”

“Okay,” Jasmine said. “I’ll raise one hand in the air if I think they’re going to start trouble or if I sense any danger.”

Jasmine turned to head back out the door, but she sensed Don was trying to stop her again. She twisted to get out of his reach and continued down the drive toward the five men heading their way. Not wanting them to get much closer than they already were, she started to jog. Her heart was racing, and her heavy breaths could be seen in the cold winter air.

Before she reached the men, she was close enough to see they weren’t the type of men she had surrounded herself with all her life. It was easy to see they were out for trouble, but by the time they were face to face, her fears were solidified. Not only did they look like the type of men who were only out to cause problems, but they also took their time looking her up and down.

She started to get nervous about the way they were staring at her like a piece of meat. Jasmine felt like they hadn’t seen a woman in a long time but wouldn’t know what to do with one, even if they had one. Still, she was hesitant to give the signal just yet. Just because the men were probably pigs didn’t mean they were there to cause her harm. She needed to know what they wanted before she brought the power of her family upon them.

“Hey there,” Jasmine said, forcing a smile. “It’s nice to see some good folks out here. As you can probably tell, I don’t get many visitors out this way. My name’s Jasmine, and I live here on the property. I can’t tell you how nice it is to see people again.”

“I take it you live here by yourself?” One asked.

“Unfortunately, yeah. I’ve been taking care of the property by myself since this whole thing happened.”

He grinned. “We sure could use a place to stay for a bit. You know, get off our feet for a minute.”

“I mean, if it wasn’t the times we’re in now, I might say something different. As it stands, though, I’m going to have to decline. I just don’t feel comfortable having five men I don’t know staying here with me. I’d appreciate it if you just kept moving on. No offense.”

Another one of the men chuckled. “Well, now, isn’t it cute that you think that decision is up to you?”

“Look, I’m not looking for any trouble. I just don’t want you here on the property since I’m here by myself.”

“What are you going to do about it, girl?”

“You know, just because I stay here alone doesn’t mean I don’t have any friends around here. I know a lot of people, and they’re going to come looking to see how I’m doing,” Jasmine said. “Now, just keep moving, and there won’t be any problems.”

“It’s not like you’re going to be able to call them over, so how close are these friends?” The man grinned.

“They might be really close, or they might not be. How willing are you to find that out? I came out to greet you, but I don’t feel comfortable with men I don’t know staying in my house. Now, I’m going to ask you again to just keep on moving.”

Jasmine’s heart was racing, but she knew she needed to stand her ground. The only thing that kept going through her mind was the safety of the people still in the house. As she looked from one of the men to the other, she quickly realized they were going to be a problem, but before she could react, one of the other men raised their rifle and pointed it directly at her.

“Now, I guess we’ll find out how close they really are. Go on now, get in the house like a good little girl.”

Jasmine smiled nervously. “I hate to be the one to tell you this, but you’re making a huge mistake.”

“I’ll be the one to say who’s making a mistake around here. I make the rules from now on, and you’re going to be a good little bitch. From here on out, the only time I want to see your mouth open is when you’re on your knees in front of one of us.”

Jasmine gritted her teeth but knew she was outnumbered and didn’t want to start anything with the others so far away. Still, she knew the others wouldn’t let the men get away with anything, and she turned to start moving toward the house. As she did, one of the men shoved her, and she fell to the ground.

“Okay, already,” Jasmine said, picking herself off the ground. “I’m moving.”

“Get up and take us to the house. Don’t do anything stupid. I’d like to enjoy that pretty face of yours a little while longer.”

She did what the man said, but she knew what was coming next, and they didn’t. She quickly brushed the excess snow off herself and smiled as she took several steps toward the house. Jasmine raised her hands and pretended to submit to the men who were about to be in for a world of disappointment.
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Jasmine walked to the front of the house, followed by the men who had taken to her. Though she couldn’t really see the group behind her, she knew what would be waiting for them when they crossed the threshold of the front door. It didn’t take them long to reach the porch, and they all walked through the door, following her.

The moment they passed through the doorway, Kent, Don, the twins, and Adam were all on top of them. They fought the men and continued to beat them all down until they were subdued. It was a sight to see, to say the least, as they took turns beating the crap out of the men who had less-than-holy thoughts of what they would do to Jasmine, and she felt no remorse for the beating they took.

Within minutes, the men were all down and tied up. Don made sure to remove their weapons from their possession and quickly searched them for any other weapons they could have concealed on their person. Once they were all sure the men were weapon free, they took a moment to catch their breath.

“Olivia, I need you to take Freddy with you and ride into town. I want you to bring the sheriff back with you. If anyone knows what to do with these so-called men, he will,” Kent said.

“I mean, a jail cell sounds a little bit of a letdown for men like this,” Magnolia said. “Just make sure you let him know there are five of them.”

Don scoffed. “Jail is too good for whatever these men are. They’re pigs, and the only thing that should be done to handle men like this involves a short boat ride and some new cement shoes to ensure their own protection.”

