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DATE: October 10   19:03 

Blake Chantry wiped the sweat from his brow. His knees creaked as he covertly shifted his position behind the bushes. If they caught him, the consequence would be the end of his career and probably his life, not to mention negate the reason for his eavesdropping in the first place. Yet, the threat of death came with every assignment, so steadying his heart rate came easily as he patiently waited.

The heavy night air felt more like August than October. It clung to him like a cloak as he hid behind a thick stand of manzanita bushes. He wiped at his brow again as he searched the sky for signs of the moon. It shouldn’t rise for another few hours, and the tall pines gave him enough cover with only the light from the stars. 

He settled back in to continue his surveillance of the bunker hidden less than ten yards away. It could only be seen because he knew exactly where it lay veiled underground. An impressive formation of rock outcropping shielded the entrance from anyone who didn’t know exactly where to look. He nodded to himself. He had accomplished his task well. No one could complain about the placement of this safety house.

This last op left him uneasy and restless. The sense of urgency spoke with every command uttered. Something was going down. He clenched his teeth. He had to unearth the truth in order to safeguard his family.

His thumb rubbed the empty indentation around his left ring finger. It had been a year since he had gone undercover for this assignment, but the indentation remained a constant reminder of what he had left behind. If he allowed himself the freedom, his heart would ache with longing. He couldn’t undo the time he had spent away, but maybe he could protect his family from whatever threat caused such panic in the higher-ups—if he could find out the intel.

Spying on his superiors didn’t sit well with Blake. In fact, it made the bile in his gut churn, but the thought of something happening to his family when he had a chance at finding out how to protect them far outweighed the discomfort. 

Finally, someone stirred at the hidden entrance. Governor Dutton ducked out of the bunker. Blake froze, his palms sweating. This could be the moment he had been waiting for. 

Blake had enjoyed working for the governor for the last several years. The guy would make a reliable president if he won this next election like people predicted. If Blake hadn’t promised his family that this assignment would be his last, he would have thrived continuing his service protecting the new president.

Dutton ran a hand down his haggard face before staring up at the sky as if he would never see it again.

Blake hungered to talk with him—one-on-one. He knew that the Governor would be direct with him. Sweeping the landscape once more, he began to stand. Before his shadow had left the brush, an exasperated sigh came from someone else exiting the bunker. Blake slowly squatted, resuming his stealth position.

Simmons wormed out from the bunker to stand beside Governor Dutton. The small man’s beady eyes and frantic movements unsettled Blake. 

“I know this is hard to take in, sir. It has to be done, and done soon.” Simmons glanced furtively in quick succession all around him. 

Did the man feel Blake’s eyes on him? 

“The attack is imminent.” Simmons’ words shot out in rapid fire.

Attack? Blake held his breath. This was the intel he had been waiting for. He had watched people of interest changing funds and stockpiling supplies, like ammunition and food. Blake and other coverts like him had been instructed to find secure locations for bunkers such as this one. He focused, intent on every word he could glean.

“What about our families and our men? I have some men that have been with me since the beginning. We can’t just let them...” The governor’s voice trailed off as he scanned the brush.

The dark night hid Blake well, of that he was certain. Yet, he had the uncanny feeling that Dutton knew he was there, listening.

“My men are on their way to pick up your family as we speak.” Simmons moved like a weasel, a weasel who was about to snatch another animal’s food. “No one can know of our locations. A few of our men will stay on as guards, but most will be dispatched.” 

Dispatched? The hairs stood up on the back of Blake’s neck.

Dutton seemed to stare right at Blake. “What if those men run?”

Blake tensed. Was Dutton trying to tell him to go AWOL?

“Run? They have no idea of our intentions, but if some evade us, we don’t have the manpower to chase after them. The time is at hand.” Simmons shrugged. “We’ll have to assume those men, and their information, will get lost in the aftermath.”

The aftermath—the words echoed in Blake’s mind. He had heard the projections about how the country’s civilians would deteriorate after a catastrophic event. No wonder Simmons didn’t seem too concerned about leaky intel.

“And if not?” Dutton asked.

“Well, we’ll hope they respect the fact that we are doing what has to be done to keep our country’s leaders alive and not try to harass us for supplies. If they do, we’ll have no choice but to destroy them. That’s why we had different teams. Not one squad will know all of our defenses.”

Blake leaned forward. He remembered separate teams coming in as his squad had been relocated and had wondered what those armored trucks were doing at this bunker. His eyes quickly darted around. Where had the cameras been hidden and the remote artilleries? He knew they had them. 

“Hmm. Do I get to choose the men I want to keep?” Dutton’s voice brought Blake’s attention back to the conversation. The governor’s hands squeezed and opened at his sides. 

Blake understood. Tension coursed through him as well.

“No, sir, the director has chosen the ones we know are loyal to our cause.” Simmons took a step back toward the bunker entrance.

Loyal to what cause? Blake quieted the urge to strangle the information from the weasel.

“I see.” Governor Dutton made a signal against his thigh as he turned. 

Blake knew the signal even in the dim starlight. He knew what the governor ordered. Leave. Now. Disappear.

“Sir, are you ready to go back inside and finalize the preparations?” Simmons asked, halfway behind the rock outcropping already.

Blake wanted to laugh. The little man was probably scared of the dark.

“I’m going to miss these stars.” The governor raised his eyes to the night sky once more.

“Yes, well, our task is to survive this so we can see them again.” Simmons shifted his weight and glanced at the bunker door.

“You go back in. I’m going to call my wife so she can prepare.”

“Sir...”

Governor Dutton dismissed the smaller man with a hard stare.

“Yes, sir.” Simmons scurried back inside, the bunker door closing behind him with a resounding clank.

The governor may be next in line for presidency, and he may be in politics now, but he once served his country as a respected general. He knew how to command men, and he knew how to work the system to protect the ones he cared for.

Blake drew in a breath and let it out soundlessly. He didn’t know if the attack would be of natural causes or come by nuke, electromagnetic pulse, or what, or who would be behind it. His guess was China, though North Korea and ISIS would be a close second. Yet, there had been many discussions of the increase of solar activity. A tendril of fear tingled down his spine. Could their demise really stem from a natural disaster?

“You know the protocol,” Dutton said, the phone to his ear.

Blake thought the governor talked to his wife, yet his superior had taken a step or two closer toward Blake, seeming to meet his eyes.  

“You must leave now,” he commanded. “Avoid the cities. I hope to see you after the chaos has settled and order is once again restored. It is then I will need your service more than ever.”

Blake scanned his surroundings. Nothing else stirred except himself and the governor. He slowly stood, a dark shadow in the brush. “It’s been an honor, sir.”

“The honor has been mine. Now disappear and stay alive.” Dutton’s eyes lowered. “Yes, dear, I’m here. Yes, I’m okay. Remember what I’ve been preparing you for? You need to remain calm and remember the emergency plan. Agents should be arriving any minute to bring you and the kids to my location.”

With one last look at the governor as he spoke to his wife, Blake silently stepped behind a tree and disappeared into the night.

~*~
[image: image]


Kris sighed as she picked up the Cheerios off the carpet for the third time this morning. You would think that by six, the boy would know how to keep the cereal in his bowl.

“Tucker, please put down that magazine and get your clothes on. We’re going to be late for school again.” She took the boy’s now empty bowl and tossed it into the overflowing sink. If she was late again, her principal was sure to give her another long-torturing reprimand. Even tenure couldn’t save her from that.

“Mommy, did you know that this knife can saw, screw, spark a fire, and be used like a regular knife.” Tucker held the picture in the survival magazine against her nose.

She pulled it back and looked at the cruel-looking knife—something she didn’t want to think of her first-grader wielding. “That’s great, Sweetie, but can it help us get to school on time?”

“Well, no, but I will go lightning speed. Watch!” The boy zoomed towards his room in a flurry of movement that sent papers flying. A couple of Cheerios that had stuck to his pajamas fell to the floor, leaving a trail behind. 

She wished her absent husband wouldn’t send those magazines, like they were any sort of replacement for his actual presence. As if to mock her, his piercing green eyes watched her from their wedding photo. She slammed the frame down on the top of the bookcase where it stood. No matter how many times she had put it away, Tucker had always found it and put it back up. For his sake, she left it there now, even though most of the time she would rather not see the man’s smiling face.

Kris stuffed their sandwiches into their lunch bags and took them to the door where Tucker hastily slammed his feet into his shoes. He had put his shirt on backwards and wore ripped jeans, but he had dressed himself. Some days she had to choose her battles and feel grateful for the little things.

They clambered into the car and pulled down the long driveway through their well-maintained forest. No brush grew beneath the tall pines, spruces, and firs, and each tree’s dead branches had been cut off to leave only healthy trees and bare ground. In this dry year, it just might save their house from a wildfire. After her husband had completed all the initial work, he insisted on having a grounds keeper come out to ensure the forest stayed maintained. Too bad she had to let the hired man go two months ago. Luckily, there hadn’t been much growth since then due to the lack of rain.

At the end of the drive, she slowed the car to wait for the gate to open automatically. Besides the large piece of property and the grounds keeper, her husband also had insisted upon this gate. As the automatic gate closed behind them, she looked at the clock and sighed with relief. They would get to school before the second bell. Her shoulders eased, and a few breaths later, her white-knuckled grip loosened.

“Mommy, can I go over to Vinny’s house today?” 

“You know why I don’t like you going over there.” She pursed her lips.

“But Dad says those games are good for my skills, that one day I will need to know how to shoot.”

“Shooting zombies on a video game is nothing like shooting a real gun toward something living, Tuck.” She did her best to soften her tone. He wanted to grow up so fast, and all she wanted was him to be her sweet little boy for a little longer. It wasn’t too much to ask, was it?

The long standing fight between her and her husband warred within her as she kept the one-sided conversation going even in his absence. 

He needs to be prepared, he would say. 

Why would a six-year-old need to know how to survive on his own or defend himself? That’s why he had parents, and though her husband might leave them for months at a time, she never left their son. With a sigh, Kris realized she was the one keeping this fight going, for she hadn’t heard from her husband in close to a year.

A year of no contact. Her knuckles turned white on the steering wheel, fury causing her muscles to go rigid. Not one single call. Nothing. Then two months ago his checks stopped being automatically deposited. What did that mean? He promised to always return. Rage consumed her until a torrent of fear washed through it. What if he had died? How could she keep up the life they had created for Tuck without him? Her chest squeezed tight, making it difficult to breathe.

“Well, can Vinny come to our house then?” 

Kris blinked her eyes. She didn’t need to waste her time thinking about that reckless, selfish man right now. Tuck was her everything, and she had a classroom of fourth-graders waiting for her.

“We’ll see, Sweetie.” She glanced at him in the mirror.

“I want to show him my new survival magazine.”

“I’m sure he would love it.” Vinny, though a sweet and respectful kid, loved anything to do with weapons, and his parents seemed to encourage his interest with all the war-type video games they bought for him.

Kris pulled into a parking space in the staff lot just as the first bell rang. As soon as the car shut off, Tucker scrambled out of his booster seat and kissed her on the cheek. His green eyes and the sandy brown hair she tousled reminded her so much of his father. 

“I love you, Mommy.”

“I love you, too, Tuck” She squeezed him tightly. He may get his looks from his dad, but his sweetness, she knew, he got from her. “Have a good day. Be nice to Mrs. Robins.”

“I always am. I’ll wave to you at lunch!”

“I’ll be looking for it.” She grabbed her purse and bag, slinging them over her shoulder.

“We always return to each other,” Tuck said as he did every time they parted.

“We always return to each other.” She blew him a kiss as he threw his backpack over a shoulder and ran towards his classroom. 

That saying meant a lot to her, and though her husband left without notice for months at a time, he did always return. This time she would ask him not to. A year with no contact besides a few magazines was too much to let go.
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“Are you sure you don’t mind, Sara? It shouldn’t be longer than an hour,” Kris asked while watching Tucker play with Vinny on the school’s playground. 

“Of course, it’s no trouble at all. Vinny will be ecstatic. You know, I could just take him to our house instead of having them play here the whole time. Vinny has a new game he’s been wanting to show off.”

A rock sat heavy in Kris’s belly. She didn’t approve of the video games Tucker played at their house, but she couldn’t take her son to the last-minute, emergency staff meeting. Kris cringed, but did her best to cover it up.

“Don’t worry, this one doesn’t have any zombies.” Sara laughed lightly.

“Oh, that’s nice, but it really shouldn’t take that long.” Kris continued to watched her son playing. Was it wrong that she wanted him to stay innocent for a little while longer?

“It’s not that far. I could get them a snack. Besides, it’s really hot today.”

Kris had rolled up the sleeves on her shirt. The sun beat down on them, which was unusual for October. Another teacher called Kris and motioned for her to hurry. She trusted Sara to keep Tucker safe, even if she did allow things that Kris wasn’t quite comfortable with, and if they didn’t play the zombie game... “Okay, if that would be easiest on you.” She didn’t like going back on her word, but she also was  told no children were allowed at this meeting. Times like now it sure would be nice to have a husband to call for help.

“Great. We’ll see you when you get there.” Sara smiled.

“Thank you.” Kris turned toward the field and called Tucker over.

“Yeah, Mommy?” He panted as he arrived.

“Sweetie, they called a quick staff meeting that I have to go to.”

“It’s not Monday, though.”

“I know. It’s a special meeting, but Vinny’s mom said you could hang out at their house until I’m finished.”

“Yes!” He turned to his friend who still made his way from the field. “Vinny, I get to come over!”

“I’ll see you soon.” She kissed her son on the head. “You be good for Sara.”

“I will. We always return to each other.”

“We always return to each other.”

The other teachers already had assembled. They whispered together in little groups while everyone waited for their principal. He had been new this year and was not a favorite among the staff. Mrs. Robbins, Tucker’s teacher, called her over to an empty seat next to her.

“Do you know what this is all about?” Kris asked, a fluttering making her hands shake.

“Nope. Probably some budget meeting or something.” She shrugged. “Have you thought any more about what I suggested?”

“In truth, no,” she said, unable to meet the woman’s eyes. “My husband and I want him to stay with his peers.”

“He’s so bright, though, Kris. He’s going to be bored, and you know what happens to children who aren’t challenged enough.” 

“I appreciate your concern. We supplement quite a bit at home.” Kris did her best to smile. Mrs. Robbins had been on her case all year to request Tucker skip a grade. Kris had known he was intelligent from an early age, and she and her husband had agreed they wanted him to stay with his peers at school.

“How long has your husband been gone this time? What does he do again?” 

Luckily, the principal walked in right then, and with the whole room going silent, Kris didn’t have to skate around that question. She let out a breath, but sucked it back in when she saw her boss. The man’s face had no color, his eyes glared red, and he moved as if he had aged fifty years.

“Thank you all for coming.” The principal spoke barely louder than a whisper.

It seemed as if the whole room, Kris included, held their breaths.

“I wish I didn’t have to share this news with you.” He hung his head for a moment. When he lifted it, his Adam’s apple bobbed rapidly. “I’m sure all of you have been following the government shutdown.”

Many nodded their heads and murmured assents. Kris, though, only knew tidbits she had picked up in the staff break room. She didn’t follow the news or politics. The depressing state of their country only added stress onto an already stressful life. Besides, she feared learning of her husband’s death through the news or finding out whatever it was he actually did for a living.

She knew the government had a shutdown, but didn’t quite know the extent or how it might affect her. It could affect her husband’s checks, which may be why they hadn’t been depositing in their account over the last couple months. Yet who knew which branch of government paid him...or if it was government at all. Still, it was easier thinking the loss of income was due to a shutdown rather than the alternative.

“Today things got worse.” He swallowed and looked down at his hands twisting in front of him. “You will not be receiving your checks tomorrow, and as it looks now, schools will begin closing in the coming weeks, if not days.”

The uproar in the room deafened Kris. No check? She had been pinching pennies the last couple of weeks. After her husband’s monthly deposits had stopped, she had to dip into their joint savings. Affording the mortgage payment for the house and big chunk of property that he had insisted on buying quickly sapped up the meager amount and that was with letting go of things like the grounds keeper, cable, and other non-necessities. 

She knew they had some in IRAs and other money market accounts, but had hoped she would make it without pulling them out. Now, it looked like she would have to go to the bank and pay the monstrous fees to do so. Otherwise, without money coming in, she wouldn’t have enough to last the rest of the month. 

The room closed in around her, the chaos darkening into a muted background as her own dilemma sucked her in. How would she feed Tucker? How long could she stay in the house without making payments before they kicked them out?

Kris wanted to flee this doomsday meeting, but the questions kept coming no matter how many times her principal answered with I don’t know. Panic lined everyone’s voices.

Maybe her husband had been right all along. Kris struggled to keep in the tears, and her throat seized up.

The meeting carried on for over an hour with just as many unanswered questions. Her head pounded and swirled with what all this meant, not only for her immediate situation, but for life as they knew it. Snippets of long-ago conversations with her husband filtered in. 

She had used to love talking about what they would do in the aftermath of disaster. To her, it had been a game that passed the time, not something they seriously needed to consider. After having Tucker, she had more than enough to preoccupy her, and the constant doomsday planning her husband fixated on got on her nerves. Maybe she should have listened more.

When the meeting finally dispersed, she drove the two minutes from school to pick up Tucker. Yet she sat in the driveway for several minutes, watching her hands shake on the steering wheel and feeling her heart flutter with so much force she felt out of breath. Where was her husband when she needed him the most?

She sat there long enough that Tucker came out of the house and toward the car himself. Sara waved from the door. Kris lifted a hand in acknowledgement, thankful she wouldn’t have to answer any questions. She took a few deep breaths and plastered on a smile as Tucker climbed into his seat.

“Hey, Sweetie. Did you have a good time?”

“Yeah, Vinny got a new game. Don’t worry, it doesn’t have zombies.” Excitement bubbled from him.

“That’s good.” How she wished she could just revel in this moment of her son’s sweet innocence rather than consciously forcing herself to focus on the conversation.

“Yeah, it was so lifelike, like the animals were alive. We had to hunt to provide food for our people.”

Kris bit her cheeks. At this point, maybe zombies would have been better.

“Speaking of food, we have to stop by the grocery store.” If her husband was right, soon they would be closing, too. She hated the panicked feeling flooding her. Knowing that she based her decisions on her husband’s nonsense made it even worse. Thinking that he might actually be right scared the pants off of her.

“Can we get some ice cream?”

“Not tonight, Sweetie.” She heard his disappointed groan, but she would have to pay close attention to how much she spent and only buy things that she could extend out as much as possible.

In the store, she scanned the rows of food, building sustaining menus in her mind. “Mommy, why are you getting such big bags of rice and beans? Are you replenishing Daddy’s barrels?”

His innocent question made her laugh. She had forgotten about all the barrels of freeze-dried food they had stored in the bunker. The once hated and despised underground shelter now filled her with joy. With that food alone, she and Tucker could eat for a year or more.

She kissed her son on the head. “Thank you, Tuck. On second thought, let’s get that ice cream.”

“Mommy, are you okay?” He raised his small hand to her head. “You’re acting kind of strange.”

“I’ll be all right. Everything will be okay.”

~*~
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Blake watched headquarters through his night-vision binoculars. He had seen two of his team go in, and in over four hours, they had not come back out. Normally his team would go there sporadically and only long enough to be debriefed and released. 

In his locker, he had extra clothes, his civilian ID, ammunition, and, most importantly, his wedding ring. He needed those things. Yet, with what he had overheard earlier in the night, an uneasy feeling settled in his stomach, and he hesitated to strut into a place he had once thought as safe.

With all the hours staying hidden, his mind had wrapped around more skills he needed to teach his son. Time became of the essence, and he had been gone too long. The little black book he kept in his cargo pants’ pocket felt tattered as he pulled it out. He flipped past the full pages of the book to the few empty pages left. Feeling for the pen in his pocket and trying to write by night-vision goggles, he scribbled his words across the page. Hopefully, his handwriting still made sense.

Movement at the back entrance caught his attention. Blake quickly and quietly stored the book and pen. A truck backed up to the door, and shortly after, the door opened. Three men deposited two hefty bags into the back of the vehicle. Adrenaline pricked his chest.  The two bags looked an awful lot like body bags. 

Blake’s heart thundered as his mind raced. He felt as if he had been hit with a sledge hammer, sucking in air through a collapsed straw. He knew those bodies being thrown into the back of that truck were the men from his squad. He knew it as much as he knew he had to disappear this instant.

An animal scurried by, probably a rabbit by its speed and the flash of white that streaked into the brush in front of him. Blake’s fists squeezed into tight balls as he held his breath. The sound and movement had alerted the men at the truck.

Blake froze as the men watched where he sat hidden behind the brush. He didn’t want to end up like his friends. He couldn’t. The survival of his son and wife depended on it. Clenching his teeth, he steeled himself to do what had to be done to get home to them. He didn’t enjoy killing, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

The men spoke, but the words faded into unintelligible sounds by the time they reached his ears. Flashlights lit the area around Blake, but he had hidden well. When the sound of a nine-millimeter cocking echoed, a primal urgency rushed through Blake. He had overstayed his welcome. 

The men spread out and began methodically making their way into the forest. After the next sweep of light passed him, Blake disappeared into the night. 

With quiet, practiced feet, he crept out of ear shot and sight of headquarters. Once in the clear, he picked up his pace and jogged through the trees. A weight lifted off his shoulders, something that seemed ironic when the world was about to end...or at least how the human race knew it. Yet, knowing that his life of working for the government was finished for now let him breathe in the fresh mountain air a little deeper.

A wry grin pulled at the corners of his mouth, and the sensation left an awkward feeling in him. How long had it been since he had smiled?

Too long. Probably since he last saw his son. For a five-year-old, he had quite the knack for picking up skills. Wait, not five any more. He had missed a birthday a few months back. Blake’s smile faltered. He had missed another birthday.

He quickened his pace in grim determination. He would not miss another one. The promise repeated over and over as the sound of his heart thundered in his ears.

At the edge of a clearing, Blake stopped and craned his neck to listen for any pursuit. The only sound he heard was the blood pumping through him. Adjusting his night-vision goggles, he scanned the perimeter. Once he deemed himself alone, he made his way to where he had hidden his Jeep in a thick stand of manzanita trees.

He had no idea how long he had to make it the couple hundred miles south he needed, and he sure didn’t want to get trapped in a city between here and there. He pulled out a map and double-checked the route he had mentally planned out on the jog over. It would take him a full day to drive there. He pulled the night-vision goggles off his head and rubbed the spots where the elastic had squeezed.

A faint glow grew over the mountains to the east. He had an hour until sunrise. The Jeep started with a rumble, and a quickening vibrated through him. The event he had been preparing for was upon them, and he was ready...well, almost. He needed to get to his family before the attack, from wherever it may arrive.

~*~
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Kris rinsed off the last dish in the sink and set it in the rack. She wiped her hands on the dish towel and then scanned her home. Everything sparkled. The house felt eerily quiet, and for about the tenth time, she regretted telling Tucker he could stay the night at Vinny’s. 
He had been so excited for his first-ever sleep over, so she had swallowed her own trepidation. She couldn’t allow her fear to hamper the natural progression of her son’s social growth. Yet, she found herself too distracted for her normal lazy evening with a good book. What would Tuck do if he had a nightmare like he did so often? 

Her fretting continued, keeping the need to stay busy a must. Since his father had left this last time, Tucker had crawled into bed with her on a nightly basis. What would he do when he woke up at Vinny’s and she wasn’t there?

She grabbed the cleaning rag and spray and headed to the bathroom. Maybe she hadn’t cleaned all the way around the toilet. 

The abrupt sound of a knock at the door made her jump and cover her mouth to squelch a scream. She wasn’t a screamer, but someone at her front door was the last thing she expected. How had someone gotten past the gate?

Only Tucker and she knew the code to open it. About six months ago, she had all the locks changed and entered a new code. Her anger at her absent husband had spurred the actions on. 

She slipped along the walls toward the front door and wrapped her hand around the bat she kept there. Her thoughts immediately flew to the pistol her husband had made her keep, even though she detested guns. Fear pricked her chest. The solid wood of the bat felt reassuring enough in her hand as she stood on tippy-toes to look through the peephole.

Darkness greeted her. The automatic light hadn’t turned on. Fear surged through her as the hair on the back of her neck stood on end.

The sound of a second knock from the other side of the door had her swallowing another scream. She couldn’t see a dang thing out there. For a moment she thought about acting as if she wasn’t home, and then the knob started to turn. Slowly at first, and then frantically as if the intruder was frustrated it hadn’t opened.

Kris threw herself against the wall and gulped for breath. The porch lights. Maybe if she flickered the lights, they would go away. She reached a tentative hand across the door and flipped on the switch, but nothing happened. Of course, the bulb had burnt out, hence the light not turning on automatically.

Again she thought of the gun as the intruder began fiddling with the lock. It was too far to the bedroom and too time-consuming to open the safe to get the gun and then find the bullets in the hidden compartment in her closet. As her heart pounded and lips trembled, she sent up a silent prayer of gratitude that Tucker wasn’t there. 

Gripping the bat tighter, she scanned her entry way for a better weapon as the clicking in the door produced sounds like the lock giving way to the intruder’s picking. Her purse caught her eye. The Taser.

The door handle clicked as the lock gave way and a satisfied sigh sounded from the intruder. Kris acted fast, reached across for her purse, and in one swift movement grabbed the Taser as the door opened slowly, carefully.

A short-haired head emerged out of the crack in the doorway. The man moved cautiously. Just another inch or two and his vulnerable neck would show. 

Kris’s hands shook as she grasped the Taser in a white-knuckled grip. She licked her lips and slowly, soundlessly, let the air out of her lungs. 

Right as the intruder’s neck appeared, she thrust the Taser into the sensitive skin and pulled the trigger.

“Agh!” the man snarled as he dropped to the ground.

Kris raised her arm with the bat and aimed at the man’s head when something about the pained voice broke through her all-consuming fear. Yet the bat had its momentum as it swung down towards the sandy-haired man.

At the last moment, a massive hand shot out and caught the bat before it hit his head. 

Kris’s eyes shot wide open as she froze.

The man moved his hand to lower the bat, revealing a steel-cold green gaze.

“Blake?” she whispered.
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Blake’s neck burned and his hand ached from stopping the bat before it smashed his head in. Kris had quite the power behind that swing. His blood pumped and pulsed as he fought the urge to return the attack. Letting out a shaking breath, he met the eyes of the one woman who meant everything to him. 

“Hello, Kris,” he rasped out.

Her blue eyes opened wide in surprise. The pulse in her neck throbbed rapidly. She still held the other end of the bat in one hand and the Taser in the other. A small smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. She had done well.

After a few blinks, her eyes softened, as did her grip on the weapons. The bat now hung limp at her side, and she thumbed the Taser to the off position. Blake watched her every movement and yet never let go of her gaze.

“That’s quite the welcome home,” he said as he forced a chuckle out. Truth be told, he had no idea what to expect, yet it surely wasn’t this.

He saw the emotions warring in her eyes. She had told him before he left this time that if he went, he might as well not return. Her words had been said in anger, but he knew he had surpassed her limits. His only hope now was that she would be calm enough to listen to reason.

As her eyes turned darker and stormier, he knew he had no such luck.

“What kind of welcome did you expect breaking into my home?”

“Your home?” He rocked back onto his heels. “You had the code and the locks changed. What else should I have done?” Indignation came to a boil in his gut. It wasn’t like he had been traipsing around and partying. He had worked hard this past year.

“Umm, let’s see, a phone call perhaps? Since we’re on that conversation, you never thought to call even once during the last year? Never once wanted to make sure your family was okay or let us know you were still alive? Oh, yeah, and maybe a heads up your checks wouldn’t be coming in? Then you tramp back here expecting everything to be like it was as if you had only been gone a day!”

Blake swallowed the reaction he wanted to spit at her. His fists clenched and unclenched as he watched her pace and flail the bat and Taser around. Then, as if everything dawned on him, he realized he had heard no trace of Tucker.

“Where’s my son?” He shot to his feet and strode straight to the boy’s room. The walls were lined full of pictures from the survival magazines Blake had sent him. Tucker’s hammock hung between the walls, empty. It swung back and forth as Blake searched his room for any sign of his son. They had a protocol should someone unwanted enter the home, but he wasn’t in any of his hiding spots.

Blake strode out of the room, a rage building inside him. He almost ran into Kris, who stood there, arms crossed across her slight chest and her eyes cold and unyielding.

“He’s at a friend’s.” Her voice held the same coldness her eyes did.

“At ten o’clock at night! I told you to never let him be that far away from you. Why don’t you ever listen to what I say?” Frustration pounded in him, pushing out reason. He noticed his fury and consciously let his hands hang by his sides while he internally counted.

Kris rolled her eyes and walked away. “Always the pessimist. Besides, you lost the right to demand what I do or don’t do when you left for a year and didn’t even have enough consideration to contact us—at all!”

“You know how it is. You know I can’t just pick up a phone and call you. When I’m undercover, anything I do could be linked back to you and Tucker. I can’t chance that.” He ran his hand through his short hair, his heart aching with need to see his son, to make sure he was alive and well, to make sure he didn’t hate him like his mother obviously did.

Her eyes followed his hand. “Just like you can’t chance wearing your wedding ring?”

If she could breathe fire, Blake had a feeling she would be right now. Jealousy flared in her eyes as well as distrust and pure livid rage. A rage as red as her long hair.

“I can’t wear it on assignment, and I couldn’t get back into headquarters to retrieve it.” A flash of the two body bags passed through his mind once again. He shook off the goosebumps that rippled through him. Somehow, he needed to get her to listen.

“Sure, headquarters.” She turned her back to him and walked out into the living room.

“Look, Krista, Baby, you’ve got to listen to me.” He followed her, watching helplessly while she slumped into their couch. “Something is going down, and soon. I barely escaped.”

Her eyes met his sharply. They bore into him as if she dug for the truth in his words. Her lips pursed tight, but he had her attention.

“They started dispatching my squad. All the top officials are heading toward their bunkers if they aren’t already there. I came back as fast as I could, but now we have to get our son and get into our bunker. I don’t know when the attack will hit.”

Kris watched him, her gaze hard and dark. Then she did the last thing he expected. She laughed. Not the belly-full-of-joy laugh that he longed to hear, but a merciless laugh devoid of mirth.

“You’re gone a year, without a word to us, then come home out of nowhere and expect me to allow you to lock us into that stinking bunker with you?”

“I sent you the contact I could.”

“A magazine?! Really?”

“Yes, and the messages in them...”

Kris’s phone rang from near her purse where it still lay on the floor, contents strewn about. She ran to the device as if her life depended on it.

“Is everything okay?” She hastily exhaled, her eyes frantic and the knuckles holding the phone white. “Of course, it’s his first attempt. I’m sure it will. Yes, I’ll be down there in about ten minutes. Let him know I’m on my way.”

She ended the call and turned toward Blake.

“I’m leaving to get Tucker now.” Her eyes flickered across his, but wouldn’t stay.

“I’m going with you.” He stood and took a step toward the door.

“The hell you are. You are going to be gone by the time we get back. He doesn’t need you traipsing in and out of his life, and neither do I.” Even with fists shoved into her hips and fire in her eyes, a deep wanting filled him. He loved her tenacity, though he didn’t necessarily desire it directed at him.

“You can’t do that.” His words were simple and direct. The fight had left him. He knew she had no choice but to listen. It would only be a matter of time.