While Jasmine watched the interaction of everyone in the house, she knew her father wasn’t joking. He was angry with what the men had tried to do to her, but that didn’t make it right. She was touched that he cared enough about her to take it upon himself to end the men’s lives. It wasn’t going to be necessary. Just because the rest of the world was going to hell didn’t mean they should follow in their footsteps.

“You aren’t going to be able to keep us locked up forever,” one of the men said. “If you think we’re not going to come back and take what we want from this bitch and all the others, then you’re kidding yourself.”

“Yeah,” another one shouted. “You’re all a bunch of whores, and we know what to do with whores.”

Magnolia scoffed. “I don’t think any of you foul-mouthed creatures are in a position to make threats, but I don’t want this evil in my house. Can we make sure that none of them stay in the house? We should be able to take them down to the barn until the sheriff gets here.”

“I think we can make room with the rest of the cattle in there. Maybe hogtie them and throw them in the manure pile in there,” Don said.

“No need to act like them. We can take them down to the barn, and Adam can keep guard until someone comes for them.”

“After what they tried to do to Jasmine, I don’t care what you do with them.”

“Then that’s what we’re going to do. When Olivia and Freddy get back with the sheriff, they won’t be ours to worry about. Until then, Adam keeps guard, and Kent and Olivia can go to the front gate until they get back.”

Jasmine was still calming down after the events. She had kept her cool, but the whole thing had made her reel. While she knew the men would be bad news when she first saw them, she was still glad it had played out the way it had. While her sister and Freddy were already on their way to get the sheriff and most of the others were already moving their prisoners to the barn, she and Kent were making their way to the front gate.

“I saw how upset Olivia was before all of this happened. Is everything all right between you two?”

Jasmine sighed. “I talked to Magnolia this morning about it, but I’ve been thinking about heading back to Florida to find Carl. He should have made it here by now, and I’m really worried about him. Plus, I’d like to bring my mother’s body back here to bury.”

Kent grew quiet. She still wasn’t sure how he would react to the news, but it was time to let everyone know what she had planned. Even though she was giving them warning and not just taking off in the middle of the night, she knew it didn’t change the idea of her being gone in their minds. A few moments passed by, and Jasmine was growing concerned that she had angered her grandfather by proposing the idea in the first place.

“You have to understand how dangerous that is. I guess you told your sister what you were thinking and that’s why she was so upset?” Kent asked.

“I did tell her, and she did not take it well. I understand the risk, but I feel like it’s something I need to do.”

“Do you think it’s a good idea to head out there alone? I mean, we’ve already heard about how it is in the cities. Plus, with everything the two of you have been through, do you think she’s going to be all right with it in the end?”

“I’ve thought about all that, and I know how to protect myself. Olivia will be fine, even if she doesn’t forgive me for a while. She’s safe here with all of you to keep an eye on her, and my sister is really happy at the homestead. I just have to think about my own happiness right now.”

Kent chuckled. “That’s fair, and there’s nothing wrong with your trying to find your own joy in life. I support you, don’t get me wrong, but I wish you wouldn’t go out there alone. I know you can handle yourself, but I’d feel a lot better about it if you weren’t out there by yourself.”

“Trust me, I thought about that part of it, too. I don’t know who I’d take with me to make that trip, but after today, I’d feel a lot better having more people here to help keep an eye on things.”

“I think it’s important that you try to find Carl. I just hope that man knows how lucky he is to have you.”

“You and me both.” Jasmine chuckled. “I promise I won’t be gone long, but I need to find him. Overall, I’m happy to go by myself if it means there are more hands around here. It will make me feel better knowing the homestead is well protected.”

“Well, you have my blessing,” Kent said. “It was just something to think about.”

“Thanks, Grandpa. That means a lot to me.”

“I’ll talk to Olivia, as well. I’ll help her understand that this is something you have to do. Not only for yourself but for us. If you’re always thinking and wondering about him, eventually, it’s going to hurt us all.”

“I’ve struggled with that, but I know what I need to do now.”

The pair grew quiet as they waited for the others to return with the sheriff. Jasmine was thankful to have the grandparents she had. They both understood her need to find Carl and supported her wholeheartedly. It was a wonderful feeling.

It helped her to make the decision by knowing how well looked after her sister would be. No one would let anything happen to Olivia while she was gone, and her sister was happy at the homestead. She smiled to herself at the thought of how happy her sister had become since they had arrived. She was growing into a wonderful woman right in front of her eyes, and a lot of it had to do with the people around them. She couldn’t have been more grateful for them all.

It had been thirty minutes since she and her grandfather had started waiting by the gate, and she knew her sister and Freddy should be arriving back any moment. Suddenly, she saw them riding up in the distance along with several other riders. Though the men they had subdued were horrible people, it made her feel better knowing they would soon be spending their days behind bars.