“You can go fight it in court, but right now, you need to leave, or I’ll have to call the cops.” Her bottom lip quivered as she said the words.

“You don’t get it, Kris. Very soon there will be no courts, there will be no cops, there will only be survival...and you will need me.” He had hoped she would be easier to convince, but the fact was it would come down to this...to survival.

“Right now I need you to leave.” With that, she stuffed the contents back into her purse and walked out the door.

If he didn’t know her as well as he did and situations weren’t so dire, he would think it was over. No more marriage, no more love. Yet, as she had said the last words and cleaned up, her bottom lip had trembled and her watery eyes wouldn’t meet his. She was hurt and angry, and in truth she had no reason to trust him. 

He could grant her a reprieve, let her win this fight. He knew the war would be upon them soon, and he would not let them fight through this disaster alone. 

After her tail lights faded, he went through his hidden compartments in the house, collecting guns, ammunition, and other gear. He wouldn’t leave, but he would prepare. He hoisted the items in the pack on his back and hiked out to the fence-line and their bunker. It wasn’t nearly as luxurious as the ones he had found placements for, but it would be enough for him and his family. Kris would see how much she needed him. She would come around. He knew it, he knew it as much as he knew that disaster would strike at any moment, and he had to be ready.
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Kris let her tears fall unbidden on the drive to pick up Tucker. The road blurred, making it difficult to see. She swiped at her eyes and sniffled. How dare Blake appear out of nowhere and start demanding ludicrous expectations!

Through her anger, her memory of his green eyes blazed. How had she forgotten how handsome he was? Her anger at his absence was so deep because of the depth of her love. She knew that. When you loved someone that much, the pain that he could cause you ran deeper than the Grand Canyon and just as wild as the river that made it.

Her fingers dug into the steering wheel. Love or not, he had been gone without a word for over a year. How could she excuse that kind of behavior? It wasn’t just her anymore.

Her thoughts focused on her little boy. He worshiped his dad. It had taken Tucker months of moping around after Blake left this time before he settled into his absence. She couldn’t have her boy’s heart subjected to that type of abuse. It wasn’t fair to him or her.

A flash of color streamed across the sky. Kris took her foot off the gas and leaned forward for a better look, but the color had disappeared. Only the bright moonlight filled the sky. Maybe it had only been a weird reflection. She shook her head. Blake’s paranoia fuddled her thinking. That was the last thing she needed.

As she turned into the housing development where Sara lived, she took deep, long breaths. Her son needed her right now. He was scared and probably embarrassed. She needed to be fully present with him, not lost in some doomsday future her husband had created. Though with all the things happening, doomsday thoughts nagged on her mind.

She pulled up to the house, and her heart squeezed with love for her son. Tucker’s face was squished against the living room window. As soon as he saw her, the curtain dropped, and a moment later the front door ripped open. She quickly climbed out of the car and onto the sidewalk where he ran into her open arms.

“Mommy!” He nestled into her neck and squeezed her like he hadn’t seen her for a week.

“Oh, Sweetie. You okay?” She knelt down and looked into his green eyes so much like the ones she had just ordered to disappear out of their lives.

“Yeah.” He looked down and scuffed his shoe on the ground. He had put his shoes on over his footie pajamas, and Kris had to suppress the smile at the innocent image. “My thoughts just wouldn’t stop. If a big catastrophe happens, I want to be with you.”

“Oh, Tuck,” she said as she brought him back in her arms. A ripple of anger at her husband traveled through her like fire through a pile of straw. If Blake hadn’t planted all this crazy survival stuff in the boy’s head, Tucker wouldn’t have so many fears and nightmares.

“I just wanna come home.”

“Of course.” She stood and held his hand as they walked to the still flung-open front door. 

Sara met them there with Tucker’s bag and a smile. “I’m sorry.”

“Please don’t be. He was brave to try,” Kris said as she took the bag and squeezed Tucker against her.

“Yes, he was, and he’s welcome to try again any time.” Sara reached out and tussled Tucker’s hair. “Vinny’s already asleep. He’ll be excited to see you at school on Monday.”

“Thank you, Ms. Sara.” He hid against his mom’s legs.

“Thank you, Sara. See you Monday.”

They waved goodbye and walked hand-in-hand to the car. Tucker yawned as Kris helped him with his seat belt.

“I’m tired.”

“I bet. It’s way past your bedtime.” She kissed him on the tip of his nose, shut his door, and then climbed into the driver’s seat.

Back on the road, she sensed an eerie silence. How long had it been since she drove on their mountain roads this late at night? The woods loomed alongside the highway in the darkness. She flicked her high beams on and kept a good look out for any deer or other wildlife. She had hit a raccoon once, and it nearly broke her heart. 

On the way down to pick Tucker up, her anger had consumed her thoughts so much she hadn’t noticed the deserted roads. Now, with her scared son in the back seat, the realization hit her with a slight flutter. Camping season had ended, though it was still warm enough, and ski season hadn’t started. The only traffic they had were locals, and even on a Saturday night that didn’t account for much.

“Mommy?”

“Yeah, Tuck?”

“What are those strange lights in the sky?”

Kris leaned forward to look out the windshield better. Sure enough, wavering colors lit the sky, like pictures she had seen showing the northern lights. Yet, that couldn’t be...they were in central California. 

She slowed to a crawl while watching the lights. Their beauty only slightly mollified the crazy, unsettled quivering traveling through her.

“They’re auroras, right? I didn’t think we could see them this far south.” Hearing those big words from her son’s mouth caused her to shake her head in wonder.

“You’re right, Sweetie. We usually can’t see them here.”

“You don’t think it’s a sign of a solar storm, do you?” Tuck’s voice quivered. “Solar storms can be really bad, a real catastrophe.”

Kris’s heart began beating at a quicker pace. “I’m not sure, but let’s get home and search Google, okay?”

“Okay. I feel safer at home anyway. We have all of our survival gear there.”

Kris sat back in her seat, her hands gripping the steering wheel until they ached. Her six-year-old shouldn’t have to be worried about natural disasters and needing survival gear to feel safe. Clenching her teeth, she pressed down on the gas to get home as fast as possible. Blake had better be gone. By the time she got there, she wasn’t sure if she could control her rage.

The car sputtered. She glanced down at her gas gauge. It read over half-full. What in the world?

She pressed the gas harder, but the car kept sputtering and lurching. The lights in the dash flickered, and the radio turned channels like a seek sensor with too much caffeine. Pressing the off button repeatedly did nothing to stop the blaring sound.

“Mommy?” Tuck’s voice held every ounce of fear that dripped through her system.

She glanced at him in the mirror. 

His wide eyes brimmed with tears and his lip quivered. 

“It’s going to be alright, Sweetie. The car is just having issues.”

Deep breaths. Her heart hammered loudly, adding a rhythmic base to the frantic sounds of the radio. She maneuvered the car over to a turnout on the side of the deserted highway just as wires began crackling in the dashboard. Smoke tendrils rose from the gauges and radio. The flickering headlights went dark and the radio faded out, leaving an eerie silence. 

The pungent smell of electrical burning drove her to action. “Let’s get out of the car. Quickly.” She turned to Tucker and helped him unfasten his belt.

“Wait! My survival magazine!” He crawled back to his bag and yanked it with him as Kris pulled him from the car with her. 

“We have to hurry,” Kris urged him. She didn’t know why the frantic feeling coursed through her, but she had learned to listen to her intuition. Her instincts told her she had to get him away from the car.

She wrapped an arm around his shoulder tightly, pulling him as fast as his little legs could go. Behind them she heard a sizzling whoosh, like a big balloon had sprung a leak. Tucker dug his heels in and turned. Flames reflected in his eyes. Kris didn’t take time to look back. She picked up her son and ran towards the forest to duck behind a wall of large evergreens.

She had just shoved Tucker behind the biggest spruce and covered him with her body when she heard explosions from everywhere around her. All the transformers on the power poles sparked and fizzed. A blast of hot air whipped past them. Her ears thrummed with the deep vibrations. Tucker didn’t scream. He just clung to her as tightly as his little arms could squeeze.

After the last explosions blasted, she peeked out to see the car crackle in flames. Kris’s mind cleared enough to wonder what in the world could have happened to make her car catch on fire and transformers to explode.

She looked towards the aurora-filled skies, tears streaming down her face. She internally screamed at the heavens, asking for help. 

Her answer didn’t come with mercy. It came with explosions and havoc. The few houses in the stretch of forest between her home and the town of Forest Glen where Sara lived threw sparks in the air. Not enough to catch them on fire, but enough that their lights flickered off and billows of smoke reflected the colored lights in the sky.

Towards town more explosions sputtered, muted in the distance. The electricity lines sparked and crackled loudly at the smaller transformers.

“What’s happening, Mommy?”

“I don’t know.” Kris pulled Tucker tighter to her. With the dry summer and fall they had, she worried about all of those sparks starting wildfires. A shiver coursed through her as she clutched her son.

“Dad will find us. He will. He said he would!”

Kris pulled back to look him in the eyes. She opened her mouth, but she couldn’t form any words. How could she tell him that she had just told his dad never to return? 

Was this what Blake had been talking about? The attack? What kind of attack could cause cars and electrical panels to spark and blow up? 

Tucker had a good point. Maybe she should call Blake. Even if she was angry with him, he would know what to do. She reached for her cell phone only to realize she had left it in her purse, which now was surely ablaze along with everything else in her car. So much for the survival bag Blake had stashed in there.

“Come on, Tuck. We need to keep moving. It’s not too far to walk home. It will be like a night hike.” She stood up and pulled him up with her. “We can do this. We will do it together.”

Her brave son nodded, readjusted his backpack, and squeezed her hand back as if his life depended on it, and it just might. Kris bit her cheeks and blinked rapidly. She didn’t have time to think about what was happening. She only had one goal: get her boy home and safe.
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Blake had just finished dumping another load into the bunker and crawled out the door when he heard the crackling in the power lines back at the house. He shielded his eyes as the small transformer blew, sending sparks spraying into the air like fireworks. 
It’s happening.

Adrenaline surged through him as he threw the bunker door shut and sprinted towards the house. Kris’s car was still missing. His heart raced, and more fear coursed through him than ever did on any of his assignments. Clenching his fists, he lifted his head and let out a roar. He had let her go without him, against all of his instincts.

The rock of guilt in his gut weighed him down, but he didn’t let it slow him as he ran into the house. Flinging open the closet door, he saw the emergency pack right where he had stashed it years ago. Thank goodness Kris had enough sense to let that one stay. 

His hand instinctively felt his belt for the reassuring weight of his pistol in its holster and the rounds of bullets. Slinging the backpack over his shoulder as he checked the locks on the house, he jogged down the long driveway to where he had left his Jeep. 

With the way the sparks showered from the transformer, he was sure the electricity had surged, probably from an electromagnetic pulse. Who had set off the EMP? He wondered how powerful it had been. Had it taken out vehicles, too? He didn’t know if his Jeep would run or not, but he had to try. It would get him to his family quicker if it did.

He scrambled over the gate, swearing again. Why did she have to go and change the code? His Jeep lay hidden at the end of the private road. Sticking the key in the ignition, he asked for a granting of mercy, but only silence answered him. Not even a click sounded. 

His head fell against the steering wheel while he allowed himself a short moment of panic. Then, with determination, he scrambled out of the vehicle, threw the backpack back on, cinched up the straps, and took off at jog down their private road with only the moonlight to guide him. 

He didn’t know where Tucker had been and thus had no direction. The rock in his stomach twisted, almost causing him to retch. How much had he missed of his son’s life?

Ten minutes. The words repeated in his head, pulling his thoughts back to the mission. Kris said she would be down there in ten minutes. Down. Tucker’s friend must live in Forest Glen. Immediately, maps spread out in his mind. If he cut through the properties west of the highway, he might shave off a good mile or two. Yet, what if he missed them?

He ground his teeth and would have growled, but he needed his all his breath at this moment as he ran down their private road. Once he hit the main road he turned left to travel down to the highway. He couldn’t take the chance of passing them. He hoped that Kris would stick to the highway. Knowing her fear of the dark, he could assume she wouldn’t push into the gloomy forests unless she had to.

As he came into view of the more populated neighborhoods, he realized how difficult it might actually be to make it through to them. People shouted, asking their neighbors if they knew what was going on. You don’t want to know.  Better they don’t. Mass hysteria would only make it more difficult for him to reach his family.

“Hey! Hey!” A man ran out to the road, shouting at him. “Do you know what the hell’s going on?”

Blake kept his pace and shrugged, feeling the reassuring weight of his pistol hugging him as he jogged.

“Why are you running? What’s going on?” Anger filled the man’s voice. Blake knew that was the fear talking.

He needed to get to Tucker and Kris. Stopping would ruin his pace.

“I’m going to check. It’s probably just a power surge.” He did his best to keep his voice calm and reassuring.

“Oh, great. Another week without power, just what we need.” The man lifted a hand before grumbling his way back towards his house. “It’s probably going to start another wildfire, too.”

Sweat beaded on Blake’s forehead. He swiped at it before it slipped into his eyes and glanced back once to make sure the man had gone back to his home. Hopefully, he would spread the word and ease the fears of the others. As much as he didn’t like to lie, delaying the mass panic would benefit everyone. Besides, it hadn’t been a full falsehood. A power surge definitely caused the transformers to blow and their power to go out. At this point, they didn’t need to know that there was something bigger behind that surge.

The rhythm of his feet pounding the pavement soon gave way to the almost meditative state that overcame him on long runs. His mind used the time to decipher the clues of what the cause actually was. If it had been a nuclear attack, there would be other signs and death.

Blake shook his head. He couldn’t go there. Power surges. Exploding transformers. Cars out of commission. Must be an EMP, a dreaded device that would take out a country's electrical grid and other electrical components as well. What was the game plan, though? Would the attackers come out right away, or would they wait until most of the population died off in the struggle and then take advantage?

Simmons’ words echoed in him: get lost in the aftermath. Blake shivered. Why hadn’t the country’s leaders done more to prepare their citizens?

He turned off the tree-lined road and right down the highway. The skies opened up in a clearing, and the colors filling them shocked him so much he almost stopped running...almost. 

It wasn't an attack from another country but from the earth itself, a natural disaster. Not an EMP, a CME. Coronal Mass Ejection, the scientist he had guarded during the last global safety meeting had told him. He knew about these solar storms from shows on the Science Channel, but this scientist had even more doomsday information.  For once, things were actually worse than what the TV shows portrayed.

CMEs were like a nature-made EMP. There was a massive one recorded back in the eighteen-hundreds that took out all the telegraph lines, electrocuting the operators and starting fires across the country. The scientist’s prediction of a similar CME attack hitting the electrically-dependent nation today was almost too horrifying to believe. Pretty much anything electrical would no longer function, or worse would explode, affecting the population in such a way that even after the immediate threat would leave them without power, water, and food. Civilization would break down, leaving people grasping onto life and fighting each other for the chance of survival on meager resources.

A softness entered his heart as he thought of watching the documentary with Tucker nestled against him on the couch. That boy loved watching natural disaster and survival shows almost as much as he did. It was probably unnatural for a five-year-old to be interested in such things, but Blake saw it as a good thing and used his interest to prepare him for what he knew would eventually come.

Tucker had looked over at Blake with wide eyes, which had made Blake feel like he looked into a mirror. “What if that mega solar storm happens, Dad?”

“We’ll be prepared, Tuck.”

“But what if you’re on one of your assignments?” His bottom lip had trembled, making Blake wish he had chosen a different profession. Yet, he had one more assignment, just one.

“Son, let me tell you something. No matter where you are or what happens, I will move heaven and earth to find you.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.” He had made his voice as grave as he could, wanting to make the boy understand he would do anything to keep him safe. “We always return to each other.”

“We always return to each other.” Tuck had thrown his arms around his neck then. 

Longing filled Blake with the memory. What he wouldn’t give to feel those little arms around his neck right now. He evened his breath and then pushed his legs faster. He would keep his promise. Nothing would stop him from finding his family.
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The night became silent the farther from town they traveled. Kris held her son’s hand, encouraging him to keep moving. The colorful auroras and almost full moon lit the road, but the darkness loomed beyond the highway into the forests.

Kris focused her eyes on the road as far as she could see ahead. She did her best not to look into the blackness and wonder what lurked in there. No matter how much time she had spent camping in the woods, she never outgrew her fear of the all-consuming darkness that could be found in them. Of course, when Blake stood by her side, fear didn’t enter into the equation. She had always felt safe with him.

A flash of anger fueled her. How could she still long to have him protect her when he had deserted them for so long without a word? 

“Mommy, I’m tired.” Tucker pulled on her hand as his steps slowed, and he dragged his feet. 

If it wasn’t for the fact that she felt they were running for their lives, she would be amused by the situation, her dragging her son down the highway an hour before midnight in his footie pajamas. She stopped walking and knelt down to his level, allowing him a momentary break. 

“I know, Sweetie. This isn’t easy, and it’s way past your bedtime. You are being so tough.” She kissed his forehead as she slipped the backpack off his shoulders. “Do you have any water or snacks in here?”

“You know I always carry those and that multi-tool Daddy gave me. Though I have to hide that from my teachers. They aren’t allowed at school.”

“You bring your multi-tool to school?” A lecture formed on her tongue, but the look in her son’s eyes stopped the words. This was not the time. She sifted through his backpack, and pulled out a water and a protein bar. “You are a very prepared boy, you know that?”

He nodded. “It always pays to be prepared.” He mimicked his dad’s words.

“You definitely saved us.” She made a catalog of all that filled his pack: clothes, a few more snacks, a small first aid kit, a whistle, another bottle of water, an emergency blanket, a small wind-up flashlight, and his multi-tool. “Are you warm enough? Do you want to put on some of your clothes?”

He shook his head. “I just want to go home.”

“I know, Sweetie. Just a few more miles.” Though, as she calculated in her head, it was more like six and all up hill. Their house was a good fifteen hundred feet higher than Forest Glen, and the further up they traveled, the colder the air. “Eat a few bites of bar to get a little boost of energy.”

He methodically did as he was told, but she assumed his exhaustion overran his fear of the position they were in. “Dad will find us, won’t he?”

Kris thought about her response. She warred with the idea herself. Part of her hoped every shadow she saw in the distance would be Blake running toward them. The other part jutted her chin out and told her that they didn’t need someone who might abandon them at any moment.

“We’re going to be okay, Sweetie. We’ll be home before you know it. How about we sing the Ants Go Marching while we walk to help distract us?”

“Okay.” He rewrapped the bar with only a couple bites out of it and handed it to her. 

She stuffed it into her pants pocket, gave him a drink from the water bottle, took one herself, and then put that into the backpack before slinging the pack over her shoulder.

Tucker reached for her hand and started singing the first verse of the song. She forced herself to sing along with him, pretending they were on a night hike. 

When Blake had been home, he had made it a tradition to go on a night hike every full moon. It had become a family outing that they all looked forward to. She had done her best to continue the tradition, but it pushed her limits. The hikes had become much shorter and designated to out their long driveway and back.

She tried to keep her mind busy as they walked up the highway. Every shadow that flickered sent her heart hammering. Blake had all sorts of ideas of the mayhem society would turn into after a catastrophe like this. He expected everyone to go crazy right away, to riot and attack their fellow men. It had been a fun discussion with them sitting on opposite sides.

Yet, right now, alone on a deserted highway in the dead of night, his ominous view-point threatened her peace of mind.

“Mommy, you stopped singing.”

“Sorry, Sweetie. What number are we on?” She focused on Tucker again.

“Never mind. I’m too tired to sing anymore anyway.”

Kris watched her young son, so wise and knowledgeable beyond his years. Maybe she shouldn’t have given Blake such a difficult time about preparing him. 

Her feet ached. When rushing out to get Tucker, she had shoved her feet into slip-on shoes, and the soles felt worn through already. She shifted the backpack on her shoulders as her son dragged his feet once again.

“Come here, Tuck. I’ll carry you for a while.”

She hefted him up as he hugged her like a little koala. He had grown so much over this last year. Weighing over fifty pounds now, his body pushed on her hips and back. She wouldn’t be able to carry him for long, but for now, she soaked in the feeling of his arms around her and his sweet-smelling head lying on her shoulder.

Each step up the steep hill took more out of her until finally she felt like she couldn’t carry him one more step. 

“Okay, Sweetie, I have to put you down now.”

“No,” he murmured, and she realized he had fallen asleep.

Her chest squeezed. She wished she could carry him the whole way home, but her back screamed in protest and her legs refused to move. 

“I’m sorry, I have to.” She squatted to put him down, but he only wrapped around her tighter. “Tucker, please.” She looked across the distance, fighting back the tears. She just wanted to be cuddling at home in their warm beds, not forcing him to walk in the middle of the night with who-knows-what going on.

Her blurry eyes caught a glow further up the highway. She blinked several times until the glow focused into a fire...a car fire. Someone else’s car caught on fire?

Adrenaline spiked within her. She pushed her body up, with Tuck still clinging to her, until she stood and moved her feet towards the burning vehicle. Where were the occupants? Just then, she saw a lone woman rocking back and forth on the opposite side of the road watching her car slowly burn.

“Tucker, someone needs our help. We need to see if she’s hurt. Can you help me?”

Finally, his little arms loosened, and he slipped to the ground. “Is she burnt? I have my first aid kit.” Even groggy, he showed compassion.

She kissed her sweet son on his head and grasped his hand. “Let’s go see.” They walked a few more yards before she called out to the lady. “Hello! Are you okay?”

The lady lifted her head and looked around until her eyes found Kris and Tucker. 

She’s just a kid! Kris picked up her pace, Tucker following only a step behind. 

The girl shot up onto her feet and ran to meet them. “I don’t know what I did wrong! It just started stuttering and then smoking, and then flames came out of the hood! I barely got out before it consumed the whole thing.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong. I’m Kris. This is Tucker. What’s your name?”

“Hannah.” She looked down the road where they had come from. “Wait...why are you walking down the highway?” She took a step back, her face paling even further.

“Our car caught fire, too, just outside of Forest Glen.”

“Really?” She looked up into the sky and jabbed a finger towards the aurora. “Do those have anything to do with this?”

“It’s probably a solar storm.” Tucker nodded. “It can make all things electrical explode.”

“Are you for real?” Hannah gave Tucker an unsure glance.

“Yes, he is.” Kris looked the girl over. “You hurt at all?”

“My hand is a little burnt. I tried to get back in for my phone...” She showed them her open hand where an angry red welt sliced across her palm.

Tucker pulled at the backpack on Kris’s shoulders. “I’ve got a first aid kit. I’ll patch that right up.”

“He’s a pretty incredible kid,” the teenager said while Tucker search the bag for his kit.

“Yes, he is. I’m pretty lucky.” Kris’s heart warmed as she watched her son.

“Yeah, I’ve got a cousin about his age and he isn’t near as cool.”

“Where were you headed, Hannah?” Kris asked.

“Home. My dad’s going to be pissed.” She watched as Tucker spread out the contents of the first aid kit, sounding out what the tubes said.

“Burn cream!” 

Kris smiled at her son as she took the cream and gingerly covered Hannah’s burns.

“Your dad won’t care about the car or anything else once he sees you’re okay.”

“Maybe,” she said with a wince as Kris covered her burn with the gauze Tucker handed her.

“You make a great medical assistant, Tuck. Once again, your preparedness has saved us.” Kris kissed his cheek, handing him the medical tape back.

Tucker smiled and then dug in his pack again. “Water?” he asked as he handed Hannah an unopened bottle.

“Thanks.” She took the bottle with her left hand and guzzled about half of it. “My throat’s raw. I screamed for help for like twenty minutes.”

“Not many houses around here,” Kris said as she scanned the forest around them.

“Why didn’t you start walking?” Tucker asked.

Hannah’s eyes flickered over to the dark woods beyond her burning car. “You’re not scared of the dark, Tucker?”

“Nope.” He shook his head.

Kris knew different. He acted brave, but that was why the night walks started: to get him accustomed to the dark. He acted brave during them, but every night he ran screaming to her bed because of darkness.

“I don’t blame you for not wanting to walk alone. Want to join us?” Kris nodded her head towards the direction they had been traveling.

“You don’t mind?” Hannah bit her lip.

“Of course not. I wouldn’t leave you here all by yourself. Where do you live?”

“Just past Thirteen Corners, across from the post office.”

Kris nodded. She knew exactly where she meant. There was a housing development up the road across from their town’s post office.

“Do you think there will be people at the gas station?” Hannah asked, hope lining her voice.

Kris shook her head. The only station between Forest Glen and her town of Cedar Ridge was an older gas station, but it closed at nine.

“Don’t worry. My daddy’s going to find us.” Tucker puffed his chest out as he said the words.

Kris’s heart lurched at the pride and hope filling Tucker’s eyes. She opened her mouth to say something and thought better of it. Hope might be the only thing that kept them going. She packed the bag back up, held her hand out for Tucker’s, and headed past Hannah’s burning car into the darkness.

Thirteen Corners was just past the gas station. The winding road was aptly named for the thirteen sharp turns in the creek canyon. That stretch of highway was overgrown with wild forest on both sides. The tall pines and firs would black out the moon and aurora-lit sky. A shiver coursed through her with the thought of the eerie almost-alive silence.

Hannah talked nonstop while they made their way up the highway. The wired teen told her all about coming from her boyfriend’s and the fight with her dad for staying out past her curfew. She talked about her classes in high school and asked Tucker about his school. She talked as if it would save her from insanity. 

The constant chatter taxed Kris. She couldn’t think or plan with the constant need to reply. When the teen suddenly stopped mid-sentence, Kris looked up quickly.

The gas station’s neon sign still sparked, throwing embers into the night. All other lights were out. She sniffed the air, relieved when she couldn’t smell gasoline. She didn’t know if the old-school pumps had saved it or if there were failsafe to make sure the tanks and pumps would not be affected. Either way, gratefulness filled her.

Still, the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. Lingering here was not a good idea.

“Let’s keep going,” she said, urging the others on.

“Why are the lights off? What’s wrong with that sign?” Hannah asked.

“The solar storm,” Tucker said like a wise old man.

The girl nodded and followed Kris past the desolate store and into the beginning of Thirteen Corners. The few other places of business lay dark and ominous, nestled in the woods at the edge of road. 

Hannah looked around with wide eyes. “This is really eerie.” 

“Yes, it is,” Kris said as she squeezed Tuck’s hand, and he moved closer to brush against her leg.

As they entered the darkened turns, Kris pushed herself not to show the fear coursing through her. She had to act at ease for Tucker and this girl they had picked up along the way. As they wound their way up into the darkness, an orange glow showed itself around the next turn. 

She stopped walking, and the others mimicked her stillness. A crackling roar sounded from ahead.

“Another car on fire?” Hannah asked.

Kris shook her head. This was larger. “Stay here.” She squatted to look her son in the eyes. “Tuck, stay with Hannah. I’m going to run ahead for just a moment.”

“Mommy, no! I want to go with you.”

“You’re right, Sweetie. We need to stay together.” She kissed his nose and took his hand. She looked at Hannah. “Stay close. We’ll go only as far as needed to see what’s going on.”

They only walked a few hundred yards around the next bend in order to see what was needed. The picture made her knees wobble and threaten to buckle.

A hay truck had jackknifed in the big turn. When it ignited, it must have set its load ablaze. It probably hadn’t taken long for the surrounding trees to catch. 

The heat seared Kris’s face. She stood in front of Tucker, and held her hand in front of her for protection. She wondered if the driver had escaped in time. Then the reality of what this meant hit her. She had her son, and now this girl, to protect and no road to follow home.

As mad as she was at Blake, she found herself hoping along with her son. Come on, Blake. For once keep a promise.
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A surge of urgency shot through Blake, and he picked up his pace. He had just passed the post office, ignoring the yells from the housing development up the road. He didn’t have time to make sure strangers were safe. He had to get to his family.

That urgency thrummed inside of him, prickling his skin with anxiety. The feeling was new to him and quite uncomfortable. He shook his hands out trying to dispel the sensation, yet it only increased. The road straightened now for a good half-mile or more until it came to the tree-lined Thirteen Corners—the rite of passage between Forest Glen and Cedar Ridge.

He sniffed the air. A pungent, unmistakable scent filled his nostrils: fire. Not just any kind of fire. Forest fire. His legs pumped of their own accord, carrying him towards the inevitable. He rounded the first two corners before he saw it.

The heat seared his cheeks as the flames ripped up the underbrush, towering into the pines and crackling in anger. He stopped in his tracks, gasping to breathe, the smoky air burning his throat and lungs. Throwing his head back at the trees covering the moon, he roared at the top of his lungs, “Tucker!”
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“Did you hear that?” Tucker tilted his head.

“It’s the fire, Sweetie. We need to go back the way we came.” Kris pulled on his arm, but the boy planted his feet firmly.

“No, it was Dad. He called my name.”

Kris’s throat tightened. “Tuck, I wish that were true...”

“It is true.” He struggled out of her grasp, ran a few yards toward the fire, stopped, put his hands to his mouth, and yelled louder than she had ever heard him. “Daddy!”

The call echoed in her soul, breaking the hold she had on sanity. Tears streamed down her face as she scooped her protesting son into her arms and traveled away from the increasing threat.

~*~
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Blake hung his head, self-contempt pulverizing him. Then he heard it. He easily could have passed it off as his imagination except for that fact that the sound of his name being called on his son’s lips caused the hairs on his arms to stand on end.
His family was just on the other side of the fire. He had to get to them. Puffing out a few breaths and calming his heart, he scanned his surroundings. 

The fire had spread from a hay truck to both sides of the highway. On the left, the blaze was eating up the mountain, hungrily devouring the underbrush. He knew that hillside was lost. You couldn’t stop a fire going up a steep-sided mountain, especially as dry and overgrown as it was. It hit him then. There would be no one to stop it. No fire trucks. No firemen. No airplanes or helicopters with retardant.

Panic fueled him. He needed to get to his family now. This fire could destroy the whole of Cedar Ridge. The right side of the road burned, but the flames had not traveled down into the creek canyon yet. He had no idea how long that would last, but it didn’t matter. He was already making his way through the underbrush down to the big boulders in the creek.

The ground was treacherous. Hardly any light traveled down into the little canyon. By the time he tripped over an unseen root or rock a third time, he decided it would be worth stopping to find the headlamp he hoped was still stashed in the pack. It was, as was a water. He downed a third of it before putting it back.  

With the headlamp, he could see his footing, and travel was much faster. I’m coming, Tuck. I’m coming.

He kept the chant up in his head while shoving through underbrush, scrambling over the large boulders, splashing through the creek, and fighting as fast as he could to his family.

Glancing at the fire a hundred feet above him propelled him to move even faster. He scrambled, using his hands to help speed him farther along in the canyon. Would Tucker remember what he had taught him? Would Kris? He held the hope in his heart as he growled and shoved through the brush that kept him from his son.

~*~
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Kris pulled at her son, panic flooding her. The wind could turn the fire upon them at any moment. 
“Please, Tuck! We have to get out of the fire’s path!”

“No! Dad’s out there! I heard him!”

Kris stopped struggling with him. Her strength had waned from the fight. It had taken her what felt like an eternity to get him even a hundred yards away from the imminent danger of the forest fire. Luckily, Tucker didn’t run back but stayed put, his eyes frantically searching the canyon.

“Tucker, why are you so sure he’s coming?”