Jasmine was glad to see the riders approaching. The cold air was taking its toll on her body, but the adrenaline from earlier events was still keeping her warm. Though the experience had left her with mixed feelings, she was glad the whole ordeal was almost over.
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While she was relieved to have the others with them, it was going to be a chore to get the prisoners back to the village, given the thick blanket of snow that had encompassed the state. The seven men dismounted, handing their reins to Olivia and Freddy to tie off the horses. The sheriff gave Jasmine a curt nod as they started in the direction of the barn.

“Liv said you got yourself a whole mess of bad news, huh?”

Jasmine nodded. “Looks that way, sir. I tried to get them to keep moving, but they didn’t have anything good going through their minds. I figured this would be best for everyone, safest, too.”

“I’d say you made a good call. I know the community will appreciate not having this trash running around our area. How many you say there were?”

“Five altogether—take my word on it. You don’t want them with any ladies you might have working at the station,” Jasmine said.

The sheriff paused, his gaze turning cold at the thought of what her words implied. Clenching his jaw, he continued walking the remaining few steps to the barn. As soon as the doors were open, Jasmine’s stomach lurched. Something in her gut told her there was trouble ahead. She rounded the corner with the sheriff just in time to see one of the men frantically trying to cut through the rope they’d used on the others. It only took her a split second to realize one of the five men was already missing.

Her eyes darted around the barn, a gasp slipping past her lips when she saw Adam lying on the ground unconscious. Immediately, she raced over to her friend as the men pursued the captive, who had been trying to free the others. The barn had descended into chaos. Three of the officers were putting handcuffs on the remaining three captives. The others had given chase to the man already on the run. It wasn’t long before one of the guards returned with the fourth man in cuffs. Jasmine’s only concern was helping her unconscious friend.

She was happy to let the officers handle the posse while she gently shook Adam. It took him a few seconds to come back around, and when he did, there was an instant panic in his eyes. Jasmine worked to calm him down, assuring him everything was okay and the sheriff had it under control. The last thing she needed was him trying to stand up and falling back down again. She didn’t want him hurting himself even more.

“Take it nice and slow, Adam,” she said. “It looks like you got knocked on the head pretty good.”

“Shit,” he grumbled. “Those sons of bitches—”

“They’re getting them all rounded up now. How are you feeling? Any blurry vision? World spinning?”

Adam shook his head. “No, I feel like a damn fool for letting him get the drop on me, but that’s about it. Head hurts like the dickens. Awe shit…Amanda is going to freak out.”

Jasmine smiled at him. “I think she is just going to be happy to see you are okay. Come on, let’s get you to your feet, and you can tell us what happened.”

She wrapped her arm around Adam and slowly helped him get back on his feet. He was a little shaky and swayed slightly when they finally managed to stand up, but working together, they managed to get Adam upright and leaning against the barn siding. Adam still didn’t seem completely back to his old self, but she knew it would take some time. They were now completely alone in the barn, with the others tethering the inmates to the fence near the horses.

“It was a stupid move, and I know it,” Adam said as he shook his head. “I was standing outside the barn, keeping watch over things like you said, when I heard them rustling around in there. I went in to see what was going on and saw only four of them were tied down. Before I knew it, that fifth one knocked me over the head with a shovel from behind.”

“A shovel?” Jasmine asked.

“Yeah, I only know that’s what it is because I saw it tumble to the ground with me. I’m so sorry, Jaz. I can’t believe—”

“Hey, stop beating yourself up, okay? We should have posted two people out here. It was the smart thing to do. I let you down, Adam, and I’m the one who should be sorry. I don’t know what I would have done if it had been worse,” Jasmine said.

Adam gave her a grin. “I guess we are all learning as we go, then.”

Before the conversation could carry on, Adam’s eyes grew wide. His hand darted down to his hip. Suddenly, the color drained from his face. She didn’t need to know what he was looking for, just as she didn’t need to know it wouldn’t be found. It was the first thing Jasmine had seen. One of the men they had arrested now possessed Adam’s pistol. It definitely made the situation more precarious. Hopefully, the sheriff and his men were taking extra precaution while hunting down the escaped prisoner.

With his arm draped over Jasmine’s shoulder, they slowly made their way to the house where the others had been instructed to wait. The last thing she wanted was for anyone else to get hurt. With one convict still on the loose, they couldn’t be too careful. Kent had gone with the officers to help with the search. Jasmine hated the idea of her grandfather out there in the woods somewhere, not knowing the prisoner was armed. Amanda quickly took control of the situation and started tending to her husband’s wound while Jasmine updated everyone on this sequence of events that had transpired.

Each passing minute weighed heavily on Jasmine. She kept a close watch on the time as they waited for the others to return. While she had invited the remaining guards stationed outside into the house for a hot beverage, they had all declined. Jasmine could understand why. They didn’t want to risk any of the criminals getting away. After nearly half an hour had passed, Jasmine looked up from the porch to see Kent and the others emerging from the forest to the left.

Immediately, she realized they did not have the criminal in cuffs along with them. Her stomach lurched, knowing he was still out there somewhere, armed and dangerous. As the group approached, Jasmine jogged out into the yard to meet them.