“Why wouldn’t he be?” Hannah asked.

Kris had forgotten the girl was there because she had been so intent on getting her son away from the flames.

“Just because he’s been gone on assignment doesn’t mean he won’t keep his promise.” He folded his arms across his chest. “Besides, he told me he would be home soon.”

“What do you mean he told you?” Kris took him by the shoulders, her world falling apart around her.

“He’s coming, and I heard him!” His defiance shocked Kris, shocked her enough to make her second-guess her actions.

“Okay, Tuck.” She nodded, releasing her ego. “What should we do?”

Tucker looked at her, his eyes wide and wild. “We have to stay in one place. That’s what he’s always told us. Stay in one place and blow the whistle three times in a row.”

Kris glanced towards the fire. It seemed to be moving away from them, but she feared it could turn at any moment. “Wouldn’t he want us to stay in one place where it was safe?” 

Tucker cocked his head. 

“That forest fire is very dangerous. You know how they can change direction without notice. If the wind starts blowing towards us, we’ll be in danger.” She did her best to keep her voice calm.

“We’re downhill. Fires don’t move downhill fast.”

“Let’s compromise. One more corner and closer to the creek in the big clearing. We can stop there and blow the whistle unless the fire changes.”

Tucker nodded. “We have to hurry. He’s going to be listening for the whistle.”

Kris followed Tucker as he ran down the hill. Hannah stepped up next to her.

“Is he losing it, or is your husband out there?”

“I don’t know, but I need time to come up with a plan anyway.”

Kris and Hannah caught up with the boy, and he yanked at the backpack on her back, soon coming up with his emergency whistle. He took in a lung-full of air and blew as loud as he could. Then he took in another breath and repeated the call two more times. 

His brows furrowed as he whispered-counted to one hundred. Kris wanted to bring him into her arms, hold him, comfort him, but she saw her husband in him right now. He had to act. That’s how he would make it through this, but how would she?

Once Tucker whispered one hundred, he repeated the call. Three piercing whistles that would wake the heavens themselves. While he continued his procedure, Kris hoped her son was right. She hoped that he had heard Blake call him and that he was on his way. Watching her son’s heart break was not something she could stand right now.

Just in case, she had to prepare for their next steps. She thought of all the possible routes to get back to their house. The easiest, though longest, would be to follow the road next to the gas station to the cut-off road that wound around Thirteen Corners. A calculated look at the fire, and she knew that would be risky. The fire was traveling in that direction, and they might just be trapped like they are now, except with no place to go than to try to outrun the inferno.

There weren’t any roads on the other side. The creek canyon grew into a deeper gorge that would be a perilous and dangerous hike through an overgrown forest. With the addition of the fire, which might follow them and rip through the steep terrain, it wasn’t an option.

Her heart raced with indecision as Tucker began his call for the fourth time. She held her hands over her ears. If it wasn’t for her adamant and resilient son, she would probably just give up. As it was, she saw no other choice than to go back down to Sara’s. As much as Kris wanted to be back home where they had provisions and safety and beds, she didn’t know how to get them there safely.

Kris sat on the gravel pull-out and brought her son down into her lap after he finished his last round of whistles. Thankfully the talkative teen had become silent, wide eyes watching the smoke billowing up in the forest.

“Mommy, I have to count.” He struggled in her arms.

“Sweetie, we can’t stay here. We have to go back to Forest Glen. The fire is blocking our way home.”

“Dad’s coming. Can’t you feel it? We have to stay in one place.”

Kris hung her head. “I’ll give you five more minutes, and then we have to move.” She kissed him on the temple before letting go.

She wished she had his tenacity. She wished she still believed in her husband that way. What if he had listened to her? What if he left like she had wanted? He had wanted to come with her. Things would have been so different if she had let him. The weight of her decision sat heavy on her shoulders. 

In the midst of a whistle, a baritone voice traveled from the canyon. 

“Stop,” she told Tucker.

“But Dad...”

“Shhh. Listen.”

When they heard the sound again, Tucker met her gaze. Hers held disbelief and relief, and his, affirmation and dedication.

“I told you,” he said smugly before running towards the canyon. “Daddy! We’re here!”

“Tucker! I’m coming! I’m coming, son!” Blake’s voice held more emotion than Kris had heard from him since the day Tucker was born. 

“He came!” Hannah clapped.

“He came,” Kris repeated, a slight smile bending her lips as she felt a weight lifting off her.

“Daddy!” Tucker ran into the shadow that appeared from the canyon.

“Oh, Tuck!” Blake grabbed his son in a bear hug, the boy practically disappearing. “I found you!”

“I knew you would. I never gave up. We always return to each other.”

“We always return to each other.” Blake tightened his arms around Tuck. “You remembered the whistle.” Pride filled his voice. 

Kris understood. She was quite proud of her son right now, too. He had saved them.

“And I made Mommy stay in one place. I have water, too. Are you thirsty?”

“You have grown so much, my boy.” He gave him one more squeeze before setting him down and stepping back to look at him. “Look how tall you are!”

“I’m six now and in first grade.”

“I’m sorry I’ve been gone so long.”

“You’ve been on assignment,” he said with a nod.

“The last one. Now, it’s just you.”

Kris turned abruptly to watch Blake. Last assignment? He hadn’t said anything about that to her. Regret sat heavy within her. She hadn’t given him the chance.

“And Mommy,” Tucker added.

“Yes,” Blake said meeting her shocked gaze. A sheen of emotion reflected in his eyes. “And Mommy.”

“Me too?” Hannah spoke up timidly.

Blake’s gaze shot to the teenager and then back to Kris.

“This is Hannah. That’s her car burning down there. She lives off Mountain View.” Kris took a step closer to the girl, wanting her to feel supported.

“We’ll get you home to your parents, Hannah,” Blake said with a nod.

“How, Dad? How do we get past this fire?”

“Which way does a fire travel the easiest, Tuck?” he asked while adjusting the backpack on his shoulders.

“Uphill, of course. That’s why I told Mommy not to worry.”

“Don’t forget the wind,” she said gently.

“Well, of course the wind, but it’s night, so the wind is traveling up the canyon.” Tucker turned back to Blake as if asking for confirmation.

“How did you get to be so smart?” Blake picked the boy up and squeezed him again.

“You and Mommy,” he said with a shrug and then buried himself in his dad’s neck.

“So, with that information, what would you suggest we do?” Blake asked him.

Tucker, pulled back, squeezed his eyebrows together, and put a finger on his lips as he thought. “Go up the creek where you just came out of?”

Blake looked up into the trees, back toward the fire, and then down into the canyon. “I think that’s our best option if we want to make it home.”

Kris looked down into the black expanse where she knew the creek flowed through a rocky little gorge. A shudder ran through her body. She sensed Blake watching her, so she met his concerned gaze. A softness filled his eyes and a promise. He would protect them.

“Won’t we be going right past the fire?” Hannah asked, her hands twisting in front of her, careful of the bandage.

“Yes, Hannah, we will. It takes a lot to move a fire downhill, including wind. Right now, the wind is on our side. It’s pushing up the other side, away from the creek. If we hurry, we should be able to get past it before it turns...if it does.”

“Why did that sound so ominous?” the girl asked.

“If the fire does make it down into the canyon and the wind picks up...it won’t stop.”

“The firefighters will come put it out, Dad. We have the best firefighters.” Tucker smiled proudly. 

Kris knew he thought about the field trip he had just taken to the fire station with his class. He had spoken about it nonstop for the rest of the week and said if he decided not to do assignments like Daddy, he wanted to be a firefighter.

Blake knelt down in front of Tucker. “Tuck, there won’t be any firefighters coming to stop this fire.” The serious and factual way he said it caused a shiver to run down Kris’s spine. 

“What?” Hannah shrieked.

“Why, Daddy?”

“Think about what happened to Hannah’s car.”

“Ours too, Dad. Mommy’s car exploded like on Mythbusters.”

Blake squeezed his eyes shut. When he opened them, Kris swore she saw moisture wetting his eyelashes.

“I’m so glad you got out in time.”

“Mommy did it. She rushed us out, and we hid behind a big tree.”

Blake met Kris’s eyes. His gaze told her everything she wanted to know, and she felt the hardening of her heart begin to lessen.

“So, you’re saying every car has exploded?” Hannah asked, her face paling.

“Not necessarily exploded, but most will no longer function.” Blake stood, eyes scanning the fire.

Hannah abruptly lowered herself into a plop on the asphalt. She hung her head between her knees as her body shook. 

Kris squatted next to her and rested a hand on her back. Words did not come. What could you say to cheer up a girl at the start of her life when the world collapsed around her? 

Blake shifted from foot to foot. She immediately felt anxiety course through her, pushing her to action. He had never kept still well, and emotions, well, they never made him comfortable.

“We’ve got to get moving,” Blake spoke as he dug through Tucker’s backpack and then placed it on the boy’s back. He pulled out the flashlight, and after zipping the bag back up, wound it with ferocity as if winding it would dispel the fear that coursed through him...at least that’s how Kris saw it. She almost wished she could have a go at it right now, too.

“I also have an emergency blanket,” Tucker said, pushing his little chest out in pride.

“You have done well, son. Better than I could have ever hoped for.”

Tucker’s beaming smile almost made Kris forget the predicament they were in. She took the flashlight Blake handed her, grabbed the girl’s hand, and stood up. 

The girl followed, wiping at her eyes and breathing shakily.

“My dad’s here, just like I said, Hannah. He’s going to get us home.” Tucker touched the girl’s arm before turning toward the creek.

“He’s very brave,” she whispered to Kris.

“Yes, he is,” she said, squeezing the girl’s hand before letting it go.

“We’ll stay in pairs. I’ve got Tuck. You okay with Hannah?”

“We’ll be fine,” Kris said to the girl with a nod. Yet a trembling began within, and she hoped it wouldn’t cause the flashlight to waver and show her weakness.

“Then let’s head out. Stay close.”

Kris couldn’t help but feel as if she were just a member of Blake's team, rather than his wife. But isn’t a marriage supposed to be the best team? She sighed. She had never had the chance to find out. He had been gone too much to know what that would be like. Would he stay now, when they needed him the most?
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Blake fought against the emotions that kept trying to surface. He had his family. They were alive, and now it was his responsibility to get them home safe. Once they were there, he had no concerns. The bunker would feed them for a year if needed, and they could survive whatever chaos the sun might throw at them...or the demise of humanity in their neighbors.

He gripped his son’s hand tightly, trying not to hurt the boy. He had grown so much over the last year it had knocked the breath out of him. The boy’s face had leaned out and his top adult teeth were just growing in. His eyes may look like his, but Kris’s smile filled their son’s face, that beautiful smile he hoped would return to her.

He calculated the fire’s movements again. It had crept another five feet towards the creek than it had when he went through the first time. It would be cutting it close at the end. The bank on their left rose in sheer granite cliffs. No scaling that without rope. He had a roll in the backpack he carried, but not enough to get them up that height.

They had no choice but to push through if they wanted to get home. They needed to be home. This fire was only a minor obstacle in the big picture. The world wouldn’t be the same after this, at least not for many years. He clenched his teeth, berating himself for not leaving for home a long time ago.

Duty.

That word had been ingrained in him since he enlisted at seventeen. Duty for his country. Duty for his officers. Duty for the elected officials he had sworn to protect. 

He glanced back to see how Kris and Hannah were scrambling through the overgrown creek canyon. Then he met the eyes of his son, so trusting. Duty.

This was where his duty lay. Duty to his family.

Blake boosted Tucker up a large boulder and then shimmied up himself. He positioned in a way to grab first Hannah’s arm and then Kris’s to help pull them up onto the mossy rock. Kris didn’t immediately let go of his hand once on top, and he clung to it as a call line of hope.

She had always been his grounding rod. That woman had kept him on his toes since the moment they met. She challenged his conspiracy theories and laughed at his preparations, but she worked alongside him to prepare. He always thought she did so to indulge him. Kris never really fully believed this type of event would happen. 

Playing around with the idea, researching survival techniques, practicing them in nature had bonded them together. He knew she didn’t take it seriously, but every time he had to leave her, a small fulfillment eased his heart. At least she would have the skills she needed.

After Tuck had been born, things changed. She no longer wanted to pretend the world could end at any moment. He didn’t blame her. The thought of his child having to suffer through a post-apocalyptic event made him want to retch. Which was why, even as Kris backed away from it, he pushed even harder to prepare.

He had even more reasons to live and protect the ones he loved.

The small sense of satisfaction that played inside him was easily overwhelmed by the heaviness of the situation. So much rested on his shoulders, but he would do it. He would make sure his wife and son survived, whatever the cost.

A blast of hot wind hit him in the face, drawing him back to the present. He froze. The wind had shifted. Damn it. He dropped Kris’s hand, hopped off the rock and peered into the distance. The fire slowly edged its way down into the canyon. 

“Tucker, pull off your pack and unwrap that emergency blanket.” Blake shrugged out of his and did the same. “Quickly!”

Tucker spurred his movement, hastily finding the packaged shiny blanket.

Kris shot Blake a disgruntled glance before helping their son open the package and put his backpack back on. 

He knew the look, but now was not a time for niceties. It was time for action. Life and death could hang in the seconds it took to think of feelings.

“Got it!” Tucker held up the opened blanket.

“Good. Give it to your mom and come here.” Blake lowered him from the rock and then helped the girls down.

“What do we do with this?” Kris asked curtly.

“Wrap it around yourself and Hannah. Move as fast as possible. Stubbed toes or not, do not stop.” He picked up his son, his weight reassuring in his arms, and then wrapped both them up in his blanket.

The crinkling sound distracted Blake. He couldn’t hear the rush of the fire or the trickle of the creek or the girls behind him. He turned to see their progress. They fiddled with the blanket, trying to get it around them both, tucking it into places and moving much too slowly. 

“What are you two doing? Just move!” Panic burned through his veins. The fire rapidly crawled down the bank on their right side. “Cross the creek and don’t stop.”

He ushered them in front of him, urging them to move faster, pick up their feet, and stop crying.

He assumed the sobs escaped from the girl. Kris had learned long ago not to cry when their lives were held in suspension. He had many times brought them to places they had no business going. They had stared down death and lived to tell about their adventures. This would just be another to add to the list.  There was no doubt. They would make it. Even if he had to pick up the lot of them.

At the bend in the creek, the fire had already made it halfway down the bank. He could feel the heat as he lowered the blanket to assess the situation. The boulders on the opposite side of the canyon allowed no escape. 

He turned to look behind him. Just before the creek escaped into darkness, he saw flames lapping on the overgrowth at the edge of the water. They couldn’t go back even if he wanted. 

“Hold that blanket around you tight. Breathe as shallowly as possible. Pick up your feet and run. Our lives depend upon it.” He barked the orders, ignoring the girl’s sucking, sobbing breaths.

This transition would be hard on Hannah, but she would learn. She would have to. 

He pulled Tucker tighter to him. The boy had not made a peep. He just clung to him like a baby chimpanzee. The boy had good sense. It eased the heavy weight of responsibility on him. All those fights with Kris had been worth it. Tucker probably had saved them all.

“Tuck, I need to use my hands. Can you hold on without my help?”

“Yes,” he said, his young voice serious and determined.

“Hang tight.” Blake held the blanket in a way that would keep any direct heat off his son. It left his knuckles exposed, and they burned as he ran, picking his way through watermelon-sized rocks in the bottom of the creek bed. His boots splashed in the water, causing droplets to sizzle on the shiny blanket surrounding them.

Tucker squeezed his neck and wrapped his legs around his waist, hanging on with grunts each time Blake landed hard. He felt his son’s grips loosening. The slight boy began to slip down. He didn’t make a sound beyond the grunts of exertion.

Blake dropped the blanket in order to hoist Tucker back in place. The heat seared the side of his face, and he felt Tucker’s hand pull in away from the blast. Once his son was secured, he grabbed at the blanket and yanked it back over them. His face burned, and his throat felt on fire from the heat.

Tucker coughed a little and took in small, light breaths. The boy sure knew how to follow directions.

They soon caught back up to the women.

“You’ve got to hurry. I know it hurts like hell, but it will get worse if we don’t get out of here now!”

The bright blanket reflected the orange glow of the fire that sped through the creek in front of him. He could see the girls’ feet stumble and catch themselves, but thank goodness it didn’t stop their momentum. 

The roar of the fire made it past the crinkling of the blanket and he knew they had made it to the worst spot. If they could push through this they would make it. A quick glance revealed the road lay only a hundred yards away.

One of the girls fell. He reached out an arm that seared without the protection of the blanket and pulled Hannah back on her feet. He could hear Kris’s whispered words of encouragement. She had always been great at that sort of thing. His heart softened with thoughts of her gentle words cheering him on in some of his darkest days.

A fire lit within him. He would make sure they got through this.

“You’re almost there! The road is just ahead. You got this.” His attempt at encouraging was rewarded with a pace he hadn’t seen yet. The girls scrambled across the boulders and then up the far bank and onto the road.

The fire crackled behind them, still threatening close and yet a safe distance for the moment.

No one spoke. Everyone drew in deep, painful, and labored breaths. Blake’s throat seared. He knew everyone’s did. Tears streaked through the grime on Hannah’s face. Even Kris’s had a few trails.

Kneeling down, he took Tucker by the shoulders and looked deeply into his son’s eyes. “Are you okay?”

Tucker nodded. His lower lip trembled, but he stood tall.

“You are so brave, so very brave.” He brought the boy into his arms, feeling a sting when he rested his face against his son’s hair. It sent him inhaling sharply, and Tucker immediately pulled back.

“You’re hurt, Dad! I have burn cream!”

Blake felt the smile pull at the corners of his mouth. “Thanks, Tuck. Let’s get farther from this fire before we stop long enough for that.” He looked at the two girls, who seemed to be staring at hell. “You two did well.”

Kris nodded her head, and Hannah released a fresh stream of tears.

“I didn’t think we were going to make it,” the girl barely whispered.

“Yet, you pushed forward.” Blake softened his tone.

“Thanks to Kris,” she said, granting Kris a brief flash of a smile in gratitude.

“She’s good at that.” He nodded, taking a moment to look into his wife’s eyes. “Let’s stash these blankets back into the packs and head farther away from this inferno.” He glanced at the sky. 

The aurora had become muted by what looked like roiling colored clouds. Please let that be rain. It would be the only chance against the fire consuming their town. Would God have that kind of mercy for them?
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Kris’s mind warred while she clung to Tucker. With each step the boy became heavier and heavier. Her son was tired, and she couldn’t just put him in his comfy bed. In fact, they still had a few miles to go before she could...if she could even then. Longer than that depending on how far up Mountain View Hannah lived.

She glanced at the girl who had sobbed her way through the creek canyon. Kris understood. She wanted to cry, too. Sucking in a deep breath, she took another step. Just one more step. The words became her motto even as the now limp Tucker slipped with each movement she made. Her arms screamed and her back spasmed, but she didn’t want to let go of her son.

It had been pure torture not to have him in her arms through the canyon. Even though she knew Blake would do anything to keep their son safe, she longed to feel his breath and know that he was okay. She longed to reassure him and comfort him. That was not Blake’s strong point.

Blake had pushed and yelled and forced them through. She had never really understood his tendency to become short and demanding during intense danger. Kris always thought kindness would go much farther. Yet, when they clambered over the rocky terrain, Hannah only moved when Blake raised his voice. Kris soothed her as they traveled, but her soothings couldn’t motivate the girl like Blake’s forceful commands.

Maybe there was a happier middle ground?

Her back spasmed so hard it made her suck in a breath and freeze. Strong hands rubbed down her back and then around her to take Tucker from her arms. She pulled back for a moment before the spasm doubled her over.

“He’s gotten heavy.” Blake watched her, his brows knitted together.

“A lot happens in a year.” She stretched down to relieve the tension in her back. A few deep breaths later it faded. She stood to look her husband in his eyes. The darkness shaded them, yet she felt their penetrating stare.

“Kris, I...give me time to explain?”

“Well, it looks like you’ll have plenty of time.” She swept her hand to the disaster that lay around them.

The fire a mile or more behind them lit the sky in an eerie glow. As they slowly made their way to the housing around Mountain View Drive, no light emitted from the neighborhoods. Everything seemed eerie and filled with doom.

Kris took a deep breath in as she stretched, but ended up coughing, her lungs rebelling at the smoke that filled them. Once she caught her breath, she glanced with worry at Blake. White flakes fell on Tucker in his arms. 

“Ash.” The simple word escaping her mouth seemed to seal their fate.

“The wind has changed.” Blake hoisted Tucker into a different position, causing the boy to murmur in his sleep. “We have to hurry.”

“Where on Mountain View do you live, Hannah?” Kris asked.

“At the end,” she said, her voice hoarse from sobbing.

“That’s two miles round trip out of our way.” Kris hadn’t meant to say it aloud. She looked back at the fire now heading toward them, toward their house, toward the whole town.

“We’ll make it.” Blake reached out a hand while holding Tucker against him with the other. “We’re going to be okay, Kris.”

She wanted to believe him, but the odds were against them. Her gaze caressed her son as tears filled her eyes.

“I...I can make it from here by myself...” Hannah’s lower lip trembled, but she jutted her chin out in defiance of the emotions that consumed her.

“Not going to happen. We’ll get you home to your parents.” Blake started up Mountain View Drive.

“It’s just me and my dad,” Hannah barely whispered.

Kris knew he wouldn’t leave the girl behind. Doing something that cold wasn’t in his nature. He protected out of a sense of self, not duty or training, just innate nature. That part of him was one of many she had fallen in love with. She didn’t want to leave the girl to fend for herself either, but as she looked over her shoulder while following Blake, she wondered if that choice would cost them their lives.

As they trudged up the steep road, houses became closer together with each lot an acre or a half-acre rather than tens of acres. This had been the neighborhood she had pictured her children growing up in. A community that watched their kids ride bikes on the low-populated streets and held neighborhood barbeques. 

It hadn’t been Blake’s vision. He wanted autonomy. He wanted privacy and to sit smack dab in the middle of nowhere with only many acres surrounding them on all sides. There had definitely been a peace in living so far from others, but she felt sad that Tucker didn’t have neighborhood kids to play with, something she had enjoyed immensely in her childhood.

Low voices met them as they arrived at the heaviest populated part of the neighborhood. People gathered in small groups, panic lining their voices as they pointed toward the glowing orange sky. 

Blake slowed until she and Hannah were even with him. “Stay close.”

“They’re just my neighbors.” Hannah shrugged, her slight form lit by the weirdly-illuminated sky.

“Events like this can change people. Be on guard.” Blake continued on, ensuring he kept them close to him.

Kris watched him check his ankle holster and side holster. She knew he had packed his guns. Part of it reassured her, the other part felt that normal annoyance. He always had such a negative outlook on humanity. When talking survival, he planned alone. He had no thought to work with a community of people. To him, others couldn’t be trusted during disaster. Dog-eat-dog was his motto.

Yet, as they leveled out on the street, their motion set off a couple dogs. The groups walked onto the road blocking their path, and she had a fleeting thought that Blake might be right. Unconsciously, she moved closer to Blake, seeking security in his nearness.

“What’s going on here?” One man stood in front of the others. The tall, buff guy wearing a flannel with cut-off sleeves crossed his arms, causing his large biceps to reflect the eerie orange glow. “Where’d you guys come from?”

“Jake, it’s Hannah. Have you seen my dad?”

“Yeah, girl, he’s going stir-crazy over you. Just headed home to pack a bag and go looking for you. None of our cars work.”

“Yeah, mine’s burning down the highway in Forest Glen.”

“Who’s this with you?” The guy looked Blake over, his jaw clenching.

“They saved me. There’s a fire in Thirteen Corners. It’s coming this way.”

“I’m Kris. This is my husband Blake and our son.” Kris took a tentative step forward and held out her hand.

“Jake.” He shook her hand, his grip squeezing her fingers. “We were just talking about what to do. The phones aren’t working. Cars aren’t working. Nothing’s working.”

Blake shifted next to her, and she heard his teeth grind before he blew a quiet breath out.

“If it continues this way, there’ll be no stopping it. The forest between here and there is overgrown and dry. I’d pack up what you can carry and get as far north as possible,” Blake said as if a command.

“You serious, man? We have families, no cars, nowhere to go. You expect us just to hike out of here?”

Blake tensed. “I don’t expect anything from you. Just sharing my two cents that could save you and your family’s hide before we travel on our way. Let’s get you to your father, Hannah.”

Kris followed Blake as the group in front of them slowly parted to let them through. The hairs on the back of her neck stiffened. Had Blake just made enemies for them? Yet, he was right. That fire would tear through that forest and could be here in a few hours depending on the wind. A soft gust blew her hair and chilled the back of her neck even more.

A young man ran past them toward the group. “Another fire! Southeast near town. We’re going to be surrounded.”

Blake didn’t say a thing, but Kris had to push her tired legs to keep up with his quickened pace. She glanced back at Hannah, who looked from the group to them, and back and forth.

“We’ll get you to your dad, Hannah. He’ll let you know what you guys should do,” Kris assured her.

“He will. My dad is really smart, like rocket-science smart.”

“Hannah!” A tall, lanky man ran toward them as if he hadn’t run in years and forgot where to put his long arms.

“Dad!” Hannah bolted to meet him, letting her dad wrap her in a hug as she sobbed. “I’m sorry about the car, Dad. I didn’t do anything. It just sputtered and lit on fire. I swear I didn’t do anything.”

“Shh, it’s okay, Sweetie. It wasn’t your fault.” He looked up at them and met Kris’s eyes and then Blake’s. “You brought my girl home. I will forever be in your debt.”

“No debt. Though if you have an idea of what is really going on...” Blake looked toward the sky where the smoke and clouds covered the aurora and back to the man. “And I think you do. You should get out of here.”

Hannah’s dad kissed her on the head and pulled himself partly away, though he kept a protective arm around the girl. He reached out a hand. “Arland Walters.”

“Blake Chantry.”

Surprise filled Kris. Blake didn’t often give much information away. Something about Hannah’s dad must have impressed him.

“Kris.” She shook his hand, noting its smoothness and gentle grip.

“And this is Tucker, Dad. He’s the smartest little guy I have ever met.” Hannah motioned to the boy stirring in Blake’s arms.

“Are we home?” Tucker’s voice tugged at Kris’s heart.

“Not yet, Sweetie. Soon,” Kris soothed, brushing his hair back.

“Here, buddy. Why don’t you stretch your legs a bit while Mr. Walters and I have a quick chat?”

Kris looked up at the sky and the ash that gently fell around them. They didn’t have time to talk, yet she had to trust Blake. He wouldn’t put them in unnecessary danger.

“Why don’t you guys come to my house and at least refill your waters before you have to go on? It’s just right there.” Hannah pointed to a house just down the road.

“We won’t be staying long, but a refill would be a good idea.” Blake turned to Arland. “Water’s still working?”

“For now. I think there’s still pressure left over.”

Blake nodded. “Kris, go ahead and take Tucker in to refill those waters, but don’t dawdle.”

Kris wanted to chirp back a snide yes sir, but she just turned to do as he bade. Now was not the time to make little digs. As much as she didn’t want to admit it, she and Tucker needed him to get home safely. She glanced back to see Blake leaning close to the lanky man, his voice serious and earnest. 
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Blake immediately felt a need to warn Arland of the dangers that lay in their future. Something about the man made him realize the survival of the people in this neighborhood would lie in hands of men like him. Arland didn’t shout “leader quality,” but it lay hidden just under the surface of his nerdy, scientisty exterior. 
“You know what’s going on, don’t you?” Blake asked.

“My bets are on a CME, like in 1859.”

“Yeah, like that, except these days our lives are structured around all that has just failed.”

“I don’t understand. I thought they had warning systems.” Arland pinched the bridge of his nose.

“They’re limited, but yeah. I don’t know why they didn’t use them, at least here. Who knows what it’s like down in the cities.”

“Thank goodness for that. You and I both know the chaos this would do with that density of population.”

“Exactly.” Blake nodded his head, the respect for this man growing with their conversation. “What are your plans?”

“I may be a scientist, Blake, but I’m no survival expert. I’ve been running the numbers and coming up with the same answer—run.”

“Unfortunately, that would be my advice, too.”

“North?”

“Yeah, and settle near a creek where you have a good view point within easy access that is up out of the smoke.” He looked up into the smoky sky. “All this will settle in the low spots. Bring as much water as you can and a pan to boil it once you run out. Blankets. Food. Anything you have to hunt with. It’s not going to be easy, Arland. Morals sometimes have to flee when you are fighting for the survival of your family.”

Arland’s gaze shifted back towards his house as Hannah led Kris and Tucker back out. “Thank you.”

“There’s more...” Blake continued to give him a quick version of Survival 101 while Kris watched from a distance. He saw the worry on her face and did his best to impart all he could as precious time ticked by.

“I appreciate you sharing all of this. I’m not sure why you are, or why you picked me, but thank you.” Arland shook his hand.

“You just keep that girl safe. She’s tough, but she needs you right now.” Blake nodded to Kris, who took Tucker’s hand and met him. “Say goodbye to Hannah, son. We have to get going before we can’t make it back.”

“Would you want to stay?” Arland asked as he shifted his weight and gripped his hands tightly in front of him.

“Thanks, but we need to be home.”

“Yeah, we have...” Tuck began.

“It’s where we belong, right, Tuck?” Blake cut off his son before he could give away vital information.

Tucker’s eyes widened, and he nodded his head. “Yeah, we belong at home.”

Kris gave Hannah a hug and whispered something in the girl’s ears that made her smile and nod. Then she shook Arland’s hand. “You have quite the daughter. I wish you both the best of luck.”

Arland wrapped his arm around his daughter. “Together, we can make it through anything, right?”

“Right,” Hannah said as she leaned against her dad for support. Her face was still covered in soot and exhaustion dulled her eyes, but Blake knew that girl would not go down without a fight. She might cry through it, but she’d keep pushing. “Thank you, all of you, for getting me home.”

“Of course, may we see you again.” Blake nodded, reached back for Tucker’s hand and walked down the road.

“Will we make it in time?” Kris whispered before looking up at the orange sky, blinking back the ash.

“If we cut through the forest and across the gully. You up for it?” He slowed so he didn’t drag his son.

“I’m up for it,” Tucker said with a yawn.

“Whatever will get us home safely.” Kris met his eyes briefly before ruffing up Tucker’s hair. “You’ve been such a trooper.”

“Yes, you have.” Blake scooped the boy up and put him on his shoulders. They only protested the added weight a little. With his family now by his side, he felt unstoppable.

The group still stood around in the distance. Blake squeezed his fists. He didn’t trust a group of people in situations like this. Chaos was sure to follow, especially when they realized just how serious this event was.

An empty lot opened up next to them. Quickly and quietly, he took Kris’s hand and pulled her into the safety of the trees. Once behind the screen of trees, he stopped and put Tucker back on his feet.

“I’m going to need you to walk for a while. It’s too dangerous to carry you on my shoulders in the dark.”

“Because a tree branch could knock me off?”

“That’s right, Tuck.” He looked toward his wife, who scanned the darkness around them. He knew she feared the woods at night, and with a fire chasing them down, who could blame her. “We’re going to head east through the forest and down into the gully. Once there, if we follow the creek, it will take us right to our property.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Her voice quivered, making him want to take her in his arms.

“It’s just precautionary, Kris.” He reached out a tentative hand to brush the soot from her cheek. “We’re going to make it.”