Kent gave her a disheartened head shake as they continued to walk. “We looked all over the property, even broached into the neighbors a good bit. There was no sign of him. They’re going to get the others locked up, then we’ll put together a more thorough search party,” Kent said.

“Shit,” she muttered. “He’s got Adam’s gun, too.”

Kent sighed. “Don’t worry, we are going to find him. Right now, the best thing we can do is get into the house and calm down the others. They need us.”

“We should be going back out there and looking for him again,” Jasmine snapped. “It’s my fault that man was able to break free. I should have been guarding them myself.”

“You can’t be everywhere at once. You have to stop being so hard on yourself. Jasmine, you have done some amazing things for this family. Cut yourself some slack on this; you deserve it.”

As much as Jasmine wanted to find relief in her grandfather’s words, there was none to be had. He hadn’t heard the way the men had spoken to her on the road. Every single one of them was dangerous. She was certain their missing prisoner wouldn’t disappear from the area, nor had they heard the last of him. Heartbroken that her family was in danger once again, Jasmine slowly made her way back to the house. She knew they would be looking for guidance and a plan, but she had neither.

It killed her to know how close she had been to being able to leave and find Carl. Her heart ached to hug the man again, but she wouldn’t compromise her priorities. Olivia didn’t deserve to live a life of fear. She would do anything to set things right and find the missing man. The others would be upset once they learned she had taken up the hunt alone, but she couldn’t rest until she knew the guy was behind bars where he belonged. Grabbing her crossbow and shotgun, Jasmine ducked back out of the house and darted into the woods. If it took her all night, she would find the bastard.
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Jasmine searched the woods for hours, only returning to the homestead to let Kent know where she was. She didn’t want to face the others and listen to their worries over her being in the forest alone. The forest had become an extension of herself, though she couldn’t actually feel her limbs by the time she returned to the house long after night had fallen. She warmed herself for a few minutes by the fireplace, thankful to find the rest of the house had gone to sleep already.

When she could feel her limbs once again, Jasmine grabbed a cup of coffee from the kitchen and stepped back out onto the front porch. While she wasn’t going to go back out into the woods, that didn’t mean she was going to let down her guard. It was too dark to follow any tracks with the melting snow, and with the wildlife in the area, there were none to follow anyway.

Frustrated not only with herself but with the weather as well, she nestled herself into one of the chairs and looked out at the road. In the silence, her eyes started to become heavy as she set down the coffee cup. Moments later, she was slipping off to sleep despite her best efforts to stay awake and alert.

[image: ]



A prickle of light seeped through her lids, and Jasmine’s eyes darted open. Immediately, she sensed she wasn’t alone. Without thinking, and acting on reflex alone, she grabbed the crossbow at her side and jumped to her feet before realizing it wasn’t the runaway prisoner standing there with her. Instead, Don was watching her with a terrified look in his eyes. She knew she had frightened him, and with good reason. Jasmine still had the weapon cocked and pointed at her father’s chest.

“Shit, I’m sorry,” Jasmine stammered.

Don smiled as she set down her crossbow and took the steaming mug he offered her. She hated that she was so on edge that her own father couldn’t approach her without her pointing a weapon at him. She sat back down and shook her head as Don took the seat next to her.

“Don’t be sorry. I think everyone is on edge right now. Were you out here all night?” he asked.

Jasmine nodded. “It just doesn’t feel right to be in the RV or anywhere inside right now with that guy on the loose.”

“He’s probably across the state by now. Why would he hang around when he saw what happened to the rest of them?”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right. He wasn’t the one there trying to free the others. I know his still being around here doesn’t make sense, but I can’t shake this feeling in my gut.”

“Are you sure that’s not just the fatigue talking?” Don asked.

She chuckled. “Yeah, yeah, I know.”

“Jasmine, what you have done for everyone, what you’ve done for your sister…you should never be apologizing to anyone. Sarah did an amazing job with you. I’m…I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you and for her, for all three of you.”

Her heart lurched. “It’s okay. There’s nothing we can do about the past, but maybe we can change the future. I’m happy you’re here.”

Don’s eyes widened. “Yeah?”

Jasmine nodded. “Scout’s honor. Listen, the past is the past, and I’ve seen how hard you’re working to rebuild that relationship. I appreciate it.”

“You don’t know how happy that makes me,” Don whispered.

Jasmine took a sip of her coffee, her gaze moving out across the land as the sun moved higher in the sky. It was as much to appreciate her surroundings as it was to keep her father from seeing the tears that had started to well in her eyes. It was still hard for her to believe he was there with them or that they had formed any sort of relationship. The ache in her heart, knowing her mother would never get to see the amazing bond, persisted, but Jasmine had to believe Sarah was up in the clouds somewhere, looking down on them with approval.

She didn’t keep track of time as they sat on the porch, slowly sipping coffee and talking about their lives before the apocalypse. It was fascinating to hear her father’s tales and to learn about the life he had led. He listened with rapt interest when she told him about college and what an amazing and fulfilling path it had taken her on. Jasmine could see he was heartbroken over the loss of her career, but she assured him it wasn’t gone forever, simply put on hold until the world was right again.

After some time, when their mugs were empty and they could hear people starting to bustle around inside, Don rose to get them both a fresh cup. She didn’t want the conversation to end and was thrilled when he promised he would be back shortly. There was no telling what the day would bring or what else they might face. Jasmine wanted to enjoy every minute she could with her father. Stretching out her sore limbs, Jasmine didn’t bother to grab her weapons as she walked to the end of the porch.

With the few minutes of reprieve she had between conversations with her father, she wanted to walk the property once more. The others would be able to take over the patrol as soon as they were up and fed. Only when Jasmine was certain they were keeping watch would she retreat to Myrtle and get a few hours of shut-eye. It was still beautifully serene on the homestead as she finished her loop, circling past the Leech family home on her way. On the quaint but cozy front porch, Jasmine stopped and nodded to Adam when she saw him sitting there.

“You’re up early,” Adam said. “I thought you’d sleep clear to the afternoon after running patrol all night.”

She grinned. “I haven’t made it to sleep yet, but I promise it’s high on the list of things I plan on doing. I just couldn’t turn in knowing that fella was still out there somewhere.”

“You think he’s still around?” Adam asked.

Jasmine sighed and shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know what to think anymore. The one who got away…he was the ringleader of the group, the one who had the foul mouth and thoughts. I don’t know. I wish I could say he’s gone, but I just can’t.”

“Well, we’ll get ahold of him, one way or another,” Adam assured her.

Jasmine sighed. “I wish I had your confidence. The sheriff said he’d have two dozen men out searching today.”

“That’s a lot of manpower. I think it’s safe to say we’re covered. You really need to get some sleep. You’re the one who keeps this circus running, don’t forget.”

“Yeah, yeah, that’s what they keep telling me,” she joked.

They talked for a few more minutes, making loose plans for the day before agreeing to meet up with the others in a few hours to get things together. She wanted to enjoy a little more time with her father on the front porch before the chaos of the day settled in and they were swamped with work that needed to be done. Walking back to the main house, Jasmine felt a calmness moving through her. While she was still worried about the escaped prisoner, she knew she couldn’t dwell on it forever.

It killed her knowing that finding Carl would have to wait, but more than ever, she was resolute in her decision to stay at the homestead for a while. The budding relationship with her father made her heart flutter. Jasmine’s mind was peppered with questions she wanted to ask Don. He’d mentioned stories about Sarah before the girls had been born that she was excited to hear. It was strange to think of her parents before she and Olivia had been alive. Sometimes, Jasmine forgot that Sarah and Don had been a couple long before the arrival of their daughters.

Would there really be any peace for them as long as the prisoner was running free? Hopefully, the man would soon become nothing but a bad memory. She was excited to be building fresh, new, good memories with her father and the rest of her family. Taking the back steps of the porch, Jasmine slowly walked around to the side of the house and took in the scenery. Just as she started to round the corner to the front, she skidded to a stop. Her heart plummeted to her stomach. Two cups of black coffee were spilled across the wooden deck.

Something was wrong.
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She stepped around the corner just in time to see the rogue prisoner leveling her crossbow at Don. While the man had his back to her, she could see the panicked look in her father’s eyes as he slowly backed away from the stranger. The last thing Jasmine wanted to do was bring attention to herself or to the situation unfolding in front of her. As soon as the others knew the man was out there, they were all going to be placed in harm’s way. She had to get things back under control before the others emerged.

The situation had taken her by surprise, and she hadn’t been able to stifle the sharp gasp that slipped past her lips. Instantly, the man swung around when he heard the noise, his eyes filling with a spiteful glee when the weapon was pointed at Jasmine’s head. She didn’t care that she was now in his line of sight as long as it gave Don a chance to get away. One glance at her father, and she knew he wasn’t going to do the smart thing and flee. Jasmine felt like the world was moving in slow motion. She watched but was unable to stop the sequence of events as they unfolded in front of her.

Don had seen the opening and taken it, though he didn’t run in the opposite direction. Instead, he lunged for the man, closing several feet of distance between them but still not being quite quick enough. Just as he was about to tackle the prisoner to the ground, the stranger swung the weapon back around at her father and fired. Immediately, Don collapsed to the ground, grabbing his leg as he hissed out a string of curse words. The arrow had landed in his thigh, a pool of blood already gathering at the exit point.

Only the father and daughter seemed to be affected by the attack and quickly pooling blood. Their assailant didn’t pause, rushing to the back of Don and dragging him toward the edge of the porch to put distance between himself and Jasmine. He had discarded the crossbow, now opting for the handgun Adam had lost in the scuffle the day before. His decision to use the crossbow first, though, was what worried Jasmine most. He was smarter than she had given him credit for, opting not to draw attention to the situation with the boom of the pistol first.