She bit her lip and nodded. He always had been able to count on her to keep her resolve in dangerous situations. It was one of the many things he fell in love with. She had an inner strength that most couldn’t even fathom. In fact, he drew on that strength now. Hoping to be the man she needed him to be. Hoping to win a place back by her side and in her heart.

“It’s just like a night hike, Tuck.” She clasped the boy’s hand and started walking through the trees.

“Except it’s more survival-like, for real, with a fire chasing us down!” 

Blake did his best to restrain the smile trying to force its way out. He had to hand it to the kid for his excitement and making the best of the situation. Yet, this was no game, and true survival was on the line. He glanced at Kris. The hard line of her lips let him know she didn’t like Tucker making this into a game. She was smart though, and what she said next only solidified his high opinion of her.

“And we’re the survivalists having to storm through the woods, jump over fallen logs, avoid other people, and make it back to base camp.”

“Yeah, and if we see any game on our way, we should hunt it for food. I wish I had my bow.” He put his arms in archery position and released pretend arrows with whooshes at imaginary creatures hiding in the dark.

“You’ve kept up your practice?”

“Almost every day!”

Delight filled Blake, even with danger rushing toward them and no idea what lay in store for them, or the world for that matter. He enjoyed being back with his family. A rightness filled him. He would make sure they survived. In fact, he would make sure they thrived.
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Kris watched her son shoot at imaginary game and bad guys as they made their way as quickly as possible through the dense forest. She knew that it would open up slightly soon, but then they would be in another creek canyon. Thankfully, this one was wider and less steep than the one they barely made it through just an hour or so before. 

The smoke in the air burned her already parched throat. Without stopping, she hoisted the backpack she had taken from Tucker and brought out the water bottle. She took a slow drink, allowing the water to cool her mouth and throat. Less than half of the bottle sloshed around when she stopped, and she still wished for more. With a few quick steps, she sidled up to Tucker and handed him the bottle. 

“Thanks, Mommy. My throat feels all rough.”

“It’s from the smoke, Sweetie. It should feel better tomorrow.” She watched as he almost finished off the bottle.

“Sorry, I almost drank it all before asking Daddy if he wants some.” His kindness burned at her heart. 

Knowing that he had his dad to rely on again, for a while at least, warmed her even more. Who knew when Blake would leave again. Though, he had said he was done...

She watched Blake’s reaction to their son offering him the last bit of their water. He took the bottle reverently but then handed it back. “It’s okay, Tuck. I have a few more bottles in my pack. You go ahead.”

Kris bent down and kissed him on the cheek. “You are very thoughtful to think of others.”

“You sure?” Tucker questioned.

“Yep,” Blake said as he shifted his bag around and dug out another bottle. “See?”

“Okay.” The word had hardly left his mouth before he had downed the rest of the water.

Kris’s mouth watered at the thought of more, but she didn’t know how much they might still need. She swallowed painfully, took the empty bottle from Tuck, and shoved it into the pack before readjusting it to her back.

“Here.” Blake’s voice had softened as he handed her the bottle. “There are two more in here, and we’re almost back.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, taking the bottle and swallowing two large drinks. 

“You still have that aloe plant at home?”

“Yeah,” she said, thinking of how big it had grown since he had left.

“Good. We can mix some with water and drink it once we get back. It will help our throats, and the filtered air will help our lungs.”

“And your face, Dad.”

“You really expect us to go into that bunker?”

“Wouldn’t you rather not sleep in fear of the fire tearing down our house in the middle of the night?”

“Hmmphf.” Kris didn’t like it when he was right. A night in the bunker wouldn’t be too bad, except there was only the one large bed plus a hammock for Tucker. Maybe she could convince Blake to sleep in the hammock. An inner laugh shook her with the image of Blake’s massive body hanging out all sides of the child’s hammock.

They had several slumber parties in there after Blake installed the bunker. The whole idea wowed Tucker. Staying underground and all of them in one room made a fun adventure for the boy. Now, though, the thought of being trapped in such small quarters with her husband who had been gone for a year...well, let’s just say it wasn’t a comfortable thought.

She squeezed her arms around her just as her foot caught on an unseen stump. She threw her hands out to catch her fall as she crashed onto the forest floor. A piercing worse than anything she had ever felt slashed into her palm. She gasped and pulled her hand to her chest as she rolled to her back.

“Mommy!” Tucker ran over to her.

“It’s okay, Tuck.” She did her best to reassure him, but her voice sounded strained and breathless even to her.

“You’re hurt.” Blake stood over her and then squatted, his hands roaming her body.

“Stop. I’ll be fine. Just stuck my hand with something.” Kris bit her cheeks, both from the pain and from the crazy emotions rolling through her from his hands all over her.

Blake turned on his headlamp, which he had said they should keep off in order to not draw any attention to themselves. He shined it on the hand she still clutched to her chest. It throbbed and burned. The last thing she wanted to do was open it.

“Let me see.” His demand held no room for argument, and grudgingly she brought her hand into the light.

Seeing it might have been worse than the pain. A pencil-sized splinter of wood stuck out of her palm. The crazy thing was, no blood dripped from the wound.

“We have to get that out.”

She nodded, the thought making her face go numb as the blood drained from it.

“Can you make it another hundred yards down to the creek?”

“Yes,” she said as she took his hand with her uninjured one and stood. A wash of dizziness rolled through her. 

Blake steadied her, grasping her elbow and steering her toward the sound of a gentle brook. This creek didn’t have much in it, a sure sign of the hot drought they were in and another reason the fire would be raging toward them. She glanced back at the orange-lit horizon. How close was it? Did they have time for this stop?

“We have to make time to do this. If we don’t, it will be worse once we get home.”

“Does it hurt, Mommy?” Tucker laid a gentle hand on her arm.

“Yes, but Daddy will make it better.” 

“He’s great at wilderness medicine, huh?”

“Well, I’ve taken some classes at least.” Blake laughed, a tight-squeezed sound that didn’t seem full of confidence.

He led her to a low rock at the creek’s edge and instructed her to let her hand soak while he filtered through the emergency medical kit. He laid out tweezers, bandages, antibiotic ointment, and some gauze on the rock beside her and then squatted next to her. 

“Okay, I would suggest you look away.” He took in a large breath and breathed it out. For someone good in emergency situations, medical things and blood did not come easy to him. 

Kris opened her hand for him, seeing the crooked way the splinter stuck in her palm. She feared the worst and looked away as he suggested. 

“Take a deep breath in. Okay, blow it out now.” 

Kris did as instructed and felt a searing pain as he withdrew the splinter. She bit back the cuss word that wanted to spew from her lips and looked sharply at her hand. Blood burst from the wound like a plugged pipe that had been set free. When Blake pressed the wad of gauze into the gaping hole, she almost passed out from the pain.

Blake cursed under his breath as he readjusted the gauze and then poked around. “There’s still a piece inside.” The doom in his voice flooded her veins with fiery panic.

“What does that mean, Daddy? Can’t you get it out? Will Mommy be okay?” The boy who had been brave during this whole ordeal now had tears streaming down his face. His lips trembled, and he took in shaky breaths.

“I won’t let anything happen to Mommy.” Blake reached up and cupped the boy’s chin. “Do you remember that moss we saw on the survival show?”

“Yeah, it stopped bleeding.”

“That’s right. I saw some just back in the forest. Could you be brave enough to take the other flashlight and get some?”

“Yes,” he said with determination in his little voice. It made Kris’s heart ache almost as much as her hand.

“I don’t want him going out there by himself,” she said shakily.

“I can do it, Mommy. I’m doing it for you.” He stood tall before rummaging in the pack for the flashlight. He gave her a little kiss on the cheek. “We always return to each other.”

“We always return to each other,” Kris and Blake said at the same time.

“I’ll get that moss.” Then he turned and strode into the dark woods.

“I don’t like this.” Panic flooded her system.

“I’ll be able to see his light the whole time. He doesn’t need to see this.” He took in a shaky breath. “It’s going to hurt like hell, Kris.”

“I’ll try not to pass out on you.”

He rinsed a stick in the creek. “I’ll try not to as well.” He offered a small smile. “Bite on the stick. It helps.”

Kris bit down hard on the stick, fear making her stomach churn and threaten to heave.

“Okay, here we go.”

The pain bit into her palm like a searing flame. She clenched down on the stick, reminding herself she had been through labor, she could do anything. Sucking in air through her nose, she did her best to breathe and force herself to stay present. Rather than focusing on the searing pain that threatened to push her out of consciousness, she turned her entire concentration to listening for Tucker’s movements in the forest behind her.

Blake cursed a few times, his panting breath doing nothing to reassure her. 

With one final blaze of pain, his movement stopped. Her hand throbbed, and her teeth and jaw ached. She spat out the stick. “You done?” she said in a raspy, haggard voice.

“Yes, tough lady.” He pressed a wad of gauze over the even bigger hole and then brought his head to hers, wrapping a hand around the back of her neck to lean her forehead against his own. His sheen of perspiration mingled with the drops of hers as they breathed each other’s breaths. “You’re amazing.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, wishing that things were different, wishing that he hadn’t been gone for a year, wishing that the world wasn’t ending as they knew it, and wishing she hadn’t fallen on her hand. She knew what this could mean with no hospitals or doctors able to administer medication or stitches or whatever may be needed.

She heard rushed steps in the leaves and pine needles. Relief washed through her, almost enough that she wanted just to close her eyes and sleep. Surely this all had to be a dream, or rather a nightmare.

“I got it!” Tucker said triumphantly.

“I’m so proud of you, Sweetie!” Kris leaned back from Blake and reached her uninjured hand to her son. “You are so brave and courageous putting your life in danger to help me.”

Tucker smiled and looked to Blake.

“That’s a sign of a good man right there,” he said as he ruffed up Tuck’s hair. “Wash that moss off in the creek, and we’ll pound it with this rock.”

“Then we put it on Mommy’s owie, right?”

“Yep, and wrap it up.”

Kris watched her boys work together. Maybe she had been too hard on Blake. All the skills he had insisted Tucker learn were actually paying off. In fact, it had saved them or at least brought them back together.

A warm wind whipped up her hair. The blast caused prickles of fear to pierce her chest. She turned and saw the orange brighter than it had been and even a few flames licking the sky a distance away.

“Blake?” She turned to catch his eyes and saw him staring at the same scene.

“Almost done, Buddy? We’ve got to get this on mom and move.”

“Got it.” Tucker picked up a wad of the green goo, looked up at her, and with her nod, he gently placed it on her wound. 

Blake wrapped it in place and then stuck everything back in the packs. He held down a hand to Kris and pulled her up. The world spun slightly, but she widened her stance and set her jaw. 

“You got this, tough girl,” Blake reassured her, using the term he called her when they first met. He kissed her on the forehead and then reached for Tucker’s hand. “Okay, a mile to go and we’re home, safe and sound.”

“Let’s do this!” Tucker cheered.

Despite the danger racing them down, the situation the world was in, and the way her hand throbbed, a warmth spread through her. She had her family back together, and her little miracle made that happen.
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Blake pushed down the fear that raced up his spine. He didn’t have time for it. He needed to be ready and completely focused in order to get his family to safety. Mapping out their route, he made sure not to go too close to any neighbors’ houses. Another delay could cost them everything.

As they charged up the little gorge, a cooler gust hit them from the opposite direction of the fire. On the wind he smelled the most delicious scent. Rain.

Kris must have smelled it, too, because her eyes swiftly met his, hope glowing within...overpowering the orange reflection of the sky.

“Is it too much to hope for some mercy?” she asked.

“Oh, I’m hoping with every ounce of my being, not only for us...but everyone.” The truth hit him hard. He knew he could have helped all those people back there when they dropped off Hannah. He knew he could help his neighbors, but it may be at the cost of losing his loved ones. You just can’t trust a group of humans. He had seen it too many times.

“All those people...” Kris’s voice faded off.

He knew she would rescue each and every one of them. They didn’t have the supplies for that. As it was, they would have to figure out how to survive without amenities soon enough. At least, they had enough to get through this first winter and the bunker to keep them safe through it as well.

Another gust brought a spattering of wetness.

“Rain!” Tucker shouted.

Both Blake and Kris shushed him. Not that he shouldn’t be excited about the rain. It was a Godsend, but they came up to the neighbor’s property line. The one with the aggressive dogs. The last thing they needed was to be run down by one of them.

“It’s raining, though. We haven’t had rain in like a year, and isn’t this good for the fire?” 

“Yes, it is, Tuck. It’s very good. We just have to be stealthy to get home right now. Can you be sneaky through Mr. Smither’s property?” Blake redirected him.

“Oh, like a ninja on a mission?”

“Yeah, like that.”

They ninjaed their way through the property until they hit their fence line. Blake saw the fence and his shoulders relaxed. They had made it. Their house lay just on the other side of the fence and their bunker, too. A year’s supply of food, water, and everything else they needed. He looked at Kris clutching her hand to her chest—even antibiotics if needed. 

They walked the fence line to the gate, and Tucker ran up to it, punching in the code. Blake watched closely. He pressed each number carefully, his birthday. Why hadn’t Blake thought of that when he tried to get in earlier? The gate, of course, didn’t budge.

“Why isn’t the gate opening?” Tucker tried the combination again. “Oh, that’s right...no power.”

“We’ll hop it,” Blake said, taking a step toward it.

“Hey look, it’s your Jeep.”

“Yeah, it doesn’t work anymore, though.” 

“We should still push it onto our property. Maybe we could fix it.”

“There’s always that possibility, I guess, but not tonight.” Blake picked him up and set him as high on the fence as he could. Then he clambered up to the top and lowered the boy down the other side. Then he jumped back off to help Kris over. With her injured hand, the clambering was a bit awkward, and she fell more than landed on the other side.

“You okay, Mommy?”

“Yeah, Sweetie. I’m okay.”

Her voice caused worry to grow inside Blake. She was exhausted. They were so close.

“Can we have a sleepover in the bunker tonight?”

“Absolutely, Tuck. I think that’s a great idea.” The boy had read his mind. He stole a glance at Kris as they walked down their long driveway.

“I just need to grab a few things from the house, and then I’ll join you.” Kris moved toward the house while Tucker took off into the forest where the bunker lay hidden.

“I can get whatever you need. You should go rest.”

“No, I know where everything is. I’ll be fine.”

“Oh, Mommy! Would you get my survival magazines?”

“Sure, Sweetie. Go with Daddy, and I’ll be right there.”

Blake handed her his headlamp, although he wished she would listen to reason. He wanted to make her go to the bunker, but he knew her too well and didn’t want to start their time with an argument. Reluctantly, he took up Tucker and traveled through their maintained forest to the pile of boulders the entrance hid behind.

The sky began to lighten on the horizon, and in the faint glow he could see the healthy, cleared forest. He was happy that Kris had allowed the grounds keeper he hired to continue his work to keep their property fire-safe. It cost a pretty penny, but one that might just save their house tonight.

~*~
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Kris watched them head off toward the bunker. They had made it. The fire still raged and roared toward them, but they had made it back to their property, to their home. The rain had only produced a few showers, barely enough to wet their clothes, but the air still hung heavy with expectancy. A storm brewed, hopefully a storm of mercy.

The house was dark and cold. She clicked on the headlamp. It wasn’t like it was the first time she wandered around her house with a flashlight. Power outages were normal upcountry and even more so since the big fires. The electrical company would shut it off if there was any threat of fire whatsoever. Well, they couldn’t have prevented this one.

Kris emptied a tub of toys onto Tucker’s floor so she could use the box to load what they needed. A tear rolled down her cheek while she scanned his room. Tuck would be so heartbroken if the fire burned up his adventure room and all his toys. She threw a few treasured toys, his stuffed animal, and favorite blanket into the tub.