His attempts to keep the situation under wraps were in vain, though, as the front door opened and the others started to flood onto the porch. Jasmine quickly took control of the situation, shoving her grandfather and her sister back into the house while keeping herself in the line of fire. Taking several steps in the attacker’s direction, Jasmine had no idea what her plan was. The only thing she knew was that she had to keep her family safe and save her father’s life as well. He pulled the trigger back on the small pistol, and she froze.

Every fiber in her being tingled as the adrenaline coursed through her body. She had already seen what the man was capable of when he had lodged the arrow into her father’s leg. There was no question in her mind that he would kill Don and then turn the weapon on the rest of them without hesitation. Jasmine fought to get her breathing under control, to find a way to get the situation tilted back in their favor.

“Why don’t we all just calm down and take a minute here,” Jasmine said. “It’s obvious you’ve got a plan in mind.”

His eyes narrowed. “You bet your sweet ass I do.”

“Well, let’s hear it then. There’s no need for anyone else to get hurt. I’m sure we can work something out—”

“I want a horse. You hear me? A horse and all the gear it’ll carry,” he growled.

Jasmine nodded. “Sure, we can get that for you. The man you shot, though, is going to bleed out. While they get the horse ready for you, why don’t you let us take care of his wound?”

The man snorted and shook his head, driving the barrel of the pistol into her father’s temple. Her hands bowed into fists when Don winced in pain.

“Grandma?” Jasmine said. She didn’t turn around, though, keeping her eyes trained on the man as she spoke to the others. “Why don’t you take Olivia and the twins? Go get this man what he wants.”

“Guns, too,” he said. “And all the ammo you’ve got for them.”

“Now, hold on one second,” Magnolia hissed. “We will not be doing anything of the sort. I am not going to leave you alone with this—”

“Grandma!” Jasmine snapped. “This is not the time to argue with me. Go get the man what he wants so he will leave us in peace.”

She could hear the woman grumbling behind her, but it quickly faded as Magnolia and the teens headed for the back door. While Jasmine had no intention of letting the man go free without following him, she was making the plan up as she went. At least for the moment, she knew her grandmother and the kids were safe. If she could stall the man long enough, she knew the sheriff and his posse would be working their way back to the homestead to check on things soon enough.

“Any funny business and the next warning shot any of you get is going right through this man’s skull. You understand me?” the guy asked.

Jasmine glared at him. All she could think about was the color draining from her father’s cheeks. The pool of blood that had gathered near his wound had now stretched out to encompass several square feet. If they didn’t do something to stop the bleeding soon, he was going to go into shock, and they would lose him.

“Your prisoner and your leverage on getting out of here are going to die if you don’t let one of us tend to his wound. It doesn’t have to be me, but at least let one of the others keep him alive,” Jasmine said.

The man glanced down, stepping back when he realized the blood had reached his shoes. He cursed and looked back up at her, giving her a curt nod of approval. “Just remember what I said—”

“Yeah, any funny business and we all get it. We heard you the first time,” Jasmine hissed. “Amanda? Why don’t you go into the kitchen and get the first aid kit? I don’t think our friend here would like Kent walking toward him.”

“You think you’re just hot shit, don’t you?” he asked. “Where I’m from, if a woman is told to do something, they listen. They don’t go barking out orders.”

Jasmine wasn’t going to be goaded by the man. Instead, she was going to find out everything she could in the time they had. Once he was on the horse, he would be harder to catch.

“Oh yeah? And where is that…what’s your name again?” she asked.

“Murphy and you don’t need to know anything else. Why don’t you keep that pretty little mouth of yours shut before I get tired of it and cut it off that face?”

“You are welcome to put down that gun and try,” Jasmine said.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you? I bet you’re one of those freaks who thinks women are just as tough as men. Well, sweetheart, you might just get your wish one of these days. Then, when I’m done with you, I’ll have a go at the younger one I saw prancing around.”

Before she could provoke him into putting down the gun and taking her on in a hand-to-hand battle, Amanda appeared at the door and raced outside. Despite the tremble in her friend’s hand, she was impressed with how quickly the woman was able to work. Before long, she could see the color returning to her father’s cheeks and knew he was out of the woods, even if it was only for a moment. If they didn’t get the wound sutured soon, he could still bleed out or die from shock. Jasmine couldn’t stand the thought of losing her father again, not when they had only just gotten him back.

When she heard the sound of hooves and the commotion behind her, Jasmine knew the others were finished getting the horse packed. They were out of time. Any plan she was going to put into motion needed to happen right away. Turning to Murphy once again, she glared at him with more hatred than she had ever felt before in her life.

“So? What now, big shot?” Jasmine asked.
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Murphy shoved his knee into Don’s side. “Come on, get up. You and I are going for a little ride.”

Her jaw dropped. “Are you insane? He isn’t going anywhere with you. We gave you what you wanted. You’ve got your horse and gear, so just go.”

He snorted. “Yeah, right, and give you the perfect opportunity to shoot me in the back? I don’t think so. He’s coming with me—dead or alive—I don’t care.”

Her mind was racing as the man tried once again to tug her father to his feet. She could see Don was trying, though it was no use. He couldn’t use his right leg at all. Each time he moved, blood trickled down and threatened to rip open the taped wound once again. The more Murphy tugged on her father, the more panic-stricken Jasmine became. They couldn’t let the man take dawn away.

“Wait!” she screamed. “Take me instead! He’s no good, and he’ll just slow you down. I’ve got two legs.”

Instantly, the others erupted into protest behind her, but Jasmine drowned out their voices. If it would keep her father alive, that was all that mattered. She could find a way to get free from the man once they were away from the homestead. The man’s disturbing grin told her that he had accepted her offer. With the gun now leveled at her chest, she slowly started to make her way over to the horse. Jasmine was happy to see Magnolia had since ushered the teens inside. She didn’t need Olivia to see what was happening.

“Get on,” he growled.

Jasmine did as she was told, her stomach lurching with disgust when the man climbed onto the horse behind her. She could feel the eyes of the others watching her. Jasmine prayed they wouldn’t do anything stupid. With the gun wedged into her side, she knew Murphy’s reflexes would take over if he was shot and a bullet would be sent through her vital organs. As they moved slowly down the road in the opposite direction of the homestead and village, Jasmine had no idea what her next move should be. Her family wasn’t going to let the man kidnap her. They were not going to be able to do anything, though, as long as he had his filthy paws on her.

For fifteen minutes, they rode down the snowy pavement in silence. The homestead had disappeared from view moments before. Jasmine knew if she was going to make a move, it needed to be soon. She quickly lurched to the left, away from the weapon and his grip. Reaching into her boot in one fluid motion, she pulled out the knife she kept tucked there. Murphy moved with a surprising amount of speed, grabbing hold of Jasmine by her hair and jerking her back. She screamed out, fighting against his grip and kicking herself off the saddle. Instantly, she went tumbling onto the frozen ground, the knife in her hand clipping her shoulder as she went.

Landing on her side, Jasmine immediately attempted to stand up, but Murphy was already off the horse and towering over her. With one heavy boot, he shoved his weight into her leg to keep her pinned. Jasmine felt the pop of her kneecap as she cursed. The horse, startled by the commotion, took off in the direction of the homestead once more. Unable to stop herself from smiling as he yelled for the beast to come back, Jasmine shook her head and tried in vain to get out from beneath him again.

“It looks like your plan isn’t working out how you wanted, big boy,” Jasmine said.

“What makes you think I won’t go right back to your little family when I’m done with you, bitch? You think you’re so smart? You think you’re gonna win? I’ll enjoy having my way with the other whore back there. Hell, might even bring her out here and do it next to your splattered brains,” he snarled.

Jasmine was going to be sick. She knew her family would never let the maniac get close to Olivia, but the thought of her sister finding her body made her flush with rage. She had reached the end of the line. Her only weapon, the small blade, had tumbled away from her in the fall. As Murphy leveled the pistol at her, she closed her eyes and silently said a prayer that the gods above would watch over Olivia in her absence. The shot rang out in the silent morning mist. Jasmine held her breath, waiting for the pain of the bullet entering her body and the piece that would come after.

For several seconds, she kept her eyes closed but felt no pain. Finally, she opened them again when she heard something fall into the snow. It was the weapon Murphy had been holding. There was no rage in his eyes anymore, only the glistening of the final seconds of shock and fear that came with death. A large red spot had emerged in the center of his chest, growing at an exponential rate as he dropped to his knees. Instantly, when the weight was lifted from her knee, Jasmine rolled away from him on instinct. He toppled forward, his body lifeless, before it collided with the snow next to her.

She had no idea where the shot had come from as she frantically scurried to her feet. Suddenly, a pair of headlights appeared as an old Jeep barreled over a small crest in the road. It started to skid when it was still a good distance away from her, coming to a stop with mere yards to spare. Her heart was pounding as she reached for the gun Murphy had dropped. Raising it to her chest, Jasmine’s hands trembled as the passenger door opened. In a split second, the gun fell to the ground again as Jasmine sobbed with joy.

Carl closed the distance between them and had Jasmine wrapped in his arms seconds later. She couldn’t stop crying as she held him close, knowing he had arrived just in the nick of time. She wanted to hold him and never let him go but quickly found herself distracted when the driver’s door opened. It was an onslaught of joy all over again when Harvey emerged and raced across the snow to embrace his friend. She couldn’t believe the flamboyant man had managed to hook up with Carl. They had so much to discuss, but she knew, at that moment, she was safe.
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“I’m telling you, I was just about to have my ass handed to me down in Charlotte when this fella rolls up, double barrel full of pellet guns, and just starts peppering this group. I had no idea the two of you knew each other until we’d been on the road damn near a day!” Carl said.

As everyone erupted into laughter, Carl wrapped his arm around Jasmine and smiled down at her. She couldn’t believe what a drastic difference a handful of hours had made. The sheriff and his men had taken care of Murphy’s body, and everyone on the homestead had gathered to greet the newcomers. It was an amazing tale Jasmine knew both men would be telling over and over again throughout the years. Carl had made it as far as Charlotte before he couldn’t find any fuel for his cruiser. Harvey, on the other hand, was headed back through before coming to New Hampshire.