She then sifted through his closet to find the memento box that held his footprints from the day he was born, a lock of hair from his first haircut, his four baby teeth, and a few other special things. She left the room and came back with an arm-load of photo albums, a few books and pictures, and other keepsakes.

Pushing the tub to the door as best she could with her injured hand, she couldn’t stop the feeling that she forgot something. His survival magazines!

She walked back into his room and tried to grab them with her uninjured hand. They slipped from her grasp and spread out on the floor. She knelt to pick them back up, noticing slips of white paper sticking out of most of them. 

Knowing she didn’t have much time but not able to stop her curiosity, she pulled one out. Scrawled in Tucker’s wavering handwriting, which must have been from earlier that year because his penmanship had improved dramatically with the start of first grade, were numbers and letters underneath them. She focused a little more, mentally adding spaces between words. We Always Return to Each Other.

Her heart hammered in her chest. She pulled out another one. Don’t forget to store extra water. Another: I love you. Tell your Mommy I love her too. And then another from the top of the stack: I’ll be home soon!

Kris’s eyes blurred with tears. Blake had sent messages.

The door slammed open. “Kris, are you okay?” Blake’s voice sounded from the living room and then closer. “What are you doing? We have to go...” His voice ended right next to her.

She looked up at him, the tears now flowing freely. “You sent messages...”

“Yes,” he said, squatting next to her. “You didn’t know?”

She shook her head, emotions rushing through her. Why didn’t Tucker tell her about these messages? Then, shame filled her with the hot coals of knowing. She hadn’t want to hear anything about Blake. Her anger had pushed her boy away from her. His fear kept these hidden.

Blake touched her face gently. “I did everything I could, and I know it wasn’t enough.” His thumb wiped at the tears streaming down. “I promise I will never leave you two like that again.”

Kris sucked in a sob and allowed him to wrap her up in an embrace. 

Warmth filled her. The warmth of his large, protective body, the warmth of feeling safe, and the warmth of love. When he pulled her to her feet, he planted a lingering kiss on her forehead.

“Please give me the chance to rebuild your trust in me.”

She looked up into his green eyes, so full of love and adoration. How could she say no? Besides, where would she be without him right now as the world crumbled, or rather burned, around them?

She nodded, and he bent to pick up the magazines and all the messages Tucker had scrawled out. She fought the pain that her son had done such a thing without her help or even her knowing. That kid was smart, almost too smart.

Blake set the magazines in the tub. “Anything else.”

She walked to the picture of their wedding day that she had slammed down the day before and placed it in the tub Blake now carried. With a sigh of longing, she looked around her home. It was a place filled with memories of their wedding night, of laying on the couch while feeling Tucker rolling around in her belly, the carpet where Tucker took his first steps, the bed he crawled in to sleep with her every night, the pictures of their life lining the walls. 

Thinking that all this may burn and this might be the last time she saw it all, created a hole in her heart much larger than the one that throbbed in her palm.

“I wish we could take it all,” she whispered as he led her out the door and turned the key. With the tub under one arm, he took her hand in his.

“I know, but we have each other, and that is all that matters.” He pulled her close into him as she felt a few more drops of rain splash on her face.

“Maybe God will grant us mercy and let this rain come down in a torrent.”

“I pray that He does,” Blake said in the same reverent tone.

Tucker met them at the entrance to the bunker. His enthusiasm for the adventure filled her heart with love. How she wished she could have the eyes of a child. As she watched him sift through the tub to find his special things, she remembered Blake’s words. Yes, they had each other. With that, they could get through anything.

The End...for now!
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Thank you for reading the first installment of Grant Us Mercy. I hope you enjoyed the survival journey of Blake, Kris, and Tucker reaching their bunker.

Stay tuned for installment two. Trapped in the small bunker, the estranged family has to learn to live in such close proximity. When a group of people camp on top of them, will they be able to keep their secret location hidden?

Want to read the first chapter of Installment Two now? Keep reading. A sneak peek is included!
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Join DC Little on Facebook for survival tips and other fun posts.

https://www.facebook.com/DC-Little-Post-Apocalyptic-Survival-Stories-1135141796657170/

Want to be the first to know when the next installment is released? Join DC’s Reader Team HERE

https://mailchi.mp/16e5d6555ef6/dclittlereaderteam
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Join DC’s Reader Team!
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Join DC Little’s Reader Team, and get a free book exclusive to her Thrivalist Team!

Remember Hannah’s dad, Arland? Blake imparted some of his knowledge with the meek scientist. In this exclusive story, find out what Arland does armed with that information. Can he protect Hannah and his community through the apocalypse? 

Grant Us Mercy: 

Arland’s Transformation
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Join DC LIttle’s Team 

and read now!

https://mybookcave.com/d/d22b818b/
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Next in Grant Us Mercy
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Grant Us Mercy: 

Installment TWO
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Will their bunker become their tomb?

The cold steel walls close in on the estranged Chantrys. Anxiety and tempers increase with so many constant unknowns, including how to tolerate living in such close proximity for the next several months.

Yards of hard-packed earth separate them from the storm of chaos raging above. Will it be enough to keep them safely hidden? Will there be anything or anyone left once they finally emerge?

Sickness, marauders, murder, and a new gift all await in this second installment of the post-apocalyptic serial novel, Grant Us Mercy. Every three weeks, the next installment will release and continue the survival adventures of the Chantrys.
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SNEAK PEEK!!!
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Grant Us Mercy: Installment Two

October 13, 2020 11:58

Silence filled the bunker, the type of silence Kris thought would exist in a tomb. Empty. Void of life. She looked up at the ceiling knowing yards of dirt separated her from the life that still forged on up there.

She couldn’t hear the crickets chirping, nor wind singing through the trees. She didn’t understand the absoluteness of silence until spending time in the bunker. Moving closer to her son’s body wrapped around her, she took solace in hearing the slight whisper of his breath.

The urge to open a window and look out about drove her mad. Had the rain come with enough ferocity to douse the raging fire? Or were those flames right now devouring her land, her home, and her memories?

She untangled herself from Tucker, who had refused to sleep alone in the hammock, and quietly sat on the edge of the thin, springy mattress. Her son rustled in the bed, snuggling into the warm spot she had just vacated. The air tensed, and though she couldn’t see her hand in front of her, she knew her movement had awoken Blake on the other side of the bed.

Kris froze. The last thing she wanted was a conversation with him. There was too much to say, too many emotions living behind those words to be useful. She needed space.

Her gaze roamed the pitch black, closed-in box holding her family. She couldn’t see the restricting walls, but she could feel their cold metal presence. The only thing she didn’t have right now was space.

The darkness enveloped her, and she hoped Blake would fall back asleep. Her breath came silently, long and deep. The air tasted stale and dense. What she wouldn’t give to go outside and breathe the pine-scented breeze.

To her dismay, the sheet rustled, and the unmistakable pure manly scent of her husband came on waves of air caused by his movement. Her body reacted, and an instant need to be in his arms and comforted washed over her.

Her mind, though, reinforced the invisible wall between them, a wall as dark as the space surrounding them. She wanted to focus on anything besides him and settled on the throbbing of her injured hand.

His presence invaded her barriers, overwhelming her with the heat of his torso moving to rest on the squeaky mattress next to her. He turned on the dim, red light on the wall next to the bed. It illuminated his naked, sculpted chest in a soft glow. Why did he have to sleep in his underwear? Couldn’t he at least have worn a shirt?

Her mind swirled. Here she was worried about her husband sitting inches away from her when outside the world was burning. People were probably dying or fleeing their homes with nowhere to go. The quandary almost caused her to let out a cynical laugh, but she caught herself just in time.

“Can’t sleep?” Blake’s gravelly voice broke the eerie silence. He set the light on his lap and rubbed his face and short hair with large, thick hands.

Where had he been for the last year? She noticed a few new scars, still puckered pink, on his arms and chest. Desire to know everything about his time away flooded her, but she dammed up the rush. So much time had passed. She had accustomed herself to the life of a single mom. It would take time readjusting to his constant presence—if he remained as he had promised.

“I’m worried about my parents and my brother.” The statement wasn’t a lie. She had been thinking of them among many other things.

“They’re prepared. They’ll make it.” He yawned and stretched.

“Maybe the CME didn’t affect them?” Hoped filled her voice, but with one look at Blake’s resigned features glowing in the red light, she knew the hope was false.

“I’m not sure, but with auroras like that, I would surmise this to be a national event, if not global.”

She hung her head. Her family still lived in the rurals of Idaho, where she left them when she had gone off to college in California. Who knew she would meet a crazy, military survivalist and fall in love? She had always planned on returning.

“Your brother knows what he’s doing. Remember? Last Christmas they talked about their rendezvous plan so he could get your parents to his land.”

“You weren’t here last Christmas,” she said. Her words held no bite, only exhaustion and acceptance.

She reminded herself that he had sent contact. Her eyes instinctively went to the tub in the dark corner. Its outline was barely visible in the soft red glow. The tub contained the secret coded messages Blake had sent over the last year, the messages her six-year-old boy decoded himself and didn’t share with her, out of fear she was certain.

“I’m sorry.” He hung his head. “The Christmas before that. Any word of change to their plan?”

“No, I’m sure they saw it all as a game they played with their crazy son-in-law.”

“Game or not, it will save them.”

Kris nodded. It probably would. She knew her brother and his wife had started living off the land as much as possible, not because they feared an apocalyptic event, but because they liked the idea of the freedom of being off-grid. Her heart squeezed. Would she ever get to see them all again?

“What about your dad?” she asked and tensed. She never knew what his reaction would be when mentioning his dad. There was no love lost between them. His mom had passed away when he was a teenager. Hate and anger filled the house after her loss, which spurred Blake to enlist as soon as he was of age.

“I’ve shared all he allowed me. His survival is now up to him. Not much I can do about it anymore.” His voice was devoid of emotion as he said it, but his lips twitched ever so slightly.

He rose off the bed, taking the glowing light with him. His muscular back faced her, a specimen that most men in their forties would not have. She craved to reach out and touch him, to allow him to enfold her in his strong arms and pretend that they were just playing the game again. Man, did she wish that the world as she knew it was not burning up this very instant.

Blake cocked his ear toward the vent in the ceiling. He touched the air ventilation system in the corner of the room. With a few rapid cranks of a handle, the soft hum of the system echoed in the small space. Kris knew many people who used white noise to sleep every night. She never could understand how a constant drone could help a person sleep.

Blake’s steps barely made a sound besides a soft, sticky suction of bare feet on the linoleum as he walked silently back to the vent. For such a large man, she had no idea how he walked so quietly. She assumed his occupation had required that level of stealth. Otherwise he might not be with them now. A shudder ran through her.

Kris held her breath as her husband stood silently below the outtake. That vent, the door, and secret crawl space were the only passages out into life. Her heart hammered with the thought of being stuck in this ten-by-twenty box for more than just a night.

“Can you hear anything?” she asked.

“No,” he shook his head, and then stretched, his hands flat on the ceiling. He paced the floor. It hadn’t even been half a day, and he already acted like a caged animal. He turned his eyes back to her, their depths blackened by the lack of light. She knew that look and didn’t want to go there.

“What happens if the fire makes it here?” she quickly asked, wanting to delay the words almost spilling from his mouth.

“It will burn through the duff. Since you have kept the grounds so clean, the house should be fine.”

Kris’s shoulders relaxed. “There’s still so much in there that I don’t want to see gone. What about the bunker? Will it just go right over the top of us?”

“If it has enough fuel to do that. It might not make it much into our property at all.”

“If it does go over us,” Tucker’s little voice said from the bed behind her, “will the smoke come down the air pipe?”

“No, Tuck. You don’t have to worry about that. This air filtration system is top-of-the-art. No particles or gas can get through it,” Blake reassured.

“Good. My throat hurts from all that smoke.” His voice sounded deep and raspy.

Kris grabbed a water bottle with her uninjured hand and handed it to him. “We’ll add some aloe to our water in the morning.”

“It’s actually almost noon.” Blake said after looking at a cell phone, the glow illuminating his face.

“It still works?” she asked, hope lining her voice.

“No reception. The cell towers fried just like the power lines. The bunker acts as a faraday cage so...”

“I made one, Dad!” Tucker sat up in bed, his little voice hoarse and raw. “It’s in the house. I have the radio in it, just like you instructed.” He threw his hands over his mouth, and his eyes went wide as he looked at his mother.

“It’s okay, Tuck. I know about the messages.” Kris brought him onto her lap. “I’m sorry you felt like you couldn’t share them with me.”

“You were just so mad at Daddy.” The defeat in his words squeezed her heart.

Her gaze shot to Blake’s before hiding from his intense gaze. “I know, Sweetie. I’m sorry.”

Blake blew out his breath, and then sat next to them. “It’s my fault, Tuck. A man shouldn’t leave his family.”

Kris met Blake’s eyes over Tucker’s head.

“I’ve learned that now. I won’t be leaving you two again.” Even in the red glow, she swore she could see the earnestness alive in his green eyes.

“I know. We’re together now, as a family.” Tucker wiggled and squirmed next to Kris.

“Sweetie, do you need to use the bathroom?”

“Yeah, but that composting toilet is weird, and it’s so small in there, and it’s so...dark.” His voice had lowered to a whisper. He had been exceptionally brave last night, but he was still just a boy, a boy afraid of the dark.

“Something’s going on with the DC power system. I’ll have to go and check. You can take this.” Blake handed Tucker the cell phone after turning on flashlight mode.

Kris slid to her feet. The cold of the floor seeped through her skin, and she wished she had pushed to get better flooring in here. Not that she had ever believed they would be using it for real.

“There’s a lantern in here...” She rummaged through a small storage compartment next to the bed. There were several storage places stashed throughout the small quarters. “Here.” She pulled out the battery-operated lantern and turned it on.

The small room lit up, but it still felt like night. It would always feel like night this far underground. How long would they have to stay here?

“Much better,” Tucker said with a smile. “Could I still leave the door open?”

“Of course. Let’s get you all set up.” Kris held out her hand, and they took the five steps to the bathroom together.

Blake grunted as he fiddled with the battery compartment next to the bathroom. He muttered under his breath and then rested his head against the wall. Kris knew better than to interrupt with a question, so she just watched him out of the corner of her eye while she ensured Tucker had everything he needed.

“I’ve got to go up top.” Blake ground his teeth. She could hear them grating even five feet away.

“Is that safe?” she asked, keeping her voice low.

“I don’t know yet, but it has to be done.” He shoved his feet into his pants, tugged a shirt over his washboard abs, and then donned a holster.

The click-click of him checking his gun before slipping it into the holster sent a shiver down Kris’s spine.

“You expecting trouble?”

“Expect the—“

“The unexpected and prepare for everything in between,” Tucker finished for him as he stood from the toilet and pulled up his pants.

“That’s right, my boy.” Blake’s goofy grin made him seem so boyish that Kris had to work hard to hide her smile. He pulled out another handgun and held it out for Kris, handle first. “I know you don’t like them, but you need it...just in case.”

“Can’t you just put it on the table? I’ll grab it if something crazy happens.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Krista.” Blake shook his head as he flicked the safety on and slipped the gun into her pants pocket.

The weight and cold steel sent chills throughout Kris. She glared at her husband. She had gotten accustomed to making her own decisions. Having him dictate her life again would take some getting used to.

Want to find out how the Chantrys survive the next few months? 

Grab From Amazon Now!

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07WWLXY7Y
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DC Little writes what she loves, incorporating survival techniques within action-packed natural disaster stories. The Sierra Nevada Mountains are her playground, both for adventure and scheming up new plots.

If DC is not attached to her computer typing out her latest novel, then you will probably find her on some sort of adventure with her husband and son. Whether white-water kayaking, backcountry skiing, dirt bike riding, or finding the next bug-out hidden oasis, she feels most at home in the trees and granite wonderlands of her home county.
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