It turned out that the home life Harvey wanted wasn’t everything it was cracked up to be. His family was less accepting of him, despite the apocalypse, than he’d expected. As a result, he had hit the road in an effort to find Jasmine, Olivia, and the homesteaders. Unlike his own family, they had accepted his flamboyant nature without question. He had become fast friends with Amanda and Adam. Jasmine was still in shock from the ordeal, but it looked like everyone would make it through. Gazing up at the man she loved, Jasmine finally felt at peace for the first time in a while. She knew everything was going to be okay.


EPILOGUE
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Jasmine cradled the growing bump in her hands, smiling down at the baby that would soon join the homestead. It had been almost twelve months since Carl’s return, but they had been blissfully uneventful. After the rough group of troublemakers had learned of their friend’s death, they opted to be taken to the state line with the promise they’d never return. The homestead, family, and community were all thriving despite the setbacks the country had faced in restoring power to the nation. While they could listen to the presidential address that came on the radio each night, it offered little hope that things were ever going to go all the way back to normal.

The government had assured the nation it would have full power restoration within five years, but it had become obsolete in their rural area. No one needed the government beyond the local sheriff. They lived a peaceful existence for the most part. There was a knock on the bedroom door, and she softly called out for the visitor to come in. She turned and smiled when Carl approached and wrapped his hands around her waist.

Sinking into his chest, she closed her eyes and took in the smell of her husband and home. Their house was the second cabin to be built on the homestead. With three bedrooms and a main area, Don had given the structure every bit of love and attention he’d been doting on the expectant mother over the months. He was beyond ecstatic about becoming a grandfather, and his relationship with both his daughters and son-in-law had flourished.

“Everyone is here,” he whispered as he kissed her neck. “They’re ready whenever you are.”

She drew a ragged breath and pulled away from him, nodding as he took her hand. Outside in the crisp fall air, Jasmine saw her friends and family gathered near the edge of the cliff. The lighthouse had become a retreat for those looking for peace, a place where the water and sand carried away all your worries. It seemed like the perfect final resting place for Sarah’s remains.

It had taken months for the letter to come via the pony mail the states had established, but she could still remember the feeling of joy she got when Olivia had read it out loud. Before Carl had left Florida, he’d personally made sure Sarah’s body was moved to the morgue. After the city fell, though, they had assumed that it was lost along with so much more. Yet a group of citizens refused to let their dead be buried in a gravel tomb. They worked to cremate and return all those who had perished back to family members.

The pair reached the small gathering minutes later, still hand in hand as she embraced her father and sister. Kent stepped forward, the small urn he’d created in his hands as tears flowed down everyone’s cheeks. It was a bittersweet moment.

“Would you like to say a few words?” Kent asked.

Jasmine nodded, clearing her throat, though the lump wouldn’t go away. “My mom was an amazing woman. She raised Olivia and me without ever complaining. I know she’s up there somewhere, looking down at all of us and smiling. I…she would be so proud of you, Olivia…of the woman you’re becoming, and I am, too,” Jasmine said.

There was a brief pause before Don stepped forward. Jasmine knew the tears were going to continue throughout the afternoon. Sarah had been an incredible woman.

“You know, your mother and I had our differences, but she adored you both so much. Hell, from the stories I’ve heard, she loved everyone she met.” Don turned his face to the sky. “Sarah, you’ve done a damn fine job with these two. Thank you for that. You deserve peace.”

One by one, the group shared their appreciation and love for the girls’ mother. Jasmine was blown away by the outpouring of love, but it came as no surprise. The family, though they all came from different cities, states, and backgrounds, was just that: a family. Olivia wrapped her arm around Jasmine’s and leaned into her sister for support. As the sun poked through the clouds and they placed Sarah’s ashes in the ground, Jasmine couldn’t help but smile.

They had overcome so much and would continue to do so for as long as it took the government and nation to restore power. Until then, she knew they weren’t missing anything out in the world. Everything and everyone she loved were right there at the homestead with her. Though it had taken the end of the world to make it happen, Jasmine was finally at peace. The nation would heal, and the wounds would heal.

Just as they had done for the last twelve months, Americans would continue to band together and fight against oppression; be it at the hands of the military or rogue gangs. Bit by bit, what once made the land the home of the brave was coming back into focus. No matter what they would face down the road, Jasmine knew the family would hold strong together. Their bond had been forged in the fires of chaos, unflinching and sound.

Jasmine stepped forward and kneeled next to the urn, scooping up a handful of dirt and gently sprinkling it over the grave. She could almost feel her mother’s spirit wrapping around her. As the group finished up and started to walk back in the direction of the main house, she turned her gaze to the sky once more. She was finally home; they all were.

“I hope you’ve found peace, Mom,” Jasmine whispered. “I know I have.”
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